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Introduction

How did autoworkers in the metropolitan Detroit region experience the
1950s? Historians have generally portrayed the 1950s as a decade of job stabil-
ity and economic advancement for blue-collar auto employees, who entered
the middle class as beneficiaries of generous contracts negotiated by the
United Automobile Workers (UAW) during the heyday of the post-World
War II boom. Yet despite all that has been written about the auto industry
and the UAW, no research focuses in any sustained way on autoworkers
themselves. Instead, most studies have focused on top-level union policies
and officials, particularly Walter Reuther, the longtime president (1946-1970)
of the UAW! The lack of attention given to actual autoworkers inspired me to
launch an oral history project to explore that subject. Although my research
focus shifted over time, the goal of learning more about how ordinary auto-
workers experienced the postwar years has remained central to this work.
At the risk of simplification, what follows is the composite view of auto-
workers that can be gleaned from the existing literature. Most significantly,
they made increasingly large amounts of money, as their real wages doubled
between 1947 and 1960, mostly because of cost-of-living allowances (COLA)
and the productivity-based annual improvement factor (AIF). They also
enjoyed new fringe benefits such as pensions and company-paid health in-
surance.” Large numbers of new autoworkers, many of them white Southern-
ers, entered the auto workforce during World War II and the early postwar
years and cared little about the struggles during the 1930s to create the UAW.
These recent migrants were concerned instead with gaining a foothold in
the burgeoning postwar consumer society and were largely apathetic about
their union.? On the other hand, these same workers offered strong support
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whenever the UAW launched official strikes, and many of them participated
in unauthorized walkouts, called “wildcat strikes,” rather than resolve dis-
putes through cumbersome grievance procedures.* On occasion, ordinary
workers even forced UAW leadership to authorize strikes that conflicted with
top-level strategies.” It is also implicit in the literature that autoworkers would
have rallied behind more radical approaches if top-level union leaders had
not offered such a constrained, bureaucratic vision—wages, benefits, and
grievance procedures—of what was possible. Indeed, much of the literature
about postwar autoworkers contains counterfactual undercurrents, revealing
understandable disappointment, decades later, with the way things turned
out.® On the whole, however, it seems that male autoworkers, who were the
vast majority, tended to care more about extra-plant activities, like hunting
and bowling, or horseplay on the job than militant unionism.”

Another important part of the composite picture of postwar autoworkers
is that much of the documented militancy, at least among white workers,
was aimed at preventing equal opportunities for blacks in auto employment
and housing.® The implication is that many white workers, if not most, were
overt racists and that all were the beneficiaries of white privilege. In addition
to facing persistent job discrimination at hiring offices, black workers were
disproportionately affected by job losses from technological innovations and
the decentralization of the industry away from Detroit. Over one hundred
thousand manufacturing positions left Detroit during the 1950s, and ma-
chines came to perform many of the “meanest and dirtiest” jobs, historically
reserved for blacks.’ Although in principle more supportive of racial equality
than the union’s white membership, top UAW leadership tended to turn a
blind eye toward racism in auto plants and within local unions. UAW officials
claimed with some justification that they did not make hiring decisions and
were therefore not responsible for discrimination at that level, but those same
leaders put little pressure on automakers to change their ways and integrated
their executive board only in response to pressure and shaming.” Most male
autoworkers and top union leaders were also sexist, and women activists in
the UAW fought hard for workplace equality throughout the postwar years."

Although much of this literature appeared after my project began, we
still know very little about actual autoworkers. My initial research goal, in
the early 2000s, was to locate and interview ordinary workers, although I
wasn't entirely sure what that meant other than that I was looking for people
usually referred to as the “rank and file” I did not look for activists or union
leaders, although I did interview several people who held local union of-
fices of some sort, and I did not turn down an interview with anybody. My
hope was to interview people who had been alluded to in, but largely left
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out of, the historical literature. This is a purpose particularly well suited for
oral history, even though most such projects to that point had focused on
union leaders or activists.” Finding people to interview was more difficult
than it had been in my previous research on Southern cotton mill workers.
Although there were potentially thousands of people who could have been
fine candidates, they were not clustered in a particular village or neighbor-
hood in metro Detroit where I could knock on doors and hope for the best.
A possible entry point, it seemed, was UAW local union retiree luncheons,
since most of the people who had been autoworkers in the late ’40s and dur-
ing the ’sos were likely to be retired by 2000. An early break came when a
running partner, who had been an engineer at the now closed Ford Motor
Company plant in Ypsilanti, Michigan, took an interest in this research and
got me in touch with the Local 849 retiree president, Bob Bowen. A student
later directed me to Local 653 retiree chapter president Bonnie Melton at the
Pontiac Motor plant in Pontiac, Michigan. Both Mr. Bowen and Ms. Melton
understood immediately the potential importance of interviewing the retirees
they led, and both offered crucial support at that stage of the project. Retiree
luncheon recruitment efforts involved going table to table, briefly explaining
to potential interviewees what I hoped to learn from them. Quite a few inter-
viewees initially assumed that I wanted them to tell me about Walter Reuther
or national-level union activities rather than their personal experiences. At
first I naively expected that almost everyone at these gatherings would be
eager to talk with me. Enough of them were interested that it turned out to
be a worthwhile approach, but many more were too busy with their lives to
schedule anything else, or perhaps they were skeptical about the sincerity
of an academic in their midst. In any case, there was no hope of convincing
anyone to be interviewed once the Bingo games and raffles began.
Eventually I conducted interviews with forty-two people, most of whom
were born in the 1920s or early 1930s. Many were young adults in the late
1940s, and others reached adulthood in the early 1950s. Relatively few of
them were born in metro Detroit. Most came from outside southeast Michi-
gan—for example, from West Virginia, North Carolina, Alabama, Kentucky;,
Missouri, Arkansas, North Dakota, Minnesota, Illinois, Pennsylvania, On-
tario, the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, or the western and northern parts
of its Lower Peninsula. Of those who were born in the Detroit area, many
had parents who were immigrants, often from Turkey, Poland, or Greece, in
the early twentieth century. The majority of those I interviewed were white
men, but a disproportionate number, compared with their presence in auto
plants in the 1950s, were white women, likely because women generally out-
lived men and many of those women liked to socialize at retiree luncheons.
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Three interviews were with African American men. Victims of race and sex
prejudice, black women rarely worked in auto plants in the years I studied.
I used a life history approach to interviewing and never asked people to be
experts in anything other than their own experiences, including how they
came to be autoworkers. Although I took many pages of questions with me
into each interview, I hardly ever used them. Doing so would have unneces-
sarily impeded the flow of conversation, which I managed to do on my own
often enough.

Many themes emerged from the interviews, but the most significant one
was that job instability and economic insecurity dominated these workers’
lives during the supposed postwar boom. Details and circumstances differed
in each case, but the broad outlines of most stories were similar. Few of the
people I talked with had even a foothold in what historian Lizabeth Cohen
has called the “consumer’s republic” of the postwar era.” Auto work had been
unstable since its inception, but that was supposed to have changed during the
post—-World War II boom." Based on my reading of the literature, I had fully
expected to hear stories, at least from white retirees, about how autoworkers
managed their newfound prosperity during the postwar boom. But a very
different picture emerged through the interviews. Although most of these
people tried to be autoworkers throughout the 1950s, layoffs were so frequent
that in many cases they actually were autoworkers only about half the time.
A partial list of the positions held by interviewees during auto layoffs dur-
ing these years includes trailer home washer, cab driver, department store
clerk, bank employee, telephone pole installer, promotional event searchlight
operator, feed store worker, cyclone fence builder, moving company worker,
University of Michigan Law Club janitor, junior high cafeteria worker, in-
surance repair construction worker, winery employee, trash hauler, chicken
farmer, wallpaper hanger, army surplus store employee, barber, berry picker,
golf caddy, and soldier. It was no longer apparent that these people consis-
tently held jobs as autoworkers during the postwar boom, which called into
question what we mean by the term “autoworker” when thinking about this
era.

Despite its strengths as a route to learning about the lives of nonelites,
however, oral history is not without complications as a research methodol-
ogy. Oral historians have long recognized that interviews do not provide a
direct window into the past. Instead they tend to tell us how people inter-
pret their experiences at the particular points in their lives when interviews
take place. Oral history interviews are a joint creation between interviewer
and interviewee, and most of these conversations happen only because of
the researcher’s particular project. Many factors can influence the thoughts
expressed in an interview. These include similarities and differences between
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interviewer and interviewee in race, sex, and age; the degree of familiarity
between the participants; the interviewer’s preparation and demeanor; the lo-
cation and duration of the interview; balky technology; and distractions, from
telephone calls to pets.” Oral history does not provide objective evidence
about the past. However, historians understand that there is no such thing
as an objective source that reveals incontestable truth. Almost all documents
have some sort of bias in that they are generated for a particular purpose
and for an intended audience, which is why historians analyze and interpret
them. Historians engage all sources with curiosity, skepticism, and empathy,
whether the sources are written documents in an archive or human beings
in a living room, but those qualities, especially empathy, are particularly
important in oral history. Whether based on written or oral sources, histo-
rians’ interpretations in some cases would likely be inconceivable, or even
objectionable, to those who created the documents or to those who offered
the oral testimony." Oral historians have come to see their methodology’s
subjectivity as a strength, as it allows scholars to analyze, as Alessandro Por-
telli explains, “not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they
believed they were doing, and what they now think they did” Many “wrong’
statements,” he notes, “are still psychologically ‘true;” and “this truth may
be equally as important as factually reliable accounts So it is important to
be aware of, even cautious about, the potential perils of collecting and using
oral evidence, but the methodology can still be tremendously useful, and it
has been for countless books and articles. Indeed, guidebooks on the practice
of oral history analyze the strengths and weaknesses of the methodology
while encouraging potential practitioners to get out in the field and conduct
interviews.'®

For this project, oral history helped immensely in revealing a dimension
of autoworkers’ lives that has been overwhelmed by the postwar boom nar-
rative. The life history approach offered a particular strength. Rather than
focusing directly on how interviewees remembered the 1950s, the conver-
sations proceeded mostly chronologically, beginning with childhood. Job
instability in the auto industry became apparent as we reached the period in
each persons life when he or she attempted to obtain and maintain employ-
ment as an autoworker. The instability manifested itself differently in each
case, and interviewees responded to it in their own ways. Most of the people
interviewed did not know one another, so there was little chance that I was
stumbling upon collective lore that had been hashed out and refined over
the years. In addition, the theme of unstable auto employment in the early
postwar era is not conventional wisdom in the region, or in the history pro-
fession, so interviewees were definitely not tapping into cultural mythology
about the era.”
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Nevertheless, I remained skeptical about the oral evidence precisely be-
cause these stories ran counter to what was held to be true about the postwar
boom. Did these interview findings mean anything? Although it seemed
significant that there were so many independent accounts of instability and
insecurity, the number of autoworkers employed at any particular time in
metro Detroit in the 1950s fluctuated between three hundred thousand and
five hundred thousand. My sample, then, was very small, and it seemed
possible that I had simply found a few outliers who had failed to take ad-
vantage of the period’s abundance. How could I determine whether their
experiences were representative or atypical? Most of those I interviewed had
been young, in their twenties or thirties, during the 1950s. Obviously many
1950s autoworkers were much older than that. It was hardly clear, however,
that conducting more interviews would resolve such questions. How many
interviews would it take to achieve a representative sample? I wasn't even
sure what “representative” would look like, especially since few if any of the
older workers during the early postwar years were likely to be alive. Another
disincentive for pursuing more interviews, as anyone who has practiced oral
history knows, was the enormous amount of time necessary to transcribe
the recordings. To address my skepticism about the interview evidence, I
investigated Detroit newspapers from 1945 through the 1950s to see if they
might corroborate or contradict the oral testimony. I read issues of the Detroit
Free Press from 1945 to 1960; the Detroit News from 1953 to 1958, a range that
includes the most and least prosperous years for the auto industry in the
decade; and the Michigan Chronicle, an African American weekly based in
Detroit, from 1949 to 1959.

The newspaper evidence overwhelmingly supported and enhanced what
interviewees had recalled. Combining the voluminous newspaper accounts
and the oral history evidence, it seemed clear that from the perspective of or-
dinary autoworkers, the period from 1945 to 1960 was anything but a postwar
boom. The auto industry in no way provided stable employment and secure,
rising incomes. Everybody knew it, from recent production-line hires to the
presidents of General Motors, Ford, and the Chrysler Corporation. There
were vast ebbs and flows in auto employment during the decade, along with
persistent, unpredictable bursts of short-term unemployment. In only three
periods during the 1950s—in 1950, 1953, and 1955—were there several con-
secutive months of sustained full employment. Most new autoworkers were
hired during these brief upsurges, especially in 1953, and those were the em-
ployees most vulnerable to layofts throughout the era. As top UAW officials
often complained, these recent hires were an increasingly large proportion
of all autoworkers. Many of them had been in diapers during the wave of
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sit-down strikes that launched the union in the mid-1930s and therefore had
no direct experience with the pre-union era.?’ Among these young workers
in the 1950s, however, were the retirees I interviewed decades later. It turns
out that they were more typical than I imagined. In the end I abandoned
hope of conducting a representative sample of interviews and took comfort
in that what I had done was suggestive of the complexity that would undoubt-
edly emerge if somebody had the time and resources to conduct hundreds
or thousands more. Of course it is now too late to embark on that mission.
Still, newspaper research indicated that my relatively small interview sample
was more valuable than the numbers might indicate.

Although much testimony from ordinary autoworkers appeared in the lo-
cal newspapers, many of the articles pertaining to the auto industry explored
subjects that had a bearing on employment without direct commentary from
affected workers. Reporters relied on data published by Wards Automotive
Reports and by the R. L. Polk Company regarding car assemblies, sales to
dealers, and consumer registrations. State agencies provided data about un-
employment totals. Union and management spokespersons provided insight
and numbers, often comparable and sometimes incompatible, concerning
the causes and impact of local strikes and layofts. If anything, a visiting
journalist noted in 1956, the coverage of the auto industry in Detroit’s daily
newspapers “is so great and so consistently industry-oriented that disgruntled
Detroiters sometimes call them ‘the three trade papers.”* That was truer for
editorial positions than for newsroom coverage. Editorially, both the Detroit
Free Press and the Detroit News believed that Walter Reuther and the UAW
were leading Detroit and the nation toward a nightmarish socialist future.
At the same time, both editorial boards were unabashed civic boosters, argu-
ing that pessimists, especially those who emphasized the negative effects of
automation and decentralization, were misreading clear evidence of future
growth and prosperity for the city. Neither editorial board wanted there to be
insecurity and instability in the auto industry. The Michigan Chronicle gener-
ally supported the UAW’s larger mission while emphasizing the persistence
of racial discrimination within the union, at company hiring gates, and in
the larger community. The Chronicle did not cover labor events in anywhere
near as much detail as the city’s daily papers, but it provided insights on the
experiences of working-class African Americans, from a black middle-class
perspective, that were hard to find in the Free Press and the News.

However, if any type of source is assumed to be less objective than oral
interviews, it might be newspapers. For most of the nation’s history, news-
papers offered no pretense of objectivity, and none was expected, although
there were debates about that quality’s desirability as early as the 1830s. For
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many journalists and their editors, objectivity became a stated goal begin-
ning in the 1930s, but there was uncertainty about what it meant to be an
objective reporter who filed objective news stories, especially with cultural
influences affecting reporters’ sensibilities, the fact that most newspapers
were profit-seeking corporations, and the increased management of news
by government and private organizations. As one scholar put it, for most
journalists objectivity became their “supreme deity;,” although in practice
the principle remained “a vague point to strive for, like the North Star” In
many American newsrooms in the mid-twentieth century, objectivity meant
repeating what a source said, without analysis, no matter how far-fetched
the remarks, an approach that many journalists later felt had not served the
country well during the McCarthy era. As journalists in the 1960s inserted
their views more overtly into coverage of the civil rights movement and
the Vietnam War, they opened themselves up to renewed charges of bias,
that reporters were unprofessionally, perhaps unethically, taking sides in the
events they covered. Others applauded what they saw as a necessary injection
of moral judgment into the news. In the end, to many Americans the ideal
of objective news reporting no longer seemed definable, let alone attainable,
even though the principle remained a staple of journalistic training. How
much stock, then, should any historian place in newspapers as sources? More
importantly for this project, how reliable are the local Detroit newspapers as
sources?*

Newspaper articles have to be treated as any other source, with a combi-
nation of curiosity and skepticism, and with an eye toward how they might,
or might not, contribute to answering the historical question driving the
research. For this project, Detroit newspapers indeed helped contextualize
oral interview evidence. The interviews did much to reveal how individu-
als experienced this era, but they did not provide much understanding of
why the auto industry was so unstable and why layoffs were so frequent.
Newspaper reporters in Detroit asked those questions and provided what in
most cases struck me as plausible explanations, such as materials shortages,
parts shortages, automation, strikes, extreme weather, lack of natural gas,
decentralization, and overproduction of automobiles. They attempted to do
what James Fallows has called “the essence of real journalism, which is the
search for information of use to the public” Detroit journalists engaged in
interpretive and investigative reporting beyond the transcription of official
pronouncements. Indeed, regular beat writers assigned to automakers or
to the UAW often did little to conceal their skepticism and sarcasm when
writing about official news releases.” As discussed above, historians expect
sources to be subjective. Yet a lack of objectivity can also involve what is not
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reported, even what is not thought of to cover, as much as the manner in
which information is conveyed. For example, the daily newspapers, the Free
Press and the News, had huge blind spots regarding race, but the Michigan
Chronicle, the works of other historians, and interviews helped to compensate
for such oversight.”

As sources, the local newspapers are hardly perfect, but if historians had
to rely only on perfect sources, there would be no works of history.* In
the case of Detroit newspapers, journalists reported extensively on the auto
industry, which was obviously of great importance to their readers. As a
national reporter put it at the time, “The fall of a government in France, or
a riot in Cyprus, must take a back seat in the Detroit papers if it occurs on
the same day that one of the automobile companies issues a press release
outlining innovations in next year’s model”? The daily papers were also
fierce competitors. If one of them had misrepresented auto production or
unemployment figures, the other would have been sure to criticize them. As
it turns out, although instability and insecurity dominated the local news-
papers’ coverage of the auto industry, the extent of the volatility was most
likely underreported, because there was no official recording of short work
weeks or underemployment. Being on the job for as little as one hour per
week put one in the “employed” column for statistical purposes, and it could
take a lot of investigating to determine which plants, out of dozens, or which
departments, out of thousands, were operating less than forty-hour weeks.
Perhaps the biggest reason for taking these newspapers seriously is that re-
porting about instability in the auto industry was constant, even though no
one, including editors, automakers, business leaders, union leaders, union
members, neighborhood shop owners, local and state politicians, or even the
civil servants who measured unemployment, wanted that to be true. These
constituencies disagreed, often heatedly, about who or what was to blame for
unemployment, as well as about what, if anything, should be done. But the
fact of chronic layoffs is most important for this project, and on that they all
agreed.

Other sources confirm the general pattern of instability and insecurity.
Throughout the 1950s the business publication Fortune reported on the vola-
tility of the auto industry. The magazine’s main focus was not on autowork-
ers, but it would have been impossible to read the magazine during this era
and believe the auto industry was experiencing uncomplicated stability and
prosperity.”” Ford Facts, the publication of UAW Local 600 at Ford’s massive
River Rouge plant, approached the issue from a completely different per-
spective but reached much the same conclusion. Amid coverage of bowling
results and the long-standing feud between UAW president Walter Reuther



10 Introduction

and Local 600 president Carl Stellato, articles in Ford Facts addressed the
equally chronic issue of employment instability at the Rouge complex.? If
one looks carefully, the business history literature on the auto industry also
emphasizes instability in this era. As with Fortune, the focus is not on auto-
workers, but these books highlight the automakers’ challenges, particularly
shortages of parts and materials in the late 1940s, metals rationing in the early
19508 because of the Korean War, the 1954 recession, the decline of the inde-
pendent automakers (Hudson Motor Car Company, Nash Motors Company,
Packard Motor Car Company, Studebaker Automobile Company, and the
Kaiser-Frazer Corporation), unattractive designs (especially by Chrysler),
and doldrums in the mid- to late 1950s, culminating in the 1958 recession.”
Instability for automakers, of course, made life insecure for autoworkers.
These sources do not contain well-developed analyses of the industry’s vola-
tility, however, which underscores the value of oral history interviews and
newspaper evidence.

