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AN ENTIRE DISTRICT COUNCIL SHARES IN THE TRIUMPH 
OF LOCAL 939’S FIRST CENTURY
On behalf of District Council 35, I extend a very heartfelt 

“congratulations” to Local 939 and also a special thanks to all 
who are commemorating the local’s 100th anniversary. It is truly a 
landmark occasion that should be cherished by all who have taken 
part in the brotherhood that we share with the local, as well as 
all who believe in the strength of solidarity and the purpose of 
organized labor.

Along with Local 939, the District Council thanks everyone sharing 
in the local’s celebration of 100 years of perseverance, character and 
craftsmanship. Since 1917, Local 939 has maintained a strong work 
ethic, integrity and professionalism unsurpassed by anyone in the 
allied finishing trades. It is humbling that the local is part of our 
great union, but even more, we acknowledge the foundation of the 
local and give special recognition to and commemorate its founding 
members and those that have built the local over the years, many of 
whom are recognized in this 100th anniversary history book.

The District Council and the entire I.U.P.A.T. are proud to see 
how far Local 939 has progressed, the challenges it has overcome 
and the accomplishments it has made to help build Boston and to 
advance the wellbeing of its members. Like most I.U.P.A.T. locals, it has come very far as a union and is now 
able to stand together and celebrate 100 years as Brothers and Sisters in the fight for better conditions – an effort 
it continues along with all of District Council 35.

The entire District Council also shares in the excitement for Local 939’s journey ahead, throughout which we 
will all, together, continue to practice and perfect our trade, which has allowed all of our membership to prevail.

We further congratulate all Local 939 members who have graduated our apprenticeship training programs 
and journeymen who continue their education through our programs. Their commitment to learning and 
improving their skills and craft helps keep the local, the District Council and the I.U.P.A.T. strong.

May Local 939 continue to thrive and prosper for another 100 years!

Fraternally,

Jeffrey P. Sullivan, Business Manager/Secretary-Treasurer

I.U.P.A.T. District Council 35
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International Union of Painters and Allied Trades
Painters and Allied Trades Local No. 939

100th Anniversary Celebration

Saturday, April 15, 2017
7:00 p.m. to 12 Midnight

Florian Hall
55 Hallet Street, Dorchester, Massachusetts

Welcome Reception ........................................7:00 to 8:00 p.m.

Buffet Dinner .................................................8:00 to 9:00 p.m.

Program ........................................................9:00 to 9:30 p.m.

Entertainment & Dancing ..................................9:30 to Midnight

Head Historian: Calvin Jefferson

Art Direction: Andy Taucher

Layout & Design: Steven Demanett

I.U.P.A.T. Local 939 and Union Histories give special thanks to the 
following for their contributions to this book:
Dorchester Historical Society
Historic New England
Boston Public Library
I.U.P.A.T. International Office
I.U.P.A.T. Local 939 retirees Harold Sharp and Francis Harrington

Works cited: Commonwealth of Toil; Chapters in the History of Massachusetts Workers 
and Their Unions, by Tom Juravich, William F. Hartford, and James R. Green (University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1996).

This book was proudly produced by

A 100-YEAR COMMITMENT THAT WILL CARRY ON
As president of I.U.P.A.T. Painters and Allied Trades Local 

939, I would like to congratulate this great local on its 100th 
Anniversary. It is an honor and a privilege to serve the local during 
such a joyous and important time in its history.

This milestone was a full century in the making — beginning on April 
7, 1917, when a few brave souls, our Brothers, received a charter for 
Local 939. Much has happened within the local and the community 
it serves since then! But through good times and bad, it has been the 
members of Local 939 who have stuck together to keep this local alive.

We must and will always remember our past as we look to the future 
of our enduring local. With all of the many good times and challenges 
we have ahead, we must always remember that we must continue to stay 
together, as one, if we are to continue to build upon the local’s successes.

I thank all past and present officers of Local 939 who have helped 
build the local into the vibrant entity that it is today. I also recognize 
the vital contributions of Brother Bill Doherty, who unfortunately 
is no longer with us — although he always remains in spirit. I was 
fortunate enough to know Bill, who encouraged me to run for office 
in the local, for which I am forever grateful.

On this special occasion, we are also thankful for the efforts of Brother John Doherty Jr., who helped me put 
this celebration together.

