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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 
APRIL 18, 1988 

CONNORS: Okay, we're going to start by talking about your 
family background and education. Can you tell me where you 
were born, what year, and go from there? 
ASTON: Well, I was born in Illinois, East Peoria, 
Illinois, in 1921. I have no real recollection of that 
period of time. My earliest recollection is when we were 
in Missouri and I was moving there and my grandfolks living 
on a farm. 

CONNORS: What year was that that you moved to Missouri? 
ASTON: I guess I was just a small child, maybe two or 
three years old, when we moved to Missouri. My mother had 
been born in Kansas, I think. My great-grandfather was a 
schoolteacher--or a professor, as they called them in those 
days--and was a founder of the Haskell University for 
Indians near Manhattan, Kansas, and was the first secretary 
of the Kansas State Historical Society. So if I have any 
background of that kind, why, it's from him. The rest of 
it, my family background, is all purely workers and no 
brains. 

CONNORS: [laughter] Sure! 
ASTON: So to speak. [laughter] I would say I'm the 
surprising one in the family. I was the only one that got 
through high school--and a little college. 
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CONNORS: So you moved to Missouri. What city, what town 
did you move to? 
ASTON: We lived in Saint Louis for a while, but most of my 
childhood was spent in Overland, Missouri. It is a suburb 
of Saint Louis, in Saint Louis County. My earliest 
recollections really begin during that period. When the 
Depression started, I was just eleven or twelve years old, 
and it really didn't affect me all that much personally. 
Kids know that they're being fed every day and they have 
some clothing, and they don't have the worry, except when 
the Depression really got bad for all of us in that area. 
I'd take mashed potato sandwiches to school and eat sugar 
on bread with water sprinkled on it to keep the sugar from 
flying off, that kind of thing that those of us experienced 
in those days. It was the same for everyone in the 
neighborhood; being poor was nothing to be ashamed of 
because everyone was poor. 

CONNORS: What did your father [John Aston] do for a 
living? 
ASTON: He was a stonemason, actually a jack-of-all-
trades. But during that period of the Depression years, it 
was hard to get a job. He would have to leave Saint Louis, 
that area, to go to other cities to work where they were 
doing large stonework. I'm talking about stone that's, you 
know, four feet by six foot big, huge stones that they'd 
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build buildings out of in those days rather than pour 
concrete. He help build the Soldier Field in Chicago. 
He worked on the [Saint Louis] Art Museum in Saint Louis 
with the huge stones, and also the Bell Telephone 
[Company] Building in Saint Louis. But he had that 
background. 

CONNORS: Where was he from? 
ASTON: He was originally from Indiana. I guess his 
mother died when he was about four and his father died 
when he was about eight. He joined the navy when he was 
thirteen years old, thirteen or fourteen, something like 
that, and stayed in there for three years. Then he came 
out of the navy and joined the army, so his youth was 
spent in the service. It was a way to have something to 
do to receive money. He was stationed, was sent as a 
soldier to some place in Kansas, Fort Riley, Kansas, I 
believe it was. And it apparently was there that he met 
my mother. I never knew too much about their romantic 
background or anything like that. 

CONNORS: So when you moved to Saint Louis, was it for 
work purposes? Did he have work there? Or was it that 
the work dried out back in Illinois? 
ASTON: It probably was for work. I don't know where he 
got that stonemason background, but he was quite a 
handyman, kind of a jack-of-all-trades. He also worked 
on steel construction. Those big frames that carried the 
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high-tension wire across the country, he helped construct 
those. I think of him as a steeplejack. I've seen 
pictures that he had people take when he worked on the 
jobs. It looked like quite dangerous work that he did, but 
he could do that kind of stuff. 
CONNORS: Was he in the union? 

ASTON: Yeah, well, unions were just getting started in 
those days, and he belonged to the union, yes, in the early 
thirties. And I remember him talking about a business 
agent by the name of [Patrick] Greathouse. Later there was 
a Greathouse that was active in the UAW [United Automobile 
Workers], and I often wondered if they were any relation. 
But he had a strong feeling about unions. I can remember 
once during the Depression when there was a strike of 
maintenance workers at Washington University in Saint 
Louis, and the two young men down the street, whose 
father was in the construction business and really didn't 
need to go to work at the university, went there and 
scabbed while the workers were out on strike. This must 
have been about 1935. And of course they took the 
streetcar to work, back and forth to work, and they would 
walk to the streetcar station up past our house to where 
they lived. I kind of remember my dad saying, "There go 
those dirty scabs. " He would have nothing to do with them 
because they were scabs. 
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CONNORS: What union would he have been in? 
ASTON: Oh, it was the stonemason's union [Bricklayers, 
Masons, and Plasterers International Union of America]. 
CONNORS: It was the stonemason's union? Okay. 
ASTON: Yeah. And during that same period I said I had a 
taste of hard times; I talked about what we ate and so 
forth. I was graduated from grade school in January of 
'36, I guess it was, I had no shoes on the night I was to 
be graduated. I had been working for my brother [John 
Aston, Jr. ] delivering coal in a coal yard, and it was just 
about the hardest job that I ever did have. It was loading 
and throwing coal by the shovelful from the ground to a 
five-ton truck, pitching it up, and it was really quite 
heavy. I had to get home in time to go to this graduation 
exercise, and I didn't know where I was going to get 
shoes. And my brother had mentioned that I didn't have a 
decent pair of shoes to wear to that graduation. He got a 
pair from a priest--we weren't Catholic--who said, "Well, 
you could give him those shoes. 11 Those priests wore shoes 
with high tops and the high toes in the front, you know, 
and how embarrassed I was, but that's what I had to do. 
CONNORS: How many brothers and sisters did you have? 
ASTON: I had three brothers [John, James, and Robert 
Aston] and one sister Dorothy [Aston]. Speaking of shoes, 
it was also during those times that my dad used to sole our 
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shoes with the casing off of a tire, you know, put them on 
there on my shoes. So when I'd take off my shoes, I was 
three inches shorter [laughter] than I was when I had my 
shoes on. That' s a joke! 

CONNORS: [laughter] Could you talk a little bit about 
your education, early schooling? 
ASTON: Well, I went to grade school in I guess it was--
The kids talk today about having to take a bus and so 
forth. In my early days we had to go three miles to grade 
school and three miles home; sometimes I was walking and 
sometimes I was riding a bicycle. Then when I got into 
high school it was even further. It was five miles. By 
then they had the bus to ride back and forth. 

So I was graduated from high school, and although I 
had aspirations to go to college, I couldn't go. It was 
1940 when I got out of high school, and the Depression 
still wasn't over. I suppose if the war hadn't started, or 
the buildup for the war that was coming to us hadn't 
started, we may have been in the Depression much longer. 
The jobs become a little more plentiful then. I went to 
work after I got out of high school in a laundry for $18 a 
week or something like that. It was a hot, sweaty job in 
the summer, and I really didn't stay there all that long. 

Then I went to work for the May Company in Saint 
Louis. They own quite a few stores out here now. They 
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called it Famous and Barr; that's the name of the store. 
Later on I went to work in the warehouse, because I got a 
$2 raise to $20 a week, and I was married at that time. I 
think I was paying, I'm not sure, but $8 or $12 a week for 
a furnished apartment, and maybe it cost us $6 or $8 a week 
for groceries. And if we had twenty-five or fifty cents 
left over for the show, that would really be a lot of money 
for us to have. You can see it wasn't very much money that 
we had. 

Then, because there was a lot of buildup in a lot of 
our industries, why, the people working in the warehouse 
knew they weren't making comparable wages with other 
people, so they went on a strike there. And it was my 
first experience with unions. And I went out on strike. 
They had a kind of a headquarters In a bar across the 
street from the warehouse, and the union--it was the 
[International Brotherhood of] Teamsters union--paid us $5 
a day while we were out, which meant I was making $25 a 
week from strike benefits and only $18 a week when I was 
working. 

While we were out on strike the business agent for the 
butchers union [Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher 
Workmen of North America] came by and said that he needed a 
couple of guys to go across the river to Edwardsville, 
Illinois, I believe it was, to picket a butcher shop there 
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that refused to sign up with his union. I remember riding 
over there in the car with him--another fellow and I went 
with the business agent--over to Edwardsville, and he had, 
oh, about five or six red, white, and blue ax handles 
laying on the floor of the backseat where I was riding. I 
wondered, "What the hell is he going to do with those ax 
handles? Is he going to ask us to use them?" And I really 
wasn't looking forward to that kind of activity. Anyway, 
we picketed that butcher shop. He gave us $5 a day, and we 
did that a couple of days a week, so I was making about $35 
week while we were out on strike. 

CONNORS: When you went to the May Company, obviously there 
was a union there. 

ASTON: There was no union. They were trying to organize a 

union. 

CONNORS: So that's what the strike was about. 
ASTON: And that was really my first taste of it. I signed 
up the first woman to a union card that had been signed up 
in the warehouse. And that wasn't too hard to do, to 
convince somebody that they should belong to a union. I 
was able to do that, so I felt pretty good about that. 
CONNORS: Now, when you did go out, it is a strike for 
union recognition, was that right? 
ASTON: And more pay. 
CONNORS: Was it the Teamsters that you were going to 
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affiliate with? Was it the Teamsters union that was 
organizing the drive, or was it going to be just a local 
union? 
ASTON: Well, somebody apparently had contacted the 
Teamsters and said they should organize them. The 
Teamsters then weren't nearly as powerful as they are 
today. That was the pre-[Dave] Beck days, you know. So 
they were looking for anything that they could organize, 
and in those times it was easier because labor was becoming 
scarce. They wound up by getting a $2- or $4-a-week raise; 
I got $22 a week after that strike was over. I didn't stay 
much longer. I went to work for McQuay-Norris Piston Ring 
[Company], and they too were just in the beginning of their 
organizing drive there, trying to get union recognition. 
McQuay-Norris Piston Ring in Saint Louis. I think I went 
to work there for fifty-nine cents an hour, and of course 
they had some overtime work on Saturday and there may have 
been some on Sunday. Anytime I worked overtime I got $35 a 
week, and that was really a lot of money for a young man 
like me to have. 
CONNORS: What year was that? 

ASTON: That was right after Pearl Harbor, I believe, 
1941. We went out on a strike soon after I went to work 
there. I remember those people, the UAW people, were belly 
to back on the picket line, and the police were, I think, 
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sympathetic to us. But on the other hand, there were 
people trying to cross, members and management trying to 
cross that picket line, drive into the plant gate, and a 
few people trying to cross the picket line. I remember the 
girl that was standing in front of me as we were 
marching. Some woman tried to cross the picket line, and 
she grabbed her by the hair and flung her back. They shut 
that plant down and nobody worked. 

Later on they had an election for certification, and 
the NLRB [National Labor Relations Board] posted the notice 
on the board that we had lost the election even though we 
carried the vote by a large majority--which you had to do--
because there were some of the people who hadn't voted. 
When they added the number of people who hadn't voted to 
the total of "no" votes, we didn't quite have a majority, 
and they posted on the board that we had lost. And the 
guy who was the president of our union wrapped some waste, 
industrial waste-- You know what that is? It's a bunch of 
thread put together. [He wrapped it] around his hand and 
punched the bulletin board glass out and tore that off of 
the board and said, "The hell we didn't win!" And they 
fired him. And as soon as they fired him, we all walked 
out of the plant. Maybe that was what preceded that strike 
I was telling you about. I'm sure it was. Later on there 
was another strike. But the people Just stuck together, 
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you know: "They can't fire our president, " and they all 
walked out of the plant. 

Then during the war, it was there that I was first 
elected as a union representative. They had a guy who was 
campaigning for the job of steward in the plant. The 
president said, "You people have an election in the plant 
for a shop steward tonight. " And the company let us have 
one in the plant. We all sat around, and somebody got up 
and nominated this guy who wanted to be the shop steward. 
Then somebody else asked me. He said, "Is it all right if 
we nominate you?" And I said, "Yes, that's okay. " They 
nominated me, and when they cast the vote, mine was the 
winner, much to my surprise. 

They worked at a production line. We made piston 
rings, and the piston rings were quite large--they were for 
tanks and for big army vehicles and so forth. They would 
cast them in the foundry next to the machine shop in a 
solid piece of metal, and they would come out as rings, but 
they'd be quite thick. So the first thing they would have 
to do would be to split those. They had what they called a 
splitter, and they'd split them so they'd have some spring 
to them. And then I was at the head of the line. Well, I 
worked various machines, but I was on a lathe, they'd put 
them on a spindle and then wrap a jog around them and 
tighten the nut on the top, take the jig away and they 
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would be firm on the spindle. And you put them on the 
lathe and you cut some off of the face of them. 

We worked piecework. You had to produce a certain 
number of piston rings during the day, during a shift, and 
you received a certain amount of money, and they had that 
fixed. Many times you could exceed the number of rings 
that was required, and they would call that a cushion. 
We'd maybe have three or four or five hundred ring 
cushions, so if the machine would break down the following 
day, why, you'd have that cushion. But sometimes we would 
use up the cushion and the day would go that we wouldn't 
make our quota. When that happened, we were supposed to 
ask the supervisor to give you hourly rate to make up for 
that, for the amount of money you would make if you had 
made your piecework rate. And they were always quite 
reluctant to give you that. We would have some 
arguments. As steward, it was my first occasion to argue 
with a supervisor. You know: "What the hell, we want some 
hourly rate for the time we were down. It's not our 
fault. " 

What would happen would be they operated on-- They had 
belts, overhead belts, and each machine was run by a belted 
pulley from up above. The belts would break and you would 
have to put the belts together, or they would have to call 
a maintenance guy to put the belts together. That was 
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quite dangerous. You'd look in a shop and see all these 
belts flying around. Today, of course, all they do is 
press a button and the machine starts. But you had to 
start those by flipping an overhead pulley. Did you ever 
see--? 

CONNORS: I've seen pictures of that. 
ASTON: Pictures of it, yeah. 
CONNORS: Actually, some of the old machine shops back in 
New England still have that overhead-belt setup. 
ASTON: Yeah. It was quite scary. The odd part about it, 
me working in the machine shop all of my life-- I worked 
there eight years, and then I went to work at--I'm getting 
ahead of the story--McDonnell Aircraft back in Saint 
Louis. I worked on a lathe. Then I worked boring mills 
and drill presses and so forth. And during all that period 
of time that I was working in the machine shop, I really 
didn't have any mechanical aptitude at all. If it hadn't 
been by-- Not to call it by rote, but if that's the word, 
but--

CONNORS: Learning on the job. 
ASTON: Yeah, the same thing over a routine, repetitious 
job. [If it hadn't been for that] I'm not sure that I 
would have been able to cut it. Even today, if something 
[laughter] needs fixing around the house, Ardis [Kvanbeck 
Aston] fixes it. I was going to put up a board on the 
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fence out here this morning, a little board that the thing 
comes down in the concrete and holds it--a bar. That board 
that holds the thing down there had come loose, and I was 
going to put a new board down there. And I got every tool 
that I own out there to put that little--
CONNORS: [laughter] I'm the same way! Now, going back to 
the piston ring company, you were elected shop steward of 
your section. 
ASTON: Of my line. 

CONNORS: Of your line. And that was with the UAW? 
ASTON: Yes. 
CONNORS: Now, what local was that? Do you remember? 
ASTON: It may have been 228. I'd have to look it up. It 
was something-- Not 228, but something like that. Three--
I'd have to look it up. It was on what they called "the 
Hill"-- They actually called it "Dago Hill, " and it's where 
Joe Garagiola and Yogi Berra grew up. I've heard Garagiola 
refer to it as "Dago Hill. " And there were a lot of 
Italians I worked with there. 

CONNORS: Where you grew up in Saint Louis, was it an 
ethnic area? Where there a lot of different ethnic groups? 
ASTON: In Saint Louis they had separate schools. My high 
school was all white, and, oh, five or six miles over was 
where it was a black community. I forget the name of it. 
But that's where they had the black high school. So I 
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really wasn't familiar with blacks. And even when I was 
working in the piston ring plant, the only blacks that were 
working there were In the foundry, the hot, menial jobs. 
And so that was my only experience. I didn't know any 
blacks personally. 

But I stayed at McQuay-Norris, continued to work 
there. And then near the end of the war, because of 
continued production, McQuay-Norris opened another plant 
down the street in another part of the town. While I was 
there I got fired from the job, or came close to it. I 
wasn't an elected representative, but apparently people 
looked to me for leadership on the line because I was the 
first one on the line, and we hadn't got our piecework 
rate. We weren't getting enough money. Everybody got 
together and said we should go see the supervisor and that 
I should be the spokesman to see him. And I went to see 
him and said, "Either give us more money or we're not going 
back to work. " He said, well, if we'd go back to work he'd 
think about it. So everybody went back to work, and after 
they got back to work he called me over to his desk and 
said, "Red, I'm going to have to let you go. " I said, 
"Why?" "Well, " he said, "you're getting these people all 
upset. " And I hadn't gotten them upset; I was just 
speaking for them. Anyway, he decided not to do that, and 
we did get the raise. 
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That was while I was working there that the war ended, 
first in Europe and then later in-- Almost as soon as the 
war ended, a lot of people began being laid off. And they 
had thought some about that in the company. So as soon as 
the war in Europe ended, they had some-- The caps for the 
Parker ballpoint pens, I think, were just coming into 
prominence then. They were making these holders for 
ballpoint pens--not the inside of them, but those little 
spindles, metal spindles. And they made them by the 
thousands and thousands. They didn't last long; they were 
gone soon after that. 

Anyway, I could have stayed there--I had enough 
seniority--but I was going to try something else. I got a 
job selling for a little while, selling pots and pans, 
which was a good job. It was Guardian Service [Century 
Metal-Craft] or something like that, and some weeks I would 
sell $1,000's worth or $500's worth. That was good money, 
and I could sell, but the sales had to be consistent, and 
the problem with the salesmen is--at least it was with me--
you get all that money at one time, and you don't work 
quite as hard the next week. Actually, what you have to do 
is keep selling, selling, selling all the time. Anyway, I 
didn't stay doing that very long, maybe a year and a 
half. Then I went to work for McDonnell Aircraft, which 
was just getting started then. They'd taken over the 
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Curtis plant. 
CONNORS: Okay. Going back to the piston ring factory, 
now, there was a strike soon after you got there, is that 
correct? 
ASTON: A strike, yeah. 

CONNORS: And you stayed there for about five years? 
ASTON: Oh, no. I stayed there about eight years. In 
fact, there was another strike. I don't recall what that 
was. I said I had moved to this place, another McQuay-
Norris plant. When we moved down there, there was a 
strike. I don't recall what the issue was, but the thing 
that I remember most about it was that our committeeman 
stood in the middle of the floor and blew a whistle, and 
when he blew that whistle everybody stopped working, and 
went out of the plant and picketed. That didn't last very 
long; it was during the war. 

CONNORS: So during the war there were occasions where--
ASTON: Yeah. There were two strikes during the war. 
CONNORS: During the period where there were no-strike 
pledges signed by the union. 

ASTON: Yeah. Well, I don't know if they had a no-strike 
pledge or not. I think the UAW as a body had; Walter [P. ] 
Reuther had pledged the UAW to no strike. Yeah, I'm sure 
he had. So it was some local issue that, in our 
estimation, or in the estimation of the leadership, was so 
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provoking that the only resolution was to go out on a 
strike, which is what we did. And it was only for a matter 
of a day or two. 

CONNORS: Okay. When you were there at the piston ring 
company, were you active at all or interested in the labor 
movement generally or the Saint Louis labor movement? 
ASTON: Was I active? 
CONNORS: Yes. Did you go to the county federation of 
labor] meetings or the state federation of labor] 
meetings, conventions or any of that kind of activity? 
ASTON: I was active only to the extent that I went to 
union meetings and thought that unions were a good thing. 
I read up on the union papers. I followed it in the daily 
paper. My ride back and forth to work consumed almost an 
hour. There I would read the paper, the morning paper, 
going to work and the evening paper coming back, whichever 
paper was out. They had two papers then. 

CONNORS: Was it a bus that you took to work or a trolley? 
ASTON: Oh, no. It was a streetcar. They had these 
streetcars with the overhead trolley, you know, and it was 
quite a long ride to get there. You couldn't get gas, and 
they wanted everybody to ride the streetcars anyway, which 
is what I did. I could read a-- I always have kept up with 
the newspapers. I would go to union meetings and vote in 
elections and talk up the union every chance I'd get. 
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CONNORS: At that time there was--and I suppose afterwards, 
too--plenty of factional strife in the UAW with different 
groups looking for power. 
ASTON: Yeah. During that period of time when I first came 
in, R. J. [Roland J. ] Thomas had just been elected 
president of the UAW, and he stayed in office until about 
1946, I believe, '45 or '46. Then Walter Reuther came 
in. Of course, I was a redhead, and Walter Reuther was a 
redhead. And they talked about the young redhead that was 
coming in that was receiving a lot of prominence in the 
newspapers, too, besides the union publication. He was 
already an officer, and he was elected there. R. J. Thomas 
always impressed me, just from reading about him and so 
forth, as being a kind of a stodgy individual, not much 
glamour to him. Whereas Reuther, in his writings, always 
sounded like he was more my kind of a guy, I guess is the 
only way I could describe him. I paid a lot of attention 
to what Walter Reuther said, and we got publications from 
the UAW in their magazine form. I wish they still 
continued that. It was really a good magazine. I think 
they called the magazine Solidarity or something. 
CONNORS: And so you went over to McDonnell. And was this 
about 1946? 

ASTON: No, it was about 1950. I think I worked there 
about two and a half years. 'Fifty, '52, somewhere in 
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there. They had the IAM [International Association of 
Machinists] there. I never could get used to their union, 
the IAM. They didn't have the same kind of procedures for 
resolving grievances or problems. If you had a problem 
with your job, you'd say something to the shop steward. 
He'd say, "Okay, I'll go down and talk to him about it. " 
Like he had to go to downtown Saint Louis and talk to the 
business agent about some little problem that we had that I 
was used to having resolved on the floor at McQuay-
Norris. And sometimes it would take him two or three weeks 
to get an answer to a simple little question about whether 
or not the company could keep moving me around from a 
radial drill to a boring machine and so forth, back and 
forth, when one was a higher-rated job. Was I supposed to 
get that pay or not? And I couldn't get the answer to 
those kinds of questions very rapidly. I really didn't 
care for the--

CONNORS: So the grievance procedure back at McQuay-Norris 
was much more efficient, would you say? 
ASTON: Yeah, well, let me tell you. I mentioned a while 
ago, I didn't elaborate, but I thought I got fired there at 
McQuay-Norris, at that second McQuay-Norris plant. I was 
running late that day, and a good friend was down in the 
locker-room. We were changing our clothes before we went 
upstairs, and he was ready to run upstairs, and my 
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streetcar was late or whatever. Anyway, I just had gotten 
there. I said, "Hey, Bob, punch my card for me. " I really 
didn't think that much of it, but punching another person's 
time card was a violation of a company rule. And when he 
punched my card, a supervisor saw him. I'd come up, and of 
course I didn't punch my card, because I knew it was 
already punched. They fired my friend, and I said, "Wait a 
minute, you can't fire my friend. " I said, "I told him to 
punch that card. " He said, "That's good, you're fired, 
too. " So within a week they had-- Oh, maybe within a 
matter of days, two or three days, less than a week, they 
had that grievance resolved. They had the international 
representative come out from Detroit. Our grievance 
chairman, the president of our union, and the bargaining 
committee all met with the company officials. I think they 
went in at about ten o'clock and argued and argued, and 
they resolved that case. We didn't get any back pay, but 
they reinstated us. I thought unions were great, you know; 
you get fired and you get your job saved, too. 
CONNORS: Did that kind of thing happen very often, where 
the international rep would be there right on the spot? 
ASTON: I don't think so. I don't think it happens that 
often now. When a case gets to arbitration now, they have 
somebody from the international come up when it gets into 
the higher steps. Now they try to get a discharge case 
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resolved as rapidly as possible, but they don't get the 
international out at the very outset, as it came about in 
the case that I was just talking about. 
CONNORS: So you were there at the piston ring factory for 
the duration of the war. 
ASTON: Yes. You couldn't move around all that much during 
that time. The government had restrictions on where you 
could move to. Once you were in the place, you had to stay 
there unless you had good reason and were given permission 
to move. 

CONNORS: So the production during that time was mainly 
defense production. It was war material that you were 
producing. You were producing the parts to tank engines, 
is that right? You were producing pistons and other 
machinery for--
ASTON: War production? 

CONNORS: Yeah, you were involved in war production. 
ASTON: Yeah. 

CONNORS: At what point did the company switch over to non-
war production? 
ASTON: Oh, well, of course McQuay-Norris, from the outset, 
had been producing automotive piston rings. It was no 
problem for them, and took very little change in the 
machinery, to convert from war production. They had a 
machine, as an example, producing piston rings for the war 
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effort that had been rebuilt in 1913, and I worked on 
that--this was about 1940. I was working on that 
machine. It was a boring mill, and to operate it you had 
to stand on one leg, use your outstretched foot to push one 
lever and your hands to pull another lever to get the 
damned thing to run. So when the war was over, they had no 
problem converting back to automotive production, except 
they had the same kind of waiting period that the auto 
industry had. It took a period of time to convert from the 
production of jeeps and army trucks and so forth to 
automobiles. 

CONNORS: So was there significant layoff activity after 
the war? 
ASTON: Oh, yeah, a lot of people were laid off, but as I 
say, it didn't affect me because I had enough seniority. I 
had about seven, eight years seniority, and I could have 
stayed had I wanted to. But I decided the grass was 
greener someplace else. One of our supervisors, foremen, 
went into selling on a part-time basis, and he talked me 
into selling. 

CONNORS: Now, who was that for? What company did you sell 
for? 

ASTON: They called it Century Metal-Craft's Guardian 
Service division. They made waterless cookware or 
something. I'd go over to the homes and [laughter] 
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demonstrate. I would cook a meal for them. I'd do it on a 
single burner, you know, adding these kettles on top of 
each other and so forth and do it without water, and it was 
good food. And I was apparently a good enough talker that 
I could sell. 

CONNORS: When you got involved in sales, did your interest 
in the labor movement shift or change? 
ASTON: Oh, yeah, I stayed away for a while. Actually, I 
really wasn't, except from an inquisitive standpoint, 
active in the union at IAM. I don't think I ever attended 
an IAM meeting, because nobody ever said, "There's an IAM 
meeting. Everybody go. " In the UAW, at McQuay-Norris, 
they'd say, "There's a meeting tonight at the union 
hall. " It was right down the street from where we worked 
and we would go over there and have a meeting. They'd have 
them at least once a month, and we really felt an 
obligation to go to those meetings. Our union was young, 
and everybody was interested in seeing that it worked, like 
we were part, we were founders of the union. In 1940 Ford 
[Motor Company] was just organizing then, so we weren't 
behind the rest of the UAW. 
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ASTON: They had all those slogans at McQuay-Norris during 
the war and posters that they'd post, you know, for the war 
effort. One said, "Horse racing Is the sport of kings; 
horseplay is the sport of fools. " [laughter] And they'd 
have a big poster on there about that. And "Even the corn 
has ears; don't talk about what you're doing, " and that 
kind of business. Or we would have some kind of 
entertainers there trying to sell war bonds. They would 
have people come out, and entertain the workers, and try at 
the same time to get them to buy war bonds and have that 
payroll deduction. 

CONNORS: What entertainers would show up? 
ASTON: Oh, I don't know. They were musical groups. And 
the workers would dance during their lunch hour. They 
wouldn't give you any extra time, but you would take your 
lunch down there while they were putting on the show and 
eat your lunch. And the women were just-- When I first 
started there, there weren't that many women working at 
McQuay-Norris in the first year or two, and then as the war 
progressed, why, they began bringing women into the line, 
sat in the machine shop but only as inspectors. You never 
saw women running a lathe or a mill or a drill press while 
I was there. 
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CONNORS: As inspectors, they would look at the part and 
pass it? 

ASTON: Yeah. They would sit at a long table and they'd 
take the piston ring and they'd push it into a gauge, and 
when they pushed it into the gauge, the gap between the two 
ends had to be a certain amount in order to know that it 
would also fit in the vehicle that they were going to fit 
it in. They used to tell us there, "Don't tell anybody 
what you're doing, what you're making here. If they ask 
you what you're doing, you say, 'I'm working for McQuay-
Norris Piston Ring. ' Obviously, they'll know damned good 
and well you're making piston rings. Tell them you're 
making piston rings for gliders or something like that!" 
CONNORS: [laughter] So you had a deferment, a defense 
production deferment? Did you consider joining the army? 
ASTON: I tried to go in the army at least three times. 
They couldn't pass me, because I didn't wear a hearing 
aid. Yeah, I didn't wear a hearing aid when the war 
started, because the only hearing aids were quite primitive 
and cumbersome. I kind of suspected my ears were bad. My 
mother couldn't hear at all, although my brothers and my 
sister could all hear quite well. My mother never heard 
any of us children talking. I guess she lost her hearing 
when she was about eighteen. So she read lips exclusively, 
and I would talk to her like I'm talking to you, except 
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that I wouldn't use my voice, and she would read my lips 
and know what I would say. If we wanted to talk to my 
mother, we would stamp on the floor to get her attention. 
She'd turn around and look at us, and we would start 
talking. Anyway, I went for my first exam. They called me 
up once, and they passed me up. And then they called me 
back again, and again passed me up. By that time, I was 
wearing one hearing aid, but not at work. I was quite 
self-conscious about wearing a hearing aid. And in those 
days, they had a black hearing aid and a wire that would 
come down here and another wire that would come from your 
pocket up to your chest and from your ear down to your 
chest, and those two met, and you had a huge battery you 
had to carry. Anyway, where there was a lot of noise, that 
kind of noise, I could hear better people talking. So I 
didn't go into the service. My two brothers, Jim and Bob, 
went in the service, but not me. I was always disappointed 
that I didn't get to do that. If I had a disappointment in 
my life, that was it. I really wanted to go. 
CONNORS: Can we talk a little bit about the political 
activity of the UAW in Saint Louis during the war years? 
ASTON: Oh, yeah. Well, there was no hostility in our own 
local union or in our region. We had a solid region. I 
can't remember our regional director's name, but some of 
our people, Floyd Davey and Walter Shy, were made 
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international representatives, so our local had a good 
reputation for producing the kind of people that the 
international union wanted on the staff. And I think even 
today that's a good barometer of how good a local union is, 
if they pick up the leadership, if the leadership is so 
impressive that they need to put them on the staff. Later 
on I'll talk about that, that that's not always the basis 
for putting people on the staff. 