The labor history literature on autoworkers and the UAW also hints at
problems with instability and insecurity. Nelson Lichtenstein wrote that the
doubling of real wages between 1947 and 1960 “was not quite enough for an
urban family of four to achieve a ‘moderate’ standard of living, as defined by
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (a five-room house, maintenance of a four-year-
old Chevy, no savings), but it represented real progress for the generation
of autoworkers who had come of age when Depression memories were still
fresh” In addition, he argued, “The good pay was not matched by employ-
ment security: after 1948 big layoffs and plant closings were a regular feature
of automobile employment.” Along with a mention of a “brief recession” at
the end of the Korean War and the number of years of seniority needed to
keep one’s job in 1958, that is the extent to which he explored this theme.
John Barnard offered a similar qualification of his argument that the UAW
successfully “secured wages and living standards against the hazards of a
historically volatile industry” “Even in the generally prosperous 1950s,” he
wrote, “prolonged layoffs during model changes and periodic declines in
demand were not uncommon. . . . Despite the industry’s general prosperity
and an overall increase in auto employment, which peaked in 1955, periodic
unemployment and its consequences were still threats to auto workers. The
industry still swung back and forth between peaks and valleys of production,
creating an underlying anxiety within the workforce” His discussion ends,
however, with that provocative statement, and such hints about a possible
counternarrative have been largely overwhelmed by assertions of prosperity
and security.®
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Indeed, in a number of recent works that address this period, the postwar
boom for industrial workers, especially autoworkers, is a given, and scholarly
debates tend to be about why it happened, why it ended, and whether or not
there can ever be another such golden age for ordinary workers. In his eco-
nomic history of the United States since the Civil War, Robert Gordon refers
to increasing annual automobile production from 1941 to 1955 as if it had
been a linear, upward progression, one that continued into the future, when
in fact there were wild fluctuations in yearly car assemblies. As for autowork-
ers, Gordon claims that they “eagerly bought” the “ubiquitous Chevrolet”
and that, in their “transition to solid middle-class status,” they were able
to purchase a “suburban subdivision house with at least one car, and often
two.*' Marc Levinson also takes the postwar boom for the working class as
established fact in his exploration of the global decline of prosperity since
the 1970s. In wealthy countries from 1945 to 1973, he writes, “employment,
wages, factory production, business investment, total output: almost every
measure of vitality increased year after year, at a rapid rate, with only brief
interruptions” During the postwar boom, he argues, “jobs were a birthright
and prosperity a constant,” as “unemployment, ubiquitous in 1950, had all but
vanished in the wealthy economies by 1960.” Jobs were so abundant in U.S.
industrial centers, he insists, that hundreds of thousands of African Ameri-
can sharecroppers in the South, displaced by mechanized cotton pickers,
moved north and were “absorbed almost effortlessly by factories in Detroit
and Chicago.” American workers, Levinson insists, “could feel their lives
changing, their circumstances improving, from one day to the next”** Jef-
ferson Cowie offers a similar assessment in his analysis of twentieth-century
U.S. politics. In the auto industry, he writes, negotiations in 1950 “resulted
in the security of a five-year contract with cost of living adjustments, health
benefits, unemployment, pensions, and vacations.” Overall, he argues, the
post—-World War II boom “was an extraordinarily good time to be a worker
... not simply because wages were going up to unprecedented levels and
inequality was going down but because the future was bright, work paid off,
and there was tremendous promise for the next generation.”*

If one focuses on aggregate statistics regarding overall performance of the
auto industry in the early postwar era, especially on corporate profits and on
the difference between wage and benefit packages in, say, 1950 and those in
1960, it can be argued that the auto industry boomed and that autoworkers
experienced a steadily rising standard of living. The problem is that people
who worked in auto plants did not live their lives as aggregate statistics or in
hindsight. It would have been of little consolation to autoworkers when laid
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off in 1949—or during the Korean War, or in 1954, 1956, 1958, and various
other times—that Labor Department statistics comparing 1960 with 1950
would look good at some point in the future. People moved in and out of
auto work throughout the decade, usually with little control over the timing.
Factors such as parts and materials shortages, deep recessions, low seniority,
overproduction of automobiles, the weather, and military service made auto
work an uncertain prospect. So did authorized and unauthorized strikes
in auto factories, strikes in other industries, and even plant explosions, all
in addition to automation and decentralization. Perhaps one of the biggest
reasons for widespread auto layoffs in the 1950s is that few autoworkers, the
elite of blue-collar employees in the country, could afford to buy the new
cars they manufactured, a marker of middle-class status. Obviously, then,
neither could lesser-paid members of the working class. As one autoworker
journalist declared, “The corporations must be made to understand that
in order for workers to buy their products they must have incomes—not
meager incomes on which they can barely exist but sufficient to give them
purchasing power.** According to aggregate economic data, and undoubtedly
for many Americans, the postwar boom was real and lucrative. For Detroit
autoworkers, however, the boom remained elusive, even though their alleged
prosperity has lived on in historical literature.

This book challenges only a part, albeit a significant one, of the composite
picture of postwar autoworkers sketched above. Left intact is the sense that
many workers felt little or no allegiance to the UAW in the 1950s, although
this obviously changed over time, since so many interviewees continued to at-
tend UAW retiree luncheons. There were also plenty of unauthorized wildcat
strikes. There were certainly racist white workers and racist hiring practices,
and nothing in this book challenges the reality that many thousands of black
workers lost their jobs because of discrimination, low seniority, automation,
and decentralization. Far fewer women worked for auto companies in the
late 1940s and 1950s than had during World War II, and those with auto jobs
often experienced harassment from male coworkers. Beyond work, lots of
autoworkers indeed loved to go deer hunting and fishing. All of this, however,
took place in a context of persistent instability and insecurity.

Some clarifications at the outset are in order. Unless otherwise specified,
the term “Detroit” refers to the metropolitan Detroit region, specifically
Wayne County and parts of neighboring Macomb and Oakland counties to
the north. That was the main designation used by the Michigan Employment
Security Commission (MESC) and its predecessor, the Michigan Unemploy-
ment Compensation Commission (MUCC), for calculating unemployment
statistics, in part because it allowed inclusion of huge plants like the Ford



Introduction 13

Rouge, officially in neighboring Dearborn; the Dodge Main plant, in Ham-
tramck, completely surrounded by Detroit; and Pontiac Motor, in Pontiac,
about twenty miles northwest of the city. Moreover, although automakers
and suppliers built numerous plants in newer Detroit suburbs during this
period, workers at those facilities experienced instability and insecurity as
well. Prospects were worse for African American Detroiters left behind by
decentralization, but conditions were far from stable and prosperous for
those who managed to gain employment in these new outlying factories.

Although this book cites them frequently, the MESC’s (and MUCC’s) un-
employment totals were approximations at best. They were reached through
a combination of assessing unemployment claims and surveying a few dozen
employers, usually monthly, and a much larger list of employers on a quarterly
basis. Those figures were used to make best-guess estimates, even though
the totals were conveyed as objective truth. Nevertheless, the unemployment
numbers mean something even if they are not precisely what experts claimed
they were. They are useful for comparative purposes and for establishing
general trends. In large part the MESC figures had to be estimates, because it
was impossible to know how many autoworkers were employed at any time.
There were so many auto-related workplaces, each with fluctuating employ-
ment totals, often on a daily or weekly basis, that any number would have
been immediately outdated. Moreover, as noted earlier, one was considered
to be officially “employed” if assigned as little as one hour per week on the
job. Underemployment was a chronic problem, as acute at Big Three (GM,
Ford, Chrysler) automotive company facilities as at smaller parts suppliers,
yet it was one that remained invisible in official statistical analyses.”

Just as it was impossible to calculate the total number of employed or un-
employed autoworkers, it was difficult to determine how much autoworkers
earned. Wage rates, of course, were set by contract, but historians have been
guilty, as economists were in the 1950s, of assuming that annual earnings
could be calculated closely enough by multiplying the hourly wage by a forty-
hour week and about fifty weeks a year. In reality, layoffs were so common in
the auto industry that it was misleading to assume any correlation between
hourly earnings and monthly or annual incomes. Hourly wage rates meant
nothing to people who were out of work.

It is also worthwhile to note that throughout most of the era under consid-
eration, Chrysler was Detroit’s largest employer and most directly affected the
local economy, followed closely by Ford. Both of those companies usually had
somewhere between 70,000 and 130,000 local employees, depending on the
particular moment (peak employment for both was during 1955). In contrast,
General Motors had a relatively small blue-collar presence (30,000-40,000)
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in Detroit throughout most of the 1950s. By the last years of the decade,
however, GM’s expanded production at its Willow Run facility, west of De-
troit, along with reductions in Chrysler and Ford employment in southeast
Michigan, meant that each of the Big Three had somewhere around 70,000
area residents on their payrolls, whether or not those workers received regular
paychecks. In addition, until their demise or consolidation in the mid-1950s,
the independent automakers Hudson, Packard, and Kaiser-Frazer, with their
suppliers, employed far more Detroiters—at times over twice as many—than
did GM.

This book is organized chronologically, in large part because of lessons
learned about living in real time from interviewees. It would be difficult to
understand the full impact of employment instability and insecurity during
these years if the various causal factors were analyzed in isolation. For ex-
ample, it mattered to workers that unemployment caused by a parts supplier
strike came on the heels of a coal strike that indirectly shut down their plant,
or that a three-week bout of unemployment because of cold weather came
after numerous layoffs resulting from steel shortages, or that the thousands
of layofts caused by an explosion at a transmission plant came at a time when
automakers were already cutting back production due to lack of sales. Context
and contingency, which are important for understanding the past, would
be hard to grasp if the argument were structured topically. Since this book
is ultimately about instability and insecurity in the auto industry and how
workers coped, it makes sense to try to view events as workers experienced
them. This approach also consistently reinforces the book’s thesis. When
workers and journalists remark, as they often did, about how the industry
was wracked by chronic employment problems, it rings true; these are not
just sour-grapes comments of peculiarly disgruntled commentators.

Although by most accounts the postwar boom ended sometime in the
1970s, this book concludes in 1960. In large part this is because the oral his-
tory interviews, the original core of my research, focused on the 1950s and
ultimately set the parameters for the manuscript. By the time I discovered
the recurrent theme of instability and insecurity in the interviews and then
followed up with the newspaper research, it was far too late to go back and
try to extend the project’s chronological scope. If I were to cover the rest of
the so-called postwar boom, it would mean essentially starting from scratch,
with a new set of interviewees, on a project of size and scope comparable with
this one. The period from 1945 to 1960 is important enough to study in its
own right, however, because in the reigning narrative those years marked the
heyday of the UAW, when lucrative contracts allowed autoworkers to enter
the middle class and enjoy their high wages and benefits. That narrative, it
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turns out, is deeply flawed. Fine-grained research on the 1960s and 1970s
has yet to be done, but if nothing else, this book challenges the existence of
a postwar boom for autoworkers. If the boom began in the 1960s, it could
hardly have been a postwar boom unless it had a very long fuse, and it could
not have lasted very long given the oil crises and increased foreign competi-
tion in the 1970s.

As mentioned above, quite a few interviewees assumed that I wanted them
to tell me about Walter Reuther and top-level UAW policy. Often they apolo-
gized in advance for not being the best informed on such topics. It was evident
that many of them had never considered themselves to have been historical
figures or to have anything substantial to add to our historical understanding.
Of course they had much to offer, and this book is rooted in that vantage
point. Therefore, it is not a history of the UAW or of top union leadership.
UAW officials, especially Walter Reuther, appear throughout, and UAW poli-
cies certainly have a place in the argument. But despite contractual gains, the
UAW was unable to tame the volatile auto industry, and because employment
was so unsteady, wage and benefit improvements proved elusive for workers.
There is nothing wrong with exploring the perspectives of top-level UAW
officials. Indeed, such research has been essential to the development of labor
history. But this project shows that we can’t fully understand what happened
in this period, and that our sense of things can actually be distorted, without
sustained attentiveness to the experiences of ordinary autoworkers.

It is ironic that while I thought the newspaper research might provide
a contextual framework for the oral history interviews, the oral evidence,
although interwoven throughout, now complements a newspaper-driven
narrative. When using interview material, I have taken some liberties with the
order in which words were spoken, often consolidating thoughts expressed
on a subject into a single quotation. I have eliminated many false starts to
sentences and a lot of filler words—“um,” “uh,” “whatnot,” “and such,” “you
know”—but I have been as faithful as possible to the meaning of what each
person said. I have also represented the speech patterns, syntax, and gram-
mar of each individual as carefully as I could while making some editing
choices for clarity and readability. I have chosen not to try to convey slang.
Even if the word sounded like “wanna,” “gonna,” or “drivin,” I wrote “want
to,” “going to,” or “driving” After I had figured out how I wanted to convey
the oral evidence, I found that Alessandro Portelli had already explained my
approach far better than I ever could.*






1 Shortages and Strikes, 1945-1948

Although Detroit had earned the nickname “The Arsenal of Democracy” for
its contributions to the Allied victory in World War II, employment in its war
factories had peaked in late 1943 and the postwar era brought employment
instability. Shortages of crucial materials such as coal, iron, steel, copper,
aluminum, and glass made auto production, hence employment, sporadic.
Those shortages were compounded, and often caused, by strikes in major in-
dustries. Both authorized strikes and unauthorized wildcat walkouts in parts
and assembly plants in the auto industry contributed to ongoing instability.
Cold weather, hot weather, and federal credit regulations played roles as
well. As a result, autoworkers experienced persistent layofts. Although auto
companies managed to earn profits during the early postwar years, produc-
tion totals were nowhere near what they had anticipated. In late 1948 no one
in the industry thought that the postwar boom had arrived.

* * *

With the end of the war in Europe and successful, if brutal and bloody,
campaigns against Japan in the Pacific, there were reasons to be hopeful
about a quick transition in Detroit from wartime production to civilian car
and truck manufacturing. By mid- August 1945 the federal War Production
Board eliminated production quotas, and automakers predicted that they
would soon reach an annual assembly rate of five million vehicles. Govern-
ment sources estimated that enough steel could be diverted from military to
civilian use in the remainder of the year to launch a postwar boom, including
half a million passenger cars, as well as millions of toasters, electric irons,
refrigerators, and washing machines.' Yet there were also reasons for con-
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cern. Manufacturing workers faced layofts while factories retooled. Veterans
were returning in increasing numbers and needed jobs. Moreover, although
city leaders had long predicted a mass exodus when peace came, few of the
hundreds of thousands of people who migrated to Detroit for wartime jobs
appeared to be leaving. Instead, would-be autoworkers streamed to Detroit
even after Japan surrendered.?

Women workers were affected disproportionately by postwar changes.
Over 250,000 women had worked in Detroit’s factories in November 1943, the
peak month during the war, but more than 50,000 of them had been let go
by September 1945. A year later only 67,000 women remained in auto plants.
Most women who took wartime defense jobs had once been waitresses, sales
clerks, domestic workers, and such, and they expected to continue working
after the war. A survey conducted in Detroit auto plants near the end of the
war by the Women’s Bureau of the U.S. Department of Labor shows that
75 percent of women workers wanted to hold industrial jobs in peacetime,
and that 85 percent of them absolutely had to find jobs to support families.’
Ford’s Highland Park plant, however, provided an example of harsh postwar
realities. In late 1944 nearly 6,000 women were employed there, the peak
total at that factory, but in November 1945 fewer than 300 remained, and
laid-off women picketed the plant, claiming that since the war had ended,
2,200 men with no seniority had been hired while over 5,000 women with
seniority remained unemployed. Highland Park Local 400 president John G.
Carney defended the protesting women against plant managers, who argued
that postwar tractor production was too arduous for women, apparently un-
like the tractor jobs they had competently performed at Ford’s Rouge plant
during the war.*

Individual women experienced the transition in a variety of ways. Margaret
Beaudry had worked on water pumps during the war at Pontiac Truck and
Coach, known to locals as “Yellow Cab,” and had wanted to keep her posi-
tion. “But I also knew that when the war was ended, we might not get a job,”
she recalled, “because the men that were over there, they had to come back
to their jobs.” She left Yellow Cab on her own, however, to join her husband,
Marvin, who was still serving in the military near Spokane, Washington.
There Margaret worked in an egg factory, separating whites from yolks. It
did not pay as well as Yellow Cab, she noted, “but it was easy” When Marvin
was discharged, he and Margaret returned to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula,
where both had been raised and where he hoped to make a living painting
houses. Margaret stayed home with their baby, wishing she could “have gone
out to work,” she remembered, “but jobs weren’t that easy to get up there”
Katie Neumann had hired in at a Fisher Body Corporation factory shortly
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before the war ended and was laid off two months later. Her husband had a
position at the Dodge Main plant but was out of work frequently as factories
converted to civilian production. Katie was eager for paid employment, be-
cause they had purchased a house during the war and did not want to lose
it. “Our payments were forty dollars a month,” she recalled, “and it was even
hard to make that” During her layoft from Fisher Body she managed to get
a job in the Pontiac Motor foundry, which tended to hire only black men
and white women. Dorothy Sackle, however, found only temporary jobs for
several years after having been laid off from a Plymouth plant at war’s end.

Even if one avoided reconversion layoffs, employment was often erratic
because of strikes at plants that supplied parts to the auto industry. Every
auto company relied on extensive supply networks for the thousands of parts,
large and small, that went into a car. Parts manufacturers, in turn, required
supplies of raw materials, such as coal, iron, steel, copper, aluminum, and
glass. Disruptions at any stage of these complicated supply chains could stall
assembly operations and ultimately result in significant unemployment. For
example, Ford production at its flagship Rouge plant was jeopardized in late
August when forty-five hundred workers went on strike at the Kelsey-Hayes
Company, which supplied wheels and brake drums. The Kelsey-Hayes dispute
stemmed from what the local union considered to be unfair firings of workers
who had forced a foreman out of the plant in April. Although the National
War Labor Board (NWLB) had ruled in favor of the company, Kelsey-Hayes
workers stood their ground on the picket line, inadvertently shutting down
the Rouge, and by mid-September, fifty thousand Ford workers, forty thou-
sand of them in metro Detroit, were laid off. Henry Ford II complained that
because of the Kelsey-Hayes conflict his company had produced fewer cars
in a month than he expected to roll off assembly lines every three hours. No
matter how one felt about the strike, it had resulted in tens of thousands of
layofts. As soon as this conflict ended, a nationwide coal walkout threatened
all stages of manufacturing. Every auto manufacturer was affected by these
dynamics, which constantly prevented full production, hence full employ-
ment. In early November total postwar auto production had reached only
19,136, a meager start toward the 500,000 vehicles the industry hoped to
build by the end of the year.®

By mid-November, however, optimism had returned. Business leaders an-
nounced that reconversion to civilian production was nearly finished and that
expansion of production, as quickly as possible, was now realistic and neces-
sary to remain competitive. These hopes were quickly dashed by a glasswork-
ers’ strike. In addition, a walkout of lumber mill workers in the Pacific North-
west meant that wood separators, essential for car batteries, were in short
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supply.” Facing the impact of steep postwar inflation, General Motors workers
also struck, on November 21, demanding a 30 percent raise, no increase in
car prices, and a requirement that the company grant the UAW access to its
financial records if it claimed that meeting these demands was impossible.
Since GM was a major parts supplier for both Ford and Chrysler—indeed,
GM was the largest parts supplier for the entire industry—its strike was
yet another reason why all auto production was jeopardized. In addition to
these threats, Ford endured strikes from fifteen other suppliers, which meant
layoffs for forty thousand workers, most of them in Detroit. Henry Ford II
conceded in mid-December that his company’s production would fall fifty
thousand vehicles short of the eighty thousand he had predicted would be
built by the end of the year. He emphasized that there had not been “a single
unauthorized work stoppage” in his company’s plants since the war ended.
Nevertheless, he lamented, “Ford Motor Co. production is limping, instead
of galloping along, because of insuflicient supplies—parts and materials”® All
Detroit automakers confronted versions of this crisis. Ford’s low production
and enormous layoffs coincided with the GM strike. Nationwide, over two
hundred thousand GM workers were off the job in late November, around
thirty thousand of them in Detroit and another sixteen thousand in nearby
Pontiac, Michigan. As it turned out, however, GM’s production would have
virtually stopped in early December regardless of the UAW strike because
of the unresolved conflict in the glass industry. Chrysler was also operating
at greatly reduced rates. “If we had been in full production of new cars, the
glass shortage would have stopped us,” conceded a Chrysler spokesman.’
Heading into 1946 the postwar boom in autos had failed to arrive, employ-
ment remained unstable, and autoworkers scrambled to get by. Pent-up de-
mand for cars still existed, experts maintained, and the reconversion process
inside factories had been largely completed, but the auto production process
was so complex, with so many potential points of disruption, that it proved
impossible for the industry to gain traction. As a result, autoworkers lived
precariously. Striking GM workers faced especially difficult circumstances.
The Michigan Unemployment Compensation Commission cut off a potential
source of relief by ruling that no one on strike, or who was laid off because
of it, was eligible for unemployment benefits. Since there was no UAW strike
fund, GM workers were largely on their own. War bond redemption rates
were well above national averages wherever GM workers lived. Early in the
strike many autoworkers went deer hunting, more seriously than usual, for
food. By mid-January 1946, however, most GM strikers had exhausted their
savings and cashed in all of their bonds.” They displayed mixed emotions
about the conflict. Most understood that their wages had not kept pace with
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inflation and believed that a raise was necessary. As one local union officer at
a Detroit Chevrolet plant explained, “The take-home pay during the war was
only 40 or 45 bucks a week. After the war it was about 35. How can you get
ahead on pay like that?” World War II veteran Stanley Stasik, thirty, insisted
that the union’s demands were justified but admitted that he thought differ-
ently while overseas. Enthusiasm for the postwar cause was clearly tempered
by financial hardships. Most strikers had started out with enough in reserve
to hold out, at most, about two or three weeks, not two or three months. “I
was just talking to a fellow on the picket line,” said Albert Winters, forty-
three, in January 1946. “His wife is going to have a child. He’s behind in his
rent. There’s sickness in his family” “We’ve had to tighten our belts—tighten
em a lot,” John Geiger, twenty-six, added. “I don’t know how some exist.”
Winnie Rowland, thirty-two, reported that of the Detroit Cadillac plant’s
350 remaining women workers, “almost all of them have exhausted their
funds" After twenty-three months overseas, World War II veteran E L. Wolft
expressed bitterness that after returning to Detroit and landing an auto job,
“I worked two weeks and three days and was laid oft when the GM strike
was called” Moreover, by taking that position he had become ineligible for
twenty-dollar-a-week federal benefits available to returning soldiers. Wolft
struggled to support himself, his wife, and their two children on his one-time-
only mustering-out pay of two hundred dollars for his military service and
about sixty dollars he had been able to earn as a part-time janitor.”” Aware of
situations like Wolff’s, Bud Weber held off on reclaiming his job at Pontiac
Motor, preserving his eligibility for military benefits after he returned from
service during the GM strike. He was married and had a child on the way,
though, so he would have preferred a steady job.” Gene Johnson had served
in the U.S. Army during World War II and had returned to Pontiac Motor
in 1945, but in early 1946 he reenlisted in the military to support his wife and
child rather than remain on strike." The GM conflict, like all layofts, forced
workers to tap into emergency reserves, if they had them, or to find some
other way to survive.

Continued materials shortages ensured that Detroit unemployment was
widespread and long-lasting, regardless of the GM strike. The glassworkers’
conflict was not resolved until well into January, and alternative sources could
not meet demand.” Yet even if glass supplies had been ample and secure, a
steelworkers’ strike, which began on January 21, prevented almost all auto
production in Detroit. No matter how much metal an automaker had stock-
piled, car assemblies depended on whether or not every other manufacturer in
each of its supply chains had enough steel and in the right varieties, of which
there were dozens. Most companies had only about three to five days’ worth
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on hand. Ford, which made more of its own steel than its competitors, imme-
diately laid off fifteen thousand employees when the strike began. Unable to
get crankshafts and connector rod bearings from its steel-strapped suppliers,
automaker Packard issued layoff notices to eight thousand workers." General
Motors, of course, was already shut down because of its own strike, but it
would not have been able to manufacture vehicles even if it settled with the
UAW. Indeed, it appeared that GM had no incentive to reach an agreement,
because it would not be able to produce anything either way and it was not
responsible for paying unemployment benefits as long as the strike lasted.”

