
Rubber’s stormy labor history 
 

Workers’ bitter, 
often violent, 
attempts to 
organize date 
back to 1887; but 
it wasn’t until a 
half century later 
that the rubber 
companies finally 
recognized the 
United Rubber 
Workers.   

 
 
 
It started with a bonus.  On Oct. 1, 1912, Goodyear founder Frank Seiberling 
bucked the tire industry wage scales that limited piecework production and 
offered workers extra pay for extra output.  The change allowed Goodyear’s 
faster builders and finishers to earn as much as $4 to $6 a day.  At the same 
time, the company’s tire production boomed.  
 
Not to be outdone, rival Harvey Firestone followed Seiberling’s lead and lifted 
wage restrictions on piecework at the Firestone tire plant on Akron’s south side.  
The advantage went to the men whose strength and dexterity allowed them to 
work at a furious pace.  Those men caught the attention of the “man with the 
stopwatch,” who monitored the pace of production and passed the information on 
to plant managers.  
 
On Feb. 10, 1913, Firestone posted new wage scales for tire piecework.  In order 
to earn $3 to $3.50 per day -  the regular wage before Seiberling and Firestone 
tipped the pay scale -  workers had to match the schedule gauged by the 
company’s stopwatch man.  The ‘speedup’ was born.  
 
One day of trying to meet Firestone’s “speedup” production pace was enough for 
the men.  The following day, 150 tire finishers demanded the old wage scale be 
restored.  They walked out when management refused.  The tire industry’s first 
strike was on.  
 
The men who walked out in 1913 would be considered wildcatters by today’s 
standards.  They had no union or leaders.  
 
Rubber workers first attempted to unionize in 1887 when the Knights of Labor 
organized employees at several companies in New Jersey but later expelled 
them following a dispute over union charters.  In 1904, the Amalgamated Rubber 



workers of North America struck nine companies in Trenton NJ for 212 days.  But 
the strike failed and the union was broken by 1906.  
 
By then, the tire industry was booming in Akron.  More than a dozen rubber 
companies brought in workers from West Virginia and Kentucky and advertised 
for immigrants.  Over the course of a few years, Akron went from a mid-sized 
town to a bustling city.  
 
The Amalgamated Rubber Workers, which was affiliated with the American 
Federation of Labor, tried to organize workers in Akron in 1903.  The companies 
deterred employees from joining by raising pay.  Diamond Rubber Co. and B.F. 
Goodrich also established company unions.  In addition, an employers’ 
association dedicated to keeping Akron an “open shop” town was formed.  The 
association developed a spy system, with some workers offered up to $85 a 
month to keep watch for union organizers.  
 
The Industrial Workers of the World -  also known as the ‘Wobblies” - infiltrated 
Akron’s open shop atmosphere late in 1912, secretly signing some 15 to 50 
workers.  In February 1913, IWW members were on hand to fuel the fire at the 
Firestone walkout.  The strike spread from Firestone to Goodrich and on to 
Goodyear.  Eventually an estimated 5,000 to 6,000 workers were on picket lines, 
while an equal number were left standing idle in shops closed by departmental 
tie-ups.  
 
But the strike was disorganized.  It took two weeks for workers to enter their 
demands to management.  Then the American Federation of Labor came to 
Akron to compete with the IWW. 
 
Toward the end of March, heavy rains brought on the worst flood in Akron’s 
history, and the strike was bumped from the front pages.  After several weeks of 
parades, speeches, fights and some arrests, the strikers voted on March 30 to 
end the walkout.  They returned to work the next day without winning their 
demands. 
 
However, changes in the economy and world events eventually gave the workers 
the things they demanded -  the eight-hour day, higher wages and improved 
safety and sanitary conditions.  The changes, combined with the companies’ 
efforts to keep unions out and the city’s anti-union attitude, kept the call “strike” 
out of Akron’s rubber shops until the 1930s.  
 
The Great Depression spawned the chain of events that led to the entry of unions 
into the rubber shops.  Companies cut back employment and switched to six-
hour work days.  Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” aimed at repairing the 
economy led to the National Industrial Recovery Act, which -  among other things 
-  gave workers the right to unionize. 
 



On June 30, 1933, more than 5,000 workers attended an organizational meeting 
in Akron.  Rubber workers pushed for recognition through the AFL, which granted 
them charters through Federal Labor Unions.  In June 1934, the AFL organized a 
rubber workers council.  During that same month, workers at General Tire’s 
Akron plant staged the first sit-down strike.  The work stoppage did result in 
better working conditions at the plant, but the companies still refused to 
recognize the union. 
 
The United Rubber Workers of America was born in September 1935 at a 
convention in Akron.  Sherman H. Dalrymple of Goodrich in Akron was elected 
president.  
 
Disenchantment arising from the AFL’s preoccupation with craft unionism and 
other policies caused rubber workers to break with that national body, eventually 
becoming one of the first unions to join the Congress of Industrial Organizations, 
better known as the “CIO.” 
 
The new union’s first major strike came in 1936 against Goodyear.   Workers in 
Local 2 walked out in February after the company started a program of 
increasing work hours, laying off employees and cutting pay -  a plan that federal 
officials said Goodyear should drop. 
 
The Goodyear workers won support nationwide during their five-week work 
stoppage, which is considered the first CIO strike.  When the strike ended, 
Goodyear still refused to recognize the URW but did rehire all of the strikers, 
restored the six-hour workday and agreed to work rule changes.  
 
Following the Goodyear strike, the URW aligned with the CIO and launched 
nationwide organizing campaigns. 
 
Local 1 at Palmer Asbestos Rubber Co. in Chicago was the first to receive a 
strike sanction from the URW and the union’s first 100% organized plant.  
 
The URW had a long fight organizing Goodyear’s Gadsden AL plant.  In June 
1936, Dalrymple received a beating in Gadsden and had to be returned to Akron 
and hospitalized.  Battles raged again at Gadsden in 1940 when Local 2 
president John House needed 86 stitches following an altercation during an 
organizing effort there.  
 
Despite the setbacks, the young union grew quickly, spreading across the nation 
and into Canada.  Goodyear finally started bargaining with URW locals in 1941.  
By 1945, membership reached 189,918 workers.  The four major tire companies 
joined in company-wide master contract bargaining.  The union secured pensions 
and insurance for the first time in 1949 and hospitalization in 1953.  
 



The URW and the rubber industry remained strong in the years following World 
War II through the late 1970s. 
 
Membership peaked at 190,523 in 1974 before soaring gasoline prices ushered 
in an era of change for the U.S. automotive and rubber industries.  Introduction of 
radial tire production in North America led to numerous plant closings and 
brought the end of the tire production in Akron, once the union’s bastion.  
 
Tire manufacturers continue to recognize the URW.  However, the union has 
been unable to penetrate the newer tire plants like Goodyear’s Lawton OK 
facility, which opened in 1978, The Wilson NC unit Firestone opened in 1973, 
and the Michelin plants that began opening in the southern states during the late 
1970s. 
 
Today, after 53 years, URW membership stands at 110,000.  Changes that 
rocked the tire industry have had a similar effect on the union.  During recent 
years, the URW’s primary goal has been job protection.  Its leaders have also 
considered merging with another labor organization to gain strength.  
 
Though recent years have been difficult for the URW, its members no longer face 
the trials of the industry’s early years -  battling dust and flying soapstone, 
laboring in “hell-hot pits” or worrying about the hated “speedup.” 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 