CONNORS: How about local politics? The UAW and the local 
CIO [Congress of Industrial Organizations] must have been 
somewhat active in Saint Louis politics. Were you aware of 
any of that? Did you have any activity with that? 
ASTON: Well, Saint Louis was at that time a more or less a 
Democratic town. We had a mayor by the name of [Bernard 
F. ] Dickmann, who had been elected and reelected. I know 
he was in eight years; he may have been in more than 
that. Our union backed the Democrats, and there was no 
question that we would support [Franklin D. ] Roosevelt when 
he was running--while I was there he ran twice--[Harry S] 
Truman, the second time, when he ran against Lloyd Stark. 
We always backed the Democrats. 

CONNORS: Was there much activity in support of the 
Progressive Party and Henry [A. ] Wallace? 

ASTON: No. No. I don't remember in that period of time 
that Henry Wallace was even popular with our people when he 
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was vice president. Then when he took the independent 
stance, I think everybody thought that it was Just a 
mistake. He didn't have any future as far as the people in 
my local union were concerned. 
CONNORS: How about the Taft-Hartley Act [also known as the 
Labor-Management Relations Act]? Was that--? 
ASTON: I really think that when Taft-Hartley came in, it 
was right about the period of time that I was--I think it 
was towards the end of the forties--away from it [the 
automotive industry]. I remember reading about it; it 
wasn't something that I was-- I was actively opposed to the 
Taft-Hartley Act, but it was because I wasn't working in 
the automotive industry then. 

CONNORS: Okay. Yeah, I'd like you to talk a little bit 
about your father's political affiliations and where he 
stood on issues of the time. 
ASTON: He was, as I say, a union member of the 
stonemasons, and he was also a Democrat. My mother was a 
Republican. They used to [laughter] have a little hassle, 
as much of a hassle as they could have with her not being 
able to hear, and if he would get too loud or-- Loud is not 
the word I want, but too vocal, I guess, about the 
Democrats, why, all she had to do was turn her head and not 
listen to him, not being able to hear. But they were 
always talking about canceling each other's vote, that they 
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wouldn't vote because they'd cancel each other's vote 
out. But they would always end up, each one of them, 
voting anyway. And I never did agree that that was 
canceling each other's vote out, that that would really 
happen, because you didn't know who else was going to be 
voting in that precinct. 

They operated much differently in Saint Louis in 
voting than they do here, or at least in Missouri than they 
do here. People would be right by the polls, handing out 
literature. You hardly ever see people handing out 
literature anymore at polling places, but that was the 
normal thing to do then. They put up signs with pictures 
of the people, and you'd know what a candidate looked like, 
and it was different kinds of signs that they put up 
then. I loved being around at election time because of the 
activity--everybody was excited about It. It seems that 
people were more interested. They didn't have as many 
diversions as they have now. They didn't have television; 
the transportation was so-- When something was happening 
locally, well, they would participate more. When I say 
that, I'm not sure if they know if there was more activity 
politically then--you may know that. 
CONNORS: Did you vote mainly as a Democrat? 
ASTON: Yeah. But let me just say that the very first time 
I voted, I voted Republican, because my mother requested me 

30 



to. That was in 1940, just before I went to work at 
McQuay-Norris. I was not old enough to vote then, and I 
was active then and mouthing off, I guess. I wasn't really 
voting, but mouthing off in favor of [Wendell L. ] Willkie, 
because my mother wanted me to. But when I first my first 
vote for president, I think it was for a Democrat. That 
was in 1944. But in '42 they had an election I was 
eligible to vote in. 

CONNORS: Okay. How about religious background? Were you 
from a religious family? 
ASTON: Well, in my day, the churches played a prominent 
role in the community, because they were the focal point 
for any activity. They had me in a community church, and 
as a young boy, it was my job to start the fire in the 
winter. In the wintertime I'd go up and start the fire in 
the furnace on Sunday mornings. They had two bells they 
would ring: they would ring a bell at 9: 00 to let them 
know, wake everybody up, that church was going to start in 
half an hour, and you could hear that bell all over the 
community. And at 9: 30, or two or three minutes before the 
service would start, I'd ring the second bell [to announce] 
the service was going to start. Our church would sponsor 
fish frys and box-lunch suppers and those kind of 
activities, Easter egg hunts and picnics, and that was the 
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activity for the community. We had Catholic kids that went 
to church there, and I guess, if anything, it was non-
denominational. We never had a regular preacher because we 
couldn't afford to pay them, but somebody would come out 
from Saint Louis, and we'd keep them for, oh, a while. All 
we could pay was streetcar fare, which wasn't very much, 
ten cents or twenty cents. 
CONNORS: How far were you from Saint Louis? How many 
miles? 
ASTON: Oh, well, I guess it's about-- I really don't 
know. Maybe twenty miles. In the streetcar it's a long 
ride, though, when you're stopping every few blocks to pick 
somebody up or let somebody off. 

CONNORS: Okay. Now, and coming back to McDonnell 
Aircraft, what kind of work did you do there? Were you a 
machinist again? 

ASTON: It was machinist-type work. I worked on the 
Excello bore. It was boring precision parts. It really 
had to be--we would bore to a tick, almost-- That's a tenth 
of a thousandth, a half a thousandth, three-tenths of a 
thousandth really worked to small dimensions and really had 
to be precise on that. 
CONNORS: Did you read blueprints? 

ASTON: Oh, yeah. Oh, sure. That was a standard thing; 
you had to read blueprints. That's why I say-- You've got 
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the different views of a blueprint. This is this view, and 
the side view, the front view, the end view, and being able 
to pick up a blueprint and know which view you're looking 
at, how they want that part in the machine. I did it, but 
not because, say, I liked it. I did it because I had to do 
it, and I was always thinking I wished I had some other 
kind of work. Actually, I wanted to be a schoolteacher. 
When I was in high school and beginning to think about what 
I was going to do, I had it all figured out. I was going 
to be a schoolteacher, and then I was going to run for 
superintendent of schools, and then I was going to 
eventually wind up in the governor's spot. I really had it 
figured out that I could--that's what I wanted to do. As a 
schoolteacher, from there I could progress and get into 
politics. I thought about politics almost from the time I 
started high school. And if I'd been able to hear, today I 
would have been active in politics in Bellflower and other 
places. 

CONNORS: Were you influenced by any particular teachers in 
that direction, or was it something that you came upon 
yourself? 

ASTON: You mean to be a teacher? 
CONNORS: Yeah, to be a teacher. 
ASTON: Well, there were several teachers that I had that--
Well, they advanced me. I jumped a grade. They thought I 
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was smart enough I could skip a grade and they did let me 
skip a grade, and I jumped over. My brother was older than 
me, and I was ahead of him in school. It didn't do much 
for my brother's ego, but it did a lot for mine, you 
know. So everybody kind of thought--I don't say this to be 
bragging--that I was a little smarter kid in the 
neighborhood than a lot of the other kids, and I had some 
adult friends who encouraged me to be that way. As I say, 
I was the only one in my family that graduated. I used to 
sit there at night and read my brother's lesson to him two 
or three times so he'd know what his lesson was going to be 
about the next day. He had a problem in reading and 
learning and retaining what he did read. 

CONNORS: So at McDonnell, that was airplane engines. Is 
that what you were building? 
ASTON: Yeah, well, they made the whole airplane. Yeah. 
They made the whole-- I can't remember the name, but they 
were famous airplanes that they were just starting to make 
at that time for the Korean War. I could look it up 
someplace, but--
CONNORS: Were they jets? 
ASTON: Phantom, Phantom jets. 

CONNORS: How many workers? How big was the place? 
ASTON: Oh, McDonnell was quite large. They had three 
shifts going, and I worked the third shift. And, of 
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course, the majority of people worked the first shift. I 
guess I worked the second and the third shift. Toward the 
end I worked the third shift, and I'd get off from work and 
sleep maybe fifteen minutes, half an hour, and I'd go over 
to the country club and caddie. I did that until I came to 
California. I caddied all my life. That's the way I made 
my money when I was a young boy, one of the ways. Kids get 
allowances now; I never got an allowance in my life. From 
the time I was eight years old I paid my own way as far as 
spending money and bought many of my own clothes. 
CONNORS: So you stayed at McDonnell for two and a half 
years or so? 

ASTON: Two, two and a half years. I don't know what the 
reason was, but I decided I would come to California. I 
had always wanted to come anyway. I would buy a California 
paper, the Los Angeles Times, in Saint Louis, and look in 
the want ads section and see all these ads for the start of 
the-- Truman had made his move, I think, in Korea, 1952. I 
had all this machine, defense-work background and thought I 
wouldn't have a problem getting a job out here in 
California, so I came. My brother-in-law worked for a car 
barn where they had automobile auctions. Frequently, 
people would buy cars and they'd want the cars delivered to 
California. So, we'd got a brand-new car, a convertible, 
and I drove that out to Los Angeles. I didn't have a Job, 
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didn't have a whole lot of money with me. I went over to 
Douglas Aircraft [Company], and they said they would hire 
me in the machine shop as a lathe operator. I thought, 
"Well, as long as I'm here, I'll go across the street to 
North American [Aviation Company]. " I went across the 
street to North American and put in an application, and 
they said I could start to work the next day--there was no 
hemming or hawing. But they said they only had a drill 
press job. I could run a drill press standing on my head, 
you know, if I'd wanted to. So I said, "Okay, I'll take 
it, " and they said I'd get something else within a short 
period of time. So I went to work at North American. 
CONNORS: When you decided to come to California, was it 
difficult leaving home and family? 

ASTON: Well, I left my family in Saint Louis for a short 
period of time. 

CONNORS: And they followed you out. 
ASTON: I found a place for them to stay. That's a story--
You're probably not interested, but I really had some 
problems getting out here and finding a place for them to 
stay. 

CONNORS: Yeah, I'm interested in that. The difficulty in 
moving and in coming to a new place. How did this part of 
California strike you? 

ASTON: Well, I got a job at North American. It was in 
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Inglewood; it was their main plant then. They didn't have 
Rocketdyne [division, Rockwell International Corporation], 
Autonetics [division, Rockwell International Corporation] 
and all those other places. And they had, I don't know 
what they called them--kind of homes for defense workers, 
people like me who were out here by themselves. They would 
give you a room, a place to stay. And they would fix your 
lunch, a bag to take to work, and they would feed you one 
meal a day, your main meal. Just before I'd come to work, 
working the seconding shift, I'd eat my main meal of the 
day, and then to give me a bag I'd bring, and then my other 
meal was up to me. I forget the name of the lady, but she 
had this house with all these rooms in it. She didn't have 
any rooms the day I went over there, but one of the ladies 
who worked for her had a small house next to her. It was 
just a one-room-and-bath deal. So she said, "Well, you can 
stay there, be charged the same thing and be part of the 
same deal. " I'd just walk a block over for my lunch and my 
dinner. And I stayed there--I forget how much it cost 
me. I didn't have a car anyway. I had to deliver the car 
to whoever got it, so I was then without transportation, 
but I was able to get a ride to work easy enough--it wasn't 
all that far from the plant anyway. 

So I stayed there a month or two, and before I was 
ready, my wife brought the kids out on the train. I went 
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down to meet them at the Union Station--no place to put 
them at all and I went to the Traveler's Aid, which was in 
Union Station, and they gave me the name of a hotel. I 
went to the hotel, we stayed there that night, and early 
the next morning ran out and talked to this lady where I 
was staying, told her I had a problem with the kids. She 
said, "Well, I have a bed you could put in this garage. 
There's this one room that I have in this place in the 
garage. " And that's where they stayed for about a week or 
two. 

I was trying to find some activity for them, and we 
came on the streetcar that then ran down the middle of 
Hawthorne Boulevard. They called it "yellow cars, " I think 
they were. And then we went down to Hermosa Beach. They 
looked around, they liked it, and the kids got all 
sunburned, and so forth. So we walked back to catch the 
bus to go home, and it was right by a realtor's office. I 
just happened to mention that I had a problem, and he said, 
"I've got a house you can rent--it's furnished--for $100 a 
month. " So I said, "Man, that's really great!" And the 
next day we moved into that house. I guess that house 
would be worth a couple of hundred thousand dollars now. 
And it was just less than a half a block from the beach in 
Hermosa, where the kids could play in the sand, and it was 
just great. 
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CONNORS: How many kids did you have at the time? 
ASTON: Five. 
CONNORS: Five. 
ASTON: Quite a few! 

CONNORS: [laughter] When you came to L. A., when you first 
arrived here, you dropped the car off, and you knew you 
wanted to head down towards Inglewood? 
ASTON: We had some friends out here who had lived by us. 
I went to those friends' house, and they helped me find a 
place to stay. They were both working at North American. 
They said it was a good place to work. I said I'd been 
over to Douglas, they said, "Well, North American's a 
better place. " So I went to work at North American, on 
their say-so, I guess. 

CONNORS: Okay. So when you got to North American, you 
were running a drill press. Was it pretty much the same 
setup as McDonnell back in Saint Louis? As far as the way 
the plant was organized and the kind of work that people 
were doing? 

ASTON: I think the machine shop was more or less the same 
kind of thing. They worked on the various parts that went 
on the aircraft. And they had it broken down in--
McDonnell-Douglas was like a huge building. They have 
several buildings at North American. The assembly area was 
someplace else, and the sheet metal area was someplace in 
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another building, that kind of thing. And you couldn't 
see, like you could at McDonnell. [At McDonnell] you could 
look out and you could see way down there: "That's what 
they're doing. " It wasn't that easy to do the way they had 
the building structured. 

CONNORS: How about joining the union? At the time there 
was not a union shop at North American, was there? 
ASTON: Well, let's see now. Yeah, you had to join the 
union. Those who were there when the contract was signed 
apparently didn't have to join, but if you hired in after 
the contract was signed, you had to join the union within 
thirty days. And I didn't know that. No one approached me 
about a union, about joining a union. Finally I asked, you 
know, "Well, what about a union here?" My foreman came 
over and he said, "Listen, you're getting close to your 
thirty days. " He apparently liked my work okay. "You 
better get your ass over to the union hall and sign up. " 
Usually it's the steward's job to find a new person and get 
them to sign them up, but nobody approached me. So I went 
over to the union hall and I signed myself up to the 
union. 

I hired in on June 1, and then October 22--I'm pretty 
sure that's the date--they went out on strike there. And 
there I was, just getting situated down there in that 
Hermosa Beach house and paying $100 a month, with five 
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kids, and had to go out on a strike--which I knew I had to 
do. And I said to somebody there that I couldn't scab. I 
said my father would turn over in his grave if he thought I 
were scabbing on a job. So I stayed out, and the union 
paid us $25 a week, gave us $6 a week for milk, paid half 
of our rent. I think they paid our utility bills, and they 
also kept up our insurance. That was $31 a week. I didn't 
get it in cash, I got it in vouchers. I would go to the 
Safeway store down there and buy the groceries for a family 
of five, a family of seven actually, enough groceries for 
that week. To think about that, that's a-- I know what she 
[Aston's wife] spends in a week here, but I'm sure she 
spends more than that. 

CONNORS: What were the issues of the strike? Why did you 
go out? 

ASTON: It really predated that strike. In 1952, there was 
a contract that came up, and for the prior contract Truman 
had appointed, as I recall, some board, and they were 
obligated to pay the workers some money due to the Truman 
labor board that had appointed. It was forced on the 
company that they do that. So [Eugene] Starkweather, who 
was very antiunion, was determined that he was going to 
break the union, I believe, by 1953. And we had a really 
good, young president, Paul Schrade, coming up at that 
time. He was Just as determined that the union wasn't 
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going to be broken. In fact, Paul may really have wanted a 
strike, as I read some of the history and look back on some 
of the things. I think Paul was kind of anxious to 
establish himself as a leader; whether he had aspirations 
for the region or what, he wanted to show that he was a 
leader too. And so we did go out on a strike. But 
probably because it was forced on us. 
CONNORS: Okay. You mentioned Starkweather. 
ASTON: Starkweather was the corporate director of labor 
relations. If that was the specific title or not, I don't 
know, but in essence that was his job. 
CONNORS: And he was antiunion, strongly antiunion. 
ASTON: Oh, yes. Going back even further-- I can tell you 
some of these things, because I've made a study of the 
history of our union. In 1941, General Motors [Corporation 
(GMC)] had retained enough stock in North American, even 
though they had divested themselves of the direct 
management of the company, to force the implementation of a 
well-staffed industrial relations department at North 
American. It was staffed by experienced personnel from 
GMC's Detroit headquarters. Among these was Gene 
Starkweather, who by 1946 was assistant director of labor 
relations, which at that time was a relatively new field 
for the manufacturing Industry. He was considered a 
comer. They got Gene Starkweather, who was used to 
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dealing with unions, to come in and take over the labor 
relations. He had a very positive attitude about what he 
wanted and what he wasn't going to give the union. And 
what he wasn't going to give the union was anything that 
they wanted. He was going to give them just the opposite 
if he had his way. It so happened that he'd come in to the 
directorship just about the time that World War II was 
over, and for the first time in local's history, there was 
no government agency that was helping companies and unions 
negotiate. During the war, the War Labor Board and other 
federal agencies made the determinations about how much 
raise the workers could get during those periods of time, 
whether they could transfer from one job to the other, and 
all those. So about the time Starkweather came in was the 
first time the union and the company were shed of that 
outside influence and were bargaining directly with each 
other. And for our union, it was a first too--it was the 
first time where they had the final say-so as to what they 
were going to negotiate. 

CONNORS: Just for the record, this is Local 887 of the UAW 
that we're talking about, which had several incarnations, 
but by the time you hired on there in 1953, it was Local 
887, right? 
ASTON: Yeah. 
CONNORS: Okay. 
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ASTON: The company wanted to take away everything. They 
didn't want to give us a raise, didn't want us to have a 
union shop, didn't want us to have any more holidays. It 
turns out that what they wanted, what the company wanted, 
was what we finally wound up accepting. We were out fifty-
four days walking those picket lines, what we called "the 
world's longest picket line, " because [North American] was 
such a large place that we would have people circling that 
plant here and in the Downey plant. The Downey plant was 
quite small then, maybe a thousand or so people. The 
larger portion of the people worked over in the Los 
Angeles-- They called it the main plant then. And the 
company kept going into court and getting-- What do they 
call them? Injunctions against having too many people at 
one gate. We had to stay so many feet apart, and those 
kinds of things that made it difficult for us to have an 
effective strike. There were so many gates to watch that 
we couldn't always-- The scabs would go in one gate one 
time and the next day they'd go in a different gate, just 
so they could get into the plant. And over that fifty-four 
days there was such an erosion of our strike, of the picket 
lines, it really began to look bad towards the end. When 
we got down to the fiftieth day, there were a lot of people 
going in, and there were very few things that the pickets 
could do to prevent that from happening. 
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During the strike there was paint thrown on people's 
homes; some of the strikers would throw metal, ball 
bearings over in the parking lot where the scabs were. 
Once I observed a car being turned over. A guy had come 
over--he made a huge mistake--to the liquor store fairly 
near the union hall to cash his check. He should have 
known that the strikers were around. They saw him come 
over to cash his check, and they were pissed, so while he 
was getting his check cashed they turned his car upside 
down. There were several incidents like that. Some of us 
would ride around in those cars, and throw paint on 
people's houses and rotten eggs in their windows and 
generally tried to harass the scabs. 

Although I was a participant in some of that activity, 
I felt it more--I won't say I felt it more than anybody 
else, but I had a lot at stake there. I had five kids at 
home and I thought I was out trying to make it better for 
those people who were going to be working there after me, 
and here were some of my brothers and sisters working in 
the plant--people I thought had been my brothers and 
sisters. So I really got a reputation around the union 
hall, because I did have the five kids, of being a vigilant 
union person. I met [Paul] Schrade and Jack Hurst, our 
vice president at that time. So they felt that that was a 
pretty good indication I was a good union man, with five 
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kids to stay out all that time. 
CONNORS: The strike was eventually settled, but not on the 
terms that the union was hoping for. 
ASTON: No, we didn't get anything. Well, we did get 
something, and I've always maintained that the thing we got 
out of that strike was a recognition by the company that 
our local wasn't a local to be pushed around. And the next 
year, the following, when negotiations came around the next 
tlme--was just a one-year contract, as I recall--it was 
just the quietest negotiations we'd ever had. We went in 
and negotiated that contract without any big hassle at 
all. I always felt it was because the company didn't want 
the same kind of activity. 

CONNORS: Did the international take any kind of interest 
in that strike? Did they have their people here? 
ASTON: I think you've talked to John Allard or somebody 
did from UCLA, about that strike. I think John Allard was 
attached to the national aircraft department [of the United 
Automobile Workers] that time. Paul Russo was the 
assistant director. They were the International 
representatives during the negotiations and the strike. I 
don't think there was a lot of love lost between John 
Allard and Paul Schrade at that point in time, although 
later on I'm sure they got to be better acquainted and 
better friends. I think Allard probably was advising 
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against the strike from the very outset. In any event, he 
was advising us, the union, before the strike was settled, 
to settle it within, oh, a matter of thirty days after the 
strike started. Someplace I have a report on the strike I 
can let you read, but I do have it, that the international 
union made their version of the strike. And of course I 
have a small book, Paul Schrade's version of the strike, 
called The Midnight [Walkout]. I think you saw that book. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 
APRIL 28, 1988 

CONNORS: Okay. We left it last time that we would start 
talking about the 1953 strike at North American [Aviation 
Company]. But before that, let's go back and talk some 
more about your childhood and some of your earlier 
experiences--things that you didn't touch on last time that 
you wanted to touch on now. 
ASTON: Well, I wanted to talk a little bit about my memory 
as far as current events are concerned and so forth. My 
interest in what was happening in the world may have begun 
just a little earlier than most youths. I think I started 
maybe when I was in the fifth or sixth grade taking an 
active interest by reading the newspapers and so forth on 
what was going on in the world. I can remember vividly 
reading about Lindbergh flying across the ocean. I 
remember when Thomas Edison died, and the scrapbook I 
compiled in relation to all of the things that he had 
invented. The Lindbergh child kidnapping and so forth. I 
had an active interest in current events, and I would read 
the paper daily. In those days you could buy a newspaper 
for two cents or three cents, so it wasn't that difficult 
to secure. 

Then when I began getting into high school, of course, 
oh, about 1935 or 1936, the Depression had been going on a 
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few years. And I think in the early years of the 
Depression, about '32 or '33, I remember my father [John 
Aston] having to leave Saint Louis to work in other 
locations because that was the only job he could get. He'd 
go to Chicago, as an example, from Saint Louis and work on 
Soldier Memorial Stadium there; I think that they have the 
big stone that he could handle. He was a union man, even 
though we didn't have the NLRB [National Labor 
Relations Board] or some of the other labor laws that are 
now in existence, the Wagner Act [also known as the 
National Labor Relations Act of 1935] and some of the other 
laws that are now in existence. Still, he was a union 
guy. The construction industry apparently was well 
unionized, so if they were going to have a big construction 
job and they needed qualified people, they'd get them in 
whatever part of the country they could get them. And so 
his union made sure that they got that job in Chicago and 
other tall buildings they were constructing in Saint Louis, 
like the Bell Telephone [Company] Building and that kind of 
thing. I was aware of the fact that he was a union man 
because he would talk about paying union dues, about having 
to go to the union hall, and about some of the union 
representatives. And even to this day I can remember that 
a union representative, a business agent by the name of Pat 
Greathouse, was somebody that was quite important to him. 
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I suppose he was the one that made sure that my father paid 
his dues and also got jobs. 

In that period of time there were five of us, four 
boys and a girl in our family, and we lived in a four-room 
house, which meant there was one bedroom and a kitchen, a 
living room and a dining room with appropriate sofas and 
cots to supply beds for all of us to sleep in. Of course, 
my sister was quite young, was just a baby, and she had a 
crib in my folks' bedroom. But the old joke about, you 
know, I didn't know what it was like to sleep by myself 
until I got married [laughter]--that was true in my 
family. We slept with three in a bed when I was quite 
young. We had some quite hard times. I think I said the 
other day, everybody in the neighborhood was poor, and I'm 
not quite sure they were as poor as we were. We would take 
pancakes, cold pancakes, to lunch sometimes. I can 
remember taking mashed potatoes on bread to school for 
lunch, sugar sandwiches--nothing but raw sugar with water 
sprinkled on it to keep the sugar from flying off the 
bread! Those are the kind of things we did. 

We were fortunate in a way, and it's not-- To say it 
like this doesn't sound like it was fortunate. But my 
father had a brick drop in the middle of his back when he 
was laying stone down below and the bricklayers were 
working up above. He was bending over and a brick fell 
off, fell out of the bricklayer's hand and landed in the 
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middle of my father's back and broke several vertebrae, and 
he was laid up for quite a lengthy time. It so happened 
that it was during that period of time, too, that they had 
passed legislation, state legislation, that allowed that 
workmen's compensation would be paid in the case of 
injuries to workers. As a consequence-- My father had a 
lawyer who was named Mark Eagleton. His son [Thomas F. 
Eagleton] became senator of Missouri and also became the 
vice presidential candidate, as you know, and later had to 
withdraw from that because of some kind of mental problems, 
alleged mental problems. Anyway, Mark Eagleton was my 
father's attorney, and it seemed like it took forever to 
get that settled. 

In the meantime, the law said that my father would get 
$20 a week in pay, and that was for a family of seven, and 
which wasn't entirely sufficient, by the way, for us to eat 
on, live on, and so forth. Us boys always earned our own 
money. There was never any allowance; I don't know if 
anybody in my neighborhood ever got an allowance. We would 
go out and caddie. I caddied at a country club from the 
time I was eight years old. I picked raspberries at a 
local farm for $1 a day or whatever that paid, $1. 50. 
And I would cut grass and take care of a guy's pigeons 
all week long for $1. 50. So I had various ways of 
earning my own spending money, and I did that all of my 
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life. My father finally got a settlement; somewhere in the 
mid-thirties he got a settlement of $25, 000. But he had to 
pay back the workman's compensation that he had drawn. 
That had to be returned, and he had to pay the lawyer 
fee. When he finished paying all those bills and those of 
the doctors who had examined him and so forth, I suppose he 
was left with $10, 000, which was still a lot of money in 
those Depression years. It was money that we lived on for 
several years, and it was really running out. 

I guess it did run out, but they still had WPA [Works 
Progress Administration] and PWA [Public Works 
Administration] and all those alphabet agencies that 
supplied work for people who didn't have regular jobs. 
They were make-work things. They called them leaf rakers 
and ditchdiggers and a lot of other things, but evidence of 
the kind of good work they did, particularly the CCC 
[Civilian Conservation Corps], is clear if you go to any of 
the state forests and some of the national forests, where 
you see stone bridges and other things that they had 
built. They also had a program called the NYA that I 
worked on. It was the National Youth Administration. And 
that was more mental work. As an example, I could type a 
little bit. So the NYA got me a job working at Christ 
Church Cathedral in the chancellor's office there. His 
job--part of his job--was getting Jobs for first offenders 
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who had been released from prison. They would come to the 
church and the chancellor would know where to find jobs 
they could do. It was my job to type out that information 
about the jobs and those people. Later on I worked at the 
Jefferson barracks post laundry under the NYA program, 
typing a laundry list and things. I think it paid $50 a 
month or something like that. But it was a way to make 
money. So that was part of my growing-up period. I knew 
what hard times were, and everybody else knew what hard 
times were in those days. But I was happy to see them 
finally pass by. 

CONNORS: Okay. We'll start talking now about the strike 
of 1953. Just to sum up, you had come out here in, I guess 
it was in April, and by October the North American workers 
went out on strike. 
ASTON: Yes. 

CONNORS: Okay. But before we get into some of the 
particulars of that, can you describe the physical plant of 
North American Aviation? Last time, you said it was 
several buildings. Where was it located, first of all? 
ASTON: Oh, well, you probably know now or have heard, if 
you've been out here very long, that Rockwell 
[International Corporation], formerly North American, is 
spread out over a wide geographical area, from Rocketdyne 
[division] to Autonetics [division], out in Orange County, 
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Palmdale, Canoga Park, out in the San Fernando Valley, all 
of those places. But during the days of the 1953 strike, 
what was called the "main plant, " quote--that was the main 
plant of Rockwell--was located near Aviation [Boulevard] 
and Imperial Highway. That was where it got its start. 
And the plants, the buildings, surrounding that particular 
street and up a couple of blocks and so forth as North 
American began to spread out contained the various functions 
that are connected with the construction of an aircraft. 
They'd have one building where where they made the dies and 
another building with the machine shop where they did the 
machining of some of the parts. And another building would 
contain the structural subassembly. Another place would be 
the larger structures and sheet metal departments. All the 
different component parts were made in these buildings to 
get that plane constructed. Of course, in those days they 
flew the plane out of the Los Angeles Airport. Nowadays, 
they have the B-1 [bomber]; they have the B-100 and other 
planes; they had the space shuttle, all of those things 
that they make nowadays have to be trucked up to Palmdale 
where they're put together. But in those days, why, yes, 
it was all at the Los Angeles division. A small plant over 
in Downey--I'm not sure what they did. There was a very 
small number of people there, maybe fifteen hundred people 
working at the Downey plant, whereas there was a total of 
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about seventeen thousand people altogether in our 
bargaining unit. Of that seventeen thousand people we had 
maybe thirteen thousand of them that belonged to the 
union. We were quite strong proportionally. I'm not smart 
enough to know what that percentage is, but I think it's 
well over 60 percent. 
CONNORS: Of that work force, was it largely white males? 
Or had the women that had come in to work during the war, 
had a good proportion of those people stayed on? 
ASTON: It was, for the most part, men. The women that 
were there when I hired in-- I think long-term seniority 
women who had hired in during the war in some way had 
gotten their seniority back. Some of them had worked there 
many years. After I'd been there, of course, when the 
company got into the electronic portion, where it took--I 
don't want to be sexist, but where the women could do the 
job better, you know, assembling very minor parts in 
electronics. That's when the women started coming in. 
CONNORS: Okay. Last time you mentioned that the '53 
strike really was connected to the 1952 settlement that was 
reached when arbitration was conducted. 

ASTON: Right! [Harry S] Truman was president. They got a 
good settlement in 1952. And it was forced down [Eugene] 
Starkweather's--the company's main labor relations guy--or 
the company's throat by that special board of arbitration 
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set up by Truman. Well, of course, In 1953, by that time, 
[Dwight D. ] Eisenhower was president, and the company knew 
that they had a friend in the White House. Even though the 
Korean War was going on and there was a definite need for 
products that North American was building, the company 
apparently had received the word that unlike [Franklin D. ] 
Roosevelt's action in 1941 and other actions that had been 
taken, they wouldn't interfere if there was a strike--they 
would let it go free rein. I hope you understand, and I'm 
sure you understand, that in doing that, in waging a war, a 
strike, the company in waging a strike against the union, 
letting them go on, was really using government money to 
fight the workers. That was their only income anyway. And 
they spent literally thousands and thousands of dollars, 
with full-page newspaper ads. I'll get into that in a 
little bit. 