Chrysler and Ford workers were heavily affected, although in different
ways, during this unstable period. Because Chrysler had stopped production
due to the glass shortage, the company had small supplies of steel on hand.
When glassworkers returned to their jobs, Chrysler seized the opportunity
and recalled nine thousand workers to duty in early February. “We will be able
to operate a little while,” announced a company spokesperson. “Just how long
we can't tell” Meanwhile, Ford produced virtually nothing. Vice President of
Manufacturing M. L. Bricker explained that parts shortages stymied any auto
assembly plans. One holdup was the lack of upholstery tacks, a casualty of
the steel strike. This was “one of many” instances, Bricker complained, “but
it shows how failure far down the line can accumulate until it reaches the
point where production stops.” Whenever the steel strike ended, he predicted,
it would take at least three more weeks for parts supplies to reach assembly
plants in numbers large enough to resume vehicle production. He was cor-
rect. U.S. Steel settled with the United Steelworkers in early February, and
three weeks later some thirty-eight thousand Ford workers who had been
laid off for more than a month were set to return.’®

When the GM strike appeared to be over in mid-March 1946, it was pos-
sible again to envision some sort of postwar boom, albeit a much smaller
one than industry analysts had once anticipated. “The automobile industry
is ready to move forward,” declared Free Press auto beat writer Leo Donovan,
while reporting a huge downward revision of the industry’s 1946 produc-
tion goal from six million to three million vehicles. The slow resumption
of operations at GM plants underscored the need for cautious optimism.
After 113 days the UAW and GM reached an agreement that was ratified by
an overwhelming majority of strikers. UAW local unions, however, had the
right to remain off the job until issues pertaining to their specific plants were
resolved, and workers in twenty-two GM facilities, many of them crucial to
supply chains, stayed on strike. Consequently, most GM workers remained
idle for at least two weeks beyond the national strike settlement, and many
stayed out much longer.”
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Contentious issues at the local level continued to cause widespread lay-
offs at many auto companies. In early April 1946, for example, second-shift
trailer drivers at a Briggs Manufacturing Company plant refused to work
after management replaced one of their fellow workers, a World War II vet-
eran who had served four years overseas, with someone the union members
called “incompetent.” The trailer drivers stopped working, which meant that
no auto bodies left the Briggs factory for Chrysler assembly lines at the
automaker’s Kercheval and Plymouth plants. With auto bodies piling up,
production halted at Briggs, and without those parts the affected Chrys-
ler facilities stopped their lines. The result was twelve thousand laid off at
Briggs and five thousand more at Chrysler. Almost any group of workers
had the ability to bring supply, production, and assembly chains to a halt in
such ways—even if they did not intend to do so before taking action—and
exercising such power often seemed to make sense when frustrations were
high. It was a tough reality, though, that many thousands of fellow workers
laid off by such walkouts might not appreciate the missed time, especially
if they were far removed from the problem’s source. This particular layoff
lasted only a couple of days, but it was another interruption with lost pay for
a significant number of Detroit autoworkers.”

Such unauthorized wildcat strikes affected job stability for many Detroi-
ters. Sometimes the issues seemed baftling to outsiders, but they were almost
always of great importance to those directly involved. For example, in March
1946 at a Chrysler plant, 40 employees on the framing line refused to work
because their seats had been removed. The seats had not been there long,
and they were not really seats; they were boxes that had been lying around
the plant until workers who appreciated the comfort chose to sit on them.
When a cleanup crew removed the boxes, the framing line workers refused
to do their jobs, and soon all 2,000 employees in the plant were sent home.
Although it is impossible to know how the other 1,960 laid-off workers felt
about this matter, they missed work and lost pay at a time when employment
was already uncertain. A few weeks later, 80 metal finishers quit in the middle
of a shift, forcing the layoft of 4,400 workers at the closely connected Chrysler
Kercheval and Jefferson Avenue plants. Management claimed that one worker
had been disciplined for loafing and that others had supported his laziness. In
contrast, UAW Local 7 president Tom Cunningham argued that the workers
walked out because of inadequate ventilation in their department. In another
thorny dispute, 850 workers at the Briggs Mack truck plant went on strike in
early May to protest what they called “excessive production standards” As a
result, 6,500 employees at Mack and another 2,500 at the Chrysler Plymouth
Division, which relied on auto bodies from Mack, were also sent home. Briggs
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Local 212 officers complained of “two months of indignities and Hitler-type
methods” at the hands of management. Company officials claimed they were
only enforcing production standards that had been agreed upon in recent
contract negotiations. Whatever the truth in these conflicts, production was
easily disrupted, and in each case thousands of autoworkers missed time on
the job.”

While UAW local unions tussled with management, persistent shortages
and strikes continued to affect employment and production. Ford had all of its
eighty-nine thousand employees on the job for only one week in April 1946.
“Shortages run from motor blocks to nails,” a Ford spokesman grumbled. “A
total of 36 parts supplier plants are out on strike” And just as Ford resumed
operations, a national coal miners’ strike threatened auto production. The
impact of that walkout on auto work depended on dwindling stockpiles of
coal at each auto-related factory and, perhaps more importantly, at steel mills,
which had to cut operations. Among the most pressing needs for automakers
were simple yet vital items such as screws, nuts, bolts, and washers. Packard
assembled automobiles only nine days during the first three months of 1946
because of a lack of bearings.*

The coal strike ensured that stability would not arrive anytime soon. Ford
shut down operations by the second week of May, idling nearly 100,000 work-
ers in the Detroit area. Chrysler was able to run a few extra days. GM had
more coal on hand, because none was used during its long strike, but parts
shortages made that stockpile irrelevant. The federal government set priorities
for scarce coal supplies, and auto manufacturing was not high on that list.
In 1946 the vast majority of the nation’s freight moved on trains, which were
powered by coal. Trains, then, received supplies but not to haul auto parts.
Officials gave top consideration to public health and safety, so hospitals were
a top priority. Electrical plants also received coal before auto factories. Even
if auto plants had been deemed essential, a ban on Great Lakes shipping, to
conserve coal, meant there would be no iron ore heading from the Mesabi
Range on the western shore of Lake Superior to steel mills in Pennsylvania,
Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, and Illinois. These limiting factors made life dif-
ficult and insecure for Detroit autoworkers. Over 120,000 Chrysler, Ford, and
GM employees were laid off because of the coal, steel, and parts shortages.
Thousands more at Briggs and other suppliers were also out of work. Fresh off
their long strike, most GM workers had long since exhausted their financial
reserves. Ford encouraged its workers to consider this layoff to be their an-
nual vacation so that it might be possible to have uninterrupted production
when conditions permitted. Chrysler pretended to be comparatively healthy,
claiming that only 10,000 of its 70,000 Detroit employees were laid oft before
dropping the pretense and closing its facilities.”
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It is hard to imagine how so many workers and their dependents made it
through this period. Unemployment compensation was helpful, at twenty
dollars a week plus two dollars a week per child for up to four children. “I
stood in that unemployment line a lot of times,” Bud Weber recalled of the
early postwar era. “Theyd just lay you oft” But those who had started work
within the past year or who had interrupted job histories, which included
many in the auto industry, were ineligible for these benefits. Quite a few
laid-off autoworkers traveled to stay with relatives, often in West Virginia,
Kentucky, Arkansas, or northern Michigan, who had either never migrated
to Detroit or who had returned home after giving it a try. Most who were
out of work looked for whatever odd jobs they could find, a task made more
difficult by the large numbers of people in the same circumstances. Corner
grocery stores extended credit when possible, medical bills went unpaid, and
rent, mortgage payments, and utility bills piled up.*

The lofty production goals that had been announced when Japan surren-
dered seemed wildly optimistic in mid-1946. Industry experts had anticipated
the production of six million passenger cars in the twelve months follow-
ing Japan’s surrender, but after eight months the total remained below four
hundred thousand. Kaiser-Frazer, a new auto company that many thought
would help boost the industry’s total to record heights, had produced only
sixteen prototype vehicles by May 1946. There was more bad news for the
auto industry in early June, when 70 percent of domestic copper production
was held up by strikes. Cars required large amounts of copper, for radiators
as well as electrical wiring. There were no substitutes, and plenty of other
industries coveted the now scarce metal. As a result, auto production fell
even further behind shrinking expectations. It was especially galling since
industry observers maintained that there was consumer demand for ten mil-
lion new vehicles.”® As a Packard official complained, auto production was
constantly held up “by one aggravating little thing after another” Consider-
ing the wide-ranging consequences of shutdowns at his company, he noted,
“more than 60,000 persons in the families of Packard’s 2,000 dealers and
their employees are deprived of their main source of income every time the
final assembly line halts. Add to them the thousands of others in the factory
and related industries—and the total becomes staggering”*

Sporadic, short-term, local conflicts also continued to force layoffs
throughout the region. Thousands of workers in Detroit’s auto plants refused
to stay on the job during heat waves. Auto factories tended to be hot to be-
gin with, and there was no air conditioning in the 1940s. Skilled tradesmen
struck three tool and die plants to protest the removal of doors from toilet
stalls. They resented the lack of privacy and management’s argument that
the time spent opening and closing lavatory doors would be better spent on
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the job. Another sixty-five hundred workers, this time at Dodge Main, lost a
day on the job when eleven hundred of their fellow union members, mostly
veterans, celebrated the first anniversary of Japan’s surrender.” These types of
conflicts, and subsequent layoffs, never disappeared and sometimes resulted
in tens of thousands out of work.*

There were no reprieves. A seventeen-day coal strike in November and De-
cember resulted in tens of thousands of auto layoffs in Detroit, in part because
freight trains could not operate without their primary fuel. The cycle repeated
itself. The coal walkout created another lag in steel production, which in turn
extended autoworkers’ layoffs. Automakers had abundances of some parts
and scarcities of others, which meant few cars could be produced until the
coal strike ended, steel mills had enough coal to operate, steel reached parts
factories, and parts were delivered to assembly plants. Frustrated by delays,
false starts, and unpredictable conditions, Ford and Hudson laid off eighty-
two thousand Detroiters for an extended, unpaid holiday vacation. On New
Year’s Eve the entire first shift at Chrysler’s Jefferson and Kercheval body
plants left for lunch and never returned, and only one hundred out of three
thousand showed up for the second shifts. Thousands of Briggs workers also
took the afternoon off, against company wishes, to begin celebrating early.
A Briggs spokesperson blamed the employees for this instance of “retarded
production” More likely, workers had become so accustomed to intermittent
employment that they took a few hours on their own terms.”

* ok

In early 1947 few auto industry observers expected the postwar boom to
arrive anytime soon, although automakers insisted that the potential for one
still existed. Indeed, Chevrolet claimed to have over a million unfilled orders
for new cars. But the persistent barriers to full production and full employ-
ment had not been resolved, and nearly a quarter of Detroit’s estimated
444,000 would-be factory workers were laid off in mid-January.** In addition,
strikes in Detroit continued to disrupt production chains. Union members
reported that the conflicts involved production speedups, overbearing fore-
men, and unfair warnings, while managers cited lazy workers and irrational
responses to reasonable workloads. It was difficult to get to the truth then,
and impossible now, but each instance resulted in thousands of people out
of work up and down supply networks.

Layoffs were so persistent that in March 1947 Walter Reuther demanded of
GM a guaranteed forty hours of employment for anyone called in to work at
the start of a week. For many months, Reuther noted, autoworkers had rarely
worked full-time and were lucky to get twenty-five to thirty hours a week.
“The worker must hold himself available,” he declared. “He cannot seek other
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employment, nor can he claim unemployment compensation even though
he may be getting paid for only a few hours’ work each week” No doubt this
demand exasperated GM management, which pointed to strikes by UAW
members and materials shortages caused by strikes in other industries, not
the company’s unwillingness to offer full-time work, as principal causes of
intermittent employment.”

But contrary to what business leaders thought, the postwar strikes were
not irrational roadblocks to prosperity. The tensions between workers and
foremen continued the sorting-out process, begun during the mid-1930s,
of determining how much influence workers would have over crucial job-
related issues, including pay, but also job security through seniority rights
and some say over the content and pace of workloads. In many cases the root
issue was dignity. Maybe an auto executive thought it reasonable to remove
doors from toilet stalls, for example, but clearly the affected workers did not.
The larger, industry-wide strikes addressed serious economic concerns. The
cost of living skyrocketed after wartime price controls expired. Wages did
not keep pace, and even if they had, erratic employment reduced earnings.*

Middle-class aspirations proved as elusive as steady work. If GM had
granted Reuther’s demand for steady, forty-hour work weeks, the average
UAW wage of $1.31 per hour would have produced just over $50 a week in
pretax earnings, or a little more than $2,500 per year. Yet at this time econo-
mists and industry leaders calculated that a monthly income of $400 was
necessary to purchase even the lowest-priced new vehicle. The inability of
vast numbers of industrial workers to buy new cars might have explained
much of the disparity between the relatively low number of passenger ve-
hicles produced in 1946 (2,155,924) and the much smaller number of such
cars actually sold by dealers (1,185,196).*

The auto industry’s volatility affected Chrysler and GM contract negotia-
tions with the UAW in the spring of 1947. With employment so intermittent,
the union had little leverage, and GM quickly shrugged off Reuther’s demand
for a guaranteed forty-hour work week. In 1947 there was no talk of a strike
like the long one that had ended just over a year earlier. Indeed, a walkout
would have relieved GM of its unemployment compensation liabilities much
more than it would have hindered the company’s sales. In the end, UAW
members at GM received a total compensation increase, on average, of fif-
teen cents an hour. A couple of days later, Chrysler and the UAW signed a
similar contract but for two years instead of one. Chrysler president K. T.
Keller pointed to record earnings during the first quarter of 1947 as proof that
“the Corporation’s operations can now be considered as fully re-established
on a peacetime basis” He hoped to lock in predictable labor costs to ensure
continued profitability.**
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It quickly became clear, however, that the industry’s new contracts could
not resolve persistent steel shortages, which remained a fundamental barrier
to a postwar boom for autoworkers. The auto industry’s production pace, even
though well below what it ultimately desired, soon exhausted available steel
supplies. For its part, the steel industry was actually booming during much
of 1947, reaching a record peacetime rate of 93 percent of capacity nationwide
during the first three months of the year.” But there was massive demand for
steel output in many sectors of the U.S. economy, especially for the cold-rolled
sheet variety automakers needed most to build cars. Steelmakers told auto
executives to stand in line, be patient, and expect no more than what they
were receiving, as their precious metal was essential for construction, appli-
ances, ships, planes, and trains. Production of sixty thousand new railroad
freight cars, necessary for economic growth in all sectors of the economy,
took priority over automobiles. Ironically, one factor that reduced supplies
for the auto industry was the huge amount of steel required to build new steel
mills. The petroleum industry presented another such conundrum. If the auto
industry were to expand, more oil would be required to produce and operate
those vehicles. Yet the petroleum industry lacked enough steel to build the
rigs, pipelines, tankers, and barges it needed to meet any increased demand.
Conditions might worsen before they improved, experts warned. Indeed, the
proposed Marshall Plan called for diverting steel from U.S. markets to help
rebuild Western Europe.*

Steel shortages affected automakers, hence employment, in many ways.
High demand meant increased prices for scarce supplies, which necessarily
boosted the cost of new cars. It did not help that postwar automobiles were
significantly heavier than prewar models and that most of the added weight
came from steel. Costs increased considerably as well for tools, dies, and
presses, largely made of steel, and those expenses had to be passed on to
consumers. At the same time, inflated prices for housing, food, and cloth-
ing reduced household disposable incomes and thereby affected the ability
of consumers to pay for new cars, if not to hope for them.” General Motors
managed to purchase adequate quantities of steel, at least for the short run.
Ford was not as severely affected as its competitors, because it made so much
of its own steel. It did experience significant production disruptions, however,
when its foremen struck in hopes of gaining union recognition.*® Packard
was still producing on a limited schedule, but it was doing far better than
during the first quarter of the year, when it operated only twenty-eight of the
sixty-three available working days. Even Kaiser-Frazer produced a decent
number of vehicles in May. Yet Chrysler continued to do poorly for lack of
steel, and nearly fifty thousand of the company’s employees were laid off.
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Lines stretched for blocks outside unemployment offices as those affected
resorted to their secondary support systems.”

Sporadic unemployment persisted at other auto companies for reasons
not always related to steel. These included excessive heat, extreme cold, and
even the use of a particular type of cockroach spray that incited the pests
to attack workers.*” Missing a day here, a week there, a month on occasion,
and often even more made it next to impossible for workers to predict earn-
ings and plan for the future. Because of the continued instability in auto
production, many skilled tradesmen left Detroit for what they hoped would
be more lucrative opportunities elsewhere—for example, in the emerging
aircraft industry. Auto analysts feared that a developing shortage of tool and
die workers, pattern makers, carpenters, electricians, metal finishers, and
maintenance mechanics would hinder future prospects. In late 1947 open-
ings in the skilled trades in Detroit auto plants were plentiful, but there was
very little demand for unskilled or semiskilled production workers. This was
particularly bad news for African Americans and white women, who were
effectively barred from the skilled trades, but it was not especially comforting
for white men either, because there were nowhere near enough apprentice-
ship positions or available jobs to accommodate the large number of them
who were unemployed or underemployed.*

Given the high annual turnover rates for the auto industry’s entry-level
positions—estimates were in the 40 percent range—if plants were running,
there were almost always some jobs available. Paul Ish, a native of Pontiac,
Michigan, remembered being placed in an assembly job, the most common
entry-level position for whites, soon after hiring in about this time at Pontiac
Motor. “They were always short of help over there,” he recalled. “So I went
over there and I worked up on second floor of Plant 8 putting brackets on
horns before they went on the car” Before long, his foreman stationed him
“in a pit” from which he fastened molding to the underside of each car.
“I worked down there for probably a month or so,” Ish remembered, “and
then I ended up above, putting hoods on the cars as they come down the
line. Well that about killed me.” The weight of the hoods and the pace of
the line over an eight-hour shift—“they were running fifty-two an hour at
that time”—wore him down. For such reasons, some entry-level positions
had annual turnover rates as high as 400 percent. For those who remained,
Ish recalled, “everybody was waiting for the line to shut down” because of
some mechanical problem or parts shortage, and when that happened, with
joy and relief they would all “hoot and holler” As an African American, Joe
Woods faced a different set of possibilities. An Alabama native, Woods hired
in at Pontiac Motor “on May 7 of "47” and quickly surveyed the segregated
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landscape. “They put all the blacks in Plant 6, in the foundry,” he said. “And
if you got in the main plant, you got a job on sanitation.” African Americans,
Woods noted, “didn’t get no production jobs, unless it was a job that didn’t
nobody want” Of the two options for blacks, Woods preferred sanitation.
“I was blessed that I didn't get in the foundry;,” he said. “I got in the main
plant as a chipper and a sweeper,” cleaning up the metal debris from parts-
stamping operations. “I couldn’t have stayed in the foundry,” he insisted. “I
would have quit”+

Also African American, World War II veteran James Franklin returned
from duty overseas to take a job in the Rouge plant foundry. He settled in,
he recalled, “on the bull ladle, where you would take your cup, catch some of
the iron when you was pouring it into your mold.” Then he would crack the
metal and check to make sure that it was tempered properly, “from the top to
the bottom.” Unsatisfied at the Rouge, Franklin took a job in 1946 at upstart
Kaiser-Frazer, where he was allowed to bid on jobs outside the foundry. He
progressed rapidly from materials handling, which was exhausting, to stock
chaser, “where you run stock all over where it's needed” to keep the lines run-
ning. He quickly advanced to inventory checker, managing the stock chasers.
If certain parts were in short supply, it was his job to prevent a line shutdown
by noticing far enough in advance so that more arrived before anything ran
out. “It was a high degree of responsibility;” he emphasized.* Franklin’s quick
climb up the job ladder demonstrated what could have happened for more
African Americans if given the chance, but most black autoworkers remained
trapped in foundries or in menial positions supporting white production
workers and therefore had limited opportunities to gain access to auto work.

Adding to insecurity, all newly hired autoworkers were on probation for
their first ninety days, after which they received seniority and accompanying
protection under UAW contracts. Before the ninety-day mark, probationary
workers could be let go for any reason, and when the industry was unstable, as
it was throughout the mid- to late 1940s, they were often fired before achiev-
ing seniority. New workers could be found easily, and companies did not want
to expand payrolls, and subsequent unemployment responsibilities, without
some certainty that more employees would be necessary for the foreseeable
future. Large numbers of new hires, both black and white, lost their jobs this
way.* Others, like Don Hester, were fired because they had trouble showing
up on time. A native of Pontiac, Michigan, who had grown up on farms far
from the city, Hester admitted that after he was hired at Pontiac Motor, he
“couldn’t get up in the mornings. Living down here in the city was a whole
bunch different from living in the country. I was trying to burn the candle at
both ends, hanging out with the guys.” Before he completed his ninety-day
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probationary period, Hester remembered, “they let me go. Yeah, I lost that
first job, and I was out of work”+

Despite dynamics that hindered steady production and employment, total
U.S. auto production in 1947 was the third largest in history, topping 1929 and
1937. Chrysler posted all-time record sales and profits in 1947. GM reported
a peacetime record for sales and an enormous increase in net income over
1946. In addition, unemployment in Detroit at the end of 1947, as measured
by the MUCC, was as low as it had been since the war. Statistics like these
laid the foundation for the notion of a postwar boom in the auto industry.*¢
The aggregate numbers, however, failed to reveal that layoffs, short weeks,
and uncertain income had been the norm for Detroit’s autoworkers.

* * *

In early 1948 auto industry officials anticipated another record postwar
year, with output of as many as six million new vehicles, steady employment
for autoworkers, and occasional overtime pay.*” But high hopes were quickly
thwarted by cold weather throughout the Great Lakes region. Record demand
for natural gas strained the supply from the single pipeline through which it
was transported from Texas and Oklahoma to Michigan, as well as to most
of Indiana and Ohio and much of Pennsylvania and New York. Officials
suspended industrial use of gas and gave priority to the increasing number
of households that had switched from coal to gas for heat. Some Michigan
companies, such as Ford, produced much of their own gas, but within days of
the cutoft Chrysler and GM facilities were closed completely, and unemploy-
ment in Detroit was as bad as during the worst times in the Great Depression.
Resumption of auto work took time because of reduced production in coal
mines and steel mills, a result of the gas shortage, and subsequent industrial
curtailment from New York to Indiana. After three weeks off the job, tens of
thousands of Detroit workers were desperate. Briggs employee Jessie Goe,
sixty-four, had spent his savings on food and furniture payments and waved
his empty wallet in front of onlookers. Another Briggs worker, Floyd Curtis,
forty-one, had exhausted the financial reserves it had taken him eight months
to accumulate. Although Ford averted the worst of the gas-crisis layoffs, the
company planned major changes for its 1949 models and laid off twenty-five
thousand Rouge workers for up to six weeks while updating machinery. Any
hopes for a year of steady employment were already dashed.*®

Despite persistent disruptions, automakers produced a postwar monthly
record of 490,000 vehicles in March, but more troubles loomed. The United
Mine Workers launched another strike that gradually created a familiar ripple
effect throughout the national economy. Coal shortages hurt steel produc-
tion, and railroad shipments were curtailed, affecting supplies of parts and
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materials. When the federal government ordered national freight train service
to be cut by 50 percent, automakers tried their best to get supplies via trucks
and ships, but there was no way to replace the volume normally carried by
rail. Although the coal strike ended in mid-April, it took nearly another
month to restore production to March levels. In response, General Motors
closed operations for two weeks, laying off nearly forty thousand Detroit-area
workers, and Chrysler president K. T. Keller glumly warned stockholders
that production would be hampered for several more months.*

Additional disruptions appeared likely as contract negotiations faltered
at the Big Three automakers. The UAW had demanded what amounted to
a fifty-cent-an-hour increase from Ford. Thirty of those cents were to go
toward a straight wage increase, and the rest would support programs like a
medical plan, pensions, and a three-week paid vacation. The union’s demands
of Ford far exceeded those made of GM (twenty-five cents an hour total)
and Chrysler (thirty cents an hour), which outraged Ford officials. Ford vice
president John Bugas argued that higher wages would only accelerate infla-
tion, resulting in fewer new car purchases and additional unemployment.
Since Ford already paid a higher average hourly wage ($1.53) than GM ($1.42)
and Chrysler ($1.43), Bugas warned, his company would propose a wage cut
instead of an increase.”