In closing, we would all be remiss if we did not remind ourselves and each other that our 100th Anniversary is 
also the beginning of the next chapter in the history of Local 939. With the leadership and direction of Business 
Manager Jeff Sullivan and District Council 35 and the commitment of each and every member, we will move 
forward in solidarity!

Fraternally,

Dominic E. Barese, President
I.U.P.A.T. Local 939, Dorchester

I.U.P.A.T. Local 939 Officers

Dominic Barese, President
William Doherty III, Vice President

Kathleen Santora, Financial Secretary
Mike Bailey, Treasurer

Patricia Furtardo, Recording Secretary
Trustees: Tom McGrath, Tom Richardson, Oliver Bran

Pat Greene, Warden

Jeffrey P. Sullivan, Business Manager/Secretary-Treasurer
John Doherty Jr., Director of Organizing
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Upon being chartered by the 
Brotherhood of Painters and 
Decorators of America on April 

7, 1917, to serve the painters of the most-
populated Boston neighborhood of Dorchester, 
Local No. 939 purchased $6.25 of office 
supplies, with which it would conduct its 
official business. Meanwhile, the fledgling local 
also elected Brother James Taylor to serve as its 
recording secretary – and the local’s first-ever 
officer – then soon after voted Brother Fred F. 
Cary as its first financial secretary (although he 
was replaced by August that year by Brother 
Arthur L. Faulkner).

The small Local 939 initially held its meetings 
in Arcadia Hall at 204 Adams Street in 
Dorchester, where it would meet well into the 
late 1970s. One of its first orders of business 
was to draft its bylaws, which were approved 
by August 1917 by the national office of the 
Brotherhood of Painters and Decorators.

Perhaps more significantly, Local 939 was 
immediately affiliated into Painters and 
Decorators District Council No. 41 of Boston, 
which was referred to as the “House Painters’ 
Union” and also included the city’s large Local 
11, Local 402 of East Boston and Local 709 of 
Brookline. (At the time, “rival” District Council 
44 was also operating in the area, representing 
multiple Painters and Decorators locals in 
“Natick and vicinity,” although by early 1917 
the union was already discussing consolidating 
the two councils.)

For the next several decades, Local 939 would 
essentially operate through Council 41, which 
would dictate the local’s actions and activities 
and, subsequently, its prosperity. Just before the 
local was formed, in fact, the District Council 
had gone on strike April 2, 1917, after employers 
refused to grant a new wage scale of $5 per day to 
the Boston-area painters; the daily scale during 
the previous year had been $4.84.

Announcement in the April 1917 issue of the Painter and Decorator (the official journal of the Brotherhood of 
Painters, Decorators and Paperhangers of America). Note that of all locals listed, only Local 939 still exists in 2017.

Dorchester, Upham’s Corner, circa 1920



Local 939 charter, dated April 7, 1917.

Growing with The Council

The Local 939 membership, which 
numbered nearly 40 by September 
1917, promptly flourished as part 

of the Brotherhood and District Council 
41. Just one year after the local was 
established, for instance, Local 939 
and its sister locals of the Council 
eventually gained a $1-per-day 
pay increase on April 10, 1918, 
after a brief but bitter fight 
with their employing master 
painters of the Painters 
and Decorating Employers 
Association.

Beginning April 1, the more 
than 1,600 total members of 
the District Council rejected 
an initial offer for a 60-cent-
per-day raise while demanding 
the dollar – after which they were 
chided in a series of advertisements 
placed in the Boston Post by the master 
painting contractors. Subsequently, the 

union refused to go to arbitration to settle the 
dispute while the Council declared a strike.

After nearly two weeks, the striking District 
Council 41 and Local 939 won out. On April 12, 
the master painters conceded raises in daily wage 
scales for house painters to $6 and for decorators 
to $6.40, the Post reported the following day, 
bringing an end to the work stoppage.

Soon after, the District Council took 

OUR UNION IS CELEBRATING 
130-YEAR ANNIVERSARY

The Brotherhood of Painters and Decorators of 
America was established on March 15, 1887, by 

John T. “Jack” Elliot and 12 other painting 
and decorating delegates during a 

meeting in Baltimore, Maryland. 
The preamble of the constitution 

they drafted stated: “Single-
handedly we can accomplish 

nothing; but united there is 
no power of wrong we may 
not openly defy.”

