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Locol 33 Charter Members
United Association Local Mo. 33 charter members, pictured circa 1891: 1. W. McGlue, W. Burke, Jomes Hollond, C. Shaw, A. Anderson, H. Simmans, J.
Nelson, A. Fletcher, W. Moorhead, E Van Dyck, C_ Rosene, E Covanugh, J. Flynn, F. Kelso, P. McAlpine, Bimer Cox, T. Boller, H. Redding and J. Boller.

FIGHTING FOR MemBERS, INDUSTRY

uring the :ari}r 1890s, wages for
D plumb-crs and pipcﬁm:rs in Dhes

Moines were between 10 cents and 15
cents per hour, and they were working 10 to 12
hours per da}' clurlng 6- and '?'rda}r workweeks.
Sccking to improve those conditions, within
the first six months after it was charted, Local

33 went on strike to gain a 9-hour wurl{cla}f for
the plumbers, gashtters and stcamfitrers it was

representing in the city — and won.

By October 1892, the local had grown to 20
members and had sent a dclcgatc, Local 33
President J. W. McGlue, to the U.A. national
convention that July 25 through 29. Brother
McGlue served on the Committee on Law
&uring the conference.

Mid-way through the decade, the locals

plumbers and fitters were working on several
of their growing city’s fast-rising edifices,
including the new, seven-story Van Ginkel
Building at the corner of Fourth and Locust
streets. (Renamed the Db..u:rv:atm}r Euﬂding, it
was the tallest ofhce ]:l-uﬂding between Chicagﬂ

and San Francisco when it Dp:n-:-c[ on :"Lprii |

1896; it was demolished in 1937).

But the union, as well as the cit}r’s residents,
were also facing a SCTious matter |:|} that time
— the lack of a city p!umhing inspector, a
prcclicm:ncnt with which the local would have to
deal for years to come. The issue was so critical
at the time that Des Moines Sanity Engineer
H. ]. Baily even wrote in the September 3,
1896, Register, “No doubt a number of the
FII:DPI-E here have ill health and sp:nd no small
amount of money on doctor bills, when thq.r
could disp:nsc with both if [!'u:}r had hm]ﬂ'j}r

plumbing in the house.”




That issue notwithstanding, before the end of
the decade and the century, Local 33 went out
on a Pmlungcd and bitter strike for the 8-hour
da}r and hfghcr wages. Beginning J’Lpril 10,
1899, the journeyman plu_mbcrs walked off
their jobs after contractors — including the Des
Moines Plumbing, Wallace & McNamara and
Van Dyke companies — refused to raise wages
from 33-1/3 cents per hour to 40 cents per hour
and shorten the workday by one hour, with the
g"!..pril 11 Register df:.scribing the pmcccdings:

“The striking plumbers repaired to Trades'
Assembly Hall and sent out skirmishers
te notify men at work elewhere of the
action taken and vequesting all plumbers
whorse .Emp.l'.'q}w: declined to concede the
demaneds to quit work and unite with
the strikers in an g"ﬁﬂ o mﬁrrf the new
scale. Soon there were 27 men assembled
at the Trades Assembly Hall, the response
to the requeest rJf the .im'.l'i'iﬂg workmen
being quick and nearly unanimous.”

At the crux of the conflict, the
newspaper reported, was the employing
plumbers’ “prevalent custom of creating
Wages on the basis of the estimared
ability of men in their employ.”
The journcymen a.rgucd that
the employers did not use
“di.scriminating jl.ldEITil:Ilt
in appl}r‘lng this rule”
and instead used it “as

a pretext to scale down
wages generally.”
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By the following day,
every one of the cit:.-r’s 100
journcyman plu.mbcrs
was not working, the
Register rcpnrtv:d on
April 12, It even

went on to cite a
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the employees were “sewed up tight, and the
strike is a success as relates to the absolute
unanimity with which the men have r:spnnd::d
to the call to quit work.”

The local’s .snlidﬂrit}r :vcnmaﬂ}r won out.
However, to begin the 20th Century, it would
again have to strike in 1900 — with far less
success — and, yet again, two years later after
contractors refused to meet several requests
from the union.

Local 33 gavealist of 12 demands that would go
into effect on May 15, 1900, including a wage
scale of $3 per 8-hour day for journeymen and
$1.50 per da}r for apprentices who have served
five years of a siX-year appr:ntic:.ship. The local
also rcqu::.srcd that no laborer be allowed to
do any pipc work in the city, that 2 member's
railroad fare be paid b}r the I:Il'lpll]:ﬂ:l’ if he is
SCnt to a jub outside of the iy, and thar “no
plumber, steam or gas fitter shall do any work
for less than two hours pay.”

The striking plumbers, gasfitters and
steamfitters returned to work on May
19 ha\ring gain:d no concessions from
the employers, who had delivered an
ultimatum “to the effect that plumbers
and gasfitters must return to
work ar the old scale or not

ar all,” accnr&ing to an
article in the Register

that day.

Two years later,
the plumbers
were  still b:ing
paid $3 per da:..r
(while their peers
in Chicagu Wwere
carning up to $4.50
a day), and June
2, 1902, the 40-

man strong Local

33 mcmb:r:ship
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again att:mph:d to gain an increase in

and went out on strike — but with a2 much
better outcome. While the local was asking for
a raise to $3.60, after six da].r.s, du.ring which
the master plumbers suspended business
while work on many buil&ings was idled,
an arbitration committee of :mplu}n:r.s and
journcymen decided on a wage increase to
$3.25 for Local 33 effective from September 1,
1902, to April 1, 1903,

The committee also agn:cd that from J’Lprﬂ ¥
1903, to April 1, 1904, the journeymen would
reccive $3.50 per eight-hour day.

“The news of the settlement of this strike was
received with much appreciation |:r_l.. contractors
r_hmughuur the city Saturda}r, because of the fact
that a |argc amount of work has been ::l-:la]rcd
through the strike,” the Register reported on
June 8.

Focusing on Improvep ConbiTioNS

hruughuut the first decade of the 1900s,
Local 33 was continuously forced to
fight for better wages and working
conditions; however, it was not alw:a}rs b}r way
of strikes and mrkrstuppa.gcs. Case in point,
when the local was again struggling to have its
demands met thmugh a strike in April 1904,
it instead created its own contracting firm -

which the Aprﬂ 20 Register detailed:

“Yesterday the ‘Sanitary Plumbing

Company,” organized by the striking
Journeymen plumbers, began business with

i séap in the basement ﬂfﬂ?r Mﬂr‘gﬂam’t
.E:uiHiﬂg and é’fgﬂﬂ dperations EIJ.' starting
several jﬂ.ﬁ; ﬂf pfumﬁ:’ng in several parts r::f
the CeEg . The :ﬁnp is the outcome ﬁf.::

scheme which has been Hﬂﬂrrnﬂszj J:f}r the
officers and members of the jowrneymen
pfumérfn' KHION ﬁir some time, and the
members state that the business will be a
permanent one.”