Chrysler workers made the first move, however, by striking for a contract.
At the time, Chrysler operated eleven plants in Michigan, ten of them in
Detroit, employing sixty-five thousand people. The Chrysler walkout caused
an immediate shutdown of operations at Briggs plants, and industry analysts
estimated that an additional fifty thousand Detroiters would be out of work
if the conflict dragged on, which seemed certain. Most Chrysler strikers ap-
peared to support the action, although a sizable number of them conceded
that they lacked the resources to stay out for long. Ineligible for state un-
employment benefits and with no financial support from the UAW, striking
Chrysler workers, like their GM counterparts two years earlier, were on their
own.” Many wives of Chrysler workers assumed larger roles as wage earners.
Some families leaned on relatives for help. Others were already supporting
members of their extended families. “Besides my children, I have my father
and aunt to look after and were paying $17.50 a month for a new icebox,” said
one mother of seven. “I don't know how we’ll ever make it now.” Elizabeth
DuVan, seven months pregnant, worried about medical expenses. “We’ll
have a large hospital bill in a couple of months,” she noted, “and I don’t know
where we'll get the money to meet it”*

GM settled without a strike. The sides agreed on a wage increase of three
cents an hour, improved health benefits, and, out of the blue, a mechanism
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for keeping up with inflation. If the cost of living, as determined by the fed-
eral Bureau of Labor Statistics, rose by a certain amount—1.14 points on the
bureau’s scale—GM workers would receive an additional penny per hour. If
the cost of living went down by the same amount, workers would lose one
cent an hour, but hourly wage reductions during the life of the contract would
be limited to five cents total. The Bureau of Labor Statistics used 1940 data to
create a baseline index of 100.2. In April 1948 the index was 169.3, meaning
the cost of living had increased 69 percent in eight years. GM claimed that its
proposal (nicknamed COLA, for cost-of-living allowance) would “promote
prosperity and stability and protect and improve standards of living” for its
workforce.”® Shortly after, Chrysler and the union reached a similar agree-
ment, although without a COLA clause. Despite their contract settlement,
many Chrysler workers did not return to their jobs right away because of
wildcat strikes at Briggs and a contract strike at the Budd Company, both
major suppliers. The Chrysler settlement, it turned out, had not brought
steady employment. Neither had the GM agreement. The corporation shut
down in mid-June because of the long-term effects of the coal strike, and
nearly thirty thousand of its Detroit employees were once again off the job.>*

The inability to sustain full employment irritated auto executives as well as
their workforces, and stricter federal credit regulations were partly to blame.
Economists warned of a disturbing rise in consumer debt across the nation,
fueled by an increasing percentage of car purchasers who relied heavily on
credit. The Federal Reserve Board sought to rein in the binge by strength-
ening “Regulation W;” an inflation-fighting directive that originated during
World War II. The board had eased credit requirements in 1947, but the 1948
upsurge in debt prompted it to order that automobile purchasers make down
payments of one-third the selling price and pay off loans within eighteen
months. This meant more substantial down payments and steeper monthly
installments, putting purchases of new cars out of reach for many consumers
and certainly for most industrial workers. Indeed, a study by auto financing
companies showed that only those with family incomes in the nation’s top 14
percent could afford new cars under the revised Regulation W. It was even
difficult for many potential purchasers to buy used cars. For autoworkers it
made little sense to commit to relatively high monthly payments when em-
ployment was so volatile. Indeed, in the month after the revised Regulation
W took effect, used car sales in Detroit plummeted and many used car dealer-
ships closed. Industry observers understood that a healthy used car market
was essential to sustain new car sales. Shoppers wanted to trade in their old
vehicles for maximum values, but the offers they received were low in large
part because of Regulation W’s negative impact on demand, which in turn
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discouraged new car purchases. On the other hand, as the Federal Reserve
pointed out, the likely alternative was a credit bubble and inflation, followed
by some sort of crash.™ Auto industry analysts estimated that there was an
unmet demand in the range of 4.5 million vehicles, which at the automakers’
current sluggish rates was about a year’s worth of production. And although
steel shortages remained the largest impediment to production, tight credit
did not help sales.

While the credit controversy raged, a production disruption at the plant
level tested the limits of solidarity among workers in tough times. In early
September, 170 guards at Briggs plants, members of the independent United
Plant Guard Workers of America (UPGWA), went on strike, hoping to gain
fifteen minutes of paid time to prepare for work once on site. UAW members
refused to cross the UPGWATs picket lines, halting production at Briggs plants
and quickly forcing the shutdown of most Chrysler and Packard operations.
Fifty thousand Detroiters were immediately laid off. When the plant guards
and Briggs management held fast to their positions, one hundred thousand
Detroiters up and down the affected production chains were out of work.
With employment having been so unstable, many autoworkers soon had
second thoughts about observing the UPGWA picket lines, and UAW leaders
pressured the plant guards to give up. “We are returning to work because we
realize so many others have been affected by our dispute;” explained UPGWA
president James McGahey.*

Despite intermittent production, automakers earned record profits during
1948, and official employment levels reached postwar peaks. Total industrial
payrolls in Detroit for 1948 reached an all-time high of over $1.530 billion.”
If one looked only at these official statistics, it would be easy to conclude that
these were boom times for Detroit autoworkers. The catch, of course, was
that total employment figures did not translate into steady jobs for autowork-
ers, who had experienced tumultuous swings in employment and persistent
economic insecurity. National Association of Manufacturers president Mor-
ris Sayre warned industrialists in Detroit that volatility in the auto industry
was a serious national concern. “Security represented by the steadiest job
possible is the first concern of every working American,” he declared, and
the free enterprise system might not last unless each employer considered
“every unemployed worker as our personal problem.” Despite any favor-
able economic data, by the end of 1948 autoworkers had yet to experience a
postwar boom.



2 The Era of “The Treaty of Detroit,”
1949-1950

The 1950 contract signed by GM and the UAW, called “The Treaty of Detroit”
by Fortune magazine, looms large in accounts of postwar U.S. labor history,
because it seemed to ensure steady employment, increasing wages, and im-
proved benefits for autoworkers. That contract, however, was signed after a
year of national recession marked by intensifying competition in the auto
industry, with production speedups and strikes, new efforts at automation
(the replacement of jobs with machinery), national coal and steel strikes,
and increasing unemployment for autoworkers. Despite the recession and
disrupted production, most auto companies prospered in 1949. But for work-
ers the Treaty of Detroit and comparable contracts with Chrysler and Ford
were efforts to achieve some semblance of stability and predictability in a
volatile industry, not the confirmation and continued promise of the postwar
boom. Chrysler workers, for example, gained their pension plan in 1950 only
after a 104-day strike, during which one hundred thousand Detroiters were
out of work and struggled to meet basic needs. The contracts appeared to
have a positive short-term effect, as auto sales soared in early to mid-1950,
especially when Chrysler’s strike ended, in the closest thing yet to a postwar
boom. But the onset of war in Korea threatened auto industry prosperity as
the government allocated strategic resources for military purposes. By the end
of the year, employment instability had returned in force as many workers,
including tens of thousands of new migrants to Detroit, were forced to rely
on secondary support networks.
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In early 1949 total employment in Michigan was declining and national
demand for new cars was weakening. Economic indicators could not account
for these drops. On average, passenger cars on American roads were over
nine years old, with two-thirds of them built before World War II. Surely
those vehicles needed to be replaced. On the other hand, disturbing unem-
ployment trends extended well beyond Michigan and threatened the auto
industry. Disregarding ominous signs, automakers boosted production at
a pace that would have resulted in topping 1948’s output by nearly 750,000
units. Declining demand, auto officials maintained, could be overcome by
energetic sales efforts at dealerships, which were required to purchase what-
ever their franchisor produced. To auto companies, a car was considered
“sold” when it was shipped from the factory to the dealer. Dealers went into
great debt to absorb high-volume production and had to sell those vehicles
to consumers or watch inventories amass on their lots. If dealer stockpiles
expanded too much, auto assemblies were reduced, and by the end of Febru-
ary it was difficult to ignore the backlog of unsold cars.! Automakers blamed
this predicament on tight credit terms. In March the Federal Reserve actually
loosened requirements, allowing twenty-one months for the repayment of
auto loans instead of eighteen, but industry officials argued that Regulation W
was still too strict. Even under the revised terms, complained the Detroit
Automobile Dealers Association, “It is almost impossible for the production
worker on Ford, Chevrolet and Plymouth assembly lines to buy one of the
cars he makes.”

Despite intense competition in a tight market, automakers refused to
lower prices. To do so would have upset the vehicle-sales ecosystem. For
example, if prices were reduced for low-end new models, such as Chevrolets,
Fords, and Plymouths, sales of medium-range used cars, such as Pontiacs
and Oldsmobiles, would be jeopardized. Why buy a used car, the thinking
went, if you could purchase a new one for roughly the same price? A backlog
of medium-priced used cars would reduce trade-in values for those mod-
els, thereby discouraging sales of new autos in that important sector of the
industry. Since costs for engineering, tools and dies, materials, and labor
were roughly comparable for all vehicles, higher-priced cars generated the
largest profits for automakers. So even though most consumers were unable
to afford new cars, reducing prices on vehicles that were most likely to be in
demand was out of the question.’

The most effective way for automakers to compete, then, was to reduce
production costs, which provoked numerous strikes over workloads. Work-
ers at Hudson, Briggs, and Chrysler experienced the most lost days.* UAW
leaders charged that automakers intentionally incited conflicts by ignoring
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complaints about harsh working conditions, thereby limiting production and
inventories via strikes instead of layofts and avoiding liability for unemploy-
ment benefits. Automakers disagreed. “The current disputes over production
standards have generally been provoked by insistence of the union that more
men than necessary be used to man some of the new machines,” explained
a management representative. Inefficiency could no longer be tolerated, he
insisted, because “the day of competition has returned to stay in the auto
industry.” The largest workload strike erupted in the “B Building” of the Ford
Rouge plant in May. At issue was a proposed speedup of the final assembly
line, which, Local 600 charged, had been moving incrementally faster for
months. Was Ford’s planned new rate within contractually acceptable limits,
or was it excessive? The formal grievance procedure had failed to resolve
the question to anyone’s satisfaction. The core dispute in this case was not
so much about the regular speed of the assembly line, but rather the pace at
which it operated when making up for the inevitable breakdowns and delays
that occurred during each shift. As motor-line employee Teddy Winston in-
sisted, “The company has been getting away with murder on these speedups””
Local 600 members voted overwhelmingly to strike, pending approval of the
UAW’s International Executive Board (IEB). But when the IEB hesitated,
irate Local 600 officials forced the issue by calling a strike anyway.® The IEB’s
reluctance stemmed in part from awareness that most UAW members were
already in precarious economic circumstances and that it was possible there
would be a strike later that year for a new contract at Ford. Two possibly
lengthy strikes would likely lead to more economic hardship than most work-
ers could tolerate. By its standards the UAW’s strike fund was large, about a
million dollars as opposed to nonexistent. But because the Rouge plant was
essential for Ford operations nationwide, well over one hundred thousand
UAW members would be affected if the plant shut down. The strike fund
could not stretch far under those circumstances.”

As the speedup strike passed the two-week mark, all Ford operations
stopped, and Walter Reuther encouraged Rouge workers to find other jobs
until there was a settlement. Detroit resident and former Rouge employee
James Oliver Slade noted that, including strikers” families, at least a quarter
million Detroiters were directly affected by the Rouge conflict. He warned
that so many “ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed in this community can do none
other than increase crime, delinquencies and generally unwholesome con-
duct for many persons who ordinarily would behave as law abiding citizens”
With little money left in its budget, Detroit’s welfare department braced for an
upsurge in cases. One had to prove indigence and no means of support—no
savings, no war bonds, no assets, no car—to qualify for city welfare benefits.
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If a family of four met those standards, and only eight out of a thousand
Ford applicants were approved, they would receive about fifty-five dollars
every other week, a little less than half of average Ford wages, in exchange for
forty-five hours of work on city projects.® The loss of Ford workers” income
had a staggering effect on the local economy. Neighborhood grocery stores
and movie theaters fared reasonably well, but restaurants, drugstores, and
bars saw business drop immediately. Furniture and appliance sales declined
noticeably. The Detroit Street Railway lost ten thousand dollars a day for
lack of ridership. As happened during many layofts, rents and mortgages
went unpaid. Under Michigan law, homeowners had eighteen months to
make up any missed payments before facing foreclosure. Landlords, however,
could evict tenants at any time for any reason, although during layoffs they
had generally offered extensions, figuring that when the tenants returned
to work the back rent would get paid. But with the region experiencing a
housing shortage, State of Michigan Circuit Court judges in Detroit braced
for a wave of strike-related eviction hearings. As it turned out, Ford and the
UAW reached an agreement after twenty-five days, without settling the core
dispute, and it took an extra week or two before full production resumed,
because supply chains had to be restocked.’

While the Ford strike dominated the news, confusing economic data ap-
peared. In a time marked by record auto production and employment levels,
the state’s jobless total rose to over two hundred thousand. It was difficult to
believe that production records could be set, given the number of strikes and
supply shortages in the preceding months. And record employment levels
could be deceiving, since they included thousands of Detroiters on “short
weeks,” marked, according to the MUCC, by “cuts in weekly working hours,
spotty one-and two-day layoffs and intermittent production shutdowns”
Automation was partly responsible for increased production and decreased
employment, yet many industrialists were reluctant to invest as heavily as
possible in new technology. Automakers knew that steel shortages and high
demand for new equipment could increase the cost of machinery, which often
forced them to settle for piecemeal upgrades even though improvements in
one area could succeed only if every related process kept pace with expanded
productivity. After all, auto production was ultimately limited by the least
available part."” In 1949 one crucial constraint was auto bodies, which could
not yet be manufactured quickly enough to support the productive capacity
of assembly lines. Yet there was also the example of new chemical-dipping
techniques for polishing bumpers, which eliminated many jobs but also
solved the problem of having to sell bumper-less cars with IOUs, which had
been a common practice when sales boomed. No matter what, though, auto
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manufacturers always looked for ways to decrease the number of workers
in each department, which contributed to rising car output with increasing
unemployment."

Those out of work or underemployed were forced yet again to turn to
secondary survival strategies. Bud Weber, for example, found a job as a part-
time janitor at the post office in Drayton Plains, outside of Pontiac, in an area
increasingly populated by whites leaving or avoiding the city. Alternative
employment in suburbs was virtually impossible for African Americans,
and given the intense job segregation in Detroit and Pontiac, laid-off black
autoworkers always had fewer options than whites. Many blacks tried to find
temporary employment as butlers or porters, and most of them faced further
disappointment. “Our office is jammed with people every day;” remarked the
owner of Jones Employment Service, “but we just don’t have the jobs to send
the people out on.” The abundance of temporary job seekers led to depressed
wages. If they could find service positions, African American men who were
laid off from auto work were lucky to make twenty-five dollars a week, well
less than half what they could earn in a factory. Black women often received
only fifteen to eighteen dollars per week as maids, about half of what they
were paid in defense plants during World War IL."

Aware that high unemployment gave the UAW little leverage entering
contract negotiations, Ford maintained that it was in the workers’ best interest
to accept an eighteen-month pay freeze. Hoping to lower production costs,
automakers had little control over prices for materials and parts, so they fo-
cused primarily on cutting expenditures for labor. “The postwar buggy ride
of ever higher wages, costs and prices is over,” Ford’s John Bugas warned.
Yet autoworkers had barely a toehold in the postwar consumer society, and
driving their wages downward, UAW officials cautioned, was bound to have
a negative impact on the entire economy. “The textile and shoe industries
are depressed because insecure auto workers and other workers cannot buy
garments and shoes with their present wages,” Walter Reuther observed. “It is
further apparent that textile and shoe workers will not be customers for Ford
autos until they have their own purchasing power restored and increased”
Ford’s proposed solution for long-term prosperity, Reuther warned, would
“drag other industries and perhaps the whole economy down with it

Disgusted with the prospect of more pay for autoworkers, Detroit Board
of Commerce executive Harvey Campbell argued that those who built cars
had become lazy and dependent. “Take a look at the employment records
every Monday;” he emphasized. “Too big a percentage of workers don’t show
up at all. They work four days and make enough money to enjoy themselves
for the next three days.” If autoworkers found themselves in tight economic
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circumstances, he insisted, it was their own fault: “Poverty has become a
profession—welfare a career” Campbell assumed that if autoworkers were
just ambitious enough to show up every day, they would prosper. Some
evidence in mid-1949 indicated that Campbell’s point contained a kernel
of truth. Bureau of Labor statistics showed that autoworkers were earning
record weekly pay of $68.90. Moreover, according to the Board of Commerce,
the city’s industrial workers enjoyed higher wages than their manufacturing
counterparts anywhere in the nation. By these measures it seemed clear that
opportunities existed for autoworkers with good attendance records to attain
economic security without pay increases."

But once again, statistics indicating high wages and steady hours proved
to be misleading. In August unemployment in the city reached eighty-seven
thousand, about 7.5 percent of the workforce. Caution ruled in factory per-
sonnel offices, and hiring stopped at most smaller plants. Some jobs were
available at larger facilities because of high turnover rates for entry-level
positions, but foremen were increasingly picky, rejecting as many as fifteen
applicants for every opening, often for reasons besides ability. “As the un-
employment lines grow longer and longer,” observed a Michigan Chronicle
editorial, “the old employment formula of selectivity once more begins to
take hold,” causing “Negroes, Catholics, Jews, men of foreign birth, men over
forty and women, to be slowly hired and hastily laid oft” Journalist Charles
Wartman reported that “the ratio of 100 whites to one Negro, alleged to be
the pattern of hiring at the Chrysler Motor Company, is still bringing great
screams of protest.” To address the unemployment crisis, Detroit municipal
departments compiled lists of New Deal-style public works programs—re-
pairing fire hydrants, painting light poles, maintaining parks, and such—and
city leaders petitioned the federal government for money to fund them.”

A contract settlement between Ford and the UAW in late September
eliminated one possibility of a strike, which would have caused widespread
unemployment. The agreement included no wage increases. However, the
two sides agreed to the first major pension program in the industry, funded
entirely by the company. When combined with federal Social Security, the
Ford pension would provide retirees with a total of one hundred dollars a
month, just over one-third of average, full-time monthly pay at the time.
UAW members at Ford could receive full pension benefits when they turned
sixty-five if they had at least twenty-five years of service with the company.
Management hoped to replace older, less physically capable workers with
younger ones and to set a precedent by demonstrating that corporate ben-
efits could meet society’s needs, eliminating any momentum for expanding
government programs like Social Security. Union leaders hoped that older
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workers could enjoy a dignified retirement and make way for unemployed
younger Detroiters to take their jobs. The UAW would have preferred more
generous Social Security benefits for all Americans, but given the Cold War
political climate, a private pension plan made sense."

Although the Ford settlement kept tens of thousands of Detroit autowork-
ers from picket lines, job stability proved elusive nevertheless because of a
national steel strike in mid-October. If the steelworkers had not walked out, a
simultaneous coal strike would have shut down their foundries anyway. Most
auto companies had stockpiled thirty to forty-five days’ worth of steel, but
they still had no control over supplies for parts manufacturers. As one auto
industry analyst put it, having plenty of steel on hand “may not provide any
more security than lighted candles on the Christmas tree” Because unsold
car inventories were so high, auto officials might have welcomed a shutdown
that they could blame on somebody else. For autoworkers, however, a familiar
cycle recurred: tens of thousands of them were laid off, the MUCC prepared
for an onslaught of unemployment applications, and merchants in Detroit’s
working-class neighborhoods prepared for yet more hard times."”

Contract settlements in the steel and coal industries in November offered
hope for an end to Detroit’s crisis, but the lag time between resumption of
steel operations and significant automobile production was considerable.
As Thanksgiving approached, more than 100,000 Detroiters were counted
as unemployed, with totals rising to 175,000 by December.”® “Having barely
skimmed through a ‘thankless’ Thanksgiving, many of the laborers now at
leisure in metropolitan Detroit are bitter and baffled over the turn of events,”
wrote journalist Myrtle Gaskill, reporting on “the long line of workers who
jam the unemployment compensation offices each day. There you will find
a cross section of humanity whose expressions range from moderate hope
to utter dejection.” “It takes the little I have accumulated to survive,” Edward
Lowe claimed. “T don’t know what my kids will do,” said a worried woman
in line. “It takes every penny I make to support them. I've been at the plant
since the war—my man was killed in the Pacific. It will take me four months
to catch up with what this lay-off has cost me and by then I guess there will
be another™

When Detroit automakers announced a gradual return to work in early
December, economists and industry analysts quickly forgot the most recent
weeks of high unemployment, even if those who were directly affected did
not.?* Indeed, most auto companies declared that 1949 had been a tremen-
dously successful year. Chrysler set new records for production, sales, and
net earnings. GM announced peacetime highs for payroll, employment, and
profits. Although Hudson and Packard showed reduced earnings compared
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with 1948, both companies had relatively high profits and voiced optimism
that they were well situated for the future. Only Kaiser-Frazer suffered losses.”
William J. Cronin, head of the Automobile Manufacturers Association, re-
viewed the industry’s accomplishments: “Production moved at a fast pace
throughout the entire year, sales kept right on the heels of production, and
employes worked longer, steadier and were paid more money than in any year
in the history of the industry”’* Such claims, however, offered a misleading
sense of the year for autoworkers, who had missed weeks of employment
from steel and parts shortages, speedup strikes, and overproduction. Indeed,
a different year-end review marveled over strong output and profit statistics
while noting that it all seemed “paradoxical,” because each month of 1949
had seen “a disheartening number of strikes, shutdowns, shortages and ob-
stacles to production”” Because of these disruptions, many autoworkers had
exhausted any financial reserves and had fallen behind on rent, mortgages,
and installment payments while running up burdensome tabs with their lo-
cal grocers. The aggregate economic data gave the impression of industrial
stability and financial security, neither of which autoworkers had experienced
during the year.