Within a year, 
the Brotherhood’s 
membership numbered 
over 7,000 tradesmen 
who belonged to more 
than 100 local unions.

In January 1970, the 
union changed its name 

after General President S. 
Frank “Bud” Raftery decided 

that it should include the 
words “allied trades.” Following 

a union-wide contest that was held 
before the union’s 1969 convention 

and received 1,800 entries, a New Orleans 
member was the first to propose the favored 

name: “International Brotherhood of Painters and 
Allied Trades.”

With the female membership within the I.B.P.A.T. 
growing, General President Michael Monroe 
announced a new name at the 1999 general 
convention: “International Union of Painters and 
Allied Trades” (I.U.P.A.T.).

John T. “Jack” Elliot

Boston Post, April 11, 1918



additional steps to protect the work of its 
union painters and notified employers that its 
members would “not be allowed to work with 
or operate any machine used to apply paint 
or other substance used by painters to any 
surface that paint is applied.” In addition to 
this outlawing of spray-machines in order to 
create more man-hours for painters, the union 
at the time was still enforcing its rule that 
paintbrushes could not be more than 4-1/2 
inches wide – a stipulation that would be in 
effect for many years to come.

Along with the City of Boston, Dorchester 
grew rapidly in the late 1910s and early 
1920s with the development of new railroad 
and streetcar lines, and the neighborhood’s 
population increased to 150,000 by 1920. 
Subsequently, the local’s District Council also 
expanded and by 1921 also included Boston’s 
Glaziers Local 1044 and Hard Word Finishers 
Local 1074.

Meanwhile, Local 939 and its sister Council 
41 locals were enjoying increased $1-per-
hour wages and 40-hour work weeks (plus 
Saturdays) into the 1920s, while other area 
Painters and Decorators locals were not so 
fortunate. Members of Worcester Local 48, 
for example, were earning $1 an hour but were 

working 44-hour weeks, while Somerville 
Local 937 and Cambridge Local 577 members 
were working 40-hour weeks but earning only 
90 cents per hour.

Still meeting in Arcadia Hall into the 1920s, 
the local remained relatively small throughout 
the decade, with membership dipping into 
the 20s at times – although by all measures it 
remained fiscally sound and its members were 
consistently employed.

Displaying Power in Numbers

Local 939 at that time was intrinsically 
connected through District Council 
41 with the United Building Trades 

Council, which consisted of multiple locals in 
and around the City of Boston. Consequently, 
when the 13 locals associated with the Painters 
and Decorators union voted on January 17, 
1921, against an all-encompassing “wage 
agreement” offered by the Building Trades 
employing contractors, Local 939 also joined 
the other locals of the United Building Trades 
Council in rejecting the offer. Subsequently, 
that set off “troubles that have kept the 
(construction) industry “unsettled,” the Boston 
Globe would report over a year later on May 
13, 1922.

After a “mass meeting” of the Painters and 
Decorators at Fay Hall the evening of January 
17, 1921, a Building Trades-wide strike 
was imminent. The Post even reported the 
following day:

“Preparations were started yesterday 
to meet the exigencies expected to 
arise in the struggle for supremacy 
in the building industry of the 
City of Boston. The threatened 
strike of all unions affiliated 
with the United Building Trades 
Council against all jobs under the 
jurisdiction of the Building Trades 
Employers’ Association, ordered for 
Wednesday night at 5 o’clock, is 
now a certainty. Both sides to the 
controversy are active and taking 
steps to meet every emergency.”

However, the following May, the four painting 
locals of District Council 41, including Local 
939, continued to deviate from the Building 
Trades during contract negotiations in that 
they demanded the five-day work week. With 
the International Brotherhood having declared 
the ultimatum “unconstitutional,” the Globe 
reported on May 10, 1922, “This phase of the 
situation is liable to disrupt the negotiations 
between the United Building Trades Council 
and the Building Trades Employers’ Association 

looking to a closed shop agreement.”

Although Boston Mayor James Michael 
Curley even attempted to broker a truce, when a 
deal was finally reached with the Building Trades 
on May 12, the painters refused to rescind their 
vote for the five-day work week. As millions of 
dollars’ worth of construction was set to begin 
again, the Globe further reported on May 13, 
“(The United Building Trades Council) agreed 
that if the members of the Painters Union did 
not wish to work under the same conditions as 
the mechanics of other trades, they could stay 
on the outside and the employers would obtain 
men wherever possible.”