CONNORS: That initial arbitration was brought about 
because of the argument over a wage increase, is that 
right? 

ASTON: The one in 1952, you mean? 

CONNORS: Nineteen fifty-two, yes. Last time, you pointed 
out that there was a report by John [W. ] Livingston--
ASTON: Oh, yeah. 

CONNORS: I read that report, and one thing he points out 
is that the 1952 wage reopener and the arbitration decision 
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was very important because it brought up the aircraft 
workers up to some kind of parity with autoworkers. 
ASTON: Oh, well, they hoped-- It still wasn't there. 
CONNORS: Okay. That's what I wanted to know, yeah. 
ASTON The parity. Yeah. That had always been the way. 
During the war, World War II, when they converted the auto 
industry to wartime production and some of those-- I don't 
know everything that all the auto manufacturers made. I 
think some of them made airplanes, some of them made 
automotive equipment, some of them made tanks, some of them 
airplanes, whatever. They had already had a contract there 
with their employer that said they would get a certain 
amount, and it was always more than the aerospace worker 
made. But when the war came along, they continued to get 
that high-scale rate, whereas the people in Southern 
California were making a lesser rate, because that's the 
way it always had been. I think I mentioned the Southern 
California Aircraft Alliance that was in existence, and it 
was made up of all of the aerospace companies. 
CONNORS: You didn't mention that. I know that you spoke 
about that in the manuscript, but you didn't speak about 
that here. 

ASTON: Do you want me to tell you about that? 

CONNORS: Yeah, tell me about that, yeah. 
ASTON: Oh, when the war first started, or maybe '42 or 
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'43, after the war had been, there, all of the aerospace 
manufacturers--! say "aerospace"; it was "aircraft" at that 
time--got together (that would be Lockheed [Corporation], 
Douglas [Aircraft Company], North American, Ryan [Aircraft 
Company], wherever they were in this greater Los Angeles 
area) decided that since they were all using the same basic 
kind of production means and occupations they would write 
job descriptions for all of those. And so when they had a 
job description at North American for a lathe operator, you 
could bet your sweet ass that they had a similar job 
description for that guy if he worked at Douglas or 
Lockheed or wherever he worked. They also had various 
classes of work. They would call them grade C, grade B, 
and then the senior. There would be rates of pay for each 
one of those categories, and supposedly there would be a 
distinguishing characteristic in those letter grades that 
would allow one person to do one thing. If he did 
something else, that would put him in a higher class of 
pay; something else would put him in, finally, still the 
highest class of pay. And so a lot of times the company 
would try to prevent the employees from doing the next 
highest rate, because they'd have to pay him more money. 

Anyway, they got together to do this, and they called 
it the SCAI, Southern California Aircraft Industry, job 
evaluation group. And any time--and it was quite 
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effective--there was a grievance about what an employee was 
doing or should do, they would bring in an expert from the 
SCAI, and because they were highly professional people, 
they could make a better presentation of a case than the 
union could. The union did not have this same expertise at 
this time to utilize. In addition to that, the IAM 
[International Association of Machinists] and the UAW 
[United Automobile Workers] were at each other's throats a 
lot of times trying to organize the aerospace industry out 
here, and they couldn't get together as to what they would 
say when the federal agency, whatever the letters were for 
that, that oversaw what was happening in the war 
production. And say the union had a grievance. You 
couldn't go to an arbitrator; you had to go to the War 
Labor Board or their adjunct, and they would hold a 
hearing. That's when the Southern California Aircraft 
Industry people would be there and the union people would 
be there. Frequently, there would be people from the UAW 
and the IAM both at that meeting, and a company 
representative from the Southern California Aircraft 
Industry--maybe one person or whatever--presenting a united 
front for them, speaking on the company's behalf, whatever 
company it was. They would present their case, and the UAW 
and IAM couldn't always agree what they should say to that 
guy. Generally, the War Labor Board would agree with the 
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company. 

But later on, as the union began to develop its own 
expertise in interpreting the job description that had been 
written by the Southern California Aircraft Industry, they 
began winning a few cases. And so, later on, the War Labor 
Board decided there was something wrong with the similarity 
of the various companies presentations, and they began 
giving some of the cases to the union. As this gradually 
went on year after year, by 1950, '51, '52, why, they 
decided the union had some merit in some of the arguments 
they were making. And they began paying less attention to 
the SCAI and the union began to acquire more say-so in the 
authoring of job descriptions and determining the rate of 
pay. I think in the 1953 strike, one of the issues there 
was the elimination of the C levels that were prevailing in 
the aerospace industry. I don't know if I described that 
accurately enough for you. 

CONNORS: Oh, yes, I think so. I think that was clear. 
ASTON: But it was a horrible situation at SCAI. 
CONNORS: That arbitration settlement brought the parity up 
a bit, but it never got to--

ASTON: Oh, well, of course that didn't have anything to do 
with the SCAI, I don't think. But yes, it did bring it up 
some, but we were still lagging. I don't know what the 
percentage was. The figure thirty-one cents stays in my 
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mind, that we were that far behind the auto industry, in 
comparable job rates when it come to the 1953 strike. 
CONNORS: You know, it's been called the "wooden nickel. " 
ASTON: Well, yeah, because that's what the company 
offered. We said we wanted elimination of the-- I guess we 
eliminated A and B pay. I don't recall the wage increase 
that would bring us up to a substantial level. The company 
was offering five cents and it seems to me that later on 
they dropped that down to four cents. It doesn't seem like 
it's-- We argued about four or five cents, and someone 
thinking today, "Gee, these guys arguing about five 
cents. " But if you consider that, say, in the last twenty 
years-- What was twenty-five cents twenty years ago is now 
at least a dollar, and go back twenty years before that, 
why, you're talking about a considerable amount of money. 
CONNORS: So in reading some of your manuscript and some of 
the other things I've been reading, it seemed like the 1949 
contract was a very good contract. And this 1952 
arbitration came out of the 1950 wage reopener that was to 
set the stage for the next contract. The company attitude 
changed considerably from 1949 to 1952. You mentioned 
before that by that time it looked like the Republicans 
were going to be coming back in. 

ASTON: That might have been one reason. But also I think 
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it was in the late forties and maybe the very early fifties 
that for the very first time the union and the company were 
negotiating without government interference. There always 
had been that third party sitting in negotiations all 
during the war years, and we didn't get anything--workers 
didn't get anything--without the government's acquies-
cence. And so they were gone, and the parties were freely 
negotiating. They did come up with a good settlement. You 
have to keep in mind that we had the no-strike policy 
during the war, you know, set forth by the UAW, and then 
shortly after the war there was a little-- I think they 
called it "the little steel formula"--that's when everybody 
got eighteen cents. Do you remember reading about that? 
So we were also recipients of that amount of money. 
CONNORS: So by 1952, '53, say, or into early '53, the 
company's attitude was cooling off toward the union. And I 
know that the company always had a family-day picnic, 
right, in June. 

ASTON: Oh, yeah, yeah, that was something else. 
CONNORS: And in 1953 the union was not brought in on this. 
ASTON: Okay. Let me just go back just a little bit 
before. The war ended. We had a Democratic administration 
from 1932, and we still had one in the early fifties that 
Truman had upset-- In 1948 Truman had upset Dewey, and 
everybody thought, "We're going to get a Republican in. 
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We've had that damned Roosevelt all these years. " But 
Truman upset their applecart, and we had that thing we 
talked about, the Truman board of arbitration that gave us 
that thing. But by 1952 it became evident from newspapers 
and all the other publicity that finally a Republican was 
going to gain the White House, and the company got Just a 
little more what they call gumption: "Well, now we can 
take that damned union on. " And that's what they proceeded 
to do. 

So with that feeling, I think in June of '53, the 
company trying to gain the goodwill of the workers, and at 
the same time leave the union out of it, had a family day 
at North American, and they didn't invite the [laughter] 
union to attend. During the war we had worked hand in hand 
with the company, doing everything we could to have unity 
and get production out and all of those things. When they 
started blood banks, the union would work with the company 
and encourage the people to contribute their blood. When 
they started the DO [Donate Once] Club, the union gave a 
lot of publicity to the DO Club. The DO Club is an 
organization within the company, Donate Once, for people to 
have money taken out of their check once a week or once a 
month. Usually it's fifty cents a week or something, 
twenty-five cents a week, whatever it is. They put that 
into a single fund, and then from that fund a group of 
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people representing the various divisions of the company in 
the unions distribute the money. We were, in a way, a 
cofounder of that DO Club. I tell you this to show you 
that we had been a participant with the company. But the 
company didn't ask us to participate in the family day. 

So we decided we'd participate ourselves. The union 
had balloons for the kids, they had a clown, they had 
Gonzales Gonzales. You probably don't remember him. He 
was a guy who was an assembler or a worker at North 
American, a member of our union, who appeared on Groucho 
Marx's program, "You Bet Your Life. " Did you ever see 
that, where the goose drops down, or duck drops down when 
you get an answer? Gonzales Gonzales was at that family-
day party entertaining the workers, and we had a band and 
so forth. Of course we were right outside the company 
gates, we were on company property. And we got a lot of 
publicity from that. We also were able to pass out some 
literature and set forth some goals that the union hoped to 
achieve in their upcoming negotiations. 
CONNORS: We should go over what some of those demands 
were. 

ASTON: Well, they wanted that parity with the autoworkers, 
and I don't recall exactly how much that was. They wanted 
a severance plan that would give the people $150 for each 
year of service in the event their services were terminated 
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by the company. We wanted a pension plan. That would have 
been a first for the union, but they had just gotten them a 
few short years before in the auto industry. We wanted to 
increase the night shift bonus and overtime pay. I think 
the night shift bonus was maybe six cents an hour then. 
And then [we wanted to] get overtime pay on Saturday and 
Sunday for employees that are working split workweeks. 
Some of them, particularly in maintenance, would work-- A 
week might start on Wednesday, and they would work through 
Saturday and Sunday. And when Saturday and Sunday came 
around, they got straight time pay; that wasn't their sixth 
or seventh day. But we wanted premium pay for that. We 
wanted eight paid holidays, whereas we only had six. And 
we wanted to have it whether or not the holiday fell on 
Saturday or Sunday. Heretofore, why, if a holiday fell on 
a Saturday, well, you got the day off but you didn't get 
paid for it. The same thing was true if it fell on a 
Sunday. We wanted a union shop, and at that time we had a 
provision in the contract that when an employee hired in, 
they had to join the union, but those people who didn't 
belong to the union who were already working there didn't 
have to join the union. And so the company was adamant in 
their position: we weren't going to get any of those 
things as we proceeded into negotiations. 
CONNORS: Also, the UAW felt that the demands were 
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unrealistic. 
ASTON: Who thought that? 
CONNORS: I thought Livingston or [Walter P. ] Reuther 
thought that, said that. 
ASTON: Oh, yeah! That may have been an after-the-fact 
thought. You know, it's easy in retrospect to think that 
"Well, I should have said--" But if he did think that, it 
never was said openly to our membership. He probably said 
it to Allard, John Allard, and John Livingston, who were 
the national representatives. And he may have even said it 
to the president, Paul Schrade, but that was never relayed 
to the membership in those terms, that we were asking too 
much. I think if it had have been, there never would have 
been such a large percentage of votes agreeing to go out on 
the strike. 

CONNORS: Well, in any case, you did-- Oh, go ahead. 
ASTON: I just wanted to tell you that the company also had 
a counterproposal to the union's demands after we presented 
them. They wanted to eliminate the-- We just had a 
modified union shop anyway to begin with. They wanted to 
eliminate that and replace it with a maintenance-of-
membership clause. They wanted us to have a reduction in 
the number of stewards, so we'd only have one for each two 
hundred, whereas we at that time had one for every fifty 
people. They didn't want to pay for any of the grievance 
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time. And they said that the union would have to yield all 
their other demands, just forget them, and accept a four-
cent wage increase, plus five cents more for the lead 
man. With that proposal they were making, they said, "We 
want this proposal to terminate these negotiations. That's 
the end of it. This is our last and final offer. " And, of 
course, they thought they had that ace in the hold with 
Eisenhower in the White House, and that the U. S. Department 
of Labor had already told the union that it would remain 
neutral in the event of a strike. 

CONNORS: So in any case, the union struck. You walked 
out. 
ASTON: Yeah. Let me tell you just a little bit about 
that, because on the second shift we really weren't 
supposed to strike until the following morning, but for all 
intents and purposes we did strike when the second shift 
was over that night. In 1953 the television industry was 
just in its infancy, and so if we walked out, this was 
this. Hardly any of us had been around where the 
television industry was gathering the news in the street. 
Nowadays, though, it's common. You go out and see 
television people. But when we got out there, as we walked 
out, this huge bank of lights was there, taking all of our 
pictures. In addition to that, the company had their own 
photographers and cameramen on top of the guard shack and 
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buildings taking all of our pictures. It was an 
intimidation effort that was to continue for the next 
fifty-four days. 
CONNORS: That's something that I wanted to get at. Last 
time you spoke about what the workers did on the picket 
line and how they tried to protect their Interests on the 
picket line, but there was also activity that the company 
was involved in, trying to go around the picket line and 
get to the public. 
ASTON: Oh, yes. 
CONNORS: And also get to Individual union members, go 
around the union. 
ASTON: Okay. What they did was-- Well, a lot of things 
they did. They had full-page advertisements in not only 
the Los Angeles Times and the other Los Angeles papers, but 
also in the Wall Street Journal, because the company had a 
plant in Columbus, Ohio, and they had a well-known name 
around the United States, so they wanted everybody in the 
United States to know that whatever was happening there in 
North American certainly wasn't their fault. So they would 
broadly publicize their views about the strike, and they 
would have things on the radio. Then they did some pretty 
low-down things, too. They would contact the workers. 
They would have their company people call the workers' 
wives--they knew their husbands were on the picket line--
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and ask them how they were getting along and would they 
encourage their husband to return to work. They had 
stooges. I'm sure they had stooges on the picket line, 
people who were ostensibly on the union's side but in 
reality were stooges for the company. So they would get 
out there and tell them every move that the union was going 
to make. And then some of them would also try to sow the 
seeds of discontent to the strikers. The union, on the 
other hand, had various things that they were doing for the 
strikers themselves to-- I don't know if I told you about 
that, about all the benefits. 
CONNORS: Yes, you mentioned that, yeah. 

ASTON: Okay. And they would have this paper that would be 
called the Picket Line Poop that they put out every day 
that would tell us what was happening in negotiations. Of 
course, many of us could see for ourselves that a large 
number of people were, in fact, going across the picket 
line, and certainly that wasn't a morale booster. 
CONNORS: Well, initially, did the majority of the work 
force leave? Did everybody leave? 
ASTON: Oh, yes, yes. 
CONNORS: Everybody left. 

ASTON: Oh, I think maybe from the outset a thousand people 
may have gone into the plant, but considering there were 
seventeen thousand people there, that really wasn't all 
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that many. The other problem we had was that a lot of the 
people who were going in every day were non-bargaining-unit 
people, and it was hard to distinguish a bargaining-unit 
person from a non-bargaining-unit, because many of the non-
bargaining jobs would dress just as casually as the other 
group would. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE TWO 

APRIL 28, 1988 

CONNORS: There were some bitter feelings that developed 
between the people who remained on strike and those who 
went back in. 
ASTON Oh, yes, there were. I'll tell you first, before I 
tell you [about that], that the comradeship that developed 
during the strike had come about because of the things that 
we did. They had the coffee and doughnuts every morning; 
they had the soup kitchen and chili kitchen, things that 
were relatively easy to make, being made by the wives of 
the strikers. We had neighborhood people who had no 
relationship to anyone working on the strike picket line 
bringing big pans of cake over and other things for the 
strikers to use, and we had somebody to cut the hair; a lot 
of things they did to make you feel closer to each other. 
CONNORS: Did the local CIO [Congress of Industrial 
Organizations] council come in and support? 
ASTON: Not the CIO. We had a strike fund within the 
UAW. It wasn't large. They've got millions of dollars in 
the strike fund now, but if we had $25 million-- I'm sure 
we didn't have $25 million. But the international union 
took care of us. We didn't ask-- There may have been 
donations from other unions. The CIO and AFL [American 
Federation of Labor] hadn't joined together at that 
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point. There may have been donations, but not to a large 
extent. It was mainly done by us. 

When we returned to work, when the strike was finally 
over, I think there really was a bitter feeling for the 
most part between the people who had stayed out the fifty-
four days and the people who had come in. And the longer 
the scab had been working, the greater the animosity and 
antagonism toward that person was by the people who stayed 
out fifty-four days. Somebody who had crossed the picket 
line the first week of the strike or the second week of the 
strike got no goodwill from the strikers. On the other 
hand, there may have been some people who had some 
particular problem in the family--a child had died or some 
other death or extensive illness, whatever. Somebody, some 
striker, probably would feel sorry for that person. On the 
other hand, in my own case, you know, I had five children 
and I stayed out on the strike all of that time. I never 
could understand why other people didn't do that. 
CONNORS: How many people do you suppose remained out? 
ASTON: Oh, I don't know if anyone really knows the figures 
on that. I suppose somebody knows, the company knows. I 
suppose at the end of the strike we probably had about 
seven thousand people still out on strike out of thirteen 
thousand. There was less than half. Almost at the very 
outset after we got back in the plant, or within a matter 
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of days, because it was close to Christmas, the company put 
out a memorandum that anyone who wanted to borrow up to $25 
against their future paycheck could get it just like that 
if they would go to the payroll department. And many 
people were in that dire of circumstances. Their kids were 
going to go without Christmas unless they got some money, 
and $25 in those days would buy, you know, what $100 or 
more would buy today. And so they took advantage of that. 
CONNORS: So--
ASTON: One other thing: the company tried also to promote 
a good feeling between the strikers and the scabs, like by 
saying, you know, "It's all over; let's all be one again, " 
and they would publish that kind of sentiment in the 
company newspaper, the Skywriter, and by other means let 
the people know that they hoped it would all be one, but it 
took months and months, and in some cases years, before 
they'd forgive a scab. Did you read that poem about the 
scab? 

CONNORS: I read that poem. That poem is a good-- I'll 
just mention it here. Who wrote that poem, anyway? 
ASTON: I don't know who did write that poem. 
CONNORS: We could conceivably add this to the 
transcript. It's a poem that appeared in the Propeller, in 
the union newspaper, about friends and so-called friends. 
It was a very moving poem describing this sense of 
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bitterness. But this also has something to do with what 
happened with the maintenance-of-membership versus the 
union-security clause. 
ASTON: We lost. 

CONNORS: But what is the difference between those two 
things, anyway? 
ASTON: Well, before, people had to Join the union. Once 
they got in, they had to join the union. So with the 
new clause, it was voluntary whether they wanted to join 
the union; there was no way you could make them. And that 
was the cause of many, many, many years of future problems 
for the union--trying to get those people to join. Once 
they joined, they had to stay in the union. If we could 
get their name on the card so they had to stay in the 
union, why, they could-- The only way they could get out 
was at the end of the year or something they could send a 
letter in saying they wanted to withdraw from the union. 
But very, very few did that. Very few, oh, a very small 
amount ever took advantage of that. Once we got them to 
join the union, they stayed. The big problem was there was 
such a turnover in the aerospace industry--probably still 
is. People were coming and going, and we would have to 
sign up to thousand people a year just to stay even, 
because there were so many people quitting. People would 
be laid off as one project would be finished, and another 
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new bunch would be hired. It was terrible, and besides-- I 
get out of sequence here, but--
CONNORS: No, that's okay. 
ASTON: During that time after the strike was concluded, 
our people began spending more and more-- We had not lost 
the amount of time, the union representation thing that the 
company wanted us to give up, we still had that steward for 
every fifty people. Our stewards would go out on a 
grievance investigation, which often required interviewing 
employees other than the aggrieved who had some knowledge 
of the facts or circumstances of the grievance. Oftentimes 
the witnesses were not union members. The stewards 
generally had a small desk or private place where they 
conducted union business without anyone listening in. 
Frequently the steward would use the interviewing time 
(that the company was paying the steward for as the 
grievance time) to try to convince the nonunion employee 
witness to join the union. So many, many hours that the 
company paid for as grievance-investigation time were 
really spent In organizing employees the company did not 
want organized. Later on, that became the basis for the 
union's argument as to why we should have a union shop, to 
cut down on the amount of money the company was spending 
for union activity. In those days, a steward could spend 
up to forty straight-time working hours a week on a 
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grievance. Many of those stewards would have four or five 
grievances. But their straight-time working forty hours 
started from the time they first started the grievance until 
they finished. Some stewards would have a lot of grievances; 
some stewards would dawdle over a single grievance. That 
would really abuse the grievance procedure to do that. It 
wasn't something that the union agreed that they should do. 
CONNORS: Could you give me some examples of the types of 
grievances that would come up in those circumstances? 
ASTON: The company has a rule system. I don't know how 
many rules it has--thirty-five or forty different rules. 
Absent three times in a thirty-day period is subject to a 
warning notice; productivity not up to standard; ringing 
another person's time card; workmanship not up to standard; 
a lot of things like that. Thirty of them, forty of them, 
rules like that. And if they were cited for the same rule 
or for a different rule within a thirty-day period, the 
number of penalty points assessed for that rule violation 
would increase. If they got thirty--they called them 
demerits--they would get a day off. If they got some more, 
they would get three days off. And then some more, they 
would get a week off, and then finally they could be 
discharged. So the company rule system was the subject of 
many grievances that we had. Another thing was if a worker 
performed work for the majority, 50 percent, of his 
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time at a higher classification, the worker was entitled to 
that classification. We would have employees keep track of 
the kind of work they did. We'd compare it with the job 
description at the higher level, and if we saw they were 
doing this for 50 percent of the time, we would have them 
file a grievance for a classification change. If the 
company promoted someone that had less seniority than some 
other employee had, they would file a promotion grievance 
about that. If someone was discharged, they would file a 
grievance about that. Those were some of the kinds of 
grievances we had. 
CONNORS: Yeah. 

ASTON: And there were steps involved in settling those 
grievances-- A problem that was greatly relieved later on, 
which I had something to do with. But in the time I'm 
talking about, there was the first step of the grievance 
procedure, that the steward could have forty working 
hours. The committeeman would investigate what the steward 
had investigated. The steward and the supervisor and the 
employee would have a meeting and try and resolve it, and 
if they couldn't resolve it, it would go to the second 
step. That meant that the committeeman would investigate 
the grievance. He also had a week. He was supposed to do 
a more extensive investigation, and the company at the same 
time, the labor relations representative, was investigating 
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that very same case. After they finished investigating, 
they would have what they called a second-step meeting, and 
the committeeman and the steward and the foreman and the 
labor relations representative would sit down and they 
would talk about the grievance. If they couldn't settle 
it, it would go to a third step for further investigation, 
and later the grievance committee and a higher echelon of 
labor relations would meet--they would try to settle the 
grievance. And if they couldn't settle it, it would go to 
a fourth step and then a pre-arbitration hearing and, 
finally, arbitration. It took a long time. A discharge 
was supposed to have priority; it would jump ahead of all 
the other grievances. 

But it wasn't only North American; other unions across 
the country always would have a big board of grievances. 
You could see how it would hurt a union member, who would 
say to his committeeman, "Where's my grievance?" and for 
the committeeman to have to say, week after week after 
week, "It's still in the third step and we haven't heard 
it, " or "We haven't had the second-step meeting; there are 
too many other grievances ahead of it. " So sometimes, in 
later years, we had what we called a "quick and dirty" 
arbitration case, where we'd go in a room with just the 
arbitrator, the chairman, and an international 
representative and somebody, maybe sometimes the vice-
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chairman or whatever. Both sides would very quickly 
present their side of the case, and immediately the 
arbitrator would render a decision, without interviewing 
any witnesses and without extensive questioning. And they 
called that a "quick and dirty" arbitration. We did that 
frequently when the backlog was so large that there was 
nothing else that you could do. 

CONNORS: Once a settlement was reached and once everybody 
went back to work, what was the overall attitude afterwards 
about the strike itself? Especially considering that in 
1941 there had been a big strike and the government had 
sent troops in. Now, were there still people working at 
North American who remembered that first strike? 
ASTON: Oh, sure, that was Just twelve years earlier. Some 
of them remembered that, and it was a good thing that we 
really had those people. Those veterans of that 1941 
strike remembered that they were forced back into the 
plant. They never really had the right to exercise their 
free will as American citizens on whether or not they 
wanted to work or not during the 1941 strike. The 1953 
strike gave them that right as American citizens. They had 
a right to say whether or not they were going to work. 
Those who stayed out, for the most part, fully supported 
the union, and it was a strong nucleus for the union for 
many, many years. So when the next election came around, 
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Paul Schrade, who had led the '53 strike, was again elected 
handily to his presidency. And those people who were 
officers in the strike had been reelected. There was no 
lack of loyalty to the leaders. And many of us thought 
that we had won the strike, particularly in view of the 
1954 settlement, because we gained respect, we believed, 
from the company, that we weren't somebody that was just 
going to roll over and play dead because they said, "No, 
we're going to give you four cents instead of five cents. " 
CONNORS: You've mentioned Paul Schrade a few times. Let's 
talk about him for a minute here. He had come up through 
the ranks, I suppose. 
ASTON: Yeah, Paul came out from back East. I think he was 
going to Yale [University] at the time, and he drove out 
here in some old Jeep or something just to see what 
California was like. While he was out here, somebody 
suggested he could get a job, I think, for the summer or 
whatever at North American, and he went to work over 
there. And I kidded Paul in a resolution that I wrote when 
he retired-- He went to work as an expediter, which is a 
nonmechanical job. They asked him what he knew about 
expediting, and he said, "Nothing, " and they said, "Good, 
we'll hire you. " [laughter] So, anyway, Paul did go to 
work there. 

At that time, why, the war hadn't been over all that 
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many years. I think it was '46 or '48. I'm not sure of 
the exact time he hired in, but it was about that time. 
And other people in his area they were highly skilled 
people. He was in the experimental department; people were 
working in that department, and highly skilled people 
tooling, tool and die makers and experimental people, who 
had been the backbone of the labor movement--well, at least 
to hear them tell it, had been the backbone of Local 887 
for many years. So there were some good, strong, union-
minded people in that department. And as Paul listened to 
them and learned, why, he became more and more interested 
in the union, and he was elected steward and later editor 
of the local union paper. It was called the Propeller. 
The local didn't have very much money, and part of that 
time, why, they would not publish, and then they would 
publish a couple of months later, and so forth. So they'd 
just publish once a month, they'd publish once a week, 
every two weeks; it was a kind of a hit-and-miss 
operation. But it was fairly evident--clearly evident, I 
guess I should say--that he was no dummy. He put together 
a good union paper, and he gradually began to gain 
importance in the union for the things he thought and the 
way he accomplished things that he thought should be 
accomplished. 

But the most important thing that Paul did during that 
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early time before he was even elected-- Well, he had been 
elected committeeman in the plant and fired and returned 
back to work and so forth; I don't have all the particulars 
of that. But the most important thing he did was found the 
Blue Slate. The Blue Slate is a political caucus within 
our membership that has been in office ever since that 
time. Not another local union and very few around the 
country can make the claim to boast of continuous 
leadership by a political party that they can make in Local 
887. And so Paul founded the Blue Slate. They got 
together a group of people and they said, "Listen, we're 
never going to get anything unless we start working 
together as a political party. And so whoever we come up 
with to support, all the rest of us have to agree that 
we'll support that person if the majority of us say so. If 
51 percent of the people say, 'This candidate's going to be 
our candidate for president, ' all 100 percent of us have to 
support that candidate. " Okay, that's something that 
they've always done, ever since that time. And they just 
stayed in office and stayed in office. 

CONNORS: So there were several of these slates working 
within Local 887 at that time? 
ASTON: Oh, well, at that time there was some dissension 
within the regional office, where a fellow by the name of 
[Cy] O'Halloran was the regional director. And in addition 
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to that, the Reuther brothers and the administration of the 
UAW were harping on communists, communism, and that there 
were allegedly some communists in the UAW. Looking at it 
from the vantage point that I look at it from and history, 
I could find no evidence that there was ever a trial held 
or an accusation solidly proved that some person was a 
communist. In any event, the Reuther brothers used that as 
a basis for reaching for leadership within the UAW, and, on 
a lesser level, the regional people did that. 

Paul Schrade was against the communists and was going 
to help drive them out. I'm not saying that the presidents, 
whoever the presidents were before that, were communists--
it was during the war and I didn't know any of them anyway, 
but Paul thought that the guy that was in office wasn't the 
person to be there, and that by getting this slate 
together-- He wasn't able to upset him the first time, 
first time Paul was elected to sit on the executive board, 
and for the very first time in the local union's history a 
guy had been reelected to the president, see. People had 
been president twice, but never in consecutive terms. So 
this fellow--I can't think of his name now--the fellow that 
was elected president was elected by a majority, by seven 
votes. When it came time to hold the board meeting, the 
next board meeting, the vice president was elected chairman 
of the executive board. That had never happened before and 
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never happened since. The president of a local union 
should be the chairman of the executive board, but the Blue 
Slate had enough people elected on the executive board that 
they didn't have him--the president be chairman of the 
executive board. Moreover, the president of the local 
union wasn't the head of the bargaining committee; somebody 
else was elected head of the negotiating committee. 
CONNORS: Is that [Ed] Parkos? 

ASTON: Parkos, that's right. He was the president. 
Parky, they called him. You've got a good memory! 
CONNORS: Getting into this slate business, just to get an 
understanding of how it worked, people would gather 
together based on-- Would it be their own political 
persuasion, or would it be personalities, friendships? How 
would that work? How would people band together into 
slates? 

ASTON: Well, I hope it was based on ability, inasmuch as I 
was a candidate many times. I don't know how they did it 
then, but I know how it was when I was in office. The 
chief officers would get together and try to plan on a 
slate, and they would try to pick it. It wasn't so much of 
a problem then because there were just the two divisions. 
They would try to pick a slate that was representative of 
the-- They had first-shift people, second-shift people, 
third-shift people. They'd have a few people from the 
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Downey division, and they would try to get a couple of 
minority members on there so everybody would have their 
special little-- I can't think of the word for it, but--
CONNORS: Their representation? 
ASTON: Right, their desires filled, you know. Special 
interest groups, I guess you'd call them. They'd have 
their special Interest filled. And once they did that, 
they'd call a meeting of all the Blue Slate members. We'd 
rent the union hall or some other place, and then they 
would have an overall caucus and somebody would nominate 
somebody--it would be whispered into somebody's ear to 
nominate this person. But they would have some knock-down-
drag-out meetings then and come up with a slate of 
candidates that everybody could support. 
CONNORS: Well, would there be an announcement made 
somewhere that there would be a Blue Slate meeting tonight 
to pick out--? 