* * *

A 104-day strike for a contract at Chrysler dominated the early months of
1950 in Detroit. Negotiations reached an impasse before production could
recover from the fall 1949 steel shortage, and when there was no settlement
by the January 25 deadline, more than one hundred thousand Detroit-area
workers, eighty thousand of them Chrysler employees and the rest from
suppliers, were either off the job again or out of work even longer if they
had not yet been recalled.? The main sticking point was a pension plan. The
UAW demanded a program like what had been negotiated with Ford, while
Chrysler offered only a promise to do the best it could, without any formal
framework or funding guidelines, “backed,” as a company vice president put
it, “by the integrity and solvency of Chrysler Corp. itself?

Chrysler strikers, of course, were ineligible for unemployment benefits, al-
though those laid off from suppliers, such as Briggs, could now receive weekly
checks. In mid-1949 unemployment benefits in Michigan had increased to
twenty-four dollars per week, with an additional two dollars per week for
each child up to a maximum of thirty-two dollars. To qualify for benefits,
however, a laid-off worker had to have earned at least forty-two dollars in
each of the previous thirty weeks from that employer. Given the frequency
of layoffs and short weeks throughout 1949, this was a difficult standard for
many autoworkers to meet. About eight hundred Chrysler strikers a day ap-
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plied for city relief, but as the walkout neared the three-week mark, only six-
teen total had been approved.” Overwhelmed with applications, the MUCC
tried to match strikers with job openings but found that local manufacturing
firms refused to hire them. As an official at the Cadillac Employment Agency
explained, “They don’t want any Chrysler strikers. They know the men will
leave when the strike ends” Some customary opportunities for seasonal work
were not available that winter. “Usually at this time of the year we have a lot
of requests for coal handlers and coal truck drivers,” an employment agent
noted. But because of the miners’ strike, he said, “there’s no coal.”” Some
Chrysler strikers hoped for help from the UAW. The union had recently begun
a dollar-a-week assessment of its non-Chrysler membership to bolster its
strike fund, which stood to receive six hundred thousand to seven hundred
thousand dollars each week. At union gatherings strikers often questioned
what was being done with those resources, because the money reached only
a small percentage of individuals at the local level. In response, the UAW’s
Emil Mazey emphasized the arithmetic—there would be enough in the fund
for only about six dollars per week per striker. Chrysler workers had to fend
for themselves.”

Alternative jobs helped a bit. In 1950 Detroit had no snowplows. Instead,
streets were cleared by hundreds of temporary workers. With heavy snow in
the forecast on a February evening, some two thousand Detroiters, mostly
laid-oft Chrysler workers, waited for hours, hoping to be among the lucky
eight hundred chosen to shovel all night for $1.26 an hour. A Department
of Public Works official described the scene as “the biggest line since the
depression.” One of the hopeful shovelers said he had only a dollar to his
name. Another remarked, “My cupboard is not far from being bare” A laid-
off Kaiser-Frazer employee said he was desperate for work because he had
a “baby on the way”? Many women increased their earnings, if they could,
during such layoffs. For example, Helen Stanwyck used her dressmaking
skills to support her family of seven, and her husband, Tony, who normally
worked in the trim department at Dodge Main, helped by riding his bike
downtown to buy thread and material. Working steadily, Helen earned $30
to $35 a week, she said, “and it kept us from going behind in our house pay-
ments and not get too heavily in debt.”*

Unloading possessions, begging for mercy, scavenging, and leaving town
were also common strategies. Uncertain that they could make monthly pay-
ments, a number of striking workers sold their cars for whatever cash they
could get. UAW officials met with Detroit Common Pleas Court commis-
sioners to ask for leniency in cases involving strikers who faced debt collec-
tion and eviction. Large numbers of unemployed workers gathered at the
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site of an old boat-fueling station on the Detroit River to collect coal, which
had once covered several acres of the property in a massive pile and with its
weight had sunk into the ground about a foot deep. Hundreds of thousands
of Detroiters in 1950 still heated their homes with coal. Facing shortages from
the miners’ strike, soaring prices, and little or no income, desperate workers
hacked out the precious fuel left behind. A steady line of vehicles, sagging
under the weight of their cargoes, left the riverside as empty cars and trucks
entered. Rather than scrounge out an existence in Detroit, many laid-off
autoworkers, white and black, chose to leave the city to stay with friends or
family members until plants reopened. Greyhound tripled the number of
buses heading south to accommodate them.*

John Gibson, fifty-eight, with sixteen years of seniority at Chrysler’s Plym-
outh plant, strongly supported holding out as long as it took to gain a pension
plan. “When you get past 50,” he said, “you begin thinking more in terms of
future security. The young fellows don't feel that way and I don’t exactly blame
them. Gibson was married and had three children, two of whom still lived
at home. He conceded that he had not been able to save much money in the
past few years. “I have a little but not enough to last a long time,” he noted.
He could meet February’s $70 house payment, but he was “not so sure about
the next one” His wife, in charge of the family budget, had plenty of experi-
ence managing finances during tough times. “I think the really hard part,”
she emphasized, “is after the strike is over and you start trying to catch up*

A fellow Chrysler striker was less certain than Gibson about the merits
of the current conflict. “I have been a union member for years,” he said. “I
believe in organized labor” Nevertheless, he insisted, his concerns and needs
were not taken into account by top UAW leadership. He emphasized the eco-
nomic hardships caused by the strike: “We hope and pray we will get enough
overtime so we can pay the bills that have piled up on us while we have been
off from work, then by the time we get our bills paid, including the loans at
the finance companies, and get our belongings back from the pawn shops,
we are called out on strike again”” If one calculated on a cost-benefit basis, he
insisted, strikes were not always worth it. “A lot of workers, like myself, are
getting fed up. All we want is to be able to work steadily so we can support
our families. When we strike for higher wages what do we gain? Nothing. It
takes us years to make up what we lose while out on strike” Sensitive to such
concerns, Walter Reuther explained to a crowd of seven thousand strikers
that the walkout was necessary “so our kids can grow up in a better world”*
But the union leader had no relief to offer in the present.

Stress mounted among strikers as the conflict dragged on with no settle-
ment in sight. Demetry Kolada normally worked at Chrysler’s Plymouth
plant. He had bought a home for his family of five when World War II ended
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by exhausting his savings and cashing in all of his war bonds to make the
down payment. Since then, keeping his children fed and clothed while be-
ing subjected to intermittent layofts had prevented him from building an
emergency fund. As soon as the Chrysler strike began, the Koladas canceled
their contract for thirty-five quarts of milk each week. They had meat only
on Sundays, and Demetry ate all of his meals at the Local 51 soup kitchen
in return for serving tables and washing dishes. He and dozens of other
volunteers were allowed to take home any uneaten food at the end of each
day. When the Koladas’ children all needed shoes at the same time, they ap-
plied at the welfare department but were denied. Behind on their mortgage
payments, the couple received help from Demetry’s mother-in-law. “She has
bought up the mortgage,” he explained, “and after I get back to work, I'll start
making my payments to her”*

After seventy-five days on strike, Frank Lubinski and his family were ap-
proaching desperation but showed no sign of giving up on the cause. “Feeding
and clothing a family of eight on an auto worker’s pay is not easy even when
you're working steadily;” Frank said. “These kids will eat $45 worth of food a
week. And milk, they’ll drink eight quarts a day if you give it to them. Fresh
fruit is something we almost never have, even in the best of times” “Chil-
dren grow out of things so quickly and they’re so hard on clothes,” observed
Frank’s wife, Clara. “T've patched Carol’s snow suit so often there isn’t room
for another patch, and still it's coming apart. It’s the same with their dresses
and shoes.” The children had been able to pay most of their Catholic-school
tuition with after-school chores, and Frank did cabinet work at the church
and parish house to make up the difference. Suffering from sinus problems,
nine-year-old Donald needed regular medical treatments, but those were
suspended during the strike so that the money could be used for food. “He
comes to us crying in the middle of the night,” Clara said, “but all we can do
is give him an aspirin tablet” The strain was economic and psychological.
Clara was glad that her husband spent his days at the union hall. “He has to
get out and talk to somebody or hed go crazy,” she explained. “And it’s a relief
to me to get him out of the house. He either paces the floor or mopes around
with his head in his hands, worrying. He never was one to sit around idle” By
this point the Lubinskis were four months behind on their house payments
and three months late on gas, electricity, and telephone bills. Altogether, they
owed over three hundred dollars. “It was touch and go to make ends meet
even with regular paydays,” Clara remarked. “Now, with all the bills that have
piled up, I don’t know how we'll ever get them paid”™*

Ralph Smith lost his home. A thirty-eight-year-old veteran who met his
Irish wife in London during World War II, Smith bought a house in 1948 on
a five-thousand-dollar land contract. The Smiths had a four-year-old at the
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time, another baby was on the way, and housing was very difficult to find. A
truck driver for Briggs, Smith had missed a month of work in December 1949
because of steel shortages. He had been back on the job for three weeks when
the Chrysler strike began, which forced Briggs to close. Because he was not
technically on strike, he qualified for unemployment compensation, which
with two children came to twenty-eight dollars a week. The family managed
to hang on for three months before falling behind on mortgage payments
and being evicted. Police escorted Mrs. Smith and the children to Wayne
County General Hospital, which offered food and shelter on a temporary
basis. Mr. Smith stayed at a neighbor’s home, keeping watch over the family’s
possessions, which still sat in their former yard.*

These were just a few of the nearly two hundred thousand Detroiters who
were out of work in Detroit in early 1950, and no one can know for sure how
representative they were. It is highly unlikely, however, that many ordinary
autoworkers, especially those with families, had been able to meet living
expenses and save adequately for unpredictable, often long-lasting layoffs.
Although the Chrysler strike was an extreme example, whenever layoffs
occurred some version of these survival strategies kicked in, with distinct
variables and different outcomes, but all in the context of insecurity and in-
stability. The impact of layofts continued to be wide-ranging. As one Detroiter
observed, “economic paralysis crept over the city, but the hardships were
especially acute among the unemployed and shopkeepers in working-class
neighborhoods.”

For the first six weeks of the Chrysler strike, Ford and GM had been ham-
strung by the prolonged coal walkout, but those two-thirds of the Big Three
boomed after the mine workers settled in early March. General Motors and
Ford hoped to set new production records for the entire industry, with or
without Chrysler.”® By mid- April vehicles rolled off assembly lines at a stag-
gering annual rate of seven million. Industry analysts concluded that since
sales of low- and medium-priced cars were especially high, demand must
have finally materialized from people in low- and medium-income groups,
which could sustain the good times. Even the Hudson Motor Car Company
set production and sales records, and with its twenty thousand employees
this was of no small consequence for Detroit. To many, the postwar boom
finally seemed to have arrived.” Yet Chrysler and its suppliers were on the
sidelines, with strikers and those on collateral layoffs falling deeper into debt.
When the Chrysler walkout ended on May 4, returning workers learned
they would not receive paychecks for two weeks, while bills, most of them
overdue, continued to arrive. “I'm happy it’s over;” said Frank Lubinski, but
“I can't forget the bank note for $285, the payments on the washing machine,
the doctor bill, the three light bills, three gas bills, three telephone bills and
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four house payments.” He had fallen a thousand dollars in debt, he said, “and
for a working man, that seems hopeless”*°

The long Chrysler strike was an example of militancy that resulted in sig-
nificant benefits, ultimately for hundreds of thousands of workers. In the end
the UAW extracted from Chrysler most of what it had demanded from the
start: the equivalent of the Ford pension plan. It had become clear that the
federal government would not expand Social Security to provide anything near
what was necessary for a dignified livelihood in retirement. Average monthly
payments to Social Security recipients in 1950 were only forty-one dollars, and
about half of all Americans eligible for Social Security that year chose to stay
at work because they could not afford to retire. The first to claim a pension
at Chrysler was eighty-five-year-old Charles Long, who had been on motor
assembly since 1924 and hoped, finally, to “take it easy” Although immedi-
ately worthwhile for older Chrysler workers, the pension plan could easily
seem remote and extremely costly for many younger ones. Much depended
on how connected and comfortable people were with the long-range goals of
the union movement as opposed to present economic needs, especially given
the industry’s volatility. But whether or not they had supported the strike, all
Chrysler’s manufacturing workers had suffered enormous economic setbacks.”

Production at Chrysler facilities resumed as quickly as possible. Parts
plants had been fully operational before the strike, feeder lines were full, and
partly built cars still sat on final assembly lines. This contrasted with lengthy
delays after coal and steel strikes, when supply chains had to be refilled.
Although Chrysler’s early post-strike contributions helped set an all-time
weekly record for vehicle output, the company operated initially at only about
50 percent of capacity, because so many workers had scattered to other states
and it took time for them to return to Detroit. As those stragglers arrived,
all auto production was threatened by what turned out to be a brief railroad
strike, prompting enormous, largely unsuccessful efforts by automakers to
arrange alternative modes of transportation for parts and materials and much
reflection about the fate of the industry. “The whole career of the car and
truck makers since the war has been a series of interruptions in production,”
wrote a business observer. “The gleaming new machines that do the work of
X number of obsolete machines and XX number of men in minus numbers
of hours continue to function almost flawlessly,” he noted, “until there’s a
strike. Or a change in the weather. Or something” If not disgruntled railroad
workers, he predicted, “it will be something else”*

In this context GM and the UAW signed a new five-year contract in May,
thus avoiding a strike like Chrysler’s. Called the “Treaty of Detroit” by For-
tune magazine, the agreement guaranteed four-cent-an-hour raises each year
above increases in the cost of living, and pensions of up to $117 a month,
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including Social Security, for retirees at age sixty-five. If GM employees were
to work regularly, by the end of the contract they would receive over $700
more annually than under the previous agreement. GM also agreed to pay
half of the hospital/medical insurance cost for union members; previously,
workers paid the entire premium. In addition, the contract called for a modi-
fied union shop, in which all new hires at GM plants would have to join the
UAW for their first year but could then quit the union if they desired. For its
part, GM wanted to avoid interruptions in production when market condi-
tions were so favorable, and looking to the future, predictable labor costs
would help the company unleash its engineers to develop new technology
and model designs. The UAW definitely wanted to avoid another walkout,
especially one in which it would have had three times as many strikers (about
270,000 nationwide) as the recently ended Chrysler conflict.*

Labor peace accelerated surges in auto production and hiring, with unem-
ployment in Detroit dropping from over 225,000 in February to only 44,000
by mid-June. The MUCC noted that because the demand for workers was
so high, employers were abandoning their usual practices of discrimina-
tion on the basis of race, sex, and age.** Recently divorced with three young
children to support, Dorothy Sackle benefited from this boom by hiring in
at Dodge Main. Despite Sackle’s good fortune, however, women continued
to be severely underrepresented in manufacturing. At the peak of wartime
employment, 259,000 women worked in Detroit’s industrial plants. That
number dropped to 67,400 after postwar layoffs, and it had risen to only
88,000 by mid-1950. Although more women were employed in the Detroit
area in 1950 than during the war, most had been shunted into the service
sector. It was uncertain how many women in Detroit wanted to work in
factories in the early 1950s, but relatively few had the opportunity because of
discriminatory hiring practices. Joe Woods, an African American worker at
Pontiac Motor, took advantage of the tight labor market to land a better job
in the company’s gun plant, where he helped skilled tradesmen dismantle
and reassemble military equipment for shipment overseas. He recalled that
he was as good at those tasks as the white men who had been through ap-
prenticeships, and that he proved to be more valuable than many of the official
white “helpers” assigned to the tradesmen. But despite Woods’s successful
transfer, racial discrimination in factories was persistent and well understood
in the black community. Black women stood virtually no chance of being
hired for auto work, unlike during World War II, when they held defense
jobs in large numbers. Many black Detroiters were convinced that if not for
discrimination, African Americans already in the city could fill any supposed
labor shortage during the 1950 boom. Middle-age Detroiters of any race, both
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men and women, also routinely met rejection when applying for auto work.
Declining physical abilities and increasing pension liabilities hindered the
chances of older residents, and during the 1950 boom the unemployment
rate for those over age forty-five rose to nearly 33 percent.*

Celebrating the auto boom, the Detroit Board of Commerce declared that
the average industrial worker in Detroit now earned $3,345 per year, still the
best in the nation for blue-collar employment. The board’s wage calculations,
however, assumed steady full-time employment and did not account for
strikes or layoffs. For the tens of thousands who had recently missed weeks
or months of pay, the record-setting statistic rang hollow.* Even if the Board
of Commerce’s wage figures had accurately represented blue-collar earnings,
most autoworkers would still have been, at best, on the fringes of the new car
market. According to a survey sponsored by GM and released in February
1950, only 12 million of the nation’s 43.8 million families were financially
able to purchase a new car. Only 22 percent (2 million) of the 8.9 million
families that earned between $3,000 and $5,000 a year, which, according
to the board, would barely include an average full-time autoworker, owned
new cars. Another 44 percent in that category had used cars, and 34 percent
owned no car at all. GM understood that its hourly employees would prob-
ably not be able to purchase even the cheapest new Chevrolet. Instead, the
nation’s largest automaker set high prices for its vehicles, ensuring desired
profits even if actual demand for its cars fell as much as one-third short of
predictions. Used cars, the company maintained, were available for working-
class consumers.” Many autoworkers owned cars in 1950, but despite being
the elite of blue-collar workers, they played only a supporting role in the
viability of their industry by propping up the used car market so that others
might be the first purchasers of what they built.

As the auto industry boomed in mid-1950, the onset of war in Korea
distorted the domestic economy. In late June, immediately after the conflict
began, consumers rushed to purchase both new and used cars, as well as
much else, from washing machines to nylons to refrigerators. It was part of a
monthlong shopping spree, prompted by memories of World War II rationing
programs. Frenzied demand contributed to inflated prices for manufactured
goods. Food prices spiraled upward as well. Many wondered if Detroit would
reprise its role as the Arsenal of Democracy, its economy humming with war
production. Economists cautioned, however, that even if the war in Korea
escalated, there would be no sudden employment boost from defense spend-
ing in Detroit, in part because it could take up to two years to convert back
to military production. In the meantime, auto plants churned out as many
cars as possible for the civilian market.*®
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The rush to produce was most urgent, and caused the most problems, for
Chrysler and Briggs, which had been strikebound for over a hundred days
while their competitors had thrived. During the first two post-strike months,
numerous conflicts broke out in Chrysler and Briggs plants, some obviously
a result of attempts by the automakers to make up for lost time, while others
were familiar examples of shop-floor contentiousness that always seemed to
crop up. The ripple effects from these conflicts resulted in layofts for almost
a quarter of Chrysler’s blue-collar employees in Detroit, with comparable
impacts on Briggs workers.* Strikes continued to affect production in non-
Chrysler operations as well. A walkout in Muncie, Indiana, at the Warner
Gear Corporation, which produced transmissions and overdrives, forced
Kaiser-Frazer to lay off ten thousand employees “right when our production
is at its peak,” a company spokesman complained. This sudden shortage also
hurt Ford, Packard, Nash, and Studebaker.”

Most of these strikes were unsanctioned by the national UAW leadership
and exposed fault lines within the union. Local UAW officers were obligated
to inform wildcat strikers that they were breaking the contract and were
thereby subject to penalties ranging from suspension to dismissal. As the
only directly elected officials in the union, however, most local officers were
reluctant to deliver these lines with enthusiasm or conviction. Whether or not
they sympathized with wildcat strikers, upper-level UAW officials were in a
bind, because they negotiated contracts that promised labor peace by settling
conflicts through formal grievance procedures. According to UAW leaders,
wildcat strikes undercut their authority at the bargaining table and could
come back to haunt workers, since unauthorized walkouts could potentially
set precedents for breaking contracts. UAW regional director Norman Mat-
thews offered an example of a typical higher-level response to a wildcat strike,
this one at Hudson: “If it is impossible to negotiate a satisfactory settlement of
the grievances, the international union will authorize a strike by the Hudson
workers once a proper strike vote has been taken and all other provisions
of the contract and the international UAW constitution have been properly
observed. We cannot and will not condone strikes or stoppages which are
called and conducted in violation of those procedures.””

In a perfect world, smooth-functioning grievance procedures could re-
solve almost any conflict. That was the promise of formalized grievance
systems, with arbitration of the most difficult cases, which became the norm
in industry during World War II. The wartime necessity of maintaining full
production made a virtue of settling disagreements without resorting to
strikes, even though thousands of wildcat walkouts still took place. In the
postwar era, grievance procedures continued as standard features in most
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union contracts. If a worker believed he or she had been wronged, the first
step was to meet with a union steward or shop committee member and the
department foreman to try to sort out the problem. Although this stage rarely
made headlines, nearly half of all budding grievances (more than 25,000 of
52,146) at GM plants from July 1948 through December 1949 were resolved
this way. If the first step proved unsuccessful, both the worker and the fore-
man wrote out their versions of what happened and testified before a meet-
ing of the local shop committee and management representatives. Again
using GM as an example, more than a third of complaints were resolved at
this stage. If an agreement still could not be reached, another meeting took
place with the worker, the foreman, and two representatives each from the
union and the company. This stage settled another 12 percent of grievances
in GM plants. The thorny remaining cases went to an “umpire”—each of the
Big Three had one—who ruled on them in court-like proceedings. By the
numbers, then, the grievance procedures could be viewed as amazingly suc-
cessful, because the vast majority of problems were indeed resolved without
strikes. But wildcat strikes persisted, even if in small numbers compared to
the total number of grievances. Some problems were too sudden, too seri-
ous, or too persistent for workers to wait for the formal process to unfold.
What was of great importance to a particular group of workers, however,
could be viewed as trivial or counterproductive by fellow union members in
other departments and other plants or, more likely, by the larger public. As
autoworker Patricia Cayo Sexton noted, “In the rest of the plant, we in trim
were regarded as prima donnas and hotheads. In fact, other parts of the plant
got quite tired and angry about being dragged oft their jobs so often by trim
wildcat strikes” Whatever their merits, wildcats often bedeviled managers,
union officials, and many thousands of indirectly affected workers.”