The very next year, the four painters locals 
and their 3,000 combined members again 
voted to strike for their own contract demands, 
this time to obtain a $1.12-1/2-cents-per-hour 
wage scale. While the Building Trades Council 
was preparing to accept a compromise offer of 
$1.06 per hour for 1923 and $1.10 per hour 
for 1924 across the trades, the painters on April 
10, 1923, instructed their committee to hold 
out for the union’s original demand. However, 
the following day the painters and most other 
craft unions signed the two-year general 
industry agreement for the wages proposed by 
the Employers’ Association, which represented 
about 90 percent of the city’s contractors, 
avoiding another work stoppage.

Boston Post, April 13, 1918

Local 939 held its very first meetings in 1917 in 
Arcadia Hall at 204 Adams Street in Dorchester 
and would meet there for the next 60 years into 
the late 1970s. (The hall was also referred to as 

Adams Hall and Robinson Hall.)

Boston Globe, April 2, 1923



Before that contract expired on April 1, 1925, 
the painters of District Council 41 decided to 
ask for a wage increase to $1.25 an hour “as 
a result of a unanimous vote taken during a 
mass meeting of the locals in Scenic Temple” 
on March 14, the Globe reported the following 
day. The newspaper went on to note that the 
vote was “apparently an answer to the recent 
ultimatum of the Building Trades Employers’ 
Association, which has threatened to withdraw 
its offer to renew existing contracts for three 
years unless the present rate of wages is accepted 
by various trades.”

The subsequent strike by more than 2,200 
painters, including members of Local 939, 
continued until May 26, 1925, before which 
the four locals of District Council 41 during 
a meeting in Faneuil Hall on April 23 
“reaffirmed their vote to remain on strike until 
their demands for a wage of $1.25 an hour are 
granted,” the Globe reported the next day. In 

turn, the employers withdrew their contract 
offers on May 14 and “began establishing an 
open-shop basis,” according to the May 15 
Globe, while posting advertisements soliciting 
employees after having decided to “engage 
painters irrespective of union affiliation” at 
$1.10 an hour for “experienced” workmen.

The painters’ locals of Boston acquiesced 
and signed a “peace pact” on May 26, ending 
the strike but continuing the old wage scale of 
$1.10 an hour for the coming year, after which 
a new contract could go to arbitration for 1926 
and 1927. However, the following April 1, 
1926, wages were raised to $1.25 an hour with 
no deliberation.

By that time, the locals of District Council 
41 had also won the five-day, 40-hour work 
week for its members.

Painters Local 939 of Dorchester celebrated 
its 10th anniversary in April 1927 with “a fine 
program” that was “attended by a large number 
of the members of that spirited and well-
functioning local,” the Painter and Decorator, 
the official journal of the Brotherhood, reported 
in its June 1927 issue, and “a goodly number” 
of members of District Council 41. The journal 
went on to describe the festivities:

“Refreshments were served, music 
and smokes followed and during 
the course of the evening splendid 
addresses were delivered by both 
members of the local and the 
visiting brothers.”

Local 939 Brother Stephen I. Cahn served as the 
local’s Financial Secretary for 28 years from 1940 
to 1968 (afterwhich Brother Jacob Gross took over 
the position). Brother Cahn was also President of 
Painters and Decorators District Council 35 in the 
early 1950s.

Brother W.A. Davis also worked for an extended 
period as the local’s Financial Secretary, occupying 
the position from 1922 through 1935. In between 
him and Brother Cahn, Brother Israel Shain served as 
Financial Secretary for five years.

Surviving Historic Hardship

Nearing the end of the 1920s, Local 
939 and its brother house painters 
of District Council 41 gained a new, 

two-year contract on July 2, 1928, for a fixed 
wage increase from $1.25 to $1.37-1/2 per 
hour beginning September 1. Attained after 
months of conferences between the two sides 
that “were the most amicable in the history 
of the union,” according to the July 3 Globe, 
the contract with the Painting and Decorating 
Employers’ Association would be in effect until 
June 1, 1930.