ASTON: Generally it was by word of mouth. A lot of the 
Blue Slate members would say, sometimes in later years 
especially, "I didn't know there was going to be a Blue 
Slate meeting, you know, or I would have been there. " They 
didn't want anybody to think they weren't there because 
they weren't really a Blue Slate member. They were Blue 
Slate members--they wanted to be there, and they didn't 
want to be disregarded. Sometimes we would send out 
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postcards, but that was rare. Most of it by word of mouth. 
CONNORS: And so you were a member of the Blue Slate. 
ASTON: Oh, sure. But when they would do that, once they 
had picked a slate of candidates, then they would have Blue 
Slate literature that we would pass out. We would take 
donations up at that Blue Slate meeting. We would have 
raffles under the Blue Slate auspices, and sell tickets and 
get enough money to pay for the literature that we were 
passing out. Generally, that was all it was. In the case 
of buying any votes, like buying beer for somebody or doing 
anything else, we didn't have that kind of money, but we 
had enough money to put out our own literature. 
CONNORS: And so, getting back to Paul Schrade, he was 
elected president on the Blue Slate. And he was elected, 
then, three consecutive terms. Is that right? 
ASTON: Well, I have that down someplace. I think it was 
about four; it may have been four terms. I think it was 
'50 or '51. In those days we had elections every year--now 
they have one every three years--so it was always a 
constant political battle. Besides the election for 
president, they also had conventions every year. You had 
to be continually politically active if you were going to 
be successful. And if you weren't politically active and 
weren't elected every year, you could never get any 
programs across; nobody could ever have a program of what 
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they wanted to see accomplished for the local union. So, 
when they brought that Blue Slate along, that allowed the 
people to attain some seniority and status in a particular 
elected position where people would get to know them, and 
it became easier later on. 

Paul was elected in '50 or '51, whatever it was, and 
the guy, Lou King, that was president the year Paul ran 
decided not to run for president. A really good, popular 
guy. It so happened that he died a year or two later, so 
it wouldn't have made much difference anyway. But he was a 
really popular guy and decided, no, he didn't want to run 
again. He saw Paul was young and, I suppose, ambitious and 
eager and successful, so he stepped aside and let Paul run 
for the presidency. Paul had run I guess in '51, '52, '53, 
and '54. And it may have been one more time. I think he 
was president at least four or five years. And the people 
liked him. 

When he finally left it wasn't because he was 
defeated; he left because he was appointed as an 
international representative servicing Local 887. He just 
did that for a short period of time, and apparently there--
I'm not really speaking from knowledge, but what I've heard 
some other people say--was a little bit of animosity 
between him and the director. So Paul went to Detroit as a 
representative of the national aerospace department. He 
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attracted Reuther's eye, and Reuther put him on his own 
staff as administrative assistant. And just as a side line 
to that, Reuther sent Paul Schrade as the UAW's emissary to 
the [John F. ] Kennedy [presidential] campaign, so Paul 
became quite well known among the Kennedy family and was 
quite active as a liaison between the Kennedys and the UAW 
during the election in 1960. 
CONNORS: So, just kind of summing up, we're at about 1954, 
the strike is over, and you're back at work. Now, a new 
contract comes up in '54. 
ASTON: An interesting sidelight: John Livingston had been 
the national aerospace director and had been head of what 
we call the North American-- It's a group of all the North 
American plants; I can't think of the name now. The 
intracorp council. Reuther named himself as the head of 
the North American intracorporation bargaining council, but 
he let Livingston stay as director of the department. This 
allowed Reuther to appoint his own guy to head up the 
negotiations. It was is not to say that Reuther couldn't 
have had additional influence in the prior years if he 
wanted to. He did that, and he sent out his number one 
guy, Jack [T. ] Conway, to head up that. Jack Conway is a 
very good-looking, articulate, quiet person; you'd hardly 
know he's around. He'd come out and talk to the membership 
and the company and tell them he was going to do the best 

88 



he could, and the workers had their demands and so forth. 
And he went in and in a very short period of time 
negotiated a contract that contained the first retirement 
benefits that we'd ever had in aerospace--or in aircraft as 
it was then known. That became the pattern for the other 
aircraft contracts. In saying that, I want to also say 
that Local 887 has set the pattern in many, many areas for 
the rest of the aerospace industry. 
CONNORS: How can you account for such a stride in benefits 
if in the last contract they weren't willing to do 
anything? Then here comes up the-- You indicated before 
that the strike was something they didn't want to face 
again, you know, even though it was--
ASTON: I attribute it to-- The company's awareness that we 
were a union who weren't going to roll over and play dead 
is one thing; the knowledge that the company had that 
Walter Reuther was taking a personal interest in these 
negotiations; and then Jack Conway's persuasiveness. Those 
three things, I think, were the prime factors in the 1954 
negotiations. 

CONNORS: During this time, the UAW and other AFL and CIO 
unions signed a no-raid agreement, right? I think that was 
in 1954. This was just prior to the merger of the AFL and 
CIO. But I think before this, the Machinists and the Auto 
Workers had come to some kind of agreement that they would 
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work more together on contract demands or in organizing 
unorganized plants. 

ASTON: I'm not sure that that came that soon. We had no-
raid agreements, that's true. It was in 1955 that the AFL 
and CIO went back together, and of course that would 
naturally nullify any raids that either group might be 
thinking of making, because they agreed that they were 
going to be one union. The working together did come 
about, but I think it was more In the early sixties than it 
was at that particular time. 

The thing that was important at this time was that 
Jack Hurst became president when Paul left, and Jack Hurst 
was, you know, a big bear of a guy. He was about six foot 
three, and he was from Oklahoma. He'd been a roustabout in 
the oil fields, and he was a rough-talking son of a bitch, 
you know. He'd say, "I used to drink soup under the bridge 
with that guy, " and he'd never seen him before, you know. 
He was that kind of a guy. He had a good line of bullshit 
and he was single. [laughter] He could devote a lot of 
time to unions. And as a guy who was just coming up, I 
thought it was natural listening to Hurst, that a guy was 
supposed to spend all of his time on union activity. Hurst 
would call meetings on Saturdays and Sundays when we wanted 
to be with our families. If Hurst didn't have anything 
else to do, I think he would call a union meeting. The 
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union representatives. So we'd have a lot of meetings 
under Hurst. 

It was fairly near that time, just in a matter of a 
couple of years afterwards, I think, that for the first 
time since the end of the war the union was hit with a 
large-scale layoff. I don't remember the numbers of 
people. It was In the thousands and thousands of people 
who were laid off in a single day at the space unit--I 
guess it was about 1957--In the Navajo [missile] 
contract. In addition to that, the unions-- Of course, you 
know yourself from watching TV that there's always the 
Defense Department lets a contract out, experimental 
contract, and the people work on that and they may build a 
few ships, and then the ship is canceled and people are 
laid off. So our people, at least since 1957 and I guess 
back to the end of World War II, have always been faced 
with the vicissitudes of the Defense Department, the whim 
of the Defense Department, as to whether or not we would be 
In production or not. And a lot of it is political. North 
American probably played the game as well as anybody, by 
establishing subplants, parts suppliers if you will, 
subassembly plants in various parts of the country. 
Someplace I've seen books that show the number of states 
that were involved in the production of this defense 
product or that defense product. And so even in our own 
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intracorp council, we had representatives from Nevada; 
Missouri; Tulsa, Oklahoma; Columbus, Ohio; West Virginia, 
and I don't know, all of those where the company had spread 
their work around to those various plants. So all of the 
workers in those states were hollering to their congressmen 
or their senators, "Don't let them cut this program out, 
because if you do, it means my job. " Those senators and 
representatives know where their bread and butter lies, and 
they would be in favor of it. 

Anyway, I started to say that we lost all of those 
people in 1957, not only at the space division when the 
Navajo was canceled, but also within a matter of a week or 
two at the Los Angeles division where some other small 
contracts were cancelled, a lot of people were laid off, 
and we were tearing our hair out as elected union 
representatives as to what we could do for the people to 
make their lot easier. And I remember that we called in 
all of what we felt were knowledgeable people to talk to 
the laid-off workers. We informed the laid-off workers 
that they could come to the union hall day or night, 
Saturday or Sunday. There would be some representative 
there to talk to them, tell them how to draw unemployment 
insurance, and if they were having other problems that we 
could refer them to community service groups that would 
help them with food or rent. And we also started 
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representing people at unemployment hearings, people that 
had been laid off. It was a practice we continued for many 
years, long after that big layoff problem was past us. 
CONNORS: Was that as a function of the community services 
department or committee of the local? 
ASTON: Of our local, you mean? No, it was just something 
we did, although I say that later on we formed an Aid and 
Information to Membership Services. AIMS we called it. We 
had big pins that said AIMS on them. And for many years we 
had AIMS representatives that handled outside problems, 
problems that had nothing to do with the contract, problems 
that people had outside the shop. 

CONNORS: Was this something that generally occurred in UAW 
locals? 
ASTON: Well, it was something that we did in our local. 
It was Jack Hurst's idea. Whether it was an original idea 
or whether he heard about some other union that had done 
that, I don't know. 

CONNORS: You said that Jack Hurst was kind of an 
interesting character. You said he was from Oklahoma, but 
do you know what other unions he had perhaps been with over 
the years? 

ASTON: Actually, Jack Hurst was a tool and die maker, or a 
toolmaker. One of those departments where everybody talked 
about the union and thought well of that. He'd come out of 
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that department, and he'd come out as an opposition to the 
Schrade group. But within a matter of a short number of 
years Schrade had convinced him that the Blue Slate was the 
better way to go, and Hurst became a vice president of Paul 
Schrade's. 

CONNORS: So we're around 1955, '56, '57 here, and it's at 
this period that the company starts to expand quite a 
bit. Is that right? 
ASTON: In about 1955, yes. They started expanding by 
moves at the space division, by building missiles, you 
know, at the space division. And because that involves a 
lot of electronics, they had to set up separate depart-
ments. They really didn't have enough room at the Downey 
plant; they began looking around for other locations. In 
addition to the electronics involved and the production of 
missiles, they had the overall building of what it was 
going to look like from the outside. Things that went 
inside and how they propelled it were important, too. So 
they needed a division that would produce the electronics 
part--it came to be Autonetics. They needed a division 
that would produce the propellents for the missile--it 
became Rocketdyne. They thought about letting that part 
out, subcontracting it, but they said, no, they could do it 
as good as anybody else, so they formed the Rocketdyne 
division which eventually went out to Canoga Park. They 
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kept the space division, so that's three divisions. About 
that time they began to look to the future as to how they 
were going to get all these things assembled if they didn't 
have enough room in the-- I think a group of aerospace 
companies bought a large portion of land out by Palmdale--I 
don't know whether each one had their own portion or 
what. But they decided among themselves that they would 
make that a future aerospace assembly area, and all the 
companies agreed to do that. Today, if you go out there 
you'll find all of them there. 

Okay, so they did that, and as they did it and as the 
membership expanded in all these various ways, we had to 
give representation to those people. Heretofore, the Los 
Angeles division had been the main division, main plant we 
called it, and it was no longer really the main plant. 
Because in the matter of a few short years, some of the 
plants, like Autonetics with six thousand people, had as 
many people as the main plant, the Los Angeles division, 
had. And so we had to do something by representation for 
them--it also was a good political move--and we established 
a joint-council structure within our local union, which 
meant that there would be representatives from each of the 
divisions. Each of those divisions met once a month in 
what we called a joint-council structure. It would be the 
highest legislative body of the union. In doing that, we 
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established one unit of Autonetics for all of those people, 
one unit at the space division for all those people, and in 
the Los Angeles division we established six different 
units. Each unit had a chairman, vice-chairman, secretary 
and treasurer, plus at least one delegate. So that meant 
for the six units we had at least thirty delegates at the 
joint council, whereas at the Autonetics division there 
were only five or six or seven delegates. And so the Los 
Angeles division, at least for a time, was able to maintain 
authority. We had the most people there at the joint 
council. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 
MAY 3, 1988 

CONNORS:: Let's talk a little bit about the shop steward 
system at North American [Aviation Company]. I know in in 
the contract negotiations of 1953, around which the strike 
came about, the company tried to cut the ratio of stewards 
to union members. Could you tell me why they wanted to do 
that? What was the importance of that position for them, 
and why was it important for the union to maintain what you 
had? 
ASTON: It was probably partly vindictive for what had 
occurred in 1952. But also because the company knew that 
by having more stewards the union was able to sow the seed 
of discontent about working conditions and job classifica-
tions that could result in more money and the company 
losing. The less stewards there were, the less grievances 
they would find. That was one reason. At that time we 
didn't have the say-- And of course they also had super-
seniority. In other words, couldn't lay those people off 
who were union representatives because of that super-
seniority status that they maintained. At the same time, 
the company, the union would refuse to give the company, in 
effect, superseniority for less senior people that the 
company wanted to retain on certain jobs because they were 
favorites or for some other reason. The company wanted to 
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retain people, and the union wouldn't let them under that 
system. So as a vindictive thing, I think, they wanted to 
cut down on the stewards. There were many reasons 
involved. It was a negotiating ploy that the company--or 
gambit that the company would use for years after, and 
probably still uses today, to try to reduce the number of 
union representatives. 

CONNORS: What was the stewards council? How did that 
work? 
ASTON: Well, that depends on what period of time you're 
talking about. If you're talking about '53, that year, 
why, after work-- On each shift the union would-- Well, at 
least on two shifts the union would have steward 
councils. And all the stewards from the day shift and 
sometimes the third shift would meet at the union hall, and 
they'd talk about the grievances they had. It was an 
educational effort on the part of the union to make sure 
that all the union representatives were processing the 
grievances in the same manner and that they all knew what a 
grievance was, and it was also to tell them the kind of 
information they should secure In making an investigation--
you know, the who, what, why, where, when, all of those 
questions. Who-type questions were important as the 
grievance proceeded up into the higher steps of the 
procedure. 
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CONNORS: Was being a steward generally a step towards 
getting more and more active in the union and ultimately 
becoming an officer of the union? 
ASTON: Yes, I think for the most part. There were very 
few of our people who rose--even today who have risen--to 
the higher positions in the union without having first 
started as a steward. And when I use the term "steward, " I 
want you to understand that later on in the years of 
negotiation, the steward was eliminated, and we had 
committeemen and alternate committeemen. I'll get into 
that. It was a radical change in the grievance procedure 
that occurred about 1968. But up until about that time, we 
called them stewards, yes. And the steward councils were 
designed to educate them. In addition to the steward 
councils we also had committeemen councils. And at that 
time a steward represented up to two hundred people. If it 
was more than two hundred, we created a new district and a 
new steward. Each steward was in a zone, and a 
committeeman was over the zone; he'd maybe have three, 
four, five, seven stewards under him. And when a grievance 
got higher than the first step of the procedure without 
resolution, then the committeeman would come in at the next 
step of the procedure and try to resolve it. From there it 
would go to the grievance committee, as it was called In 
those days. They would discuss it and they would go in, in 

99 



a third step, and meet with higher company people. 
CONNORS: Last time we spoke about the company expansion 
during the period after the 1953 strike, say, 1954, 1955. 
The company was expanding tremendously in new areas. For 
example, there were guided missiles and atomic energy, etc. 
ASTON: Oh, yes. I don't know if this is the way it got 
started, but the company was involved in all these 
different things. And to get the people to man the new 
phases of manufacturing that the company was interested in, 
they would take people from, in many instances, the 
bargaining unit and place them in a special department 
where they would be working on missiles, electronics, and 
eventually the power-system type of thing, more or less an 
experimental thing. They were also hiring people from off 
the street. But the union challenged the company use of 
these people in a certain department. They called it the 
MACE department, and I forget what MACE stands for right 
this very second. [Missile and Control Equipment] But it 
was over in the Downey division, and the union said, "You 
can't have those people; they really should belong to our 
union. We want them in our union. " The company finally 
agreed that they would bring them into the bargaining 
unit. I think there were about, oh, five or six thousand 
people that were involved that suddenly came into our 
jurisdiction. Of course, we had to sign them up into the 
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union. 

At the same time the company was interested in this 
missile, and rumors were going around that the company was 
going to break off the space division into various groups, 
which they did, ultimately. They established the 
Autonetics division out in Orange County; they established 
the rocket engine division and called it the Rocketdyne 
division, out in Canoga Park; they kept the space division, 
missile division, over in Downey. They also established a 
large area out in Palmdale for the assembly of these large 
structures that they were building. 

CONNORS: First of all, was Autonetics electronics? Is 
that what they--? 
ASTON: Yeah, well, you see, my wife [Ardis Kvanbeck Aston] 
worked there. Yeah, it was electronics. They did 
miniature electronics, a very close work. 
CONNORS: This is very new kind of work in that period. 
Did they have special training programs for people? 
ASTON: Well, the company always had some type of training; 
they had to send those people to school to learn micro-
electronics, and they would send them to school to learn 
how to do that. In some divisions, they would have 
machine-shop schools where people would learn to run 
lathes and mills. I don't know whether they had anything 
for the bigger things. They'd hire people in at a low rate 
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of pay, put them to work with somebody, and eventually they 
would learn the job. 

CONNORS: With this new expansion of work, new expansion of 
facilities, what did that mean for the union trying to 
maintain some kind of coherence in its membership, 
education, and servicing? 
ASTON: Well, during World War II the local had a place 
down in Long Beach, kind of a branch of the local union--it 
became its own local union--we had the facility at the 
space division, and we had the main plant. After that 
other plant at Long Beach left, we only had the space 
division, or Downey division, as we called it, [which] 
employed a very small number of people, and the main plant 
over in Los Angeles. With the sudden expansion from the 
space division to, in effect, one, two, three, about four 
separate divisions, then, the spreading out geographically 
of these plants required that the union have some way to--
represent them, because we had a built-in election 
procedure for people being elected. But servicing those 
people-- We mentioned grievances, we mentioned steward 
councils a while ago. We had to have a place for those 
people to meet. And so we started off by renting small 
storefront locations in Fullerton and another one, an old 
house, out in Canoga Park where our people would meet. And 
then, of course, we already had a kind of a storefront 
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operation across from the space plant. But we had to have 
those offices maintained in some way. It had been the 
practice in the main plant that the grievance chairman was 
out full-time. So we gradually found that we had to have 
the chairman in all of those separate divisions out full-
time and a place for him to sit. They sat in those 
storefront locations for quite a while until-- Well, it 
wasn't quite a while, because within a matter of a year or 
two after the company spread out, why, the union started 
their own building program. We built facilities in Downey, 
Orange County, and Canoga Park in the San Fernando Valley, 
where they could hold their meeting, where they could have 
an office to come to after work to consult with the union 
representatives and that kind of thing. 

CONNORS: The new building was dedicated, I think, in 1957. 
ASTON: Yeah, about '57. Our new hall over in Inglewood 
was about that time. But it was the start of the building 
program. It was quite a problem getting the members to 
agree to a building program. First of all, the bulk of our 
members were still over in the main plant. They'd had 
almost twenty years of meeting the members' needs over in 
the Inglewood area, and many of them couldn't see that, 
because it would cost them fifty cents a month. And fifty 
cents a month doesn't seem like much nowadays, but to them 
it was quite a bit. It was another fifty cents coming out 
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for their union dues, and many of them were opposed. We 
were fortunate in getting it through. 

CONNORS: About this time the joint-council structure was 
established. 
ASTON: Oh, yeah. That was very, very important to the 
success of the local union because of the large number of 
people who had never had any actual touch with a union or 
its goals. It came into being-- Each unit at a particular 
location--and I think that originally there were around 
eighteen units--would have a chairman, a vice-chairman, a 
recording secretary, a financial secretary, and one 
delegate for each hundred people. Some of those units that 
were large had ten, twelve, fifteen joint-council 
delegates. In [the] Autonetics [division], where they had 
two units, why, that would bring in about forty people who 
had never had any firsthand experience with unions 
before. Our joint-council structure to begin with was 
probably in excess of two hundred people, all of [whom] had 
superseniority--or at least to an extent superseniority--
which meant they couldn't be laid off. It made them eager 
to do a good job and be reelected so they wouldn't be laid 
off. At the same time it gave us, the union, an 
opportunity to educate them as to their role in the union 
and the role of the union in their lives and their family's 
lives. 
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CONNORS: Whose idea was it to begin with? 
ASTON: Oh, maybe a lot of people would take credit; not 
all of them are alive. Jack Hurst probably heard about 
it. I think the guy was probably Jack [T. ] Conway. He was 
an administrative assistant to Walter [P. ] Reuther and very 
astute politically. He suggested that this would be a good 
way to bring the members into the union. And also, because 
they were split up into various groups around, would not 
really allow any particular unit to have enough political 
power to upset the administration. By controlling those 
units, the administration, whoever was in charge of the 
administration, would always have the control of the 
political processes of the local union. 
CONNORS: During this time, I guess, say, in 1957, you 
became the vice-chairman of the grievance committee. Could 
you talk a little bit about how you got more active in 
union activities and how you got to this position? 
ASTON: Oh, well, I guess it had to be recognition, first 
of all, of my fellow workers that I had some potential. It 
was after the strike, and there was a fellow writing the 
shop column for our particular union paper that was in my 
department. He decided he didn't want to write anymore. 
I'd asked him how he started writing, I had some interest 
in writing myself. He said, "Well, listen, if you want to 
take over the column, I'll tell whoever, you know, that 
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you're going to write, " and so I did start writing. 

At the same time, almost simultaneously, an election 
for steward opened up. So I ran for steward and was 
elected. And just within a matter of three months the 
committeeman who was over my area where I was steward and 
several others--I've told you about this setup for the 
stewards--apparently had incurred the wrath of the 
administration and of Hurst and some of his group, and 
because the people knew that I'd stayed out fifty-four 
days during the strike, I had five kids, that I apparently 
was a pretty good union guy-- I ran for committeeman 
against this firmly-entrenched committeeman, who was a 
member of the bargaining committee or grievance committee, 
as they called it then, and I beat him, and there was a 
protest over that election. They had a meeting at the 
hall where the people had a chance to vote again, and they 
upheld my election. 

Almost immediately I was placed on the grievance 
committee. At North American, I'd just had about four or 
five months of in-shop stewardship experience, and [to be] 
put immediately on the grievance committee was really a 
raise in stature for me. In performing that work, you had 
to write a summary of the cases that had been through the 
first and second step so that the entire grievance 
committee would read that summary and know instantly what 
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the case was about, or at least that's the way it was set 
up. I think my summaries were pretty concise and right on 
the mark, and they received quite a bit of praise for 
that. So when an opening became available, within, oh, 
within six months I was elected vice-chairman of the 
committee. 

CONNORS: You said that the grievance committee and the 
bargaining committee were the same thing? 
ASTON: As it is nowadays, yeah. The grievance committee 
and the bargaining committee are the same bodies now. 
However, over the years they talk about the "bargaining 
committee" meeting with the company, but from the bylaws 
standpoint that's the negotiating committee. So in 
contract language they call it the bargaining committee--
the same thing they called the grievance committee when I 
was more active. 

CONNORS: The food service workers at North American were 
organized. Can we talk about them coming into the 
bargaining unit. 

ASTON: It wasn't a large body of people; maybe at the 
height of their function it may not have been more than a 
couple of hundred people. Three hundred, I'm sure, at the 
very most. Some of our people would eat in the cafeteria 
and say to those people, "How come you don't belong to the 
union?" Well, nobody had tried to organize them. And so 
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when Hurst had become president--well, maybe a little bit 
before that--they decided to try to organize the cafeteria 
workers, and they did. And almost from the very outset, 
cafeteria workers were not employees of North American but 
were employees of an organization who had a contract with 
North American. It was called Nationwide. Later on it was 
Canteen [Food and Vending Service], and now it's ARA 
[Services Inc. ]. It depends on whoever the company gives 
the contract to. And Nationwide was the company. So, they 
went in and negotiated a contract with a very small raise, 
but a union shop, and for many, many years they were the 
only group of Local 887 that had a union shop--well, 
actually, there were just two groups at that time. You 
were either North American or you're Nationwide. But they 
were the only group that had a union shop, and they were 
used as an example by President Hurst many times of what 
you could do if people would stick together--that they 
would give up a raise just to keep their union shop. 
CONNORS: The food workers, for the most part were they 
women workers? 

ASTON: Yes. I guess they had the men doing some work, 
like mopping. Some of the men were cooks, chefs, you 
know. In most cases the cook would be a male. 
CONNORS: Would the food workers bargain separately with 
the company? 
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ASTON: They'd always bargain separately. The local union 
president would assign someone to negotiate the contract. 
I think Dick Cartwright and Paul Schrade may have 
negotiated the first one, or it may have been Jack Hurst. 
Jack Hurst, Carter Paine, Hank Lacayo, Joe Bomgaars, 
myself, and Tommy Whalen. I had it for several sets of 
negotiations. 

CONNORS: Okay. About 1956 Leonard Woodcock came on the 
scene. Was he director of the [United Automobile Workers] 
aircraft department? 
ASTON: Yeah. I guess that came about because after the 
1953 strike, I may have told you already that President 
Reuther removed [John W. ] Livingston from the North 
American group. Almost about the same time, why, he 
brought Woodcock in, first as a director of the aero-
space department. I think first he was an administrative 
assistant to Reuther, and then Reuther sent him back in to 
be elected director of his region, which put him on the 
executive board, and then made him a board member at large 
and later a vice president and put in charge of the 
aerospace department. They called it the aircraft 
department at that time. And he had an assistant, a 
fellow by the name of Irving Bluestone. I don't know if 
you know Irving Bluestone or not, but he was known as the 
intellectual on the international executive board. And 

109 



the term "intellectual, " you know, is used by a lot of 
people to mean a lot of different things, and a lot of 
jokes about that. But he is a very smart person. Both of 
them came out here after Jack Conway. Then Bluestone and 
Woodcock came over, and to me, both of them, if you want to 
call somebody intellectual, they were brilliant strategists 
in determining how we should negotiate and what we should 
negotiate for. I've watched Woodcock in operation many 
times, and he was so quick on the comeback; when the 
company would say something, he could always think of an 
argument. 

It was Woodcock, I think, who engineered the negotia-
tions into the [John F. ] Kennedy administration--it was 
probably '62--so that Jack Kennedy would have something to 
say about the outcome of negotiations. We'd just gotten 
rid of eight years of [Dwight D. ] Eisenhower. And so when 
it began to be rumored around that there was going to be a 
strike, President Kennedy suggested that there not be a 
strike. Instead, he said he would form a special committee 
to study the problems in the aerospace industry and come up 
with recommendations. They did come up with recommenda-
tions, including the amount of money we should get in 
raises, and then because the issue of union security was so 
important, he suggested that they come up with a recommenda-
tion there, too. And they recommended that it be put to a 
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direct vote of the members. 

At that time we had well over half-- Fifty percent, 
maybe 65 or 70 percent, of the people were members of the 
union. And the mistake that was made was that they would 
agree in the vote that the union had to get 66 2/3 percent 
of the vote in order to have a union shop. If they got 
that, the company then would be obligated to bring into the 
union those other people, even though they didn't want to 
belong. Of course, that was a longstanding aversion of 
Gene [Eugene] Starkweather, the company spokesman. He 
would never, never, he said, force anybody into the 
union. So they had the election, and we lost. Even though 
we got a majority and got about 60-something percent, we 
still didn't get the 66 percent. And I can remember to 
this day Woodcock standing in the back of the hall there 
after the votes. He came in shaking his head and just 
couldn't believe it. And because he had strong faith in 
the future of our union he said, "Well, we'll live to fight 
another day, and we'll be back. " And it turned out we were 
back. 
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ASTON: When the future-retiree provision of the contract 
had been negotiated back in 1956, it was agreed that it 
would not come up for renewal again until 1960. And at 
that time Leonard Woodcock was our chief negotiator, and 
Irv Bluestone. So they had a great role to play in the 
direction that the future-retiree program would go at North 
American. And they did two things that year that were to 
carry on for many, many years and to some extent still 
carry on at North American, [now] Rockwell [International 
Corporation]. One is that they negotiated a raise for the 
people who were going to retire after that contract was 
effective. And then for those people who had already 
retired in the previous years, they negotiated a raise that 
brought them up substantially so they didn't have to live 
on the rate that they had retired on. They had been doing 
that for six years of the relatively small amount. And so 
as they Increased that rate, they'd get a certain amount 
for every year they had worked before they retired that 
brought their pension up. Then, even more importantly, 
they negotiated a health plan for the retiree. At that 
time, I don't believe-- Well, I know Medicare hadn't come 
into existence, so the health plan was very important to 
retirees. [laughter] And it has meant a lot to them 
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because it supplemented Medicare, and in later years that 
was important, too. They followed that until, oh, just a 
few years back. Then they started negotiating now, and in 
the last two negotiations they've negotiated lump-sum 
payments for retirees. I still get the pension I retired 
with, but they give me $200 this year, $225 next year, 
$250-- It doesn't add anything to my basic pension, and 
it's something they can take away. That may prove 
somebody's downfall some day. 

I'll just say, if I could, about the pensions, that 
the fact that we allowed-- In a way it's not only pensions, 
but it has to do with vacations and holidays. In aero-
space, our union, Local 887, has been a pioneer in this 
area, and other unions get what Local 887 has been able to 
negotiate. But unions in general have [benefited] because 
they've negotiated holiday pay, because they've negotiated 
succeedingly longer vacation pay, because they've allowed 
people to retire early. We've helped establish at least 
three different industries. The leisure time, recreation 
time that our people have off-- Their holidays that they 
have off, their ability to combine holidays and vacation 
pay and be away from work for a long time allows them to go 
clear across the country and back In a vehicle manufactured 
to transfer them in ease. That was a new industry. They 
could go skiing, they could travel to foreign countries. 
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They could do all of the things that formerly only the rich 
people could do, because it was available to them and they 
could afford it. 