While turmoil racked so many auto plants, the onset of war prompted a
new wave of migrants to Detroit—over 100,000 arrived between June 1950
and June 1951—who compounded a serious housing shortage in the city. In
1949 housing experts had concluded that there was virtually nothing avail-
able in the city for persons of low or average income. Only one-tenth of 1
percent of rental units in metro Detroit were open, and those commanded
rents from $85 to $110 a month, well beyond the range of autoworkers.
Working-class families, especially large ones, generally found it impossible
to come up with down payments for purchasing houses, and many land-
lords refused to allow children to live in their apartments. In December
1950 the Detroit Housing Commission concluded that 250,000 Detroiters
lived in “substandard” housing, defined as “dilapidated” or without indoor
toilets, bathtubs, or running water. An additional 500,000 lived in what
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the commission called “substandard conditions,” in which two or more
families occupied a unit meant for a single family. Nearly 40 percent of the
city’s roughly 1.85 million residents, then, endured officially poor living
conditions. Comprising about 16 percent of Detroit’s population, African
Americans were certainly in the worst situation, but no one with limited
means who hoped to rent in Detroit was likely to find something livable
and affordable.”

Also of great concern was whether or not auto plants could absorb the new
arrivals, let alone employ those already in Detroit. The return of stricter credit
requirements in mid-September was an ominous sign. Total consumer debt,
in large part for auto loans, had reached a record high, fueling inflation and
prompting the Federal Reserve Board to act. Under the revised Regulation
W, the least expensive new car on the market, with a one-third down pay-
ment, would require monthly installments of ninety dollars, nearly a third
of an autoworker’s income. As feared, new car sales declined by 30 percent.
A spokesman for used car dealers complained that they were hit even harder
and that the tighter requirements took “the working man right out of the
auto buying picture” Paul Graves of the Detroit Auto Dealers Association
predicted that “the paralyzing effect will now back up through pipelines to
automobile factories and suppliers. Obviously, autos can’t be built if they
can’t be sold” Walter Reuther called Regulation W “a grievous blunder”
and accused Federal Reserve Board members of “living in a world of banker
mentality;” of having made “a stab in the dark;” with the knife “in the backs
of America’s low-income families” Local 600 officials complained that “the
new restrictions impose hardships on those with the greatest needs while
leaving those with the ability to pay completely unhurt”*

Apprehension rose while industry officials waited for the federal govern-
ment to announce its resource allocation plans. Five months after the war’s
outbreak, government officials ordered nearly a 30 percent cutback on civilian
copper use. Without copper, cars would have to go without radiators and
electrical wiring, which was obviously impossible. But if the auto industry
received all the copper it wanted, military electronics would be compromised,
everyone in the household appliance industry would be screaming, and the
nation’s electrical grid could not keep pace with increasing demand. Steel
shortages seemed likely as well. The domestic steel industry had difficulty
keeping up with the boom in early 1950, and even if it boosted production
by 10 percent, as it planned to do, there would still not be enough to meet
both civilian and military needs. In addition, automakers were reduced to
pleading with federal agencies for a portion of the aluminum supply normally
allocated for children’s toys.” Fears appeared justified in November when
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materials shortages led to tens of thousands of job losses, mainly at Ford and
Chrysler. Chrysler explained away its thirty-four thousand layoffs as part of a
changeover in car models, but the company conceded that it had no definite
plans to resume production. Chrysler workers wondered how they would pay
for housing, food, or property taxes due at the end of the month, let alone
any Christmas gifts. Hopes fell further when the company announced that
in a best-case scenario, production would be reduced by 20 percent for the
foreseeable future, requiring some twenty-five thousand fewer employees.*

Nevertheless, at the end of 1950 automakers and business boosters cel-
ebrated record annual production for the industry. Compared with 1949,
vehicle output had increased by 28 percent, despite the long Chrysler strike
and persistent steel shortages. Indeed, some industry analysts called this a
“miracle” that had created “a veritable mountain of wealth” Detroit factories
had produced a record 9.8 billion dollars’ worth of manufactured goods, and
industrial workers’ wages pumped an average of 37 million dollars each week
into the local economy. The aggregate data was misleading, however, because
conditions had not been so wonderful for actual autoworkers. Chrysler em-
ployees had missed three months early in the year, many were laid off again
in the late fall, and chronic production interruptions occurred at every auto
firm. Ford’s Rouge plant was currently enduring massive layofts, and the
war in Korea threatened hopes of high production and full employment in
the coming year. “There will be disruption in Detroit employment in 1951,
the Pentagon guaranteed. Walter Reuther translated that to mean “mass
unemployment.””” On paper, contracts like the Treaty of Detroit promised
increasing incomes and greater security for autoworkers, but in the real world
unstable employment and inflation brought continued economic insecurity.



3 No Longer the Arsenal of Democracy,
1951-1952

As the war in Korea continued, auto employment in Detroit became increas-
ingly precarious, and persistent inflation made it harder for autoworkers to
cope. Government allocations of raw materials did not favor the auto indus-
try, and military contracts tended not to go to Detroit factories, even when
awarded to auto companies. Memories of full employment during World War
IT, when Detroit was the Arsenal of Democracy, motivated tens of thousands
of people to migrate to the city despite dire warnings from industrialists,
union leaders, and civic officials. In the background, and often hard to detect
amid disruptions caused by the war, industrial engineers continued to de-
velop new machinery that streamlined production and reduced the number
of workers necessary in auto plants. Wildcat strikes also continued to disrupt
remaining operations. As a result, unemployment in Detroit skyrocketed,
and it was heavily concentrated in the industrial sector. At one point in 1952,
10 percent of all the unemployment in the nation was in the Detroit area.
While economic commentators gushed over the thriving national economy,
autoworkers in Detroit faced inflation, rising rents, and bleak prospects, even
if they were on the job, but conditions were especially tough for those on
layoft. There was no end in sight as federal government officials privileged
the war effort over jobs for Detroit’s unemployed. Then a nationwide steel
strike in 1952 quashed any hopes of an auto industry recovery. Not even top
UAW officials knew how their rank-and-file members managed to survive.
Yet by late 1952, steel supplies stabilized, the federal government relaxed
wartime materials restrictions, and suddenly Detroit’s automakers, facing a
labor shortage, began recruiting far and wide for new workers.
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* * *

In early 1951 pessimistic predictions for the auto industry came true.
Unemployment in Detroit worsened, in large part because of continuing
materials and parts shortages. Chrysler plants experienced the most disrup-
tions, especially when the Dodge Main plant was affected by a strike at the
L. A. Young Spring & Wire Corporation, a Detroit firm that manufactured
moldings and auto cushion springs. Persistent wildcat strikes also resulted
in layoffs. Charles Scrosani, an employee at Chrysler’s DeSoto-Warren plant,
complained in March that he had not worked a full week for the previous
three months largely because of unauthorized strikes, and he blamed lo-
cal union officers for condoning such disruptive action. By early February,
Detroit layoffs totaled nearly 115,000. Then a railroad strike halted freight
traffic between many auto plants, and winter storms prevented trucks and
planes from picking up the slack. When parts could not be sent by rail from
the Rouge to outlying Ford assembly plants, 30,000 more workers were sent
home!

Conditions deteriorated to a point where Detroit automakers, union of-
ficials, and government leaders collaborated to distribute anti-recruitment
notices across the nation. Their message was blunt: “Attention would-be war
workers! Stay away from Detroit unless you have definite promise of a job in
this city. If you expect a good-paying job in one of the big auto plants at this
time, youre doomed to disappointment and hardship.” Moreover, the leaders
emphasized, newcomers to Detroit would not qualify for either unemploy-
ment benefits or city welfare assistance. A Ford industrial relations manager
noted in early 1951 that his company employed eleven thousand fewer people
than it had during peak times in 1950. “Before we hire any new employes,” he
emphasized, “we will call back our former employes now laid off. So there is
no possibility of a walk-in-job-seeker getting work now or in the immediate
future?

Inflation, especially for food, made unemployment particularly painful.
“Prices are going up every day, remarked a supermarket spokesperson. In
this era, food generally comprised at least 40 percent of a working family’s
budget, so rising costs made it more difficult for people to meet other obliga-
tions even when they were employed. With monthly car payments often in
the one-hundred-dollar range, many autoworkers defaulted. “Collections are
becoming difficult,” noted an auto finance official. Groceries were a higher
priority for autoworkers, his agents had learned, especially for those with
larger families. Economists debated how well UAW members had fared with
respect to inflation. Official data showed that since 1941 the cost of living had
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increased 82 percent while autoworkers’ wages had gone up only 73 percent.
But if the cost of fringe benefits was added to wages, workers could be said to
have come out ahead, 87 percent to 82. Basic wage rates could be misleading,
however, because of overtime pay or shift differentials and, of course, layoffs,
which had been chronic. In the end, economists declared that the “average”
autoworker now earned thirty-five hundred dollars a year and was either
better off or worse off than before, depending on how one defined necessi-
ties and luxuries and how much debt he or she had incurred. The experts,
however, did not ask autoworkers what they thought as inflation and layoffs
soared.’

In the near future, autoworkers’ economic fate depended on the balance
between civilian and military production. Early in 1951 GM, Ford, Chrysler,
and Packard all announced lucrative government war contracts, but none of
them were likely to result in Detroit-area employment anytime soon. GM’s
successful bid to produce F-84 Thunderjet fighter planes was good news
for those who would build it—in Kansas City, Kansas. Chrysler received a
contract for $160 million to build tanks in Newark, Delaware, in a plant that
was constructed as part of the government’s plan to decentralize military
production during the Cold War. The company also won the rights to manu-
facture J-48 Turbo-Wasp jet engines, but the plant for this project had yet to
be built at an undisclosed location. Ford was awarded a contract to produce
4,000-horsepower engines in Chicago. So while job seekers streamed to
Detroit, wartime spending created opportunities elsewhere. In February the
U.S. Navy chose Packard to manufacture marine diesel engines in Detroit,
but that would happen well in the future, because the tooling process began
only after the contract was secured. Ford predicted that it would eventually
need forty-two thousand workers to meet its defense contracts, which sur-
passed the billion-dollar mark with a $195 million order for medium-size
tanks. Only skilled workers were needed in the short term, however, as the
projects were nowhere near the production stage and the tank plant had yet
to be built.*

One contract would eventually benefit Pontiac Motor, which received the
go-ahead to produce a new amphibious cargo vehicle called the “Otter.” Pon-
tiac received more good news in April with its successful bid to manufacture
medium-caliber cannons for the army, a project that could absorb as many as
three thousand workers from car-making operations.® Elwin Brown hired in
at Pontiac Motor during this period. He had enjoyed a part-time job in the
printing business and had no intention of becoming an autoworker, but he
was not making much money, and he remembered well his dad’s demand that
he apply at Pontiac Motor: “Get your ass over there and get yourself a job!”
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Brown obeyed and began in mid-February, but he became a victim of the
lag time between the awarding of defense contracts and actual production.
Laid off after three months, he ended up working at a friend’s gas station.®

Instability in auto employment occurred for many reasons, including in-
plant infractions and vulnerability during probationary periods. L. J. Scott
recalled getting a job at Chevrolet Gear and Axle in 1951 after arriving from
picking fruit in Florida with “$3.25 in my pocket.” Scott had never seen the
inside of a factory. “Tall machines and all that noise and stuff around—I'm
busy looking at that stuft,” he said, and he failed to notice when he walked
through a no-smoking area with a cigarette in his mouth. Facing a two-week
suspension—“I mean I made a mistake and I had to pay for it”—Scott looked
for other work and found an entry-level position at a Chrysler plant. But he
was let go before completing his contractual ninety-day probationary period
and ended up working at an army surplus store.”

Automakers were reluctant to let new hires gain seniority, because parts
and materials shortages continued to disrupt production goals. For example,
Detroit's Gemmer Manufacturing Company could not supply enough steer-
ing gears to keep Chrysler operating, even at reduced assembly rates. More
ominously, the federal government announced new metals restrictions—
from 50 to 60 percent below existing levels—for aluminum and copper.®
Immediately, Ford scheduled layoffs for ten thousand workers. Hudson fol-
lowed shortly with ten thousand layoffs of its own, hinting that twenty-five
hundred of those would be permanent. Blaming materials shortages, Chrysler
laid off twenty thousand workers “for an indefinite period,” and Briggs did
the same with eighty-eight hundred of its employees.’ Still common, as well,
were wildcat strikes, mostly over production speedups, which aftected sup-
ply chains. As one auto industry analyst described the situation, automakers
“don’t know how many cars they will build during the next six months; they
don’t know how much unemployment will result from material cutbacks, and
they don’t know how many new cars will be sold during the July-December
period?

Detroit manufacturing was in turmoil. Citing lack of metals, General
Motors shut down most of its operations for a week while Ford quietly cut
fourteen thousand jobs from its Detroit-area plants." The best bets for steady
employment in the auto industry were either as a tool and die maker gearing
up for war production or as a production worker for Cadillac, which was by
far the smallest GM division but one with a steady, affluent clientele and a
mostly high-seniority labor force.? Government metals allocations contin-
ued to destabilize the auto industry. In September the National Production
Authority (NPA) placed limits on the number of automatic transmissions,
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newly popular and aluminum-based, that automakers could install in vari-
ous types of vehicles. Expensive cars (priced over $2,500) could all have
automatic transmissions, but the NPA allowed only 65 percent of mid-priced
cars ($1,800-$2,500) and 35 percent of lower-end cars (less than $1,800) to
offer the new technology. These restrictions made sense in terms of national
defense. Jets and cars drew on the same finite supply of aluminum, but an
average passenger car contained between seven and eleven pounds of the
metal, mainly for pistons and automatic transmissions, while a single Thun-
derjet fighter frame required seven thousand pounds.” The new federal order
did not have much effect on low-priced autos, few of which had automatic
transmissions, but almost all mid-priced cars, such as Buicks, Oldsmobiles,
and Pontiacs, had automatics and advertised them heavily. Perhaps consum-
ers would purchase cars with manual transmissions out of a sense of patriotic
duty, but even so there was no way to gain access to tens of thousands of
alternative parts anytime soon. In November the Michigan Employment
Security Commission (successor to the MUCC) stated the obvious: “The
smooth meshing of defense and civilian economies in the Detroit area at
present appears to be an objective rather than an actuality” And Detroit was
long past the point when experts had predicted that there would be a labor
shortage because of increased defense work. Instead, more than one hundred
thousand Detroiters were jobless, with at least another hundred thousand
either underemployed or laid off intermittently without being counted in the
official unemployment statistics."

One strategy for boosting auto production involved scouring the country
for scrap steel and iron that could be converted to industrial use. Even in good
times, as in early 1950, the auto industry depended on large quantities of scrap
metal. One out of every two cars made in 1950 relied on the 29 million tons of
scrap recovered and reused that year. Much of the waste came from steel mills
and iron foundries, but millions of tons in 1950 could be found in outdated
steam locomotives, newly replaced by diesel-powered engines. Millions more
existed in abandoned farm equipment rusting in barnyards. In hopes of find-
ing even more unused metal, the steel industry’s scrap mobilization unit sent
seventy-five agents on reconnaissance missions throughout Michigan to see
if manufacturers themselves were harboring unused, obsolete, or unwanted
machinery. When forced to look, Packard alone discovered 2.5 million pounds
of scrap steel in and around its various plants.”

Although wartime materials shortages created the bulk of short-term lay-
offs, new developments in automation also affected Detroit’s employment
totals. The cutting edge of industrial engineering in the 1940s and 1950s was
materials handling, which had historically involved muscle power to move
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parts from one stage of production to the next and had been dispropor-
tionately assigned to African Americans. Automakers had not hesitated to
purchase new production technologies, such as huge, multistep stamping
presses, but they had been slow to explore using machines to connect the
stages of manufacturing. This was “in spite of the fact,” according to Ford
vice president for manufacturing Del Harder, “that nearly 25 cents of every
dollar paid for production labor was being paid for the handling of materi-
als,” amounting to $9 billion annually. Harder offered an example of what
he saw as a positive change in a Ford foundry, in which 112 workers, one
hundred wheelbarrows, and twelve cranes had once been required to move
scrap iron. Now the department needed only 36 workers, assisted by power
trucks and hoppers. The company recouped the cost of the equipment in less
than three months and now saved $250,000 a year on that change alone. That
meant, however, that 76 workers had permanently lost their jobs. Chrysler’s
newly renovated DeSoto plant required no manual laborers to move parts or
materials; everything was transported mechanically. Meanwhile, advances
in production automation continued. At DeSoto a few machine operators
oversaw the manufacturing of engine blocks, which were milled, drilled,
reamed, and bored automatically, displacing dozens of workers. In the Rouge
plant’s piston department, the local union’s newspaper reported, “All you see
now are machines, machines, machines! Technology, mechanical hands,
automation, have reduced the workers from 1000 to 265 In piston grinding
alone, the paper noted, “by realigning the machines and by means of a series
of conveyors, 39 of the 42 jobs were eliminated.” Variations on these stories
took place in countless departments in factories across Detroit, adding to
the city’s unemployment total but difficult to quantify amid the large-scale
layofts resulting from the war.'s

Also concealed by aggregate unemployment data were the battles in many
departments to ensure fairness with layoffs and recalls. Under UAW contracts
seniority supposedly ruled, but sometimes the official provisions did not sit
right with those who were laid off. For example, tensions often flared when
only certain departments suffered layoffs, usually because whatever was pro-
duced in unaffected areas could be stockpiled or was needed in greater quanti-
ties further along in the production process. Sometimes lower-performing,
high-seniority workers were bumped to jobs beyond their current abilities,
or ones that they could not learn quickly enough to meet production quotas,
which some saw as a cunning way by which foremen could dismiss them. If
higher-seniority workers were laid off while those with less seniority in dif-
ferent parts of the plant remained on their jobs, hard feelings could provoke
wildcat strikes and additional layoffs, regardless of the contractual language.
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Proposals for plant-wide seniority to correct this problem seemed fair on the
surface, but because of inequities in hiring practices those with the highest
seniority were disproportionately white males.” Even when seniority favored
African Americans or women, racism or sexism could trump the contract.
In one such case at the Rouge plant, forty women were replaced by men with
less seniority, including some who had only recently been hired. The women
were desperate to regain their jobs, and two had already lost their homes
because of missed paychecks, but Local 600 officers were unwilling to sup-
port them. When the women protested across town at UAW international
headquarters, officials there apprised them of their formal rights under the
grievance procedure, which meant they were once again at the mercy of their
unsympathetic local officers."

As the 1951 holiday season approached, around 120,000 people in the area
were still officially out of work, many had exhausted their unemployment
benefits, countless others were about to, and a good number more were un-
employed but had not worked long enough at their current jobs to qualify
for any relief. Unemployment was officially at about 8 percent in Detroit, but
it was closer to 25 percent for industrial workers, most of whom supported
families, which multiplied the number in hardship.” Local 600 leaders con-
sidered their supposedly lucrative 1950 contract to be a bust, emphasizing
that “THOUSANDS OF OUR MEMBERS ARE LAID OFF AND MANY
MORE THOUSANDS ARE THREATENED WITH LAYOFFS” A little
more than a year after that contract was signed, employment at the Rouge
had dropped from 70,000 to 47000.*° Conditions worsened when 90,000
more autoworkers were laid off in December because of the government’s
wartime materials quotas. Ford tried to soften the blow by offering holiday
bonuses to those who would have qualified if they had still been on the
job.” More than twice as many people as usual lined up outside the Federal
Building the first day applications were available for 10,000 Christmas-rush
jobs at the post office. Hoping to shovel out the downtown area’s roads,
thousands more stood in line for hours during a heavy snowfall. “These are
mostly people who have been laid off;” said city official Sam Gentile. “Mostly
they’re trying to get money for Christmas.” Fortunately for those who were
chosen, it took several days to remove the heavy snow into waiting trucks
to be dumped into the river. About a thousand men who were not selected,
however, stormed the front of the line before police intervened.*

* * *

Crisis conditions in early 1952 prompted Detroit and state government
leaders to plead with federal authorities for relief. Washington officials, how-
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ever, believed that they were doing a tremendous job balancing military and
civilian needs. Defense mobilizer Charles Edward Wilson, former president
of General Electric (GE), issued a glowing report on his agency’s progress
during 1951 and insisted that the nation should stay the course in the new year.
Michigan’s governor G. Mennen Williams and auto executives complained
bitterly, including a scathing charge leveled by the defense mobilizer’s name-
sake, Charles Erwin Wilson, the head of General Motors. “The Government
has taken enough steel and copper from the automobile industry alone to fill
all defense needs,” auto executive Wilson charged, while accusing the former
GE leader of favoring the electrical industry. Mobilizer Wilson responded
with outrage: “Nobody in his right mind with any sense of fairness would
say that” Governor Williams complained that steel and copper defense al-
locations had boosted production in places other than Detroit. In early 1952
about 12.4 percent of Michigan’s manufacturing laborers were involved in
defense work, compared with a national average of 38 percent. NPA direc-
tor Manly Fleischmann explained that “automobiles are less essential than
military or industrial expansion.” Trying to defuse the situation, the govern-
ment’s Wilson offered a “preferred basis” plan, under which Detroit firms
could win defense contracts with bids 10 percent above any otherwise lowest
offer. A month later, however, no new military contracts had been awarded
for work in Detroit on any basis.?

Hollow gestures became the norm. Fleischmann boosted the quota for
automobile production during the second quarter of 1952 from 800,000
to 930,000, which was cause for celebration in Detroit until the realization
set in that the increased allowance was not accompanied by any additional
metal supplies. “The fact of the matter is that we are being allotted both
copper and aluminum for only 800,000 cars,” complained Henry Ford II.
When Fleischmann came up with an extra million pounds of aluminum for
auto production, no one in the auto industry was fooled. Without commen-
surate copper supplies, the increase was meaningless.” Frustration grew in
Detroit when defense mobilizer Wilson’s task force announced to Michigan’s
congressional delegation that “dispersing the Detroit labor force” to areas
with higher levels of defense-based employment was on its list of preferred
strategies. Michigan senator Blair Moody immediately objected, insisting
that “you can’t move men around like checkers” It turns out, however, that
many Detroiters, perhaps more than twenty thousand of them, had already
adopted this strategy, some heading back either to their home states or to
someplace else where employment prospects seemed brighter. Most of those
who left for war-related jobs were young, single men, not those with families
or significant seniority. It was all very distressing for Detroiters, who still



62 CHAPTER THREE

prided themselves on having been the Arsenal of Democracy in the not-so-
distant past. As one observer put it, this was a “strange combination of war
and peace’?