Then during the Massachusetts State 
Conference of the Brotherhood of Painters 
and Decorators held in January 1929, most 
locals reported conditions were “fair,” while 85 
percent of members in 65 percent of the locals 
were working 40 hours per week – including 
Local 939 members.

However, the local, along with the District 
Council, the area construction industry, the 
City of Boston and the entire nation, were soon 
to become victims of the Great Depression of 
the 1930s, which began after the stock market 
crashed on October 29, 1929 (history’s “Black 
Tuesday”). As markets everywhere continued 

their slide, by its lowest point in July 1932 
the Boston Stock Exchange had lost nearly 90 
percent of its value.

The Massachusetts Foundation for the 
Humanities described the desperate times in 
an essay for its Mass Moments project:

“By 1934, Massachusetts cities that 
had once been prosperous … were 
places of desperation. Unemployed 
workers wandered barefoot outside 
of shoe factories that had failed. 
Soup kitchens and bread lines 
offered food to the starving, but at 
a high cost to their self-esteem.”

In 1934, when the Depression was at its worst, 
unemployment in Massachusetts reached 25 
percent, according to Mass Moments, and 
more than half of the state’s jobless had been 
out of work for at least a year. As the situation 
continued to deteriorate, once-strong unions 
in every industry continued to lose their 
bargaining power.

As early as May 4, 1931, District Council 41 
and Local 939 reacted to the Depression, that 
day signing a new, three-year agreement with 
the Employers’ Association for the current rate 
of $1.37-1/2 per hour for the duration of the 

Some of the members of Boston Painters District Council 35, to which Local 939 belongs, standing outside of the 
new U.S.O. Bay State Club on Boston Common, to which they gave their time to help build on November 22, 1942.

Boston Globe, April 23, 1932



contract. The 2,500 house painters of locals 939, 
11, 402 and 709 had agreed to accept no raises 
through a referendum vote the day before.

But that contract and other similar Building 
Trades agreements would prove to be too little 
to stave off the damage being inflicted by the 
Depression; as a result, the Boston Building 
Trades Council recommended in March 1932 
that the 20,000 members of its craft unions 
take a 15-percent wage cut to help the city’s 
struggling construction industry. Boston’s 
painters of District Council 41, including Local 
939, subsequently agreed to a 25-cent-per-hour 
reduction on April 22, 1932, reducing their 
hourly pay to $1.12-1/2 until April 1, 1934.

When that contract expired, the union painters 
agreed to an additional year in May 1934 at the 
same rate. Meanwhile, the Federal Government 
helped established a temporary “code area” in 
which all union and non-union painters within 
the Boston postal-code district would be subject 
to the wages and working conditions set by a 
“code authority.” The May 18, 1934, Globe 
reported, “Union men and the Boston master 
painting contractors held out for the large area 
on the ground that any other decision would 
create conditions of unfair competition.”

One year later, however, the 4,000 members 
of the four Depression-weary painters’ locals 

of District Council 41 (which by that time 
numbered 10 total painting and decorating 
locals) voted on September 26, 1935, to reject 
another wage cut to $1 per hour being proposed 
by the Master Painters’ Association. It would 
not be until October 8 that the union reached 
an “understanding” on wages and working 
rules with the master painters, which called for 
the $1 wages for six months and the inclusion 
of current working conditions such as double 
time for overtime and pay for travel outside the 
district-council area.

As the Depression continued through the 
second half of the 1930s, the Brotherhood 
of Painters, Decorators and Paperhangers 
International Office moved to strengthen 
its locals in and around Boston. As a result, 
District Councils 41 and 44 were merged on 
July 21, 1938, to form Painters, Designers and 
Paperhangers District Council No. 35 to serve 
“Boston, Massachusetts, and vicinity.”

Benefitting from Strong Work

It was essentially not until the United States 
entered World War II in late 1941 that 
the effects of the Depression throughout 

the country fully diminished, and jobs and 
prosperity soon returned to the entire State of 
Massachusetts. In fact, the first to benefit from 
increased federal war spending were the state’s 
construction workers, according to the book 
Commonwealth of Toil: Chapters in the History 
of Massachusetts Workers and Their Unions.

“Where building trades unionists had 
struggled desperately to maintain 
established wage and work standards 
during the 1930s, the return to full 
employment allowed them to rebuild 
shattered organizations,” Commonwealth 
of Toil explains. “Everywhere one looked, 
military contractors were crying for 
experienced workers, and a union card 
meant that workers had the necessary 
skills.”