The insurance industry-- Well, I think, you know, the 
insurance industry is thriving, at least the health 
industry, who fought long and hard against the Medicare 
plan and now provide all manner of insurance, group 
insurance, for people who work. They fought tooth and nail 
the Medicare legislation. But before we got Medicare, 
every time we would negotiate an increase in the health 
care package that would pay all of the-- It was on a fixed-
fee basis. The doctor would treat somebody, and I think 
they would look at the thing, "Well, the insurance plan 
pays $75 for this operation. No reason that guy can get 
off scot-free, so we're going to charge him $100. " So the 
employee would wind up paying $25 and the fixed-fee 
business would go out the window. Next time we'd negotiate 
a higher fixed fee--the doctors would raise it higher. The 
doctors were there at the insurance trough from the very 
outset, and they continue to do that to this day. 

On pensions, you know, whole new areas for people to 
live in who are retired have been created in the Sun Belt 
industry, and people move to those locations. That's 
helped establish something. You can pick up a daily paper 
and know how businesses cater to the senior citizen. I 
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bring home three separate newspapers from the forum meeting 
of different advertisers who formed newspapers to advertise 
specifically to retirees of things that they're going to do 
for the retiree. But it's all those industries that have 
been created by collective bargaining. 

CONNORS: That's very true, very true. A short time ago, 
we were talking about the Eisenhower years. And I know 
that Adlai [E. ] Stevenson, when he was running against 
Eisenhower in 1956, came out here and visited the local. 
Could we talk a little bit about that? 
ASTON: I remember him coming out here in '56. I remember 
[laughter] going to a-- I was so sure that Adlai Stevenson 
was going to be elected in 1956. I was working the second 
shift and another guy and I took off from work to go down 
to the victory party at the [Hollywood] Palladium or 
someplace. And, of course, there weren't very many people 
there--he had lost. Yeah, he came out here. Our local 
union and our international union have always had a great 
interest in the political processes, and we've tried to 
educate our people as to what each candidate stood for. In 
nearly all the cases, you know, it's been the Democrats 
that we are for, because they, for the most part, have been 
for the working people and what the working people stand 
for and what's best for them and for their families. And 
so Adlai Stevenson came out to the local union hall and 
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spoke at--it was the old union hall--spoke at the hall, 
and we had rallies at the gate for him. But he was 
just one of many presidential candidates that our local 
union has entertained. Estes Kefauver was at our gate. 
Hubert [H. ] Humphrey was there. "Pat" [Edmund G. ] 
Brown [Sr. ], on the state level, was a friend of our 
local union. Jack Kennedy never actually attended a 
Local 887 meeting, but he had strong support there. 
Walter Reuther came to our union hall and spoke on 
behalf of Jack Kennedy's candidacy. But Adlai 
Stevenson would sit down and have coffee with the 
guys and was kind of a down-to-earth guy despite his 
intellectual powers. 

CONNORS: At this time, I guess the president of the 
union was Jack Hurst. 
ASTON: Yes. 

CONNORS: Did you notice political action becoming more of 
a focus, more of an activity during those years? 
ASTON: I'd say for the most part--I think, from [my] 
reading, even prior to Jack Hurst and prior to Paul 
Schrade--the local union has been active in politics. 
Hurst was more aggressive. We began to get more 
aggressive, I think, under Hurst, and even more than that 
under Lacayo. 

CONNORS: And the political action was aimed at registering 
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voters and getting out the vote? 
ASTON: Registering voters, attending rallies, walking 
precincts on election day. In later years there were more 
restrictions placed on unions and other organizations about 
their participation because we had what they called PACs 
[political action committees]. Anyway, we were able to do 
that, and as the politicians and the Republicans saw the 
effectivity of the unions, they began thinking about 
restrictions they could put on them. And it was during 
Kennedy's time in the Senate-- I think in 1956, 1960, he 
started on the labor committee. I forget the name of the 
law that they had. 

CONNORS: Was that Landrum-Griffin? 
ASTON: Landrum-Griffin Act. They were trying to restrict 
labor more. They still put restrictions on them, but they 
were less because of the Kennedy's working on unions' 
behalf. That was one of the reasons that he gained the 
support of the labor movement during his election 
campaign. 

CONNORS: The AFL [American Federation of Labor] and CIO 
[Congress of Industrial Organizations] merged in 1955. 
I've heard from other unionists different reactions to 
that. For the most part, it seems that union members were 
in support of the merger. How did that show up, or what 
was the attitude towards the merger at Local 887? 
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ASTON: I think in my local union that we were all for it, 
because a lot of people thought the labor movement would be 
stronger if they were merged into a single entity rather 
than being divided, you know, fighting over representation 
rights and that thing. We had gone through that kind of 
action in the local union, where the AFL in effect raided 
our bargaining unit and took away the carpenters and the 
electricians, who had heretofore for a long time been in 
our bargaining unit. I think mainly the carpenters at that 
time. 

CONNORS: These people had been in the bargaining unit and 
they just sort of decertified? 

ASTON: Right. They voted to go out. And there were some 
other unions that had also done the same thing. 
CONNORS: And that was in 1954, '55? What year was that? 
ASTON: I forget the exact year. It may have been '54. 
People like the maintenance carpenters, the cabinetmakers, 
the painters, and the stationary engineers were all going 
to go to the AF of L. Once they got into that--they may 
have had a steward on the job or they may not, they never 
had direct access to their union the way the UAW [United 
Automobile Workers] workers had access to their union. We 
were right there for them. In the case of the unions I've 
just mentioned, you know, the maintenance, the painters, 
and the stationary engineers and carpenters and so forth, 
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if they had a problem, they'd have to find the union hall, 
wherever it was. They had one union hall for all of Los 
Angeles County to go to with their problems. And quite 
frequently, why, their problem wasn't resolved. As it 
turned out, our union negotiates for all of those unions. 
Those unions since they've been a separate group, went into 
their own trade union group, have never negotiated a 
contract that was the pattern for us; we've always been the 
pattern for them. They get what we get, and no more, 
[tape recorder off] 

When Woodcock first came into the bargaining arena, he 
had several ideas he thought would be better. Because 
there's a split in the IAM [International Association of 
Machinists] and the UAW as to what they would settle for, 
depending on which one settled first, one of them would 
almost always be the pattern that the other aircraft 
companies would settle for. If the IAM would settle for 
something less than the UAW was trying to achieve, that 
put us in a bad bargaining position. So when Leonard 
Woodcock came on, he met with various members, IAM Vice 
President Roy Brown and other people in the IAM, and set 
up meetings, unity meetings of a sort, and tried to get 
them to go for the same things that the UAW was going 
for. And the reason they wanted that was because the UAW 
was always ahead of the IAM, and I think are still ahead in 
many areas of contract settlement. So he was trying to get 
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the parties to agree that when we entered negotiation, the 
IAM would be asking for one thing and the UAW would be 
asking for the very same thing with whoever they were 
meeting with. Though we did that for a number of years, it 
never did reach the goal that we really wanted. There 
would always be some group, some company that would settle 
for less that would break the pattern, and it was always an 
IAM union that would do that. One year it was Boeing 
[Company] up there. It wasn't Boeing in Seattle. They 
agreed with us and they stayed with us. But because they 
put all of the IAM plants together, there was some plant 
out in Wichita in the middle of the farm country that voted 
to accept a company offer. Because all the IAM groups 
voted together, that made a majority for the company 
proposal, and that was enough to carry the IAM negotiations 
and pitch us down. I don't know what it was, 1968 or 
something. 

CONNORS: But the attempt to work together started to get 
rolling around 1958, I would say. 

ASTON: It continued not only from 1958 but for many, many 
years after that. We would have joint meetings at our 
union hall, we had a joint meeting in Saint Louis, we had 
joint meetings in other areas where we would try to 
establish some pattern. And it never would come about the 
way we visualized it. 
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CONNORS: We talked a little bit last time about the 
layoffs that were starting to take place in 1957. That was 
a problem that lasted for a couple of years, wasn't it? 
ASTON: Oh, always has. That wasn't just a pattern that 
started in 1957, '58--that's always been a pattern. The 
board of arbitration appointed by President [Harry S. ] 
Truman addressed this issue one time when they said that 
when the need is up, when there's a war going on or a 
threat of war, the people in this country have no recrimina-
tions at all about supporting the aerospace industry or the 
defense industry and spending money for what it's pro-
ducing. And then once that threat is no longer there, why, 
they're opposed to it. It was in the missile program at 
the space division in 1957 when a large number of people--I 
think ten thousand or twelve thousand, something like that--
were laid off in a single day. And almost simultaneously a 
layoff occurred in the Los Angeles division. We really 
hadn't been paying very much attention to seniority, oh, 
since about 1950 up to that time, because no large numbers 
were really being laid off. And so the seniority 
provisions were relatively unknown to union representa-
tives. I remember Hank Lacayo and myself--we were the 
night-shift members of the grievance committee--had got 
together and between us tried to figure out what that 
seniority article meant, because it was going to affect 
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so many people. As it turned out, President Hurst assigned 
a lot of different people, mainly the chairmen, to come to 
the union hall and be there on Saturdays and Sundays to 
talk to the people who were being laid off. I may have 
told you that already. 

CONNORS: We talked a bit about that last time, yeah. I'm 
looking here at an issue of the Propeller for July 1957, 
and it's talking about layoffs, but it's also mentioning 
downgrading. Now, did the company use this period of 
cutting back to try to downgrade the--? 
ASTON: Downgrade Is a provision built into the seniority 
article of our contract. Say that I'm a senior milling-
machine operator and there comes a cutback. There may be 
ten of us who are senior milling operators, and we may have 
more seniority than someone who's a B operator. If I have 
the least amount of seniority as a senior milling operator 
but I have more seniority than a B, I'm allowed under the 
contract to go down to that B-level classification. If I 
didn't have seniority to hold in that B level, because the 
B level guys some of them may have even more seniority than 
I, I would be allowed to go down to the next job in a 
related family group. A family group might be a drill 
press; it might be a burring machine operator. Some lower-
level job that paid less money but would still keep me 
working. We built those steps as a seniority protection 
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for our workers, for our members. 

CONNORS: In 1958 the union came close to striking again. 
ASTON: Oh, I don't really know that they came that 
close. Part of it is, on both sides, it was almost like a 
pattern you could always count on happening in 
negotiations. I think maybe in all unions, but I know in 
our union, as the contract nears its completion point, the 
union calls several meetings of the membership. They call 
a meeting, they give them the proposals of, that the union 
is making on the company for the new contract, and the 
contract negotiations proceed. And then as it gets near 
the end the union will call another meeting where the 
membership will authorize the bargaining committee to call 
a meeting to take a strike vote If that becomes 
necessary. Negotiations are still winding down, still 
getting near the end, and the union calls a meeting to get 
that strike vote, or the authorization for a strike vote. 
And they usually get it with quite a substantial majority, 
so the company knows that the union membership is 
concerned. The company sends their stooges to some of 
those meetings to find out how many people are there. They 
want to know how big the strike vote was, what the 
percentage was. And that determines how serious they 
should be in giving the union-- Whether they should back 
off of this issue or that issue. They listen to what's 
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said at those meetings as to which issues are important to 
the people. In all the negotiations, there's more serious 
negotiations takes place in the last twenty-four hours than 
in the whole month or two months or three months, whatever 
the party's been negotiating. And maybe even more 
negotiating might take place the last hour than takes place 
the previous months. 

CONNORS: So that strike threat was more of a show of 
force? 
ASTON: It's a show of force, yes, and it's a negotiating 
technique that's been perfected by the UAW and used with 
success in doing it. 

CONNORS: About this time, too, in politics, the right-to-
work movement got cooking in California. What was behind 
that? What was North American's attitude toward that? 
ASTON: Oh, well, I think the company's attitude, 
particularly during Starkweather's stewardship for the 
company, was that he was glad to see it happen. He was 
antiunion from the very outset. I don't know what started 
the right-to-work movement or who started it, but they did 
have a national right-to-work group and became quite 
prominent in the Orange County area. Maybe that was the 
only area where it was really gained prominence, and the 
Orange County, the Santa Ana Register or something like 
that, the newspapers out there, were giving support to 

124 



it. That was Republican country, and they were glad to see 
it happen. So the Autonetics plant was a focal point for 
the right-to-work movement. And they infiltrated our 
members out there. They went to the union meetings, and 
mainly they tried to interfere in the elections that we 
would have. They would always have a candidate that, even 
though he might not say he was a candidate for the right-
to-work people, was receiving support from them and would 
echo the same points of opposition to the local union that 
the right-to-work people would echo: that we were taking 
the members' money and using it for politics, that we were 
spending the money on expensive trips, that there was not a 
free election, that some way we were manipulating the 
election process. Anything to upset the members, they 
would say. 

CONNORS: And these people would be union members? 
ASTON: Some of them would, yes. And some of them were 
people who were Just looking for the financial support that 
they could get from the right-to-work movement in their 
campaign. I don't know what they would have done if they 
had really been elected. But we found that over the years, 
particularly during the terrible sixties, that they would 
use the same argument in election after election after 
election, more under the Lacayo administration than any. 
Hurst left about '63, and all the unrest in the country 
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that was occurring in the sixties came about that period of 
time. From '62 on up to the seventies the right-to-work 
group was very active. You now hear very little of them. 
I'd say at the same time that there were religious groups 
who were protesting the right of the unions, or the union 
contracts, to force them into a union. And one that I 
handled through several alphabet agencies and helped our 
attorneys process went all the way to the [United States] 
Supreme Court, where they rejected it. Something about a 
Christian shouldn't be yoked with unbelievers was their 
main thing. The Church of Jesus Christ Now, or something 
like that, was the name. 
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CONNORS: Let's talk a little bit more about this 
particular case. Now, it was a grievance, is that how it 
came about? How did it emerge? 
ASTON: I don't think it was a grievance. I think the way 
it started was that they had this person at [the] 
Autonetics [division of the North American Aviation 
Company] who also was a right-to-worker but who in addition 
to that was a member of the Church of Jesus Christ Now, I 
think was the name of it. And under the '68 agreement, he 
was required to join the union. If he didn't join the 
union, he could be fired. 

CONNORS: Oh. Okay. So this was after--
ASTON: And so he refused, and in refusing he tried to make 
several deals with the union that would allow him to stay 
and make the deals with the company, too, if they would put 
him out of the bargaining unit, you know, where he wouldn't 
have to pay dues, and in effect let him do the same work or 
something. That would satisfy him, and he still wouldn't 
be "yoked to unbelievers, " as he put it. And the union 
turned down every effort that he made. They wanted him out 
of the plant. They didn't want the company to use 
subterfuge to get people who refused to join the union-- To 
allow them to continue to work when they've been-- You 
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know, they're supposed to be in the bargaining unit, 
they're supposed to pay dues. And damn it, that's what we 
wanted. We wouldn't want the company to go a roundabout 
way to retain those people in their employ. We said if 
they did that, we'd file an unfair labor practice against 
them. They'd be in violation of the contract. So this guy 
filed a charge with the National Labor Relations Board, 
which was rejected. And then he filed a suit in superior 
court that was thrown out because it was a federal 
matter. So then he filed a suit in the proper federal 
court and it wended its way through the procedure and 
lasted almost two years. I had a file on this guy, oh, 
five inches thick, I guess, of different procedures that it 
had been through and the union's response to those. 
Finally, it went to the federal appeals court and they 
rejected it, and then he appealed it. It wasn't him; it 
was his church that appealed it to the United States 
Supreme Court. And they refused to hear it. The whole 
church itself, including those members--and I think there 
were 36 members in California and 156 or something like 
that in some place in Texas--comprised the entire 
congregation or body of that church. It was a very small 
sect. The Church of Jesus Christ Now. 

CONNORS: But to carry out all these legal steps, they must 
have had quite a bit of financial backing, unless they 
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were--
ASTON: That church, where they got their money I don't 
know. I think that the right-to-work group--in fact, I'm 
pretty sure--supplied them with some money, particularly 
when they got up into the higher steps of the judicial 
procedure. They had to get their money from someplace, and 
this small group of people that I told you backed them I 
don't think would have that kind of money. Somewhere that 
file is around. It was in my own file cabinet when I quit 
work, when I retired. And really, the attorney for the 
church, it was so humorous to hear him talk. I have 
nothing against hillbillies? I could be accused of being a 
hillbilly myself. The way he talked and some of the words 
and expressions he used, it was just too much. And I had 
that case from the very outset to its conclusion--well, not 
in the courts, but they always kept me informed. 
CONNORS: That's interesting. We were talking about this 
Proposition 18 of 1958. And there's been, I noticed, in 
the newspaper or maybe it was a sheet by itself-- Was this 
Henry Lacayo's letter to--? 

ASTON: Oh, well, yeah, that was called-- "The spider to 
the fly" thing, I think it was. It became known as "the 
spider to the fly. " There was a right-to-work movement 
about that time. 
CONNORS: That was 1958. 
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ASTON: Yeah. It was a California state ballot 
proposition. I think it was Proposition 17. 
CONNORS: Eighteen. 
ASTON: Eighteen. Yeah. In trying to get it passed, the 
company--this was in [James "Dutch"] Kindelberger's last 
days--sent a letter to all the members urging them to vote 
for Proposition 18, that they wouldn't be hurt in any way 
by that passage, and since they wouldn't be hurt, they 
might as well vote for it. I don't think he said anything 
about how they would be helped, Just that they wouldn't be 
hurt, and so they should vote for it. The right-to-work 
movement was beginning to be popular in quite a few 
states. Some states had through legislative action adopted 
a right-to-work law that really-- The title was a misnomer 
to begin with. It really didn't give anybody the right to 
work and couldn't make them Join the union or have them 
join the union freely. 

So we had a guy, an international representative by 
the name of Spike Ennis, who was a pioneer in the UAW 
[United Automobile Workers]. He had been in the sit-down 
strikes in Indiana, I believe, during the 1936-37 period, 
and was more or less put out to pasture in [UAW] region 
six, you know, sunny California, for the work that he had 
done in the pioneering days and so forth and was made a 
kind of a service representative. And so I think that he 
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wrote this letter; other people may have made some 
contribution. I'm sure fellow employee Hank Lacayo would 
say that he wrote it, but he didn't write it. All you have 
to do is read some of Spike Ennis's writing--and also read 
some of Lacayo's--and you know that he was the one. We 
passed that out and really got a lot of good publicity and 
reaction from the membership. They called it "the spider 
to the fly" letter. And, of course, Proposition 18 was 
handily defeated, and it has never been brought back to the 
voters of California since that time. It would be 
interesting to see how it would fare in an election today. 
CONNORS: There are a couple of other issues that emerged 
in the fifties that I'd like to talk about. One was civil 
rights, and another one was discrimination against women. 
I don't know if it's direct discrimination, but unfairness 
to women at work. 

ASTON: Okay. Let me take those things about the women 
first. There were two laws that were in effect in the 
1950s. One had to do with the weight lifting, to the 
effect that the rules governing women workers in the state 
of California said that no woman would be required to lift 
fifty pounds or more. In formulating those rules, the law 
gives anyone a right to ask for a waiver of those rules if 
they so desired. North American could have said, "We have 
this woman whose job requires her on occasion, or maybe 
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even on a regular basis, to lift fifty pounds. She's a 
woman that can easily lift that amount with no problem. " 
If they wanted to ask for a waiver on that, they could. 
The company never used it in that manner. The way they 
used it was they would have certain Jobs, and if they 
didn't want a woman to have that high a rate of Job and it 
required some lifting, they'd say they couldn't give it to 
her and preclude her from advancement to a higher 
classification by saying that the job required the lifting 
of a weight more than fifty pounds. That could be once a 
day or twice a day or a substantial portion of the day. 
But all the company would have to say was It required the 
lifting of a weight of fifty pounds or more and prevent 
that woman from having the job. 

We decided to challenge that on the night shift. I 
was committeeman at that time, and a woman by the name of 
Blanton-- She wasn't all that large, but she said, well, 
maybe she couldn't pick up fifty pounds, but they had 
lifting devices. In addition to that, they had men who 
once in a while would go around and move weights for other 
men, and why couldn't that happen for her? Why couldn't 
she use the lifting devices? And if she could do either 
one of those things, then she would be getting more money, 
she would be able to perform the higher rate of work. We 
went through the various steps of the procedure without 
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successful settlement and finally got into arbitration, 
where the arbitrator ruled in the union's favor. That 
wasn't enough for the company because besides that, other 
employees were taking the same position in other industries 
where employers were still being able to prevent women from 
doing that. Anyway, that was only a single case there, and 
so they went to the state agency that was in charge of 
women, the industrial welfare commission of the state of 
California, and tried to get the issue settled, but 
couldn't. The commission did rule, however, that the 
employee or the union on the employee's behalf had a right 
to ask for a waiver of the weight rule and could be granted 
the same at an employer's request. Finally, they got the 
case in court, and about the same time a court in some 
other state was addressing that issue. And the courts 
ruled that if a woman could lift those weights without a 
problem-- The company shouldn't deny a woman, per se, a 
right to have a job merely because women generally didn't 
do that type of work. If a woman could lift that weight, 
why, she should be able to have that job. 

The other thing involving woman was the restriction 
that had to do with the amount of hours a woman could work 
in a day or a week. A woman couldn't work more than eight 
hours in a day, or forty-two hours or something in a single 
week, or however they were going to set the rules. Or If a 
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woman worked the second shift there had to be some 
available public transportation to take her home, which was 
not available at any of the North American plants. There 
were a lot of reasons that a woman couldn't work the second 
shift, and they couldn't work more than eight hours. As a 
consequence, two people, one a man and one a woman, could 
be working In the same classification--the man could be 
making a hundred or more dollars a week more, because he's 
working overtime, than the woman could. And so we 
challenged that through the legislature, sent Lacayo up 
there to testify, as I recall, and were able to upset that 
so the women were not restricted in that manner anymore. 
The women's rights movement was coming into effect, too, 
shortly after that period. The weight lifting, I think, 
was in the late fifties, and the hour thing came afterwards 
in the early sixties. The women's movement was getting its 
start about 1963, '64. 

CONNORS: In looking at some of these back issues of the 
Propeller, I noticed that there were quite a few 
activities, union activities, directed specifically towards 
women, to try to get women more active in the union. 
ASTON: Well, It wasn't necessarily for that. We hoped 
that it would result, but that wasn't the main reason. The 
main reason was because the women were being discriminated 
against, and of course it didn't do us any harm as a union, 
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but it was the human thing, that women were being treated 
differently. 

CONNORS: What about civil rights? I'm looking at a 
Propeller issue for October 11, 1956, that talks about a 
civil rights conference that the UAW was participating 
in. At the national level, I suppose, this was at a time 
when the civil rights movement as a whole really hadn't 
gotten started, but it was the beginning of that. How did 
that kind of concern develop at North American? First of 
all, there were a good number of black workers at North 
American, I would think. 
ASTON: Yeah. Well, almost from the conception of Walter 
[P. ] Reuther's administration as president of the UAW, a 
provision was inserted into the UAW constitution--it had 
been there long before [Harry S. ] Truman's time in the 
civil right activity--that there would be no discrimination 
in the UAW. And so we've pioneered in that area. We've 
had an equal employment committee in our local union and in 
every region and international, at the convention, there's 
always a committee that is designed specifically to try to 
resolve any problems that arise over the failure of any 
member to have their civil rights. This one here had to do 
with the civil rights conference they had in 1956; it had 
to do with the filibuster that the [United States] Congress 
was having there to prevent the passage of a certain civil 
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rights act. But we've always been strong in civil rights, 
even though the company has tried to keep minorities 
down. 

When I first came on the grievance committee, there 
were no black inspectors, or very few, if any, at North 
American. An inspector, because of the kind of work he 
did, would sit at a table and pick up a part and "mike" 
it. Many of them wore white shirts and some of them wore 
ties, and they'd sit there and inspect, run a micrometer on 
a part or pass it under some testing equipment and never 
really get their hands dirty. And I think for the most 
part the company--a carryover from Dutch Kindelberger's 
days--thought it would be wrong for a black to have that 
white-collar job. If blacks were going to be working 
there, they wanted him to be out there getting his hands 
dirty on some of these jobs; they wouldn't put him in the 
inspection department. And one of my first times on the 
bargaining committee, we brought in an International 
representative that handled equal employment opportunity--
they didn't call It that, and I can't think of the name 
right this very minute of what they did call it--to our 
grievance committee, who made the arguments on behalf of 
the right of a black person to be a machine parts inspector 
at North American. Within a matter of, oh, a month or so 
we did get a black employee In the inspection department. 
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Because we made such an effort, and always had made 
such an effort, we were always leery of any charge that was 
made against our local union that someone had been 
discriminated against by the union. A lot of charges had 
been made like that, which I'll get into. But for a long 
time, I guess the first years of my activity on the 
committee, almost every grievance filed by a black employee 
would be--and particularly if it was a promotion or a 
classification grievance--a discrimination grievance. They 
would file two grievances: A promotion grievance--they 
should have been promoted because they were in line to have 
that job by virtue of their seniority. And a second 
grievance--the reason they didn't get it was because they 
were discriminated. That was another grievance. And so it 
would be two grievances, and the company began to object to 
all these grievances coming in, all of which would charge 
discrimination in every instance. In many of them, where 
the employee was the most senior, the union was, reluctant 
to process that discrimination grievance, because there was 
no way you could prove it. We' d say the reason he didn' t 
get it was because he didn't have enough seniority. The 
fact that he was black was a moot point if they would give 
it to him because he had the seniority. Another thing is 
proving is always a very difficult thing to do. Eventually 
we got a separate procedure for resolving discrimination 
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cases that took it out of the grievance steps. We had 
somebody, I would say, with finesse, knowledge, sometimes a 
black, maybe most times a black member of our grievance 
committee, sit down with the company and explain the 
aggrieved black person's point of view about his 
feelings. 

Later on, some of our political opponents began 
sending people down to the EEOC after that group was 
formed--Equal Opportunity Employment Commission--to file a 
charge against the union when the company wouldn't promote 
them. It so happened that I handled all of those 
charges. For years that was my role, to respond to NLRB 
[National Labor Relations Board] charges, EEOC charges, and 
FEPC [Fair Employment Practices Commission] charges--any 
alphabet agency--and defend the union's action. Whatever 
happened, it wasn't our fault. And it's true--it wasn't 
our fault. We never lost a single case in all those years 
that I did that, eight years or more. 

CONNORS: And that would have been in the mid-1960s. Your 
activity with the EEOC and the Fair Employment Practices 
Commission--all that began in about, say, 1965, '66? 
ASTON: I would think so, yeah. 
CONNORS: Okay. Okay. I'd like to get into that, but 
maybe a little bit later on. You mentioned Dutch 
Kindelberger a couple of times. I don't think we've spoken 
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too much about him, so maybe we'd just as well--
ASTON: Oh, okay. Let me tell you about Dutch. Not that I 
knew him personally, but I've researched and done a lot of 
digging about Kindelberger. When Dutch started North 
American-- Well, he didn't start it. It was a combination 
of a lot of different companies, one of which was owned by 
General Motors [Corporation]. When they moved to 
California, General Motors had enough interest in one of 
these companies to name the president of North American, 
and they named Kindelberger. The company that General 
Motors retained had enough stock interest in North American 
over the years, at least up until 1948, to name the 
director of labor relations, Gene [Eugene] Starkweather, 
and so forth. Okay. When Dutch Kindelberger came on, 
there wasn't a union. There was a small group. You know, 
we started out with two hundred employees. He would walk 
through the plant every day, and he would know everybody by 
their first name, maybe stop and say, "Hi, Tony, how are 
you?" and "How's your kids?" And he got to know those 
people. But we're talking about 1935, '36. In 1937 they 
had a sit-down strike over in Douglas [Aircraft], I believe 
it was, Santa Monica. That's when labor unrest was 
becoming quite prevalent in the United States. The workers 
at North American wanted to have a union, and Kindelberger 
agreed, without benefit of card check, without any other 
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reason, to have a union. And so they had a union. 

But almost from that time, Kindelberger changed. 
We're talking about 1937, and that was the beginning of the 
rise, the real rise of Adolf Hitler in Germany. 
Kindelberger went over to Germany, and he fell in love with 
the production methods of the Germans. Man, to him, the 
Germans could do no wrong, and he saw nothing wrong with 
the things Hitler was doing. He began to say in his public 
utterances and privately, where what he said was learned by 
the press and other people, that in Germany, by God, they 
made the young men work. They didn't have enough time to 
want all those automobiles and jalopies, he called them, 
that the young people In the United States wanted; they had 
to work, and they worked hard. And at that time there were 
mainly white youths, fresh off the farm, that came to work 
for North American and Kindelberger. He wanted no blacks 
in any job except the janitor job. I think even the blacks 
were preferred to women. And the only way he wanted a 
Jewish worker was if he happened to be college trained and 
would fit a particular need of the company. So he began to 
get the reputation at that early stage of the company's 
formation of being exceedingly discriminatory in his 
actions against certain types of people. The women, the 
blacks, the Mexicans, the Orientals, the Jewish, all of 
them came In for criticism by Dutch Kindelberger at one 
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time or another. He wouldn't hire them until the actual 
need became so important during 1942 at the beginning of 
the United States' preparation for the war. That's the way 
Kindelberger was. 

CONNORS: You mentioned before that in this period of 1958, 
during this right-to-work Proposition 18 business, that 
that was Dutch Kindelberger's last days. 
ASTON: Oh, sure. That was the basis. He'd always felt 
that way. He didn't like unions, and he didn't like people 
who were not white. What do they call them, Aryans? 
CONNORS: Yeah. WASPs or whatever, yeah. 
ASTON: Yeah. 
CONNORS: When did he retire? 
ASTON: Oh, I think it was about the sixties, early 
sixties, I think. That's when the company went to hell, 
when he retired. I told you he was a glad-hander when he 
first hired in. When the company would have a problem 
getting a contract, old Dutch would head for Washington, 
D. C., and talk to some of his friends in Congress and the 
Defense Department. Of course, they didn't have the same 
bureaucracy. At the beginning, the Pentagon wasn't really 
achieving the high status that it now maintains. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE TWO 

MAY 3, 1988 

CONNORS: Let's talk about the grievance procedure in the 
period around 1954. I'm looking at the Propeller for 
October 17, 1957, and you've written an article about the 
problems in the grievance procedure. Can you talk about 
some of the things that you were concerned about? You were 
writing this as vice-chairman of the grievance committee. 
ASTON: Yeah, I remember that period of time. In 1954, I 
think I told you, Jack [T. ] Conway came out as the chief 
negotiator and with very little help from anybody else 
negotiated a contract at North American. The company began 
talking about the "new look" and the union went along with 
that: "Yeah, we've got a new look in labor relations and 
the union-management dealings with one another. " And so we 
went on, each side supposedly making its best effort to 
resolve grievances. By October of 1957, when this rolled 
around, I was on the grievance committee at that time and 
could see some of the things which were happening. 