Some experts failed to comprehend what was happening in the city. When
Business Week editor Gabriel Hauge spoke before a meeting of advertisers
in Detroit, he predicted boom times in 1952. Defense spending would be
greater than in 1951, he explained, consumers had saved $20 billion in 1951,
twice as much as they had in 1950, and “if they spend in large amounts, the
seams will split” There were rumblings in the audience, however, because
this rosy picture did not accurately describe the city in which he was speak-
ing. Indeed, 10 percent of all the unemployment in the United States in early
1952 was concentrated in the Motor City. “Detroit is the squall area on the
nation’s economic weather map,” Hauge conceded. “I am talking, of course,
of the nation as a whole. I am confident, however, that the problem here will
be worked out in due course”* Civic leaders put a positive spin on their eco-
nomic woes. Detroit’s Board of Commerce admitted that Detroit was “one of
the isolated thorns in the nation’s generally-rosy economy;” but insisted that
since recent unemployment totals had been nearly eighty thousand anyway,
these times were not all that much worse and did not compare with the
depths of the Great Depression. Also on the bright side, the board reported
that aggregate savings in Detroit banks were higher than the previous year.
Economists speculated that workers with high seniority were banking their
paychecks in case they were the next to be laid off. Yet virtually all industrial
workers in Detroit, skilled and unskilled, lived paycheck to paycheck, and
many were still trying to pay off debts incurred during previous layofs. It
was far more likely that white-collar Detroiters had boosted local savings
totals.”

The suffering in blue-collar neighborhoods was serious. Mack Plantier,
thirty-six, married with four children, was laid off in mid-December 1951
from his job inspecting bearings at the Rouge plant and survived on unem-
ployment pay of $140 a month. “I was bringing home around $73 a week,”
he reported in early January 1952. “Groceries alone cost us $25 a week. . ..
We just got the gas and electric bill. The house payment is due pretty soon.
It’s $45. I've been tramping around looking for a job to tide me over”” Find-
ing nothing, all he did, he said, was “sit around the house. That’s what gets
me. 'm used to working. I don't feel right, just sitting. I get to arguing with
the kids and the missus” “Mack prowls around here like a lion in a cage,
his wife added. “The children get on his nerves and Heaven knows, he loves
them dearly. It’s just resting that’s getting him.” Furniss Todd, forty-eight
years old with a family, had been a machinist at Ford since 1928 but also
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had been laid off since mid-December. “We cut the milk down from a quart
a day to a quart every two days,” he noted. “We send a little money to the
telephone and the electric companies to let them know were in good faith
and hope they’ll carry us” John Manion, twenty-eight, was unmarried and
still on the job as an inspector at a Chevrolet plant but only for four days a
week. “There’s plenty of us single fellows who have as many responsibilities
as the married men,” he insisted. “I'm taking care of my mother, and an uncle
who was hurt in an auto accident. I have to earn $230 a month before I can
see any of it. When I lose as little as a day’s work it’s more than I can stand”
Manion had waited in line to shovel the city’s streets. So had Simon Daniels,
forty-six, with three children. “My rent is $8 a week and I'm behind. Me and
the wife are living on beans and potatoes. It’s a long time since we bought
a pork chop” Calvin Thurman, twenty-nine, with a wife and a ten-year-old
daughter, found temporary jobs as a short-order cook, as a bootblack, and
in a laundry. “All of a sudden there just wasn’t any work,” he said. “I don't
understand it” Most of Detroit’s unemployed did whatever they could to
make a few dollars, selling vacuum cleaners door-to-door, washing windows,
or possibly helping out at service stations, but most fell further behind on
bills and installment payments. Top-level UAW leaders were as baffled as
anybody as to how their membership survived while they were out of work.
To find out, they commissioned a survey.*

Many secondary jobs came by way of recommendations from friends,
clergy, or even foremen, which increased advantages for white workers.
Whites owned more businesses than blacks did and were therefore more
likely to be connected to job opportunities through social networks. In ad-
dition, many local shops refused to hire African Americans, further cutting
off potential safety nets. In Pontiac, for example, some laid-off autoworkers
found short-term employment at places like Lewis Furniture or Neisner’s
variety store, both of which were charged by the local NAACP chapter with
job discrimination in the 1950s. Nevertheless, many whites had great difficulty
coping with layoffs, and when offered a chance to make some money or to
gain greater security, they did not ask questions about any possible racial
bias behind their good fortune. Gene Johnson left the military in 1952 and
returned to joblessness in Pontiac. Before long he was hired as a taxi driver,
a position largely oft-limits to blacks. Paul Ross was laid off from his nickel-
plating job in 1952 but scratched his way into an accelerated skilled trades
program because of his work on a pipe gang in the navy during World War
I1. No African American would have been afforded such an opportunity.’

MESC officials did their best to quantify the unemployment crisis. Director
Max Horton conceded, however, that his agency’s calculations were really
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just informed guesses, derived from regular surveys of five hundred large
companies in the Detroit metropolitan area. At one point the MESC admit-
ted to losing track of thirty thousand laid-off workers. “They can’t have all
gone fishing,” an agency spokesperson said. “No doubt some have left the
State, others have entered the service and some have gone to work at plants
not covered by our reporting service. But there are still thousands which just
can’t be accounted for” In the end, unemployment figures were approximate
numbers, at best, to be compared over time rather than to be considered ac-
curate depictions of any particular moment. Horton asserted that “strikes,
shortages, booms and busts” in the past few years made it impossible to label
any period as “normal”** The commission did not hesitate, however, to call
early 1952 the worst for unemployment in Detroit since the reconversion to
civilian production after World War II. Thousands of autoworkers saw their
jobless benefits expire and were therefore no longer even monitored by the
agency. About two thousand job openings were listed through the MESC,
but mostly for positions like metallurgist and mechanical engineer. “The
main call is for hot-shot designers and machinists,” an employment agent
said. “We could place all of those we could get” Unfortunately for the tens of
thousands of people looking for work, demand was low for unskilled jobs.”

As unemployment worsened and benefits expired, Detroit’s welfare system
strained to handle the increased load. By early 1952 the city’s three shelters for
homeless families were filled beyond capacity. The housing market remained
extremely tight in Detroit, and since plenty of landlords refused to rent to
anyone with children, many families had great difficulty finding places to
live even in good economic times. Those with the most children—and this
was the baby boom era—faced the worst prospects when seeking apartments
and had the most difficulty keeping up with rents. It was not surprising, then,
that many residents in Detroit’s homeless shelters were members of large
families.*? Despite budget shortfalls, the welfare department relaxed its rules
by allowing recipients to keep their cars and telephones for ninety days, but
many laid-off autoworkers sold their cars whether or not they intended to
apply for welfare, because they needed cash and could not afford to operate
them.” During this period of extreme unemployment, Detroit police re-
ported sharp increases in crime, especially robbery, auto thefts, and larceny.
Neighborhood grocers told of regular customers, who were desperate, out of
work, with hungry children, showing up with cheap guns and useless masks
to steal from cash registers, which often contained more IOUs than money.
“If these men could tell about when they’ll get back to work,” speculated the
chief of detectives, “it would relieve their worries” Nevertheless, in the midst
of this crisis the Detroit Board of Commerce claimed that the “typical” De-
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troit factory worker earned more than ever—s$2.04 cents per hour, or $81.60
for a forty-hour week. Reality told a different story, as tens of thousands of
factory workers were either unemployed or underemployed, but if they had
been working full-time, they would indeed have made record amounts of
money, and presumably much of the chaos would have been avoided.*

The military continued to siphon off a number of the area’s workers, both
unemployed and employed. Detroit led the Midwest in enlistments for the
navy, the marines, and the Women’s Army Corps. According to military of-
ficials, the first months of any year were generally good for recruiting. “The
men wait to spend one more Christmas at home before signing up,” an officer
explained. There seemed no doubt, however, that in early 1952 unemployment
spurred many to join. Only 40 percent of February recruits had jobs. Those
who enlisted could generally choose their branch of service, which prompted
many who expected to get drafted, almost certainly into the army, to act
preemptively.” It was common for those who received draft notices to have
their working lives disrupted. Elwin Brown remembered the precise date:
“July 23, 1952 He had been recalled to Pontiac Motor after a three-month
layoft and despite low seniority had maneuvered his way into a fairly good
job, inspecting pin bearings on crankshafts. But he soon found himself in
Korea, training troops on the Browning Automatic Rifle. Joe Woods was
also drafted away from a position at Pontiac Motor to serve in Korea. His
duties were familiar ones for blacks in the military, including engineering
support on bridges and construction work, in his case on an air base west
of Seoul. L. J. Scott had finally landed an auto job, but within a few weeks he
was drafted and spent the rest of the Korean War as a cook at Fort Gordon
in Georgia. Don Hester’s military service probably saved his auto career. He
had joined the naval reserves in 1950 and had to report to Chicago for two
weeks of training each summer. In 1952 those two weeks came at a perfect
time, near the end of his ninety-day probationary period at Pontiac Motor.
Hester would almost certainly have been let go before he acquired seniority,
like those who were hired with him, but by contract no one could lose a job
while fulfilling military obligations. When he returned from Chicago, he had
seniority rights.*

When the United Steelworkers voted to strike in early April, there appeared
to be little hope for recovery in the auto industry. Then, in a controversial
move, President Truman seized control of the unionized mills and prohibited
any walkouts while the courts considered the constitutionality of his action.
The case wound its way through the legal system until June, when the U.S.
Supreme Court finally overruled Truman. Detroit braced for the worst.” Ford
was in better shape than its competitors, yet company officials understood
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that their thousands of suppliers were as dependent as ever on a function-
ing steel industry, so they phased out assembly operations before shutting
down completely in mid-July.*® Chevrolet laid off nearly 15,000 employees
at its Detroit facilities. Additional cuts followed, including 5,400 at GM’s
Gear and Axle plant in Detroit. Nearly 70,000 of Chrysler’s Detroit-area
employees were out of work by mid-July, and 24,000 Briggs workers joined
them. The total number of jobless Detroit autoworkers increased rapidly to at
least 150,000 in mid-July. Only Pontiac Motor escaped relatively unaffected,
largely because of defense contracts.”

This latest round of mass layoffs underscored the volatility of auto employ-
ment. There had been optimism in the spring that car production would
rebound, labor reporter Robert Perrin reminded his readers, but by late
June, “with no steel to feed the State’s hungry industrial plants, the jobless
rolls are growing by the thousands daily as manufacturers scrape the bottom
of their supply barrels” James McGuire had heard the positive employment
forecast for Detroit while working in a West Virginia coal mine and headed
for the Motor City. “You find out that Detroit is the only place thats capable
of hiring people,” he recalled the wisdom at that time. “And what happens
is, I came up here during a steel strike” Six weeks into the steel walkout the
MESC calculated that Detroit unemployment had risen to 240,000, and
agency officials conceded that their figure was probably too low. Making
matters worse, iron ore freighters were grounded, having nowhere to unload
their cargoes. Since there were only so many ships in service on the Great
Lakes, there would be no way to ramp up deliveries when the steel strike
ended, which was critical because ice would eventually end the shipping
season. “Most of the 1953 models are still underground in the Mesabi range,”
remarked a despondent Detroit auto dealer, referring to the iron-rich area
on the shores of Lake Superior. “When this city hits the skids it hits pretty
hard”* After the steel strike ended on July 24, auto analysts anticipated that
it would take up to six weeks to approach normal assembly levels, whatever
that meant. Indeed, auto industry layoffs actually increased the week after
the steel truce, eventually reaching an official total of 250,000 in Detroit.
It appeared that the vegetable and fruit canning industry was likely to get
priority over automobiles for new steel supplies; otherwise a significant por-
tion of the nation’s crops would go to waste. In a best-case scenario, parts
plants would resume production first, followed by the reopening of assembly
operations in mid-August, with residual effects from the steel strike lasting
indefinitely."

Some autoworkers were clearly fed up. As one UAW member explained
his view of the situation:
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I have been a union man since 1938 and have saved as much as possible. I have
abank account and I have purchased $1,600 worth of Government bonds. Due
to inflation my bank account and my bonds are worth about half what they
were. Even though my wages are high, I find it difficult to buy the necessities
of life because of high prices.

I have lost months of work due to strikes in my factory. I have lost a lot more
time because the company I work for has plants in other parts of the Country
and when any of those plants strike, we have to go on strike, too. I have lost
other time due to steel, coal and railroad strikes and every time any of the plants
supplying my factory with parts go on strike, I again lost time.

All the increased wages I have received through my union have not paid the
money back that I have lost from strikes. Besides higher prices for everything,
my taxes are now higher and one wonders where and when will it all end.*

There is no way to tell how many workers shared this level of exasperation,
but even if an autoworker maintained steadfast faith in the UAW and in the
larger union movement, this description of instability in the auto industry
and precarious economic security was still accurate.

Then, suddenly, conditions improved dramatically as steel supplies in-
creased, and Detroit seemed primed for boom times. The federal government
began to ease war restrictions, and it appeared possible that quotas could end
the following spring. Automakers were ready to compete with one another,
they said, rather than with the government and other industries for basic
supplies. “Twelve long years of hot and cold wars, controls, materials short-
ages, substitutes, inflation, expansion, tensions, strikes, storms and turmoil
are coming to an end in the auto industry, apparently, with the end of the
1952 model car production,” wrote business reporter Leo Donovan, conveying
the automakers’ mood with more than a hint of sarcasm. One concern was
that to ensure a spring boom, the industry needed more workers right away
to build up parts inventories. In mid-September Detroit auto firms hoped
to recruit at least twenty thousand unskilled and semi-skilled workers, in
part by posting fliers in the same states from which they had discouraged
migration a year and a half earlier. This was a rare postwar period when auto
jobs were there for the taking, automakers had enough parts and materials
to run full speed, and plenty of overtime hours were available. In addition,
a number of defense projects, long in the planning stages, were finally ready
to begin production.®

Ernie Liles benefited from this upsurge in production. After helping build
the Bull Shoals Dam in his native Arkansas, Liles had tried making a living
by leading fishing expeditions on the new backwater lake. Otherwise, he
recalled, “there was no work down there,” except maybe “pumping gas for
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little or nothing” By the early 1950s a number of Liles’s relatives had already
moved to Detroit. “They didn’t want to be farmers no more,” he said. “I had
three uncles work for Chevrolet. They worked in forge there at Gear and
Axle. Thad a cousin who worked at the same place. Then my grandfather, he
come up here and went to work for Hudson.” So Ernie joined them. “Come
up here on September the fifth, hired in at Chevrolet Gear and Axle,” he
remembered, “to be a press operator” He applied in the morning, had his
physical the same day, and worked that night.**

Despite improved employment prospects, inflation continued to threaten
autoworkers’ economic security. By July 1952 prices in Detroit had increased
almost 11 percent since the start of the Korean War. The cost-of-living escala-
tor clause in UAW contracts had helped to some extent, but most workers
felt they were falling behind, especially when taking into account the long
stretches of unemployment so many had experienced. The largest price in-
creases in 1952 had been for food, in part because of a serious drought. Even
residents of Birmingham, Michigan, a relatively affluent suburb, complained
loudly about rising costs. Working-class neighborhoods, where most of the
recently unemployed lived, were hit even harder, especially when the Con-
sumer Price Index reached a postwar peak in the summer of 1952. Walter
Reuther and GM president Charles Wilson agreed that the cost-of-living
clauses in UAW contracts were not responsible for the national inflation rate.
Yet autoworkers knew that as soon as they received pay increases, prices rose
in the neighborhood stores where they shopped.*

Blue-collar workers received another jolt in October when the federal
government ended wartime rent regulations. Immediately, the Detroit Area
Rent Control Office, set up to handle complaints, was overwhelmed. “Our
phones have been ringing all day;” said Director Morton Barris. “All but one
said their landlords were boosting the rent 25 per cent or higher” Monthly
rental for one complainant’s house, for example, increased from $58.50 to
$74.50. A low-end apartment now went for $45 a month instead of $31. One
tenant who had rented a place for $35 a month was now asked to pay $5 a day.
The larger the family, the greater the difficulty meeting higher rent obliga-
tions, especially with the rising cost of food. But that assumed such families
had places to live. “Even if one can find a place to rent there is always a big
question,” reminded Detroiter Irmgard Bobak. “Have you any children? If
one can answer 1o, he is lucky and can rent a flat or house. But if one must
answer ‘yes he might just as well save himself the trouble of asking, for 9o
per cent of the people will not take renters with children” The Detroit Real
Estate Board encouraged landlords to be “moderate and just,” but now that
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controls were lifted, property owners could do as they pleased. With thirty
days’ notice a tenant could be evicted for any reason or for no reason at all.*®

In this context the UAW asked General Motors to reopen their five-year
contract, the Treaty of Detroit, signed before the Korean War began. The
union hoped to increase by a penny the “annual improvement factor,” de-
signed to account for productivity gains, to five cents per hour per year. It also
insisted that GM incorporate into workers base pay most of the cost-of-living
increases received so far and to limit any possible wage decreases, if there
happened to be downward trends in the Consumer Price Index, to five cents
an hour over the contract. In addition the UAW wanted to increase monthly
pensions for its retirees to account for inflation. The strategy was clear. If GM
agreed, then Ford and Chrysler would have to do the same. And the timing
was no coincidence. The economic pain for workers was real, and General
Motors wanted no disruptions as it maximized production to compensate
for the steel strike.”

It made sense to push for gains when auto production picked up, because
it was never clear how long relatively good times would last. “Anyone who
has been around the State for the past few years,” noted Free Press reporter
Robert Perrin, “knows full well that sooner or later the bottom is going to
drop out of the job market again” Based on Perrin’s reading of the postwar
years, it was guaranteed: “Michigan citizens might just as well add the un-
employment crisis to death and taxes as the only sure things in our world”
Earlier in the year, he recalled, joblessness in Detroit had been nearly two
hundred thousand, and it had been close to three hundred thousand dur-
ing the steel strike. Those episodes could be added to a long list, including
postwar reconversion, the natural gas crisis, recurrent metals shortages, the
1949 recession, and the 104-day Chrysler strike, as causes of the largest waves
of postwar unemployment.*®

Now, however, the call was out for thousands of new workers to come to
Detroit. This was nothing new. According to a 1952 University of Michigan
survey, two-thirds of Detroiters over the age of twenty-one had been born
somewhere else, having moved to the city, most of them as adults, because of
real or imagined demand for their labor. “Idle labor reserves have dropped
so low that many plants are unable to staff their second-shift operations,” the
MESC announced. Michigan employers worried that prospective laborers
might find newer industrial regions, especially on the Pacific Coast, more
attractive than Detroit. “We are hiring all the men we can find,” said Charles
Williams, personnel executive for Packard. “We don’t care what color they
are”* Many employers, however, continued to care about race. A number of
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African American men agreed in late 1952 that they were not as likely as usual
to be bypassed in favor of white job seekers at major automotive plants, but
they maintained that discrimination had by no means ended. And African
American women experienced little improvement in their dismal chances
at hiring gates, even at factories like Ternstedt, on Detroit’s west side, that
had a largely female workforce.”® Given the disproportionately high rate of
unemployment for blacks, in good economic times and bad, it stood to reason
that there was an underutilized labor reserve already in Detroit. In 1952 the
African American population in Detroit was roughly 300,000 out of nearly
1.8 million people in the city. Blacks who sought work in the auto industry,
however, had learned over the years that what they desired made little dif-
ference in hiring offices. “A vast source of untapped skilled, semi-skilled and
unskilled labor is going stagnant,” wrote Detroiter Earl Clemens. If there
really was a labor shortage, he concluded, “let it occur for reason only of a
true lack of takers for jobs™!

While debates continued about the labor supply already in the city, thou-
sands of new auto industry recruits appeared at Detroit’s train and bus sta-
tions. Elbert Garner, who had moved to Detroit from Tennessee and found a
factory job, brought his wife and seven children to join him in October and
spent all of his savings on an apartment and groceries. There was nothing
left for clothing. Back home, Mrs. Garner said, “The children usually get out
and pick cotton to earn money to buy shoes. But there isn't any cotton up
here. It’s just the blamed cold, or we could get by for awhile” Recent arrivals
often went straight from the train station to hiring gates, without having a
place to live. Some had lost contact information for relatives and wandered
around the city hoping to locate them. Although some would-be autowork-
ers, like Gene Johnson, gave up on the Detroit employment roller coaster
and returned home—in Johnson’s case, to Missouri—tens of thousands of
people migrated to the Motor City.”

If one considered the most favorable economic information, those new
arrivals to Detroit were likely to find good jobs and prosper. Despite all
disruptions in auto employment, 1952 had turned out to be the fourth-best
year in history for vehicle production, and Michigan led the nation in manu-
facturing payrolls. The economy was on the upswing, and industrial leaders
held this to be proof that the United States could win the Cold War while
sustaining a booming consumer economy.” At least until its last few months,
however, 1952 for most autoworkers was a cruel year, filled with unemploy-
ment, uncertainty, and economic strain. One piece of economic data flat-
tened the peaks and valleys of everyday life but still revealed much about
where autoworkers stood in the early 1950s. The median family income for
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Detroiters in 1952 was $4,550. If an autoworker made $2.00 an hour for forty
hours a week and was employed steadily for fifty weeks during the year, that
worker’s annual income would have been $4,000, well below the median.
Yet few autoworkers had experienced anything like steady employment, and
the few weeks of overtime in the fall hardly made up for the weeks, and in
many cases months, of layofts earlier in the year. Only about 10 percent of
autoworkers, the skilled tradesmen who were kept on payrolls to keep them
from bolting for more stable work, had any hopes of earning incomes above
the median.”* During the Korean War, Detroit had not reprised its role as the
Arsenal of Democracy, pumping out war materiel and providing full em-
ployment for all who sought it. Instead, the war years had been anything but
stable and prosperous for Detroit autoworkers. By the end of 1952, however,
the economic rollercoaster appeared to be on the upswing even as the war
remained mired in a stalemate.



4 A Post-Korean War Boom, 1953

The upsurge in auto production that began in late 1952 continued well into
the new year, surpassing mid-1950 as the best approximation of a postwar
boom. The end of government wartime controls on industrial materials
created the free market conditions that auto executives had long coveted,
and Detroit automakers experienced acute labor shortages in early 1953.
Thousands of migrants from outside Michigan headed to Detroit for auto
jobs, but not enough to fill available openings. Despite the labor shortage,
intense debates occurred as to whether or not women could or should enter
the industrial workforce in great numbers. Employers continued to relent a
bit on racist hiring practices, however, and they were willing to provide jobs
to middle-age men who were normally considered well beyond productive
usefulness. Yet even during the boom there were concerns about the future.
Production was so high early in the year that UAW leaders predicted both
a significant drop-off and widespread layoffs in the fall. With the end of the
Korean War, Detroit workers who had finally settled into military-related jobs
wondered what would happen if the government canceled those contracts.
An enormous explosion in August at GM’s transmission plant in Livonia,
just west of Detroit, led to tens of thousands of layoffs in the area and much
additional disruption to workers’ lives. For a month or two, the fallout from
that tragedy masked tens of thousands of unrelated layoffs resulting from
declining auto production. Business leaders offered the theory that those
affected were “marginal” workers—women, African Americans, the old,
the partially disabled, and Southern migrants—none of whom should be
considered real Detroiters or actual autoworkers, and whose fates should
be of no concern. Although UAW officials and business leaders disagreed
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about what the future would bring, the many thousands of new migrants to
Detroit, along with residents who signed on for auto work during the boom,
found themselves in precarious circumstances as the auto market slackened,
layoffs increased, and housing options in the region continued to be few and
expensive, especially for workers with children.