Oh, when there would be a meeting between the 
committeeman and the steward with the supervisor and the 
labor relations representative, at the second step of the 
procedure, the company would try to get the steward and the 
committeeman arguing with each other at each step of the 
procedure. They would say one thing-- Maybe they would 
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talk to them separately, though they weren't supposed to, 
and try to get them to have different positions. We always 
had a practice that the committeemen would carry the bulk 
of the presentation of a case when it got to the second 
step of the procedure. At the third step of the procedure, 
the chairman is supposed to make the major arguments in a 
presentation of a grievance. We would have the guy on the 
grievance committee who had made the third-step 
investigation tell us the union side and the company side, 
what the case was about as far as his investigation was 
concerned, and then the actual arguments of why our 
presentation should prevail were generally made by the 
chairman. But frequently the chairman would say something, 
and instead of the company spokesman responding to the 
chairman, he would turn to some other member of the 
grievance committee and get him talking. Some of the 
members of the grievance committee ate that shit up, you 
know. They liked to feel like they were important, they 
were presenting the union's case. And they might say 
something that was entirely different than what the point 
was that the chairman was trying to make. 

There were little wedges like that being driven 
between the union representatives all around the company. 
And there were no cases being settled in the lower steps of 
the procedures. It seemed like every grievance had to go 
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to the third step or the appeals step of the procedure 
before we could settle it--or even go to arbitration. As a 
consequence, there was a huge backlog of grievances 
throughout the system in every division that we were 
operating in. And those of us in the procedure decided 
there was no new look. That was the same way the company 
had always operated, and the new look that the company was 
talking about was something that was nonexistent. So that 
was the reason why I wrote that article. 
CONNORS: So this remained a problem for quite a while, 
then? 
ASTON: Oh, yes. Well, until about 1968 or '69, [when] we 
again developed a different look and a different 
procedure. I'll talk to you about that some time when we 
get to that particular point in the union's history. 
CONNORS: Okay, the next thing I'd like you to talk about 
for that period of the fifties, or even before that, if you 
have information on that, is the change in classification--
how a person could get a new classification. I don't think 
we've talked about that on tape. 

ASTON: Actually, there's maybe three ways. A person could 
be hired into a classification, or if he was not hired into 
a classification, he could get a higher-rated 
classification two ways. [One], by being reclassified on 
the basis that he's performing the work regularly and 
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consistently. First, it was the majority of his time. If 
he did it the majority of his time, he was entitled to that 
classification and should get it. Later on we changed it 
that he could do it, under the more recent interpretation, 
two hours or even one hour, even fifteen minutes a day. If 
he did the work that's described in the higher-rated job 
description, not necessarily the majority of the time, but 
just regularly and consistently, he's entitled to that 
classification. Later on, the union developed a new 
technique to handle that. They said that if a person 
regularly and consistently performs that work, he's 
entitled to the amount of money that he's earned during the 
last thirty-day period, and if he's the most senior, he's 
also entitled to the classification. But if he isn't the 
most senior, we said, then the person who was most senior 
should be promoted to that job. The guy that did it, 
regularly and consistently, he gets the money; the guy 
that's the most senior gets the job. That was a technique 
we used later on. That was one way. 

The second way was if there was a job opening, the 
contract said the most senior employee who could perform 
that work was entitled to the classification. The company 
a lot of times would bypass that provision of the contract 
and give it to a favored person; they would say that the 
most senior person wasn't qualified. All of those would 
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have been resolved by a technique we later developed, and 
that was job posting and bidding. Now it's in the contract 
that if there's going to be a job opening come available 
that the company has to post that job, and the most senior 
person in the plant, who's qualified to perform it can bid 
on it. We had people from all over the plant bidding on a 
job in a particular department, and the company had to find 
the most senior and, if he can do it, give him the job. We 
eliminated promotion grievances for all practical purposes, 
and we eliminated classification grievances. That was the 
1968 thing where we made all those changes, and that 
eliminated a lot of grievances. 

CONNORS: Okay. So why don't we plan to take up with 
that--
ASTON: This early period that we're Just talking about was 
in existence for, oh, from the time the War Labor Board 
washed their hands of the thing in the late 1940s. 
Promotion grievances and classification grievances were the 
bulk of our grievances from then until 1968, almost twenty 
years. It was a hard time in our history. 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE ONE 
MAY 12, 1988 

CONNORS: We're going to pick up again on this matter of 
the streamlining of the grievance procedure around 1968 and 
get into some of the details involved in establishing this 
new method. But let's review first what was wrong with the 
old method. What was happening that brought about the need 
for a streamlined method? What was the problem there? 
ASTON: Well, the grievance procedure was becoming 
cumbersome and stacked up with grievances. The person that 
really should have been making the decisions in the 
grievances was the supervisor on the floor. But because 
they were afraid they were going to be making a mistake, 
the supervisors would automatically deny a grievance and it 
would go to the second step where the the committeeman 
would deal with the labor relations representative. Those 
two might be of the same opinion, and it would auto-
matically go to the third step. 

So in 1967, I guess, before negotiations had started, 
Hank Lacayo and Tom McDonald, the chief labor relations 
representative in the Los Angeles division, discussed the 
grievance backlog and more or less agreed the problem arose 
because the grievance procedure required that any response 
to a grievance be in writing. These responses had the 
effect of setting the parties' feet in concrete. Once they 
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got something in writing, why, then they were forced, by 
virtue of protecting their own integrity, to appeal the 
grievance to a higher step. So they agreed that it would 
be better if they didn't have a written procedure in the 
early steps of the procedure, and, furthermore, that if a 
grievance was settled in the early steps of the procedure, 
it would be non-precedent-setting--that the union wouldn't 
be able to say that the company is obligated in all future 
cases to settle another case that was similar to that 
because they had settled it over in some other department 
in a certain way. By the same criteria, the company would 
say, "Well, just because we didn't settle it, that one, 
doesn't mean we can't settle this one in some other 
department. " So they agreed that if they could work out a 
procedure that would do those things, that would be 
better. 

They'd come back with just that nucleus of the idea of 
what they should do in setting up a new procedure and we 
talked about it among the grievance-committee chairmen. 
North American [Aviation Company] at that time was just 
beginning to be Rockwell [International Corporation]. So 
with a subcommittee established, Scotty Watts and myself 
sat down and worked out the basic rules that we wanted to 
see established. One of those main things I remember we 
had was that we would have a union representative, a full-
time union representative, in the labor relations 
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department. This was unheard of, at least in aerospace, 
for a union to have a representative sitting in an office, 
or having an office up there. And a lot of people were 
worried if this wasn't getting too close to the company to 
do that. But anyway, that's what they eventually 
started. They eliminated the title of stewards and called 
them "committeemen. " And in addition to that, the 
bargaining committeemen became full-time, fully paid by the 
company, union representatives. They could wander about 
the plant freely and at will discussing problems with the 
workers. If they went over to investigate a grievance, 
they didn't have to worry that much about time limits in 
resolving them, and grievances began to be settled earlier 
in the steps of the procedure. It was real innovative and 
in a way I think was a forerunner of some of the action 
that's taking place now where there's a closer cooperation 
between the companies and the unions, and the companies are 
beginning to see--and so are unions--that if they can work 
together in harmony it's going to benefit everyone. 
CONNORS: You mentioned just now that the company was now 
Rockwell. 

ASTON: I think it was in '67 or '68, somewhere around 
there, that Rockwell [International Corporation] bought an 
interest in the company. At first they called it North 
American Rockwell, and that went on, you know-- That was 

149 



just a dressing. The idea was that eventually It would all 
be Rockwell. And so within a matter of a few years, it 
became fully Rockwell, with the North American aviation 
division retaining the North American title in their 
division structure. Because for many years the government 
had been used to dealing with North American. They thought 
for commercial reasons it was best to retain it. 
CONNORS: Well, were there changes in the labor relations 
side when the merger took place? 
ASTON: Yeah, I'll say there were. [Eugene] Starkweather 
had always said there would never be a union shop in North 
American as long as there was one employee who wanted to 
stay out of the union, and if there were a union shop it 
would be over his dead body. And one of the first things 
that Leonard Woodcock said to Gene Starkweather when he had 
the company-- Carl Oles, from the Rockwell side of the 
operation, was sitting in but not participating in the 
negotiation, was sitting next to Gene. Woodcock said, 
"Gene, your argument is out the window because now you're 
part of the Rockwell corporation, and the UAW [United 
Automobile Workers] has union shops with all of those 
Rockwell companies. You can't say it's a company policy 
when in fact it's no longer a company policy. " And so they 
agreed that we would have a union shop. 

By the way, it was Starkweather's last hurrah; he went 
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out, and Rockwell put their own people in. In fact, there 
was almost a complete upheaval of the labor relations 
representatives in the corporate structure of North 
American at that time. [There was] much bitterness among 
the people, particularly the people who left and the North 
American people who stayed. I won't mention names, but I 
had some pretty close friends in the labor relations staff, 
and they liked me, I guess, quite a bit and they confided 
in me, particularly after they left the company, about some 
of the things that happened and how rough Rockwell was in 
getting them out. 

One of the things, by the way, was that a lady who had 
taken care of the history, a woman by the name of Harriet 
Asher, from the early 1940s, had copious accountings of 
everything that had transpired between the company and the 
union--minutes and complete history; she did a lot of the 
same things that I think that you do. And today, the 
Rockwell company pays no attention to that. They put it on 
microfilm and stored it away, and if a historian now went 
to get into the history of Rockwell, I think you'd get a 
negative response from Rockwell. They've got it on 
microfilm, and they'd tell you that it's too difficult to 
dig out of their warehouse, to bother with. 
CONNORS: It occurred to me In reading the newspapers that 
Fred Lodge's name came up a lot. Was Fred Lodge involved 
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in this aspect of streamlining the procedure? 
ASTON: Let me just tell you briefly: Fred Lodge was hired 
in about 1952 and was elected a union steward shortly after 
the strike was over and rose to become vice-chairman of the 
grievance committee, as we called it then, and then 
chairman, as he stayed until about 1963, when he was made 
an International representative. I can recall at that time 
that Wise Stone, who was assistant director of the 
aerospace company, had been meeting with us. Leonard 
Woodcock, who was a vice president of the international 
union, came out to have a meeting with us, and he turned to 
Fred and said, "Fred, I've been hearing some mighty good 
things about you. " Fred had developed some procedures for 
all of the stewards and committeemen to use in the 
processing of grievances, and because the Los Angeles 
division was the main division, in doing that he got all of 
the stewards and committeemen going the same way. He had a 
standard form they used for a promotion grievance, another 
one for classification grievance, what to look for when you 
got a warning notice or on a discharge case. All of those 
things had been standardized, and we were more or less 
going the very same way. In addition to that, under his 
auspices and leadership, we began having committeemen-
chairmen meetings of all of the different divisions. I 
remember I told you all of those new divisions were coming 
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in, and some of those people had never had any union 
experience representing people before. Hank Lacayo and 
Fred got the idea of having a grievance coordinator, and 
that was Fred's title which he kept along with his 
chairmanship for a while. Eventually, he gave it up and I 
took over the chairman Job, and Fred continued the 
coordinating activity. 

That was about that time that Woodcock got the word 
that Fred was quite brilliant in union negotiations. So 
when Fred was made-- Even before he was made an 
international representative, when we began negotiating, it 
was the practice of the company when I first came in, and 
later, to keep a stenographer or a court reporter, whatever 
they call it, taking down every word that was said in 
negotiations. And Fred was the chairman of the seniority 
committee. We'd have maybe about four or five union 
representatives and the company would have three or four 
company representatives, and we'd try to resolve all of the 
seniority problems. But that wasn't the end of Fred's 
responsibility. He had his finger on every other subject 
that was being discussed in negotiations. He could talk 
intelligently about those different subjects--very 
brilliant man. He's still active and still an 
international representative, except now he's involved with 
retirees. 
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CONNORS: In the streamlining of this grievance procedure--
I'm not sure that I have this right, but I want you to talk 
about the equal employment opportunity provisions. How did 
that fit Into the streamlined grievance procedure, first of 
all? 
ASTON: Okay. Well, I don't know if I mentioned the other 
day, the last time, that it was almost a common practice in 
the late fifties and especially in the early sixties that 
if a minority employee filed a grievance, particularly a 
black employee, it was almost a matter of practice for him 
to file a companion grievance with whatever kind of 
grievance he filed. The companion grievance would deal 
with discrimination. For example, If a guy was not 
promoted to some job even though he had more seniority than 
the person promoted, he would file a grievance saying that 
"I should have been promoted because I've got more 
seniority, but in addition, the reason I wasn't promoted 
was because I'm a minority employee--I'm black. " And those 
two grievances each had to be discussed individually in the 
different sections of the contract. Well, I guess they 
could put them both in the same grievance if they wanted 
to, but somebody in the early steps said, "Well, let's file 
separate grievances. " They began piling up, and they 
really weren't being resolved. In the discrimination 
grievances, you can make the charge, but substantiating it 

154 



with facts was something else. Substantiating something 
with facts was an important part of the new procedure that 
we developed. 

Anyway, we set aside the "discrimination" part, and we 
changed it so that the title was "equal opportunity. " And 
the company in addition to having color in there, they also 
added things in there about sex, about religion, and so 
forth, things that had never been considered. But this was 
during the sixties, when there was a lot of discussion 
about those things. So they took the equal opportunity 
part out of the regular procedure, and the union was 
allowed, under the new procedure, to have an equal 
opportunity coordinator. And for the union's side, that 
had to be a pretty understanding person to do that. We'd 
looked for those kind of people in the five or six 
different divisions we had to handle the-- A black could go 
up to a black and talk to him although all of our equal 
opportunity coordinators weren't black. Some of them were 
Caucasian; some of them were Hispanic. Whatever they were, 
they were able to talk to the guy and say, "Look, we've got 
your grievance covered in this way; we don't need that 
other part. " Or "You're not entitled to have the promotion 
you want just because you're black, when there are more 
senior people than you who are some other color and to give 
you the job over them would destroy the basic concept of 
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seniority. " Those kinds of discussions would take place. 
CONNORS: So the way this developed at North American, it 
sounds like it preceded the development of the EEOC, the 
federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, for 
instance, which emerged to implement the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. 

ASTON: I think that that was about that time when 
President [Lyndon B. ] Johnson was there that they started 
calling that Title VII [of the Civil Rights Act of 1964] or 
whatever it was. 
CONNORS: Title VII, right. 

ASTON: It became law, and the company and the union 
decided that we would eliminate the "discrimination" thing 
and call it "equal opportunity. " 

CONNORS: Okay. There's been criticism about equal 
opportunity grievances, the handling of them. There's been 
criticism, mainly from people in the present administration 
opposed to any kind of affirmative action activity, saying 
that somehow this is, in its own way, discriminatory. The 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission has also been-- The 
people involved in the EEOC will admit that it's kind of 
cumbersome in some ways. Was this kind of criticism 
brought up by management at North American? Or did the 
management go wholeheartedly in for implementing equal 
employment opportunity? 
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ASTON: Well, you have to remember, you know, that people 
were getting excited all over the country about equal 
opportunity, about those problems that minority people were 
having. They had the law that was passed, and they were 
having the trouble, particularly down south, where they were 
trying to integrate the eating facilities and hotels and all 
of those things, and everybody was hoping that wouldn't 
happen here. I think it was about 1964 or '65 that they had 
the Watts riot; I'm pretty sure it was about then. No one 
wanted that kind of arousal of minority people inside the 
plant, so we did everything we could to keep it down. And 
meantime the minority people, knowing that they were being 
supported-- As the people saw their numbers being attacked 
by dogs, water hoses, and so forth, they knew that they 
were receiving large-scale backing nationwide. Some of the 
blacks and minority people begin pushing more and more and 
more for their rights. It was at that time that a group 
called CORE [Congress of Racial Equality], I think it was, 
was formed. Well, it had been in formation by supporters 
of Martin Luther King, Jr., or offshoots of Martin Luther 
King's group. There was a group formed in the Los Angeles 
area, and they were going to try to get things for them-
selves that they said the union had not been able to give 
to them. You must understand that CORE had never been 
authorized under any law to act on behalf of the people; we 
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were the bona fide representatives of the people and had a 
right to process their grievances. Nonetheless, it was 
during that period of time, some time during that period, 
that a group of CORE people picketed North American-
Rockwell demanding more promotions for minorities, and they 
wanted some of the white-collar, non-bargaining-unit 
jobs. The union had nothing to say about that part, but 
when they began saying that they should have rights that we 
were duty-bound under law to bargain for, why, they then 
began stepping on the UAW's toes. Some of those people in 
that picketing action were discharged and came back into 
the plant and filed grievances because the company had 
taken some action. The action they'd taken was outside the 
plant, on public sidewalks, where the union really had no 
jurisdiction. But we resolved those problems. Some of 
them suffered a week off without pay, if the company could 
prove that people had left their place of work. Some 
people were on opposite shifts; they'd come in. They had 
no grievance. They weren't even--they were employees but 
they weren't acting in an employee capacity when they were 
out there picketing. 

CONNORS: That must have been a very sensitive situation. 
ASTON: Oh, yeah, very touchy. And I think that at time 
the union had taken a resolution in effect, I think, that 
didn't denounce the CORE activity but tried to strengthen 
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the union's hand and get them the backing of the entire 
AFL-CIO [American Federation of Labor-Congress of 
Industrial Organizations], rather than the AFL-CIO giving 
their backing to the CORE group. 

CONNORS: This is going back to something you mentioned 
before about the CORE group complaining or trying to get 
more management-position jobs for blacks. What was the 
company attitude towards filling management-position jobs 
from production workers? 
ASTON: They didn't have a very good reputation for putting 
minority people in. 

CONNORS: How about other production workers, any 
production workers? 
ASTON: Well, they had a few blacks. When I hired into 
Rockwell, for example, they had what I considered to be a 
token black, who was a leadman, the only black leadman in 
the machine shop. He was over the drill press. They had 
no blacks on the milling machine or the turret lathe, where 
it takes a little more brains to operate, you know, and so 
forth. Gradually they began getting some blacks in those 
positions. But I don't remember a black supervisor except 
over the janitors' section. 

CONNORS: Did white supervisors get pulled from the white 
workers? 

ASTON: They handled white and black workers. 

159 



CONNORS: No, I mean did they get recruited. For instance, 
were you ever asked to join management? 
ASTON: Oh, I was. I was offered white-collar jobs several 
times. But I felt that was to get me out of the union 
procedure rather than for some-- They offered [laughter] to 
transfer me to Neosho, Missouri, or anyplace to get me out 
of the area. 

CONNORS: Okay. We were just saying a little while ago 
that the union finally got a union shop at North American 
in 1968. 
ASTON: Let me just tell you just one thing about that. In 
giving us the union shop, one of the arguments that the 
union made-- Not only because it was now a Rockwell policy, 
but because the union representatives were spending so much 
of the amount of time that they had-- That ties in with the 
grievance procedure. They were ostensibly out interviewing 
witnesses and processing a grievance; instead they'd be 
trying to get them to join the union. The union used that 
argument to show that they were entitled to this under the 
contract, to have these people out handling people's 
problems, but instead they were using some of that time, a 
great portion of that time, in organizing. The company 
would be better off, the union said, and could pay fewer 
union representatives if they'd give us a union shop. 
After all, this was now corporate policy to have a union 
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shop now that Rockwell's part of the two things tied 
together. 
CONNORS: You had come close in other years to getting that 
union shop clause. I think, for instance, in 1962 there 
was a majority vote, I believe, for a union shop. 
ASTON: Yeah. 

CONNORS: You had a majority, but you didn't have the 
necessary 66 percent or whatever you needed. 
ASTON: Yeah, I remember that. We had to have 66 percent, 
and I think we got around 62 or 63 percent. By far the 
majority of the people wanted to join the union. 
CONNORS: In that '62 contract, again, you came close to a 
strike, I guess, at that point, or at least, as you 
mentioned last time, sometimes a strike vote was a show of 
force. But in the '62 contract negotiations, you and the 
company were pretty much at loggerheads for a long time. 
In fact, the government stepped in. Why was that? Why was 
the government brought in? 

ASTON: Well, we had a Democratic president for the first 
time in eight years and felt we had more muscle, and I 
think that Woodcock had-- Not Woodcock. Maybe Woodcock, 
too, but Paul Schrade had a good In with the [John F. ] 
Kennedy administration, and so did [Walter P. ] Reuther. We 
said we were trying to get a union shop in, I'm Just 
guessing, surmising what happened: "If you'll help put 
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some pressure on the company, we'd appreciate it. " So they 
had it fixed beforehand. I knew on the day that Kennedy 
was going to have a press conference that there was 
somebody planted that was going to ask a specific question, 
and sure enough. I was told in the morning, "Kennedy's 
having a conference this afternoon, and somebody's going to 
ask this question: 'And what about the aerospace 
negotiations? They look like they may strike. '" And I 
think Kennedy may have said something like, "Well, I 
certainly hope they don't. In any event, I'm making some 
plans"--or something--"about that. " His plans were to 
appoint a special committee. But anyway, that also points 
out the importance of labor having a friend in the White 
House, as opposed to having [Ronald] Reagan or [Dwight D. 
"Ike"] Eisenhower or [Richard M. ] Nixon. That Nixon really 
screwed things up royally. 
CONNORS: We can speak about that, too. 
ASTON: Well, that's later on, but--

CONNORS: Well, that's okay, we can go into that. Last 
time or the time before, we were talking about Ike and the 
kind of president he was, but we didn't mention anything 
about Nixon. 

ASTON: Well, Nixon's time came later. When he was 
president, as an example, he was having all these problems 
in his administration and so forth, and the union had a 
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cost-of-living clause in their contract. As the cost of 
living went up, we would get a proportional raise, 
depending on how many points it went up. And so one 
year--'68, '71, it may have been '71 the company got 
Woodcock to agree to put a cap on the cost of living. Now, 
he put a cap on the cost of living, and there was a side 
letter, called an overage letter, that if during the term 
of that contract, the cost of living went up beyond that 
overage--I think it was thirty-two cents or whatever, 
seventeen cents--the company would give that to us in the 
next contract. So, just before we started to negotiate in 
September or whatever, in August, before that, Nixon put a 
freeze on all wages. And there would be no raises. There 
was never any rhyme or reason for his action. So when we 
got into negotiations, here we had an automatic seventeen 
cents waiting for us, and Nixon was saying not only could 
we not have that seventeen cents, we couldn't negotiate a 
raise. Seventeen cents to us came before Nixon's action, 
and therefore we were legally entitled to that. And 
immediately when they did that, the company said, "That 
means to us not only can we not give you the seventeen 
cents, but it also means if a guy transfers from the first 
to the second shift, where he gets a bonus for working 
nights, he can't even have that additional bonus. " In 
making his decision not to have wage increases, Nixon had 
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also appointed a commission that was supposed to oversee 
all of these actions that were going to be taking place and 
handle any problems. And almost immediately the UAW had to 
get with that commission and get some of those problems 
settled. But it shows you what a president, not knowing 
what the hell he's doing, could do, and he did, to us. We 
lost, that seventeen cents and had to go to court to get it 
back, and in the meantime there was another seventeen cents 
that had been-- In some way there was thirty-four cents 
that we had lost In two sequences of seventeen cents. I 
forget exactly how it was, but the two seventeen cents 
amounted to thirty-four cents, and they were separate. I 
think the parties agreed that when the-- What did he call 
that that Nixon did? It was for a special period of 
time. During that period of time, if the circumstances 
warranted, he would lift that--
CONNORS: Yeah, he established the pay board. 
ASTON: He would eliminate that, the pay board, and after 
that was over we would have the seventeen cents that we 
negotiated in September. And so we went to court and we 
finally got it, but at first they weren't going to pay it 
on any overtime the employee had earned. He just screwed 
us up royally. And I think it was a smoke screen by Nixon 
to take away from the Watergate and some of the other 
problems and put it where--
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CONNORS: Yeah, I know he eventually dissolved the pay 
board. In fact, the labor representatives walked out 
completely, because they were there as window dressing, as 
far as they were concerned. 
ASTON: Oh, you remember that? 
CONNORS: Sure, I remember that, yeah. And I think it was 
[Frank] Fitzsimmons from the [International Brotherhood of] 
Teamsters who was the only one who stayed on the board. 
ASTON: Yeah. Oh, yeah. 
CONNORS: And I guess he dissolved the whole board when the 
economy turned up again. I can't remember the exact 
situation, but I know that every contract for every union 
that was in force at that time was completely undermined by 
that action. 

ASTON: But over the years, I've always said, a president 
has great influence on what happens in the labor movement 
and labor relations with companies. 

CONNORS: One thing I wanted to talk about from this 
period, the middle sixties and early sixties, touches 
again on something else we were talking about last time 
when we were discussing right to work. In your 
manuscript you mentioned that in 1964 a protest was filed 
by certain members alleging misconduct in the recent 
elections. And you mentioned that every year these 
people came up and tried to do the same thing. What was 
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the basis of that? Who were they? Why did they do this? 
ASTON: Well, the sixties, as I said, were trying times. 
The right-to-work people nationally were quite active, and 
there were many right-to-work laws passed in other states 
throughout the country. They had tried to get it passed in 
Proposition 18, I think it was, without success, but that 
didn't mean they gave up. 

When we would have elections in the local union, there 
were some dissident groups who would file charges against 
whoever was elected in the local union, and generally it 
was the Blue Slate group [that was elected]. They [the 
dissidents] would file those charges and appeal them to the 
[UAW] joint council, and if they didn't get satisfaction 
there, they would appeal them to the [UAW] international 
executive board. And if they weren't resolved there, they 
would go to the [UAW] public review board. They also went 
into court, and maybe more of those kinds of cases of that 
particular situation might have been resolved in court. 
But the many other charges went to the public review board 
that had been established in, oh, '56, '57, '58, somewhere 
around there, by convention action, due to Walter Reuther's 
insistence on the idea that the public would better 
understand the fairness of unions if there was an 
independent tribunal to resolve problems that the members 
said they had with the union. So he established this 
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tribunal and called it the public review board. And if 
people who had filed a charge against unions were not happy 
with the actions of the international executive board, they 
could appeal to that public review board for further 
Judicial action. The public review board had the authority 
to overrule the international executive board. There were 
some things they couldn't overrule on--I think it was like 
on a grievance, how a grievance was processed. But being 
treated fairly as a union member was the main thing. We 
had some distinguished people as head of that. Arthur 
Fleming was one. We just talked before about a priest who 
was head of that. You remember his name? 
CONNORS: Yeah. Monsignor [George] Higgins. 
ASTON: Higgins, right. I think he's still the head of 
that. And somebody named Oxford or something like that. 
Anyway, they had a lot of them that were well thought of 
nationally, educators, religious leaders. We had a rabbi, 
a priest--

CONNORS: And cases could either go in favor of the 
international executive board or in the favor of member, 
then? I mean, it was a fair treatment? 
ASTON: They could order an election held over, which is 
the only case that I remember in Local 887. They had a 
committeeman election run over, a reelection. 
CONNORS: What year was that? 
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ASTON: I think it was in the early seventies, when Joe 

Bomgaars was president. 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE TWO 

MAY 12, 1988 

CONNORS: Let's talk about Hank Lacayo. He was hired on, I 
guess, about the same time you were. 
ASTON: Yeah, Hank was elected steward about 1954--late 
'54, early '55--and I came up Just a few months later. 
Actually, I hired in before Lacayo; I have about maybe 
thirty, thirty-five, forty days more seniority than he 
had. He was a very good-looking person, good bearing. A 
Latino, well educated. He came from a prominent family in 
Nicaragua, and his family had been in government in those 
places. A very good mind. But also very ambitious. 

As an example, we had an editor of the Propeller-- We 
went to a convention--I don't know if it was in '58 or '59, 
whatever the year was--and we left an editor by the name of 
John Cragin handling the Propeller. Then President [Jack] 
Hurst and the rest of the delegation, which I was among 
back in Atlantic City, received word that the editor of the 
paper had suddenly quit. Hank Lacayo volunteered to step 
in, and Al Haener--who was a former editor--and somebody 
else had stepped in to edit the Propeller. And there were 
rumors for many months afterwards that the reason that 
Johnny Cragin quit as editor was because somebody had 
threatened him that if he didn't quit, he was going to get 
beat up or whatever. So he left, and that's how Lacayo got 
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the paper. Once he got in the paper, as editor of the 
paper, his picture would then appear in the paper. He 
might deny it, but if you look at the election pictures 
when he was elected recording secretary and so forth, the 
other officers' pictures would be to either side of him and 
Lacayo's picture would always be in the middle. Because he 
would start with the president on the right and the vice 
president, and when they got to recording secretary it was 
him in the middle. That was the way he did it. 

The local union had a different vice president almost 
every year, yearly elections for a number of years. Nobody 
was ever in there solid enough to stay in as vice 
president. The year Schrade was elected regional director, 
I guess he agreed to appoint Hurst as an international 
representative. But before that happened, well, they fixed 
it so that the vice president was also made an 
international representative, and under the constitution, 
the recording secretary, because we only had one vice 
president, was the next in line. So when Schrade left and 
the vice president, who had already been promoted to 
international representative, had put Lacayo in charge of 
the board meeting, he ran for president and won. He was a 
little afraid, I guess, of Fred Lodge, who was quite 
popular and quite smart. I don't think he made any 
agreement with Lodge that he would make him an 
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international representative or anything, but he did give 
Lodge the Job of coordinator of all the grievance 
committees. So that was about 1963 that Lacayo was elected 
president. He supported Paul Schrade for the regional 
director Job in a couple of elections, and then about 1967 
or '68 he began having some falling-outs with Paul Schrade. 
CONNORS: Schrade had been on Reuther's staff. Is that 
right? 
ASTON: Yeah. Schrade had been elected international 
representative, and then, I think, [Charles] Bioletti saw 
the handwriting on the wall, that it would be better to 
have Schrade out of the region, so he got him appointed to 
the International staff. Then Reuther picked him up on his 
own personal staff, and because Bioletti would continue to 
have problems, I think it was okay with Reuther for Schrade 
to come back into the region and run. Schrade came back 
into the region. Of course, he needed some help in Local 
887, help to pay-- Not pay, but they put in quite a bit of 
money in the Schrade campaign. See, there were things that 
were going to happen in Local 887 that [meant] we would be 
benefited by Schrade's election. First of all, he was a 
Local 887 guy and bound to appoint other Local 887 people 
to positions in the international union, which he 
subsequently did. We were for him as a slate. Not as a 
union, but as a political slate we put quite a bit of 
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money. We have a flower fund. As an example, we raised it 
to three bucks a week or something like that and I think 
Jack [T. ] Conway gave Schrade a thousand bucks, you know, 
for living expenses while he was campaigning. He said he 
was coming back into the plant and was going to run. And 
he did come back in the plant. I think he worked one day 
and then got a leave and spent the rest of his time 
campaigning for the regional director's spot. 