* * *

The auto industry indeed boomed in early 1953. Assembly lines ran full
bore, supply lines remained stable, and auto employment climbed to a re-
cord post-1945 level. In early January total factory employment in Detroit
reached 736,000, the highest since World War II, and over 100,000 more
than in nonmanufacturing sectors. Automakers’ optimism soared in mid-
February when the federal government ended the metals rationing system.
After defense needs took first claim, all remaining metals would be available
in a rough-and-tumble free market with no production quotas.!

To take maximum advantage of these rare circumstances, however, au-
tomakers needed tens of thousands more unskilled laborers in addition to
those already recruited in late 1952. Detroit business leaders continued to
worry that the rise of industry across the country, in part because of the
decentralization of auto production, drew potential workers away from the
Motor City. The dismal housing situation in Detroit also discouraged new
migrants. “There is a big turnover among those who come here, get a job
and then spend their week-ends trying to find a place big enough so they
can send for their families,” explained a Chrysler official. “After a few weeks
of this, a worker will quit and go back home.” An even bigger deterrent, au-
tomakers maintained, was the persistent instability of their industry, which,
according to one report, was “so well recognized that potential workers
know that today’s hiring boom can become tomorrow’s layofts.” Thousands
of onetime Detroiters had left the city and were unlikely to return.” Persis-
tent high turnover rates, especially for entry-level positions, also plagued
automakers. According to one manufacturer, after a day or two on the job,
most new autoworkers said something along the lines of “Factory work is
harder than I thought. I've got a few bucks saved up, so nuts to that kind of
labor™ Turnover rates remained high, and possibly even worsened, when
the economy heated up and jobs were plentiful. In March 1953 one auto
company representative revealed, “We are afraid to say that we ever have
enough workers.” In addition, although first jobs in the auto industry were
usually on final assembly or parts production, in the years since World War
IT those positions were often unavailable, because workers with seniority
claimed them during layofts. This meant that many Detroit youths had little
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experience with auto work and were unlikely to meet the industry’s needs
as production surged.!

The Detroit labor shortage never became acute enough to fully overcome
the industry’s aversion to hiring more women, which, according to a Chrysler
personnel director, would be an absolute last resort. “Women can do some
jobs much better than men,” he conceded. “But married women, for example,
are not too satisfactory. They usually are trying to raise a family and their at-
tendance is not regular” The MESC agreed that women were unreliable work-
ers, largely because they had to stay home whenever their children were sick.
Men’s absenteeism rates were just as high, officials admitted, but men generally
missed work in a predictable pattern—Mondays to recover from weekend
drinking binges, or the day after payday. In contrast, “Junior’s colds,” which
kept women from work, followed no particular pattern. Chrysler management
also argued that it would be too difficult to provide restroom facilities for
women. In addition, since state law prohibited women from lifting more than
thirty pounds on the job, management claimed that they were “not flexible
enough in the plant” Auto manufacturers insisted that most jobs they offered
were so arduous that only men could do them, although if automation experts
were to be believed, many positions were now less physically demanding
than the defense jobs that women had handled well during World War II. A
larger percentage of married women held jobs outside the home in 1952 than
had done so at the peak of employment during the war. The UAW’s Women’s
Department strongly encouraged automakers to hire more women, and the
MESC asserted that resistance was based mainly on prejudice on the part of
hiring personnel and among union members. Walter Reuther also encouraged
auto companies to hire women, but this was never a major cause for top-level
UAW officials. In any event, automakers mostly resisted any pressure. Rather
than target potential women workers, they focused recruitment efforts on
young, recently retired, and mildly disabled men.’

No doubt many women did not seek auto work, but a significant num-
ber would likely have jumped at the chance. Edith Arnold and Margaret
Beaudry, both married, reentered the nonautomotive workforce in 1952 but
hoped to be hired at auto plants. In the meantime, Arnold ground coffee at
an A&P grocery store and Beaudry returned to a job she had held previously
at Neisner’s, a local variety store. Undoubtedly many single women were also
interested in exploring auto work, especially given the wage disparity between
UAW jobs and the domestic service, secretarial, and clerical positions open
to them. A GM experiment in Flint, Michigan, indicated that many women
indeed hoped to be autoworkers. After advertising for two hundred women
to fill “men’s” positions at its Fisher Body and Chevrolet plants, the company
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was “swamped” with applicants. Plenty of jobs in auto plants, including those
reserved for men, did not require brute strength after all. Women in Flint
cleaned car windows, polished auto bodies, installed rubber strips on doors,
tested water seals, and also ran punch presses and other heavy machinery
without trouble. Most of the new women hires were married, and most were
parents. “I have two children,” responded Donna Nivers when asked why
she took an automotive job. “We are buying a car and paying for a home.
Aren't those enough reasons for my getting a job?” Chevrolet local union
president Anthony O’Brien remained unconvinced. “An emotional problem
arises when women leave their housework to work on an assembly line,” he
insisted. “They may work very hard in their homes, but it is different work
in a plant where they are not their own bosses and have to meet production
schedules set up for men.” A Chevrolet official, however, thought the plant
might have no choice: “Within the next two months there will be openings for
nearly 4,000 new workers. Our employment offices are open six days a week
and are not able to get enough men for the jobs. We have to hire women.®

Similar to the situation in Flint, when the new Lincoln-Mercury plant in
Wayne, just west of Detroit, added a second shift, the company announced
that it would hire women for positions previously off-limits to them and
for more traditionally female jobs, such as working with upholstery trim.
Four hundred women applied immediately. Sixty were hired, most of them
married and between twenty-two and thirty-five years old. A number of
them already had children. It made economic sense for these women to seek
auto jobs, which paid close to two dollars an hour, far more than what they
could earn in sectors of the economy traditionally reserved for them. But
the trend concerned MESC officials, who argued that hiring women was bad
for business. Women, the agency insisted, got more upset than men if there
were any changes in their jobs and had to be “coddled” and “persuaded”
to do new things. Using more measurable scales, MESC officials conceded
that women had exceptional records concerning safety and production and
generated less scrap on the job. Women had also proven themselves able to
handle huge punch presses, lathes, and milling machines, which led some
industry analysts to admit that the ability to do most factory jobs might not
be related to sex at all. Extremely high turnover rates for men in entry-level
auto jobs supported that theory. Some city leaders saw potential benefits in
hiring more local women. During the next economic downturn, they argued,
a laid-off woman could “go back to her kitchen and the family breadwinner
is not lost” However clueless about the circumstances that propelled women
into the paid workforce, this kind of thinking had the potential to help them
overcome barriers.”
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Edith Arnold left her job at an A&P supermarket for a position at Pontiac
Motor during the early 1953 boom. She liked her job grinding coffee, but even
though her husband, Don, was an electrician in an auto plant, she recalled
that they “weren't getting ahead. We were just breaking even, payday to
payday. Like everybody else. I guess I wanted more.” Edith insisted to Don
that it would be a good idea for her to hire in at an auto plant. “Paid better
money, she pointed out. But he was opposed. Indeed, he had disapproved
of her decision to work outside the home at A&P. She eventually persuaded
him about the merits of auto work, in part with the promise of more expen-
sive cigars and “good whiskey instead of belly-rot” He consented, and she
reminded him of those advantages whenever he had second thoughts. Edith’s
job became essential when Don was laid off for a year, but she had barely
made it through her first morning. “The day I hired in,” she recalled, “it was so
noisy in there, I thought, boy, one hour of this, 'm going home.” A coworker
yelled at her, “and I couldn’t hear what he was saying” She was miserable,
she remembered. “But three hours later I was getting better at it. I thought,
I guess I'll stay until noon.” The hollering man, it turns out, “was breaking
me in on the job, telling me what to do, how to do it. So about noontime,
I thought, well, it ain’t so bad. I guess I'll go to work the next day. And the
next day I thought, well, I guess I'll do another day. By the third day, I'm all
broke in”” That first job was operating a drill press for rocket heads, part of a
military project. “I liked the job,” Edith remarked. “These things were heavy,
but I learned how to do it and not hurt my body doing it” As she described
her work, a rocket head would arrive on a conveyor line “and wed grab the
handle, pull it out, and just flipped it over, one at a time onto the drill press.”
Theyd fasten it in place “and push a button. The machine comes down, and
drills three little holes on the side of it, and then automatically turns oft” The
tricky part for Edith was grinding the metal burrs off the edges of the holes.
“Id take off more than needed to come oft. I couldn’t stop it quick enough. I
was not good at that. But there would be two people that would change off,
back and forth, do this and then do the other. And theyd just leave me on
the drill press.”®

Margaret Beaudry also had to overcome resistance from her husband to
take a job in an auto plant during the 1953 boom. “He didn’t really want me
to work,” she recalled, even at Neisner’s, where she already had a job, “but
he knew that the money helped. He just didn’t want me to work.” She told
some white lies to ease his anxiety, suggesting that she wouldn't stay on the
job for long. “I said, Tl just use all my money and well get a brand-new
car, and then I'll quit’ Oh, that sounded good to him. That was a way of
getting him to let me go.” She secretly applied at Pontiac Motor in January
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1953 but did not hear back for several months, even though a female friend
of hers was hired on the spot. Beaudry grew tired of waiting and convinced
another friend to accompany her to the hiring office. “We were in line at
4:00 in the morning,” she remembered. “And she never got called, but I did.
I got called this time. So I got hired in on May 11th of 1953. Oh, I was happy”
Her husband, Marvin, felt otherwise. It helped that Margaret and Marvin
were usually on different shifts. That way there was always a parent around
to care for their daughter. As backup, Margaret’s brother and her sister-in-
law, who stayed home full-time, lived in an apartment just below theirs,
and both were willing to babysit if necessary. Margaret was impressed that
Marvin looked after their daughter in the evenings, when she was at work,
and assumed other parental duties. “I mean, he curled my daughter’s hair;’
she remarked. “She must've been a good kid, because she just sat there and
it took him an hour to do her hair when I was gone to work. Of course my
husband was a perfectionist, so it was done right!” Margaret’s first job was
on the final assembly body line. “Oh, god, what a job!” she recalled. But she
was thankful for her union committeemen. “T used them, too! They were
there whenever I needed them, because they didn’t treat us nice!” She hated,
for example, being scrutinized during bathroom breaks, and she fought with
her supervisors. Without union interventions, she conceded, “I would’ve
never lasted. Because I couldn’t stand that when nobody respected me” Some
male coworkers caused trouble as well. “You could always tell how a man
treated you if his wife worked,” Margaret said. “If his wife worked, he treated
you nice. But if his wife didn’t work, he didn’t treat you nice. We could spot
that” A woman being harassed, the logic went, could be your own wife in a
different department. Arnold and Beaudry were part of a wave that pushed
employment of women in Detroit to a record postwar high of 372,000.°
While many in Detroit took advantage of the 1953 boom, Elwin Brown
and Ernie Liles missed it because they had not yet completed their military
obligations. Brown had entered the service the previous July, and Liles was
drafted in February, so both were away on duty during this steady stretch of
employment. Don Hester found hiring conditions so favorable in early 1953
that when he received a three-day suspension for participating in a wildcat
strike, he quit. “Turned in whatever tools I had,” he recalled. “I punched out,
and I went downstairs, went outside, went right up to the employment office.
“You're hiring?’ “Yes, sir, yeah, sure we're hiring’ “Yeah, I'd like to get me a job’
‘OK? Signed right back in. Next morning I go back to work, same place, ten
cents an hour less” At the time, he did not care that he had lost some wages
or his seniority. He quickly made up the dime an hour, and he had senior-
ity again after ninety days. James Franklin benefited from the hiring boom
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in 1953 after he lost his job at Kaiser-Frazer when the upstart automaker
floundered. After seven years away, Franklin returned to the Rouge foundry,
vulnerable for having lost so much seniority but happy to be employed.”

Although many African Americans continued to disagree, the MESC de-
clared that racial discrimination at industrial hiring offices had essentially
disappeared. It is likely that during this window of opportunity more blacks
than usual were hired and that some—although not James Franklin—were
offered jobs previously not open to them. For example, Ford promoted a
black worker, Steve Ayler, from garage work to truck driver. Ayler was the
first to break the color barrier for that position, but it took courage. White
truck drivers threatened to strike if Ayler remained in his new job, while black
workers in the garage warned that they would walk out if he was removed.
African American women also finally broke through racial and gender bar-
riers in the Rouge plant’s pressed steel department, in plastics, and in the axle
and motor plant." There were indeed new opportunities, then, when labor
was in short supply, but market forces hardly eliminated prejudice.

The labor shortage benefited middle-age Detroiters who were too young
to retire but who had been largely shut out of factory employment. The
MESC reported that the unofficial ban on hiring anyone over forty had “gone
by the board” Nevertheless, Detroit factories still needed more workers. A
campaign to lure recently retired autoworkers back to their plants helped a
bit. Some retirees resumed auto work because they could barely survive on
their pensions, especially with the rising cost of living, but also because of
high medical bills and, for some, boredom."

Contributing to the labor shortage, migration to Detroit was not as heavy
as anticipated. Southern recruiting grounds, the MESC said, were producing
a “mere trickle” of migrants to the Motor City, and some areas were experi-
encing labor shortages of their own, prompting Tennessee, in the midst of a
nuclear power plant boom, to ban efforts by employers to lure its residents
to another state. Automakers, of course, had helped create the labor shortage
in Detroit by building new parts and assembly plants in other parts of the
country in order to be closer to emerging markets.” The 1953 boom, which
despite labor shortages resulted in second and third shifts in many Detroit
plants, tended to mask the industry’s exodus from the Motor City. When
asked, automakers insisted that decentralization would have no negative
impact on either Michigan or Detroit. “The heart and the brain, and the bulk
of the brawn, of the industry are here and will remain,” a local automotive
official insisted. Plenty of evidence supported that view in the first quarter
of 1953. Auto production was 54 percent ahead of the comparable period in
1952, and Detroit factories were humming."
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Concerned Detroit leaders, however, looked at their city and saw out-
moded industrial facilities, often three or four stories tall, which would need
to be single-floor factories with huge parking lots to meet future manufactur-
ing needs. Only about a third of Detroit’s available industrial space (1,000,000
square feet out of 3,000,000) had any potential use, and all but 10 percent of it
was already on the market, with no takers. Chevrolet’s decision to build a new
plant in Livonia, a new suburb just west of Detroit, illustrated the problem.
This facility, designed to build springs and bumpers for GM’s best-selling
models, was slated for a 130-acre site, far larger than anything available in the
city, with much of it dedicated to an employee parking lot big enough to hold
two thousand cars. The construction of better roads and more housing in the
suburbs, Detroit officials feared, would hasten the decline of the city’s indus-
trial base. Many suburbanites, however, welcomed new plants. When Ford
announced that it intended to transfer its main Lincoln-Mercury assembly
operations from Detroit to a new plant in Wayne, enthusiastic townspeople
harvested corn from the 50-acre site before construction began.”

More immediately, the health of the auto industry in Detroit was threat-
ened by the possibility of an end to the Korean War, less than a year after
defense and civilian production had become reasonably synchronized. By
1953 about 20 percent of autoworkers were not building civilian vehicles. In-
stead, they depended on defense contracts for their jobs, and it was not clear
that the civilian economy could absorb them if their positions disappeared.
In April the U.S. Department of Defense canceled Ford’s contract to produce
jet engines for the navy. Packard had seen its jet engine orders reduced by
a third, and Chrysler lost its jet engine work before manufacturing began.
In June the air force withdrew over $200 million worth of contracts with
Kaiser-Frazer, jeopardizing close to ten thousand jobs in the company’s Wil-
low Run facility. When the government announced that defense spending in
Detroit would be reduced by 75 percent, fears of job losses intensified, as did
a sense of betrayal, because the secretary of defense in the new Eisenhower
administration was the former General Motors president, Charles E. Wilson,
who seemed to be turning his back on the city.®

UAW officials voiced concern that the auto industry might be heading
toward a recession no matter what happened with defense contracts. Produc-
tion through the first four months of the year had been at such a frenetic pace,
Walter Reuther argued, that it could not possibly be sustained. Ordinarily
automakers hoped to assemble 55 percent of their annual production in the
first half of the year, but in 1953 they aimed for 60 percent, a plan that Reuther
called “economically unsound and morally wrong,” guaranteeing mass layofts
in the fall. In response, executives from GM and Chrysler insisted that high
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production was necessary to meet the backlog of demand for new cars. “As
you know, the customer controls our volume of production,” GM president
Harlow Curtice lectured the UAW president.” Ultimately, the production
bonanza’s biggest obstacle was indeed demand, in this case the inability or
unwillingness of consumers to buy new cars. By late August the number of
unsold vehicles on dealers’ lots reached 600,000, a post—-World War I high,
as opposed to 175,000 a year earlier. Consistent with that trend, automakers
began to scale back their steel orders, which was generally a prelude to lay-
offs. Nevertheless, the Michigan Association of Manufacturers insisted that
there was nothing to worry about, that the biggest threat to the economy
was “depression talk™®

Despite troubling signs, the months-long boom helped the UAW succeed
in reopening five-year contracts with the Big Three and extracting economic
gains. Nineteen of the twenty-four cents an hour that autoworkers had re-
ceived in cost-of-living increases since the program’s inception were rolled
into their base pay, which meant that no matter how low the consumer price
index might fall in the future—and postwar deflation was a possibility—those
nineteen cents could not disappear. The annual improvement factor, compen-
sating workers for productivity gains, was increased from an automatic four
cents an hour to five. The contract reopening also addressed skilled workers’
concerns about wage compression by granting them an additional ten cents
an hour, and it boosted pensions for retirees.”” Yet it remained uncertain
whether or not auto industry employment would be stable enough to take
advantage of these gains.

No one expected the next calamity to befall Detroit’s auto industry. On
August 12, while welders conducted routine repairs on the conveyor line at
GM’s transmission plant in Livonia, a spark hit a line of spilled oil, igniting
a fire that tracked like a fuse until it hit a vat of cleaning chemicals, which
exploded. Within minutes the entire factory, 1.5 million square feet, was in
flames, with steel beams and brick walls twisting and melting as they col-
lapsed. To Dorothy Pekala, “It looked like a tornado. There was black smoke
all over the place” A nearby businessman said it “looked like an atom bomb—
a great mushroom of smoke.” Residents of Warren Township, twenty miles
away, could see the plume. Amazingly, only four workers were killed. Two
more were seriously injured, and nine were hospitalized for smoke inhala-
tion and burns. Firefighters from every nearby community sped to the plant.
Once there, they hesitated to enter because of underground oil storage tanks,
and they were limited in what they could do from the outside, because water
pressure in the new suburb was low. Housing and industry had outpaced
infrastructure.?
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GM tried to remain positive, but the explosion exposed the lack of safety
precautions in auto plants, and the loss of Hydra-Matic transmissions im-
periled the company’s assembly of midsize and luxury cars while disrupting
employment for tens of thousands across metro Detroit. The year’s record-
setting pace meant that few automatic transmissions were in stock at assembly
plants. As a result, all eleven thousand Cadillac workers in Detroit faced
layofts, as did many of the seventeen thousand employees at Pontiac Motor,
which installed Hydra-Matics in over 85 percent of its vehicles. A number of
independent automakers, including Hudson, Kaiser-Frazer, and Nash, also
relied on Hydra-Matics. GM scrambled to restore its productive capacity.
It had just transferred the last of its Hydra-Matic operations from its old
Riopelle plant in Detroit to Livonia. It now hoped to send that work back to
the city, but not enough equipment had survived the explosion. Ford offered
assistance to its rival, making available its former Lincoln-Mercury plant now
that it had shifted operations to its new factory in Wayne. Packard indicated
that it might be able to modify its Ultra-Matic transmissions to make them
functional in GM vehicles. By adapting Buick’s Dynaflow transmission for
Cadillacs and Oldsmobiles and Chevrolet’s Powerglide for Pontiacs, GM
could soften the blow, but there was no way to ramp up production quickly
enough to meet all of the company’s needs. GM eventually leased a huge part
of Kaiser-Frazer’s Willow Run plant, which had formerly produced military
aircraft, in hope of resuming production as quickly as possible.”

In the meantime, former transmission factory workers lined up by the
thousands for unemployment benefits. In all, GM laid oft 25,800 workers after
the explosion, but the company tried to help by keeping 35,000 on the job to
conduct unscheduled, and most likely unnecessary, inventories in various
plants. Walter Reuther challenged governments at all levels to treat the inci-
dent like a natural disaster. Republican senator Homer Ferguson convinced
the Federal Housing Administration to relax foreclosure requirements for
anyone out of work as a result of the Livonia inferno. Within a month of the
disaster about 800 of the 10,000 transmission plant employees had found jobs
with other companies. About half of the factory-less workers remained on
unemployment benefits and wondered if their jobs would reappear. A couple
of thousand of those displaced were new hires who had not yet completed
their probationary periods. According to Local 735 president Michael Lov-
erich, they would have to “wait their turn,” as priority for recalls would go to
the 5,500 workers with seniority. A number of jobless workers left the state.
Others exhausted their savings and found whatever work they could—for
example, in a nearby tool plant, brickyard, or box factory. Many expected
the Livonia plant to be rebuilt, but obviously that could not happen quickly.
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If their jobs moved temporarily to Willow Run, they would face commutes
of fifteen to twenty miles, significant by 1953 standards, which undermined
decisions to rent or buy homes in Livonia. Few were willing to contemplate
what they would do if for some reason the transmission jobs never returned.?

James McGuire hired in at the Livonia transmission plant days before the
explosion. Before then he had pieced together a living. After the 1952 steel
strike he had found work at both a Fisher Body plant and the Ford Highland
Park facility, violating the UAW contract by simultaneously holding two
union jobs. At Highland Park, McGuire worked on half-inch-thick steel bomb
casings, making sure they were balanced. At Fisher Body he helped install
headliners, the fabric on the car’s ceiling, in what would become Chevrolets
and Cadillacs. He did not dare give up either job, because no one knew when
or where layoffs might occur next. Indeed, before long he was laid off from
his Fisher Body position, but he managed to land a new second job at Dodge
Main during the early 1953 boom. At Dodge he used refrigeration skills he
had acquired through earlier training to install air-conditioning equipment
in new models. McGuire remembered exactly how many air-conditioning
units his crew installed, 356, because he kept count until he received a layoft
notice that summer. He was able to stay just long enough 