A very good, articulate, good-looking, good speaker 
kind of a guy, and he had some good ideas. I use the word 
"good" a lot with Schrade, which you can't help doing. The 
labor bookshelf thing--many libraries, particularly school 
libraries, had no books on labor. I guess the idea may 
have started in Detroit. It was up to each regional 
director to do what he could, and Schrade was quite active 
in making sure that the libraries of the counties and the 
libraries of the schools, particularly the high schools, 
had books in them that explained labor's side of the union 
story. He also had a kind of a speakers bureau where he 
would send people from the local unions out to colleges and 
to high schools to talk, if they would request them, to 
talk about the labor movement. I guess he made it known to 
the Los Angeles school system and other school systems that 
labor would supply people to talk to classes about 
unions. I went out to Fullerton College and to some 
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Gardens high school and other places; the local union would 
send people out there. That was the kind of thing that he 
did. 

He also became active in farm labor unions. Cesar 
[E. ] Chavez was then becoming quite prominent and well 
known in the United States, and he was getting a lot of 
support from UAW region six. Schrade gave a lot of 
assistance to that, and when Walter Reuther came to the Los 
Angeles area, Schrade made sure that Reuther got up to 
Delano and picketed with those people and got on TV and so 
forth. Schrade was also very anti-Vietnam and involved in 
the movement then. He was a friend of the Fondas; he had 
been a friend of Bobby [Robert F. ] Kennedy and other 
prominent people. And so he was involved in all those 
things. The reason I tell you that is because that 
subsequently led to his downfall as regional director. 
Lacayo and other people who were ambitious in the region 
used that to cite that Schrade as being an ineffective 
union leader because he was spending most of his time on 
outside activities, the things that I enumerated, and 
therefore shouldn't be there in that position. With a guy 
named Jerry Whipple siding in with Lacayo on that, 
eventually it came to pass. 

I guess first I should tell you, they had some debates 
in the local union about Schrade activity, particularly the 
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Vietnam activity. Our people in Local 887 were involved in 
war production. I don't know if it was precisely what we 
were using in Vietnam that had been made by us, but the 
fact that we were defense people made us, in effect, side 
with projects that had to do with more work for our 
people. Maybe it's a natural thing. And so Lacayo 
challenged Schrade to a debate in the local union hall on 
Vietnam, and it was really a large gathering there. I 
don't think anybody decided, but because it was on Lacayo's 
home ground there were probably more supporters for Lacayo 
than there were for Schrade. It was Lacayo's union hall, 
you know, Local 887's union hall. I happened to side with 
Lacayo myself on that issue because I had a stepson, my 
wife [Ardis Kvanbeck Aston's son, in Vietnam and I felt 
that any lack of effort on the part of the American 
citizens in supporting that Vietnam effort was also a lack 
of support for David, our son. And so I supported Lacayo's 
action. Later on I came to believe, I guess In the Nixon 
years, that-- Well, I believed from the very outset that we 
could have ended that war much, much sooner if the same 
kind of action had been taken to win it as we'd taken in 
World War I and World War II and the Korean War, and we 
never did do those things. It could have been over and not 
been an issue for the American people if our leadership had 
done what they'd done in other wars. 
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Anyway, because of all this static that Schrade was 
getting, when the next convention came up--I guess it was 
in '71--Schrade was defeated. But it wasn't Lacayo that 
got the directorship that he wanted, because another local 
union president who had as many people as Local 887, or as 
many delegates, said, "Either I get the directorship or 
I'll just give my people, my votes, to Schrade. It doesn't 
make that much difference to me. But if I take the 
directorship, I'll make you the assistant director, " he 
said to Lacayo. Lacayo would do anything to get somewhere 
in the region, and so that's what he did. We threw our 
support to Jerry Whipple for the directorship, and shortly 
after Whipple was elected director he came within a matter 
of weeks came back to the local. And asked the local to 
give Lacayo a leave so he could serve as assistant 
director. He didn't have [laughter] Lacayo down there very 
long, and I can remember him saying at one meeting--
Somebody said something about Lacayo, and he said to this 
large group of people--it was a CAP [Community Action 
Program] council--"Sometimes I wonder who the director is 
here, me or Lacayo!" 

It wasn't very long after that that Lacayo was sent to 
Detroit and Leonard Woodcock's staff, and of course when 
Leonard went to the vice president--I forget how that 
happened--anyway, Lacayo ended up on Woodcock's staff when 
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Woodcock was president and later was made CAP director. 
CAP is the political arm of the UAW, and in that capacity 
Lacayo became quite familiar and on a first-name basis with 
politicians all around the country. In talking about 
politics, I should say that when Lacayo was president, 
Local 887 had a well-respected, well-known name In all of 
California, and in some cases the United States, about its 
political ability to deliver workers and support for 
candidates for election. Lacayo was strong In the 
Democratic Party in the state of California--stronger than 
we actually were in terms of delivery. We would have 
politicians streaming down our hall just before election 
time to consult with Lacayo about the election and what he 
would do for them. 

Of course, there weren't quite as many restrictions on 
labor in those days as far as when elections were 
concerned. We could pay people time off to work on 
election day to get out the vote. We'd pay It through the 
CAP program, not out of direct union funds but out of CAP 
funds, to work on an election day, and we put a lot of 
people in the field. When you put a hundred, two hundred 
people out, why, the politicians set up and notice. "Here 
come fifteen people from Local 887 working in this assembly 
district campaign. " Some of our people-- Tommy Whalen and 
Bill Leslie and Jerry Lamothe were all quite knowledgeable 
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in how you win an election. Schrade joined Bobby Kennedy's 
campaign, I guess, in 1968. 

CONNORS: What was his status then with the UAW? Was he 
not the regional director at that time? 
ASTON: When he lost his election, he said on the 
convention floor that he was going to return to the local 
union and do his fighting from there. As it turned out, 
when he did return to the local union, everybody expected 
Schrade to become active in the local affairs, but he never 
really did. That never did really materialize. He liked 
Joe Bomgaars, who became president after Lacayo left, and 
so he didn't become an anti-Local 887-officer kind of 
guy. He would file grievances in the plant, but generally 
he didn't get too involved, and he didn't do the things 
that I expected him to do. You know, with all that 
experience, it seemed like he could have come back in and 
with a little effort regained his former status. 

During the negotiation period--maybe it was towards 
the end of the settlement of that negotiation period, 
towards the contract--he would go on the radio. He had 
newspaper credentials, and he had his regular radio program 
that he would appear on. He would say what was wrong with 
that particular negotiation, that particular contract, and 
things that he wanted done. And that was the extent of 
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that. We would record It when he would make it at the 
local union, and then Bomgaars would have somebody 
transcribe it and put it on and I have copies of all of 
those programs, radio programs that he had. He was 
interviewed by the papers because he had that 
reputation. He's a known personality in the Los 
Angeles area. 
CONNORS: About this time, 1967, '68, the UAW 
disaffiliated from the AFL-CIO. 
ASTON: Yeah, I think that was about 1968. 
CONNORS: Apparently, there were discussions in all the 
locals around the country about this, and then a special 
conference was held. 
ASTON: Oh, I don't know if there were that many discus-
sions. I think it was more or less something that "If 
Reuther wants it, this is what he gets. " I guess a lot of 
people hadn't really seen a lot of advantages toward it. 
There was more things that Reuther had seen because he was 
sitting on the board. He was in charge of the part of the 
international, the AFL-CIO, I think, that organized 
industrial unions. 

CONNORS: The industrial unions department. 
ASTON: The IUD, right. He was in charge of that. And it 
was also in about the sixties that we first began hearing 
about multinational corporations. Ford [Motor Company] was 

178 



acquiring other companies, such as Philco [Corporation], 
which was entirely unrelated to automobile production, 
those kinds of companies. Other automobile companies were 
acquiring other things that were unrelated to their 
business. Reuther thought that the UAW should step up 
their drives to organize the places that weren't organized, 
and it seemed like everything that Reuther wanted, George 
Meany was opposed to. Reuther didn't want them having 
their annual meetings down in Bal Harbour, Florida. He 
said that was unheard of in the UAW, for us to go to a 
place like that: "We're working-class people. We 
shouldn't be doing that. " By the way, Reuther would turn 
over in his grave if he found out some of the places UAW 
meets nowadays. And so it seemed like Reuther and Meany 
were at constant loggerheads. And because of that, he 
[Reuther] came to a special convention that the UAW had. 
They called it a bargaining convention that was really 
supposed to just be involved in bargaining. But they had 
that decertification or disaffiliation, I guess, with the 
AFL-CIO at that time. And there was very little debate per 
se on that issue. It was, well-- I don't want to call them 
lackeys, but people who agreed with Reuther. Anything 
Reuther would say, why, they would agree with. We'd have 
speakers, people in the UAW who were good public speakers, 
that would get on the convention floor to back Reuther up 
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and sway the people, not that they needed any swaying in 
this issue. But they could do that. And that's what they 
did at that convention. It was Just a one- or two-day 
convention, a one-and-a-half-day convention, and they voted 
to get out of the AFL-CIO. 

CONNORS: So that would have meant, too, that Local 887 got 
out of participation in the county fed[eration of labor] 
activity, and in--
ASTON: Not that strong. We stopped paying out-- What do 
they call them? 
CONNORS: Per capita. 
ASTON: Per cap to them, but we still had some solidarity 
with them and their efforts in the union. 
CONNORS: Speaking of other personalities, I think Bill 
Kircher was very active, for instance, in organizing the 
[United] Farm Workers Union early on. And he was a 
regional staff man in the UAW, I believe. 
ASTON: I didn't know that person. 
CONNORS: You don't know him. 

ASTON: I know Ernie Moran, who was a top organizer, top 
administrative aide to Woodcock. Tall, six foot four or 
five guy, kind of dark complected, looked like an Indian, 
named Ernie Moran. After he retired from the UAW, or maybe 
before, the UAW assigned him to the negotiations for the 
farmworkers. And he did a terrific job. Before, they 
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hadn't had any contracts. He could begin getting contracts 
down in San Diego that clearly set forth that workers were 
entitled to a place to go to the bathroom, a place to wash 
their hands. If they had to travel across the field to get 
to their place where they were going to pick whatever they 
were going to pick, harvest, they would get paid for that 
travel time. Before, they wouldn't get paid until they 
actually started the picking, and it might take an hour and 
a half to get there in one of those farm trucks or 
whatever. They made sure they got paid for that. He did 
many, many things for them in organizing. Since then, 
farmworkers have fallen on hard times now. 
CONNORS: How did the death of Walter Reuther affect the 
activity of the local? 

ASTON: Oh, devastating! I got two calls at night when I 
was a union rep that upset me. One was when Reuther was 
killed, and the other one was when Paul Schrade was shot. 
Both of those came about the same time of the night, about 
eleven thirty or twelve. I was just preparing for bed or 
was in bed when I found out about that. I wondered, "How 
is the UAW going to exist without Reuther?" We were 
talking about twenty-five or more years that Reuther had 
been the president, maybe years, but he had an active role 
in the UAW almost from the outset, or at least from the 
late thirties. 

181 



There was kind of a fight in the international 
executive board. When there's the death of an officer, 
under the international constitution the international 
executive board picks an officer pending the next constitu-
tional convention. About half of the people wanted Woodcock, 
and about half of them wanted Doug [Douglas A. ] Fraser. 
Paul Schrade was on the Fraser side, which, of course, 
didn't endear him to Woodcock once Woodcock was elected. 
And when it had become obvious that Woodcock had one more 
vote than Fraser, or however many it was, why, Fraser, 
gentleman that he is, got out of the race and made a motion 
that Woodcock be elected unanimously, which was done. 

Then it was during Woodcock's term that Jerry Whipple 
was elected. And there was a kind of a fight on the 
convention floor, and Paul Schrade got up and stated his 
position, something about why he should be elected or about 
the election itself--I forget which without looking at the 
minutes of that meeting. And I remember Woodcock, in an 
aside said to Schrade, in a statement that's not recorded 
in the minutes of the convention proceedings but which was 
easily heard by those sitting around, he said, "Paul, don't 
make me say anymore, " you know. And Paul didn't, but 
Woodcock was prepared to go up and--

Lacayo had tried to tie Schrade in with the right-to-
work movement--not the right-to-work movement per se, but 
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with utilizing the opposition, which was the right-to-work 
movement and some of those people, in his campaign to win 
delegates from Local 887 for the convention. If he 
[Schrade] could get his delegates elected rather than 
Lacayo's delegates, or the Blue Slate delegates elected, 
they would be delegates that would be voting for him at the 
convention. I never did think he was tied in with the 
right-to-workers, but Lacayo tried to tie him In with 
those, and Schrade wasn't really averse to using whatever 
means possible to get elected--not that he had feelings or 
inclinations for some of those people's philosophy. 
CONNORS: Woodcock had been the director of the aerospace 
department in the UAW, right? So he would have had a 
certain amount of support from this union, I would think. 
ASTON: Oh, well, that was another thing. When Reuther was 
killed, the very next day Lacayo made plans to go back to 
Detroit. He said, "I don't know what I can do, but I feel 
I have to be there. " Now, whether he really felt that way 
or not-- I think he felt he had to be there for his future 
political life. He went back there and he immediately gave 
support, moral support, to Woodcock. And Woodcock never 
forgot that, so that he came back and helped him quite a 
bit. 

CONNORS: And Doug Fraser followed Woodcock, then, as 
president of the union. 
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ASTON: Yeah. Doug Fraser. 
CONNORS: Where had Doug Fraser come from? 
ASTON: He came out of the Chrysler [Corporation] local. 
He had become the president of the local at quite an early 
age and then was picked up as an international 
representative. He came from Scotland originally, by the 
way. And he was then put on Reuther's staff. Before they 
had all the vice presidents, they had board members at 
large, and I think he was a board member at large and then 
vice president. But he came after Woodcock, and for 
seniority purposes, I guess, was considered by many-- Well, 
he hadn't been here as long as Woodcock. But Fraser was 
really a great president and probably even had more 
charisma than Reuther. As far as meeting with the people, 
he could talk down to earth with anybody. He could even 
talk to Ardis [Kvanbeck Aston]. 

CONNORS: One last thing about Walter Reuther. I know that 
before he died, in some of the statements I've seen that he 
made in that period, he was talking about "conversion 
reserve, " which I guess had to do with getting away from 
defense production and more into civilian-oriented 
activities. Could we talk about what that meant for Local 
887? 

ASTON: Well, because it never materialized, it didn't mean 
anything. But the concept is great. It's something that 
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had been discussed long before that and still is being 
discussed, maybe even more so, right this very minute. 
Some agency that was set up during World War II had said, 
in resolving a contract issue, that when defense workers 
are needed, everybody is for them and that's when their 
power is at the height, but they're also at the same time 
powerless to negotiate a wage increase because a war is 
going on and they shouldn't be there for the wages. 
Everybody agrees they should be there, but not for the 
wages, and so they can't go on strike. Then when the war 
is over and defense needs are down, the workers are laid 
off and they lose all that. They no longer have the power 
they had when the emergency--whatever it was, war or threat 
of war--was there. And so when World War II was over, how 
are they going to convert the defense industries into doing 
something more valuable and still not lose their job, do 
something valuable for the country but not be involved in 
defense work? And nobody's ever come up with anything to 
do that. After the Korean War was over, why, they thought, 
"We need to do something to convert these people Into some 
kind of peacetime production. " And I think at one time, 
after 1957 or '58, that in excess of eleven thousand people 
were laid off and there was no work for them. Even then, 
the UAW and other thinkers in Congress and so forth were 
thinking of ways they could get a conversion of defense to 
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peacetime production work, and nothing ever really 
materialized. They always said, the congresspeople and 
Senate people, that out of the amount of money that's being 
spent, you could put more people to work In other means 
than spending it for the defense work. We shouldn't be 
putting money into defense production just to keep somebody 
working. You can put far more people to work having them 
do something else. But nobody ever come up with the 
something else that they could do. 

Then, before Reuther died, he had been talking about a 
conversion thing, and he suggested--this is just off the 
top of my head. I may not be exactly right on this--that 
the defense industries be required by law--instead of 
taking all that money and profit and passing it out to 
stockholders, that they should take some of that money 
instead and put it aside, so that when the need was no 
longer there for that defense capacity that it be used in 
some kind of peacetime manufacturing. He didn't say what 
they should be doing, but he said there are certainly 
enough brains in the defense Industry hierarchy to come up 
with something that they could produce that wouldn't be war 
related but still retain the skills of the defense 
worker. And the defense worker, by the way, has skills 
that no other industry has, has that comparable skill. 
People that work to a tick in machining a part, people that 
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make those microchips, all those things that we do--we 
should be able to produce something for the people, instead 
of defense. Somebody interviewed our president, Al Ybarra, 
and they said-- They were quoting him, something to the 
effect that he said, "Well, we don't care if you take these 
planes that we make and dump them in the ocean as soon as 
we make them. We want our people to be working. We're not 
interested in killing some people in some other country, 
but we want to be working. " Some of us have been working 
for all those years, thirty or thirty-five years. And to 
be put out on the street because there's no longer a 
requirement for their capacity to manufacture for the 
defense industry, why, that's not right. 

CONNORS: Well, I suppose the rockets, like the Saturn or 
the space shuttle, you know, could be considered a good 
compromise. It's not defense, it's not war related, but it 
certainly takes all the skill that these workers have and 
puts it to a better use. 

ASTON: Somebody put out a pamphlet--it may have been the 
company--some time back that lists all of the things that 
came about as a result of our space program, everything 
from those small chips that I talked about to microwave 
ovens, all of those things that they put in the paper. We 
have been helped immeasurably by the space program and the 
things that were generated from the manufacture of those 
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products. And even today when they talk about-- The only 
thing going remotely going, the space platform or 
whatever. They're going to build some kind of house or 
something. 

CONNORS: The space station, yeah. 
ASTON: They could do that. That's not defense oriented. 
It's something the Russians have done. The Russians have 
kept people up there two years. Everybody knows about the 
spying activity and so forth that's in space, so in a way I 
guess that's defense related, but it's not like you're 
killing somebody. It's more of a-- It might be connected 
with Reagan's Star Wars. But they could do things. If 
they put a platform, put a telescope up there and looked at 
other stars much closer-- A lot of things to do that 
they're not doing. That would keep our people in [the] 
Rocketdyne [division] working. They make the boosters that 
shoot those things up there. 

188 



TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE ONE 

MAY 24, 1988 

CONNORS: We've talked a lot about the different 
personalities of the presidents, and I think we mentioned 
last time Joe Bomgaars coming in after [Hank] Lacayo 
left. Let's talk a little bit about him first. 
ASTON: Okay. Joe Bomgaars was quite a bit different from 
Lacayo. Lacayo was an outgoing, egotistical kind of person 
and wanted credit for everything that went on. For 
example, I have large folders of letters that I wrote for 
our president Lacayo, and they all have Lacayo's signature, 
even though I wrote them. Later when Joe became president, 
why, he had no qualms about my putting my signature; he 
knew that I was the one that had written them. That would 
never have been allowed under Lacayo. He wanted credit for 
everything that had taken place. Joe, on the other hand, 
wasn't quite as loyal to his supporters as Lacayo had 
been. Even though you may have been a friend of Joe's for 
a long time, apparently that didn't mean a lot to him. And 
he let some of his loyalties go by the wayside after he 
became president. But he was a much stronger person for 
the finances of the local union; we began to get back into 
a stronger financial position. And where Lacayo would let 
the union paper more or less go by the wayside with just 
sporadic publication, Bomgaars announced at his very first 
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meeting that hereafter the Propeller would be published 
once a month, and it has been ever since that time. So to 
that extent, why, he got us in a good financial position. 
By the same token, he didn't suffer any loss in salary or 
anything by doing that. Some of the other people went back 
into the shop and some other things happened as far as 
reducing expenses that really didn't affect Bomgaar's own 
personal take-home pay. 

CONNORS: Now, in the 1970s or late sixties, you began to 
advance more in terms of staff positions. I have you here 
as having been a guide somewhere around 1960. 
ASTON: Oh, I became a guide when Fred Lodge left, I 
think. That was about '64, '65. 
CONNORS: Well, what is a guide, first of all? 
ASTON: Oh, as far as I know, it's nothing. [laughter] 
"Guide" is just a title, and it's supposed to do with 
making sure that only the proper people attend meetings and 
only the proper, duly elected or appointed people attend 
meetings and cast their vote--to help the sergeant at arms 
keep order. In all of that time I don't think I was ever 
called but one time to do something about that. But I rose 
more in terms of responsibility in negotiations. In the 
little contracts that we had, because I was a grievance 
committee coordinator, I had more to do with the overall 
preparation of contract proposals. I negotiated contracts, 
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was the local union chief spokesman in the cafeteria 
negotiations, the Fairchild [Industries] negotiations, and 
several other small ones. I think I had maybe twenty-seven 
or twenty-eight sets of negotiations that I had 
participated in by the time that I had retired. 
CONNORS: You just mentioned Fairchild. You might want to 
explain, what was Fairchild? I think the company bought 
Fairchild. 
ASTON: Not our company, no. Fairchild is an important 
industry, an important company back East, in New York and 
Hagerstown, Maryland, and those places. So they had this 
small plant there, and one of their employees, Earl Fault, 
had worked In an auto plant In Detroit and had that 
background, autoworker background, and came over to the 
union hall and wanted a union. At that place they had 
maybe a couple of hundred people, two or three hundred 
people at that time. So he undoubtedly had been doing some 
talking with the people and they were ready for a union by 
the time he came to us. The company quickly acquiesced to 
an election held by the NLRB [National Labor Relations 
Board]. Those people voted, and we went right into 
negotiations. And it was kind of odd. This guy who had 
headed the negotiations up for Fairchild had had some 
dealings with the UAW [United Automobile Workers] back East 
and some dealings with the IAM [International Association 
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of Machinists], and he apparently didn't have very much 
respect for the UAW because of the kind of representation 
they had gotten back East. He apparently thought he could 
do almost anything he wanted with the UAW, and he expected 
to do that at the very outset. And he was surprised. Fred 
Lodge was there, and Joe Bomgaars and I were there at the 
opening set of negotiations. At first, the day we went 
into negotiations, we told them what we wanted, and he said 
he wasn't interested in this or that. There was something 
else he wasn't going to do--he wasn't going to give us a 
bargaining-unit list. I said to him, "What kind of 
bullshit is this?" I said, "We're not used to dealing with 
this kind of crap. " And he immediately did give us respect 
after that. Well, he still dillydallied around a lot, 
trying to make us beg almost for everything that we got 
across the table. 

But as an aside--and I really shouldn't be telling 
these tales out of school, I guess--more negotiations are 
done outside of the across-the-table negotiations. They're 
done not in smoke-filled rooms, but as asides. We had a 
couple of meetings like that with Fairchild, and they came 
across the same kind of things that occur in auto and any 
other kind of negotiations. The big shots get together and 
they say, "Come on, do this, " and they don't always tell 
the day-to-day negotiators what's going on. And they agree 
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then after they've had these side meetings and they come 
back to the table, why, they still act like they're having 
minor arguments, but in effect those bit issues have 
already been agreed to. And that's what happened at 
Fairchild. 

CONNORS: You became assistant to the president around 1970 
or so. Is that correct? 
ASTON: Oh, administrative assistant to, in effect, [Jack] 
Hurst, Lacayo, and Bomgaars. 
CONNORS: Was that elected or appointed? 
ASTON: It's appointed. It's a title. They gave me a few 
more bucks a week, and it was mainly because I was legal 
liaison for the union and handling the NLRB and EEOC [Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission] and FEPC [Fair Employ-
ment Practices Commission] cases that came across, and they 
were coming quite rapidly. Part of it was political, with 
Lacayo's, or the administration's, political opponents 
sending people down to the NLRB to file charges. It was 
also at the height of the civil rights movement, and under 
the [Lyndon B. ] Johnson administration, the EEOC had been 
established and people had been using It right and left. 
Some of those people who were working for the EEOC really 
didn't understand things that they should have understood 
in that position and therefore were encouraging some of 
the people who came to them to think that they had a 
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better case or that the union had done something wrong, and 
in situations it was the EEOC representative that was 
wrong. We never lost a case to them. 
CONNORS: When did you become first vice president? 
ASTON: I guess when Bomgaars went from vice president to 
become president. He became president and then they didn't 
have to have an election for another year or whatever. So 
he didn't fill it right away, but when he did-- Maybe it 
was Just a matter of months, I don't know, but when it was 
filled, why, then I became first vice president and stayed 
that, oh, for almost seven or eight years. And our 
financial secretary retired, and I wanted that job--not so 
much that I wanted the Job as I had already made the 
decision that I would take an early retirement, get out as 
soon as I could, and that I wanted to be In some position 
to, having selected the next president. Because Bomgaars 
was older than I was, and I figured that he wouldn't be 
staying around all that much longer. And so I was able to 
persuade our political group that made those kinds of 
decisions that I should be the one that should run for the 
financial secretary position and A1 Ybarra should go for 
the first vice president spot. Bomgaars agreed to that, 
and so when Bomgaars left--that's another story--Ybarra was 
there for the presidency. 

CONNORS: And you became financial secretary. 
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ASTON: I was financial secretary for, oh, about a year and 
a half, and then when the elections came around in June of 
my first term as financial secretary--the unexpired term I 
guess, of Carter Paine--I just told them, I wasn't going to 
run but was going to stay on until a little past January. 
There was going to be something to do with pension--an 
increase in pension benefits came about in January, and I 
wanted to be there for that. And so that's what I did. I 
didn't have any office right at the time I retired, but I 
retained the same pay the financial secretary made. 
CONNORS: Well, Carter Paine had retired? 

ASTON: Yeah. He had taken a medical leave--he had been in 
ill health for many years. He was really a good union man, 
and we lost an important member of our political caucus, 
too. He was a good strategist, beside being a good union 
man. 

CONNORS: Joe Bomgaars was in poor health, too, towards the 
end, wasn't he? He died soon after his retirement. 
ASTON: Oh, yeah, yeah. Within less than a year after I 
left, they began having some problems, and [Jerry] Whipple, 
our regional director, got in some trouble with the inter-
national union. I think he was told to resign or he would 
be fired, and he resigned. And after he resigned-- He had 
had a close alliance with Bomgaars, and Bomgaars may have 
been involved to some extent with the problems that Whipple 
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had. In any event, as I understand it, Bomgaars was left 
to understand that he no longer had the support of the 
Local 887 executive board. And I guess he understood that, 
because he took a medical leave for six months and then 
retired. In the interim, why, A1 Ybarra solidified his 
political group and was able to go in without any 
opposition. 

CONNORS: He didn't have the support of the international 
executive board? Which board did Bomgaars not have the 
support of? 
ASTON: The Local 887 executive board. I don't think the 
international executive board was worrying too much about 
our local union presidency at that point. They were 
worried about the regional director and any bad publicity 
that might have emanated had Whipple not resigned, but I 
don't think they were worried about Bomgaars. 
CONNORS: Okay. 
ASTON: Well, I shouldn't say that Local 887 have [their] 
concern. Local 887 has been known as the "Solidarity West" 
for many years, a title it got once when Woodcock, driving 
by the union hall on the way to the airport, told someone 
in the car he was in as they passed Local 887, "There's 
Solidarity West. " We always had a lot of influence in 
the region, and we had put some important people in the 
committee positions and in the international union 
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conventions and their staff. 
CONNORS: Before we started these taping sessions, you said 
you wanted to say something about Local 887 having become a 
feed to the international in terms of leadership. Local 
887 fed the international in terms of some very important 
international union leaders over the years. What do you 
make of that? Why--? 

ASTON: Oh, well, Local 887 is different than almost any 
other local in the region, and from many of them outside 
the region and throughout the country, in that we've been 
able to maintain the same political organization in 
elections and in office since 1948. That's one thing, and 
the second thing is that we've always been strong on 
education in the region and in building loyalty among 
educated union representatives. We've caught the eye and 
the attention of other people in the region and throughout 
the thing. We have seminars. Even now they're planning a 
seminar. Where before it used to be just for union 
leaders, now, under A1 Ybarra, our present president, he's 
brought the family members into the--I don't know how long 
he can continue this--educational process. So that when 
they have an educational meeting for the leadership, the 
wives or husbands and the children are learning at those 
seminars what unions are about. It's a minor Black Lake. 
You know the Black Lake Educational Center? 

197 



CONNORS: Yeah. In northern Michigan, yeah. 
ASTON: Okay. That's what Ybarra's done. We keep our 
people educated, and I'd say our people are smart. We've 
had some smart people in our local union--[Paul] Schrade 
and Al Haener and Fred Lodge, and I don't know how many 
international representatives we have. I used to think 
that almost Invariably people that go in the regional and 
international staff are smarter than those that come from 
the other local unions. They know the procedure; they know 
how to negotiate a contract; they know how to settle a 
grievance. They know a lot of other things like that. 
CONNORS: Tell me about A1 Ybarra. When did he hire in? 
ASTON: Well, he hired in at the Rocketdyne [division] 
plant, I don't know what his classification was, I think it 
was some kind of assembly thing. And then he 
transferred. His family lived in Buena Park, and he was 
driving that distance from Buena Park out here over to the 
San Fernando Valley. But it was too far, and he 
transferred over to the space division in Seal Beach. He 
had been just a steward at Rocketdyne, but Phil Provenzand, 
the Rocketdyne chairman, said to Joe Bomgaars, "You've got 
a new guy down at Seal Beach that could make a good 
steward, you know, if you need somebody. " And then some 
other people who worked down there heard about him, and 
they talked to him and got him to run for office. It was 
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about that time that we got these coordinators, seniority 
coordinators and wage coordinators, to police the new 
provisions of the contract we had negotiated in 1968. And 
he was made a seniority coordinator. When Joe Bomgaars 
became president, shortly after that a guy by the name of 
Bill Leslie, who had been Hank Lacayo's chief political 
honcho, died. Joe needed his own man in that position, so 
he brought A1 Ybarra over, and they brought him up to my 
office and told me to show A1 the ropes. So I kind of had 
a close relationship with A1 on a daily basis, showing him 
everything I felt he would need to know. Because we were 
looking for new leaders. Carter Paine was getting old, I 
was getting old, Joe was getting old. We needed to bring 
some new leaders up to take our place. And he looked like 
he had the ability to step into some of those and take over 
some of those duties. 
CONNORS: And he did. 
ASTON: And he did, yes. 

CONNORS: Just a couple of last points about your own 
advancement. You were elected, again, in the 1970s some 
time to the resolutions committee for the convention. 
ASTON: Oh, yeah. Yeah, I was appointed to the resolution 
committee for the international union convention. They 
have about seven or eight committees at each convention. 
The resolution and the constitution committee are the two 
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most important--the constitution committee because it sets 
the law of how the UAW is going to operate, and the 
resolutions committee sets the policies. The rest of them, 
the credential committee and the rules committee, are 
relatively minor committees. That was one of the greatest 
things that ever happened to me in the UAW, to receive that 
kind of an appointment, when you consider there were over a 
million people, and maybe there are fifty or sixty of them 
that are going to sit on a committee, and you're one of the 
fifty or sixty. 

So I got to meet with people from other local unions 
around the country. Some of them were local union 
presidents and some of them were just in positions like I 
had. And the leadership, the administrative assistants 
from Woodcock's office and [Irving] Bluestone's, both of 
those people would come into the committee and were just so 
smart and able to explain everything. We took a position 
on smog devices, as an example. This guy from Woodcock's 
office came in and explained to you everything about the 
different kinds of smog and the emission controls they 
would have that would be beneficial and other Issues. Why, 
we'd take a position on multinational corporations. All of 
those things, those people from Woodcock's office could 
speak eloquently about. 

CONNORS: Well, did the resolutions committee deliberate 
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during the convention or did you meet beforehand? 
ASTON: Well, no, they met two weeks, maybe four weeks 
before the convention. They brought us all into Detroit, 
and we were there for two weeks talking about these things 
we were going to do--debating among ourselves and deciding 
which resolutions we were going to place before the 
convention itself. And we wound up with a big book like 
that. And then when we'd get to the convention, each 
member of the resolution committee was asked to report out 
to the convention various resolutions, the ones that the 
International definitely wanted the convention to 
discuss. And talk about a knee-shaking appearance, 
standing up before thirty-five hundred people and 
talking! If you're not used to doing that--
CONNORS: Yeah. I saw In the Propeller there was a good 
picture of you at the podium at that convention. That was 
what, like 1975 or something like that? What year was 
that? 

ASTON: About that. Jimmy [James E. ] Carter came to the 
convention. He came-- You know, no one knows exactly the 
time they [the president and his entourage] are going to 
come, and they have to be proceeding with the convention 
business. It so happened the resolution committee was 
reporting out, and so we knew the day before that we were 
going to be reporting that some time during our reporting 
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process Jimmy Carter would make an appearance. And that 
day, why, of course, the Secret Service were there, and 
they had everybody's name on a list who were supposed to be 
on the platform. And the Secret Service would check you. 
Then when Jimmy Carter came on the stage, Leonard walked 
him across the stage, stopping him at each member of the 
resolution committee and introducing us as he proceeded to 
the thing. And everybody agrees that Jimmy Carter is one 
of the nicest human beings that they ever met--and still 
is, still has that reputation of really being a nice, warm, 
genuinely sincere person. But that wasn't what the 
American people wanted at that time. 

CONNORS: Well, also, he got into a little hot water on his 
stand with the B-1 bomber. 
ASTON: Yeah. And the way he went about that, he canceled 
the bomber-- If my memory process serves me correctly he 
canceled the bomber, but there were three ships that were 
in the process of being built and they were going to 
complete those and do some other R and D, research and 
development, work. And that really caused havoc with our 
membership--a reduction in membership I guess is a better 
way to say it. We lost people. 

CONNORS: Was he president elect at that time or was he 
campaigning? Or was he president? 

ASTON: Yeah, he was elected at that time. 
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CONNORS: He was president. So that was 1976 or so? 
ASTON: Yeah, about that. After that, as far as the 
resolution committee, they also have a special convention--
they call it a bargaining convention--with the same 
delegates that have been elected for the the triennial 
convention. And when they get back there they combine the 
resolution and the constitutional committees together, and 
they report out as a single unit. We make our decisions, 
made our decisions together, and so it was really a 
constitutional-resolution committee at the special 
convention. 

CONNORS: I thought maybe we could talk a little bit about 
your position with the retirees, unless you want to-- Why 
don't we hold off on that and talk a little bit about the 
political scene. The big fight with Jimmy Carter was over 
the B-1 bomber. [Ronald W. ] Reagan came in promising, I 
suppose, that he would restore a lot of this defense 
production. What was the response among the autoworkers in 
the aerospace industry? 

ASTON: As always before, the Propeller would carry a 
recommendation to the membership as to which candidates 
they should support. And it's always been Democratic. 
This is not to say that we haven't recommended some 
Republicans, more on a local level. Like on sheriff or 
district attorney, we might support some Republican. Or 
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there might be some assemblyman in a spot that we had no 
hopes of winning anyway, and we'd lose nothing by 
supporting a Republican. We also had some Republicans that 
voted for labor's position oftentimes, and we support 
those. But on the national level we've always supported 
the Democratic candidate. I'd have to look at the paper to 
see, but I don't think we published a recommendation that 
Carter be elected. I'm not sure. I think we left that up 
to the membership to make their own decision. This caused 
some of our strongest people-- They didn't give a damn, 
they weren't going to vote for Ronald Reagan anyway. On 
the other hand, some of them who were were worried about 
their job and knew that Reagan had already committed 
himself in his campaigning process to make sure the B-1 was 
restored were for Reagan. That was a hard decision for our 
people to make, knowing full well that to reelect Carter 
would do them no good as far as their livelihood and future 
was concerned. 

CONNORS: Well, Reagan had not been the most popular 
governor among the UAW In California. He was in for quite 
a bit of criticism regularly. 
ASTON: Yeah. I don't know if Reagan came to the hall. I 
think Lacayo had met with Reagan when it looked like he was 
going to win the election or something. He was not 
unpopular, but you have to keep in mind that the Reagan you 
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see as president is the same Reagan that he was then, this 
jovial, hail-fellow-well-met kind of guy. And we know 
now--at least we ought to know now--that he wasn't making 
decisions as governor; somebody else was making those 
decisions. And he was pretty pragmatic when he was 
governor, too. He would fight against something, and then 
when it became obvious that Jesse [M. ] Unruh and his group 
was going to have their way, they would override his veto 
or something and he would go along with what they wanted 
because that was the smartest thing to do politically. But 
I never thought that much of Ronnie Reagan when he was 
governor and the things that he did, like closing the 
mental institutions, saying he was going to let the local 
communities take care of the mentally ill. To me, that was 
a heartless thing that he did. And from the very outset, 
Ardis [Kvanbeck Aston] and I talked about him being sworn 
in at eight minutes past twelve on his first inauguration. 
CONNORS: And that was according to his astrologist's 
advice. 

ASTON: The stars, yeah, the stars said that's when he 
should be sworn in. 

CONNORS: Well, in 1984, the [Walter F. ] Mondale campaign 
must have been seen as Just a retake of the Carter campaign 
of 1980. 

ASTON: Yeah. We supported Mondale, and so did Woodcock. 

205 



And they pulled such shenanigans on Mondale. They would 
have a meeting over at the airport hotel over there, and 
the fire marshal would come in and say, you know, when 
they're having a press conference, "You have too many 
people in this room; you're going to have to cancel it. " 
We had a meeting down at the Long Beach airport, and 
there were police and other people down there trying to 
harass the crowd, Secret Service agents coming up to some 
of our people and telling them they could not have a 
certain kind of a sign, or not yell or talk or do whatever 
they did. Those kinds of harassments. The president 
that's in power can use the government people to their 
advantage in such a way that really hurts the people 
running against them. 

CONNORS: Let's talk a little bit about some of the 
Rockwell [International Corporation] bargaining tactics in 
the 1970s and 1980s. I know this is a period in the 
seventies, anyway--I suppose into the eighties--of 
concessionary bargaining. Did that happen at North 
American [Aviation Company], first of all? Was there an 
effort to take away what had been won over the years? 
ASTON: I don't think Local 887 has ever had any-- Well, 
there have been efforts by the company to take away-- And 
this is not to say that we haven't made some concessions, 
because that's what bargaining is all about. But in making 
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concessions, if you give something up, you're also supposed 
to get something in return. And to that extent, I think 
that we've been able to do that. We may have given up 
something over the years in each set of negotiations, but 
in doing that we've also got something in return. We've 
never given anything-- I shouldn't say that. I think maybe 
since I left--not because I left, but since I left--we've 
done some things. We used to have superseniority for 
joint-council delegates. And the unit officers, they don't 
have that. They gave that up. Well, there was too much 
union representation in the company. We resisted that for 
about twenty-five years when I was there. Superseniority 
for those people-- They rarely were involved in the day-to-
day grievance procedure, but it was something we won and we 
really shouldn't have given it up, we did. The company may 
have said, "If you don't give it up, were going to demand 
that we have more rights for other, less senior people. " I 
want you to take another good picture, Ardis. 
CONNORS: Just one last thing before this side of the tape 
runs out. What about the two-tier wage system? Did the 
company try to institute anything like that? 
ASTON: Well, I guess they still-- They have A and B, the 
senior and the lower level, but that's all right. That 
causes no problem, except If it takes too long to go from 
the lower level to the top level. One of the things that I 
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think they did was spread out the time between raises or 
something. Or they didn't do that--they lowered the 
minimum starting pay for some B levels. As a consequence, 
it took them longer to reach the higher levels. Those 
people who were already there and in a certain position, 
why, they were progressing according to the schedule 
anyway, but for a new person hiring in, it would take them 
two years to get to the top of the scale. 
CONNORS: Is that a recent development? When was that 
Instituted? 

ASTON: When they lowered the starting pay, when they made 
the base pay for certain classifications lower, then It in 
effect spread out the period of time. They may have done 
some of that in my last negotiations. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE TWO 
MAY 24, 1988 

CONNORS: Let's talk about retirement for a while here. 
You've retired, but you're actually probably as active as 
you've ever been. Let's talk about the UAW. We did talk 
already, actually, on another tape, a little bit about the 
UAW retirees program, but let's talk some more about that. 
ASTON: Well, almost from the outset of the UAW having a 
retirement provision in their contract, Walter [P. ] Reuther 
became concerned about keeping the retirees active, having 
meetings. And I think he visualized that many of those 
retirees who had come up during the Depression years and 
understood the necessity of retirees being active in 
legislative and community affairs would be important, not 
only to themselves but to the union and to people who 
followed after them. He decided they should have some kind 
of a program other than purely a recreational program. And 
they started having meetings in their local unions in 
Detroit and other UAW places, and almost from the outset 
Local 887 began having our meetings long before they had a 
formal retiree program. One day a group of the retirees, 
pioneer UAW people, went to Reuther and told them they 
should have some kind of a committee so that what they were 
doing as retirees would be done nationwide and benefit all 
of the UAW. They began talking about a program and how 
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that should be set up and what they would do, and I guess 
Reuther kind of rough-drafted some ideas about what now is 
in effect the retiree program for the UAW. 

It involves retirees from large local unions pouring 
themselves into what are called retiree chapters, electing 
officers and meeting once a month, not only for 
recreational purposes but also for educational and activist 
roles as retirees. Many of the UAW retirees that leave 
their place move to the Sun Belt states and to areas where 
there has never been a UAW local union, and many of the 
people who live in those communities never heard of the 
UAW. In those areas where all those people are, like 
Florida, Arkansas, Arizona, New Mexico, Las Vegas, and 
Reno, there's never been any real UAW organization, and it 
was decided they would have UAW area councils. So we had 
the UAW local union retiree chapters and the UAW area 
councils. It's the same as a chapter except It brings 
people from a lot of other different local unions from 
around the country together as a single group. They have 
one in Hemet [California], as an example, where they have 
people from the agricultural implement workers, they have 
people from the aerospace and of course the autoworkers, 
and then some that didn't fit in either of these categories 
but were still UAW people. And they meet jointly and they 
get along great. 
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Okay, so that's the local part of It. They also have 
a Los Angeles area retiree council, and that brings 
representatives from all of the local unions into these 
area councils. Each local union is allowed to send a 
certain number, two or three, depending on the number of 
people they have. I think they send their retiree chapter 
president and a couple of other people. And they gain 
information there that they take back to the chapter. But 
in addition to that, the next step up after the Los Angeles 
area retiree council is the region six retiree council. 
And all regions have this. That's statewide, because 
region six involves the seven western states. So, each 
local union is allowed to send a certain number of people 
there, and they just meet about twice a year, and making 
sure that they're all going the same way. 

And then at convention time, they, the regional 
council retiree chapter, is able to send one person to the 
national retiree advisory council. That retiree council 
advises the international union about things that affect 
retirees all over the country. Well, region six has a 
representative there, region five has a representative 
there-- And so however many regions there are, that's the 
number of people that make up the advisory council. In 
addition to that, the international union is authorized to 
select certain other people to be members of that advisory 
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council, and in doing that they pick minority members that 
might not otherwise ever get an opportunity to serve on 
that council, so they pick Latinos or blacks or whatever. 
Harold Clements is the delegate to that, and I'm the 
alternate delegate. If something would happen to Harold, 
then I would be on the national advisory council. So 
that's their program. 

Oh, one other thing, and very important, is that the 
people talking to Reuther, these old retirees, thought that 
the retirees ought to be able to contribute something. [It 
would] give them a sense of self-worth, a sense of 
belonging if they can make some monetary contribution to 
the UAW. And Reuther says, "How much are you talking 
about?" They didn't know. Reuther said, "Just make it $1 
a month. " Voluntary. If a retiree wants to pay that, they 
can. But it's written into our constitution--whether some-
one pays or doesn't pay, all retirees are automatically 
members in good standing of the UAW. The $1 thing is 
voluntary, and if someone wants to pay that, they can. When 
the program was adopted in 1964, that's what they did. 
They had the $1 thing. And then twenty years later, 1984, 
they raised that to $2 a month, and many of our people are 
contributing that. They also had a grandfather clause that 
if someone was paying $1 and didn't want to pay the $2, 
they could continue to pay the $1. But all new people who 
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joined the voluntary dues thing now must pay $2 if that's 
where they are on the program. It's a good program. It 
gives the retirees a place to go, it gives them an 
involvement in their community. 

One other thing I didn't touch on is that the program 
also pays for retiree coordinators. In region six we have 
I think six or seven retiree coordinators, and I happen to 
be one of those retiree coordinators. It's not a job that 
pays any money, so to speak. You get $100 a month, but out 
of that $100 a month you're supposed to pay for your own 
transportation and meals and so forth. It's not the case 
that you make money, but it puts people who were in 
leadership roles in their local union-- They're able to 
continue their leadership role as retirees. So Virgil 
Collins, who you met, and Harold Clements and some of 
those, John Allard, they're former international 
representatives. So not being an international 
representative but being a retiree coordinator puts me in a 
pretty high class. I was never an international 
representative, and most of those retiree coordinators are 
former international representatives. I feel honored to 
have been picked. As a matter of fact, when Regional 
Director Whipple left, they had to have a special election 
to elect a new regional director, and Bruce Lee was that 
one that was elected. That special region six convention 
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was held in Local 887's old union hall. And one of the 
first things that Bruce Lee announced in making his 
acceptance speech was that he was going to appoint John 
Allard and Red Aston to that position. And it really made 
me feel good. [He said] he was going to take advantage of 
some of the leaders. 
CONNORS: Well, what were some of the tasks of the 
coordinator? Is it outreach kind of stuff? What do you do 
as coordinator? 
ASTON: I go to the retiree chapter meetings. Generally I 
talk about legislation that affects retirees, or when there 
looks like there is being a concerted effort made to cut 
social security or something of that kind, I urge letter-
writing activity on the part of the members, the retired 
members, and that kind of thing--mainly it's legislation. 
I also try to get them involved in certain other retiree 
activities that that are not UAW sponsored, like the 
National Council of Senior Citizens, the California 
Congress [of Seniors], the FORUM [Federation of Retired 
Union Members]. I try to get people interested in what 
other organizations are doing that have some effect on 
senior citizens. 

CONNORS: Well, are you a member of the California Congress 
of Senior Citizens, too? 
ASTON: Oh, yes. Yeah. 
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CONNORS: Let's talk about that. That has been around for 
a number of years, I guess. 
ASTON: Well, not all that many years. Some of us are 
having second thoughts about the congress because the 
politicians are not paying enough attention to us. Because 
we're only meeting once a year or twice a year and don't 
have a home office and that kind of thing, don't have any 
paid staff, we can't get publicity out to newspapers and to 
legislators of things that we want to do. We're trying to 
build that organization up. It's not all that old, ten or 
twelve years old at the most. 

CONNORS: The national body, the National Council of Senior 
Citizens, I know goes back to about 1961 or so. 
ASTON: About the late fifties or early sixties, when 
national council started, when they got involved in 
Medicare and they were pushing that. It was a loose 
organization of senior citizens who were interested in that 
type of legislation. They all got together, and when they 
finished, part of them joined together in the National 
Council of Senior Citizens. Some of them stayed by 
themselves. Like the Gray Panthers and the American 
Association of Retired People, AARP, stayed with their own 
group. The others bound themselves into the National 
Council of Senior Citizens. And they received extensive 
backing from the AFL-CIO [American Federation of Labor-
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Congress of Industrial Organizations], the UAW, the 
[International Brotherhood of] Teamsters, and other 
independent groups. 

CONNORS: Now, you mentioned before the FORUM. That's the 
Federation of Retired Union Members, which is a function of 
the L. A. County AFL-CIO, I believe. Or Is that a national 
AFL-CIO function? 
ASTON: Of which the UAW is a member, yeah. 
CONNORS: What's the function of the FORUM? How does that 
work? 

ASTON: Well, for quite a few years the other international 
unions have been hearing about the way the UAW has organized 
their retirees, and that when there's an election where, 
say, somebody that labor supports-- Where the electricians 
might put two or three people out in that campaign or the 
building trades might put four or five, the UAW puts 
hundreds of people out. We get loads of people, and we are 
always a source of amazement to the AFL-CIO, that the UAW 
is able to do that. So when they joined back together 
after Doug [Douglas A. ] Fraser became president and the UAW 
again is under the AFL-CIO umbrella-- "We're all brothers 
and sisters again, you know, " that kind of poop, 
[laughter] So they talked with Bruce Lee and somebody, and 
Bruce said he would send-- Well, I don't know what he said, 
but they got our people interested. And Fred Lodge met 
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with the AFL-CIO, and they decided they'd form a group of 
retirees from all of the unions In the greater Los Angeles 
area. They called themselves the Federation of Retired 
Union Members, and those letters stand for FORUM. And they 
meet once a month. What they're trying to do is organize 
the other unions on the same basis and use the same formula 
for organizing their retirees that the UAW's found 
successful. And I think you were able to attend one 
meeting down there, and almost a third of those people that 
were at that FORUM meeting were UAW people, who were taking 
an active role and were really trying to teach the other 
unions how they could operate and be as active as they can 

Let me say just one thing. The UAW never took the 
vote away for the retirees, so we can vote for union 
officers, and the union officers, the local union officers, 
understand that we have a vote come the annual election 
time. Other unions don't have that same thing, so they can 
and do virtually ignore their people once they retire, 
which is a shame. The international union has found out, 
the politicians have found out, that the retirees in the 
UAW can play an important role in the electoral process, In 
the enactment of legislation and other community affairs, 
that having the vote in the local union is important. It 
makes us, the retirees, pay attention to the local union, 
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and it makes the local union pay attention to the 
retirees. 
CONNORS: I guess as a problem related to that is the 
members who don't want to be active once they've retired. 
How do you reach out to them and get them active? There 
are a lot of people out there--

ASTON: I don't know that we've made all that much of an 
attempt. We advertise the meetings. One of the ways we do 
get a lot of people to come to the meetings is Christmas-
time and in the spring of each year. At Christmastime we 
have a dinner for the retirees. And we keep having to look 
for a larger and larger place. There were over fifteen 
hundred people that attended our last Christmas party that 
we had over in Hawthorne [California]. That place was 
full, and they had to bring more people-- You talk about 
fifteen hundred people-- We're talking about over ten 
thousand retirees, so we're Just getting a tenth of the 
people. But you must consider that people who work in 
California, once they retire, many of them move away. Some 
of them move to Hemet-- We've got UAW retirees, Local 887 
retirees, who are attending retiree councils in 
Sacramento. There's one in Sacramento; they attend the 
ones in Las Vegas; there's some place on the border of 
Arizona and Nevada-- What's the name of that gambling--? 
CONNORS: Laughlin [Nevada]? 
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ASTON: Laughlin. And then in Phoenix, I think. So we 
have a lot of retirees that attend meetings in other 
places. We have a once-a-month meeting, and we also have a 
meeting at four or five different locations where we have 
union halls, where retirees attend those places on a once-
a-month basis for entertainment, where they play bingo and 
so forth. But even there, we go to those meetings, where 
it's not supposed to be a business meeting, and talk to 
them about issues that are important. 

CONNORS: Now, you mentioned before to me--it wasn't on 
tape--that when you retired there was quite a party that 
was thrown for you and you received the Walter Reuther 
Distinguished Service Award. Could you talk a little bit 
about that? 
ASTON: Yeah, I did. I was really quite surprised. 
CONNORS: It was a surprise party? 

ASTON: Well, it wasn't really a surprise party; I was 
surprised that they had the number of people there that did 
show up. It was a joint-council meeting, and after the 
joint-council meeting they had the party, and I noticed 
that representatives from the corporate labor relations 
staff were there. They had labor relations representatives 
from several different divisions that I had worked quite 
closely with come to that meeting, and all of them made 
presentations. Some of them were, you know, photos that 
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they had doctored up, [laughter] that kind of thing. 
Nothing elaborate, you know, a little plaque or nice pen or 
something like that. But it was the first time, to my 
knowledge, that there was ever a retirement party held for a 
Local 887 representative at our union hall where that many 
and that number of labor relations representatives 
attended. And there were also attorneys that I had worked 
with were there, a lot of people there, and they made a 
nice presentation. The surprise was that I did get the 
Walter Reuther Distinguished Service Award. It's just a 
medal, but it's the meaning; they don't give it out 
haphazardly. In fact, I think there were only three that 
had been given in region six up to that time. So I was 
proud to have it. 

CONNORS: It's a nice thing, yeah. In your retirement, you 
also said that you've been able to become more active in 
Bellflower [California] politics. Let's talk a little bit 
about their community and what you've been doing in it. 
ASTON: Well, when I retired, because I'd always been so 
active and involved all the time, I wondered what I would 
do with my time. And I decided I'd enroll at Cerritos 
College, and I did enroll, just shortly before I retired. 
I took a course in creative writing and a course in 
American political and social history and then a course in 
college math. I did quite well in all of them; In fact, I 
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got an A in my creative writing. And I also was president 
of my church congregation, and I was appointed to the 
traffic commission of the city of Bellflower and elected 
president of the Bellflower Democratic Club. All of those 
things came fairly close together, so I was busy all the 
time. I formed a Neighborhood Watch program in this 
neighborhood, and I also petitioned the neighborhood and 
got some stop signs put up. So I kept quite busy, and I've 
stayed that way. I think that's the real secret of a happy 
retirement. Also, I've done a lot of traveling. 
CONNORS: Yes. Let's see. Where have you been traveling? 
ASTON: Oh, we've been, I think, in most of the states of 
the United States except for two in the South and the New 
England states. 

CONNORS: You really should get to the New England 
states! [laughter] 

ASTON: Oh, oh, that's my goal next year, to hit those New 
England states. We took a cruise to Hawaii, we went to 
Europe for twenty-five or twenty-six days, we went to the 
Caribbean--

CONNORS: You're going again to Europe, I know, next week. 
ASTON: Yeah, next week we're heading for Norway, Sweden, 
and Denmark. I'm looking forward to that. We both love to 
travel, and we make a practice of visiting the state 
capitals of the states that we drive through. 
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CONNORS: That's great. In the course of these interviews, 
we've talked some about opportunities that you've had to 
leave working for the union. Like in the late forties when 
you became a salesman and you got away from the labor 
movement. And I think last time you mentioned that a 
couple of times the company suggested that you come over to 
management. Why did you stick with the union over the 
years? What was it about it that provided you with--? 
ASTON: I've always felt that a union representative that 
went into management really wasn't a good union 
representative to begin with. To me, I always felt I'd be 
giving up some of my principles. I'd have to be doing the 
things that I really didn't believe in, taking positions I 
really didn't believe in. If I'd been a foreman or a 
supervisor-- They offered me a job in Neosho, Missouri, 
away from California, with the assurance that I would be an 
assistant foreman or whatever within a matter of six 
months. And then the sky was the limit after that--
positions in planning, those kinds of things. I couldn't 
see myself as anything but a union representative or member 
of the union. 

CONNORS: How about a representative of another union, not 
the UAW? 
ASTON: For another local union? 

CONNORS: Yeah, for another union. I mean, you've been so 
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closely identified with the UAW all your life. 
ASTON: Well, it was suggested to me some time that I could 
form a-- What do they call it? Some kind of advisory and 
advise other local unions. I never did do that. Maybe if 
I would have been able to hear better I would have 
considered that on a consultant basis. In a way I still do 
some consulting work for the local union. They call on me 
for things where they have problems, particularly bylaws 
questions and things that have to do with history, which 
I've become quite interested and involved in. 
CONNORS: That's one thing I wanted to close off this 
interview with, or at least my questions that I've been 
preparing. How was it that, I've mentioned it a couple of 
times, and I've looked back and consulted the manuscript 
and I've had the opportunity to read it myself. This is 
about a two hundred-plus page manuscript. It represents 
quite a bit of work of compiling the history of this local, 
and I know that you had to do research by talking to some 
of the members and you had consulted the full set of 
newspapers and other records. How was it that you got 
involved in this to begin with? What was it that sparked 
your interest and your passion for it? 

ASTON: Well, even before I retired, I'd written a couple 
of quite lengthy articles on the early history of the 
unions at Rockwell and its predecessor, North American. 
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And in doing that, I read an early history written by Spike 
Ennis that didn't tell very much about the local union. 
And then there was a young man from UCLA, I believe, who 
came out to the local union, and someone had told him I 
knew something about the history, I suppose. He was 
writing his thesis on the labor movement in the early 
thirties, and particularly the North American strike in 
1941. So I helped him with some of that information, and 
in doing that also had gathered up papers that had to do 
with the history of the local. So after I retired, A1 
Ybarra had decided that it would be a good idea to have a 
history of the local union. This was in conjunction with 
the UAW's fiftieth anniversary, and he had received a 
letter from Bruce Lee, who had also been advised by the 
international union officer that they were trying to get 
the various local unions to compile their history. I also 
had some dealings with Wayne State University people who 
had come to the local union, and they always were steered 
up to my office. I dug out some of the files and sent some 
back that the local no longer needed back to Wayne State 
University. 

So I had this side Interest in history. And when Al 
said he wanted a history written, I, of course, went at 
it full bore and I gathered all the different things. 
You'd be surprised the number of papers that had been 
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written about the aerospace industry and particularly about 
Local 887. I have about, oh, five or six different papers 
like that. And I wrote the history on it. I've got it 
written and am in the process of editing it and including 
some things that I left out, and I'm hopeful that A1 will 
go ahead and publish It. It did involve a lot of work. I 
spent almost one whole winter writing that. It's about 
three or four hundred typed pages of history. 
CONNORS: Of course, labor history is what I do for a 
living, as well as other kinds of history, but I can't help 
but think that labor history should be very functional for 
union members. People should be much more aware of where 
they came from. I imagine that this is aimed at the 
membership--this is the audience that is envisioned for 
this. My question is, what do you think the role of labor 
history is for union members? 

ASTON: Our local union's role is that we've been the 
pacesetter, the trendmaker in the UAW and region six, as 
far as I'm concerned. Because of our size and our position 
in negotiation, we've frequently been the first up in 
negotiations. So the first aerospace pension plan was 
ours; the first group insurance was ours. The holidays, 
you know, we were always the leader. When we weren't the 
leaders, then Local 148, another aerospace industry local 
in the area, made concessions. And, in fact, in the last 
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two sets of negotiations, Local 887 made no such 
concessions. In fact, we're not sure that Local 148 even 
has its new contract yet, except the contract that the 
company put into effect. Those people had to give up-- The 
retirees have to pay their own group insurance. 
CONNORS: That's Local 148, you say? Where's that? 
ASTON: McDonnell Douglas. 
CONNORS: McDonnell Douglas. 
ASTON: And that's a dangerous precedent to be established, 
for retirees to have to pay--and it has been established at 
some other places--that amount of money or to have to pay 
their part B Medicare, which our company picks up. It 
started at $1 or $2, whatever Medicare was, part B 
originally. We've now got it up to $24. 50 or something 
that the company pays--$44 for my wife and I. And if they 
take that away from the people, that's really cutting the 
monthly income for retirees. 

Okay, let me get back to the local. We've been the 
first in all of those areas. Mainly in education--we've 
always hit hard on education. We've been able to maintain 
a leadership role. Other local unions look to us and say, 
"How does Local 887 keep their people so sharp?" And we've 
been able to do it by education and frequent meetings of 
the in-plant representatives who are supposed to be 
representing those people. Those are two ways, then. We 
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keep our political unity. Everybody in the region looks to 
Local 887. We may have problems, but we never lose an 
election. It's our officers that the administration 
wants. And It's been virtually the same administration, 
for the same principles, every year since I've been there, 
and before. There have never been any threats or anything 
of that kind; it's just that people have a loyalty to the 
political slate that's in power. As I told you before, 
it's the Blue Slate that does that. 

CONNORS: Well, I think I've covered all the areas that I 
wanted to cover In these interviews. How about you? Is 
there anything that we haven't covered? 
ASTON: Oh, I can't think of-- I think of "I should have 
told him this; I should have told him that. " 
CONNORS: Well, we could close these interviews for now, 
but in case something comes up that we both want to cover, 
go over again or expand upon, we could keep it open to do 
that. Okay? 

ASTON: Okay. That would be fine with me, and I want to 
thank you for being patient. I'm sure if you try to read 
that back, you're going to find a lot of stupidity of Red 
Aston! 

CONNORS: [laughter] Well, it will be my stupidities that 
I'll notice, I'm sure. I have listened to these tapes, and 
I'd say that they're very informative. I've learned a 
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lot. You know, I've done some research in labor history, 
and this has opened so many doors in terms of what the 
actual functioning of local unions is. 
ASTON: It was interesting for me for you to jog my memory, 
and particularly about negotiations. Those negotiations 
sessions come back to my mind, and see how those sessions 
have changed over the years from the time I first went up 
to the time I quit. The company used to have a court 
reporter typing that, and now they have very few across-
the-table discussions. Now it's a lot of side-room 
discussions. 

CONNORS: Well, let's leave It at this, then, and plan that 
perhaps we can get back together again. 
ASTON: Okay. Thank you. 
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