What’s more, the federal government’s 
“maintenance-of-membership clause” 
allowed Massachusetts unions to 
recruit new members without employer 
interference.

Concurrently, Local 939 members were 
busy with plenty of work during the war 
and for much of the 1940s. With more 
than 60 members in 1941, by 1943 the 
local had grown to over 80 members – at 
least seven of whom were serving in the 
U.S. Armed Forces.

During that busy period and the relative 
good times following the war, the union 
was emboldened. Along with most other 
Building Trades in Greater Boston, the 
painters in March 1947 asked for and 
received substantial raises of over 20 percent 
to their existing contracts, according to the 
March 28 Boston Herald.

Riding the wave of abundant construction 
work into the next decade, Local 939 and 
District Council 35 won another major contract 
in early May 1952. The new pact raised wages 
for Boston’s 1,800 union painters to $2.40 an 
hour, retroactive April 17, and also placed an 
additional 6 cents per hour from contractors of 
the Master Painters and Decorators Association 
into the union’s newly created Health and 
Welfare Fund.

The following year, a new two-year contract 
provided for a wage increase of 7-1/2 cents 
beginning July 1, 1953, and also included a 
1-1/2-cent increase for the union’s health 

Painters District Council 35 officers and members, including Council President and Local 939 Brother Stephen Cahn, 
gather after donating a day’s labor on March 31, 1956, to repaint the five-story interior of the Boston Evening Clinic.

Full-page advertisement in the 
August 31, 1969, Boston Herald

Boston Globe, July 14, 1959



and welfare benefits. In June 1954, the painters’ 
hourly scale would go up to $2.50.

Meanwhile, the District Council itself 
continued to grow, and by that June it was 
comprised of 18 locals in the Boston area, 
including Local 939, totaling 3,000 members.

Another pay boost for Local 939 and its 
sister painters’ locals came in June 1955 with 
another two-year contract after eight weeks of 
negotiations between the union and contractors. 
Over the duration of the agreement, Greater 
Boston painters would have their wage scale 
increased 15 cents an hour and receive 10 cents 
an hour in health and welfare payments.

The nearly 2,000 painters were forced to 
strike in late May 1957 after turning down an 
offer from employers for a 45-cent-per-hour 
wage hike spread over two years and a new 
pension subsidy. The union’s counterproposal, 
which was rejected by the contractors, called 
for a 50-cent-per-hour raise over two years 
plus a nickel-per-hour pension contribution 
beginning in 1958 “which proved to be 
the biggest stumbling block in pre-strike 
negotiations,” according to the June 14, 1957, 
Boston Evening American. The ensuing walkout 
was the first in “modern history” by the union 
against its contractors, the newspaper reported, 
and lasted for 13 days.

The painters returned to work on June 17 
after contractors agreed to hike their immediate 
pay 25 cents an hour to $2.90 and promised to 
add an additional 10 cents on December 1 and 

another 15 cents on June 1, 1958. The union 
members then voted to put 5 cents of the final 
raise into a new Pension Fund.

During that time, Local 939 and, in particular, 
former local president Brother Samuel Nitkin 
found themselves in the middle of a very 
public controversy over the painting contract 
for a Boston Public Housing Authority job 
completed four years earlier. Brother Nitkin 
testified before a Special State Legislative 
Commission that he had been told to “say 
nothing” about a change in a painting contract 
for the $20 million Columbia Point Housing 
project in Dorchester, the December 10, 1957, 
Evening American reported. The commission 
was investigating charges that “only one 
coat of paint was applied where the contract 
specifications called for three,” according to the 
newspaper.

Brother Nitkin also told the commission 
that he had heard threats made against Brother 
John Bowen, then-secretary-treasurer of 
District Council 35, during earlier work on 
the Mission Hill Housing Project in Roxbury. 
He testified that an agent with the Housing 
Authority had vowed that “if Bowen didn’t stop 
writing letters protesting the fact (that) only 
one coat had been applied and about the type 
of paint used, he would never walk again,” the 
Evening American reported on December 18. 
Subsequently, a federal investigation into the 
Housing Authority continued well into 1959.

Fighting for Additional Gains

The 1950s ended for Local 939 and 
District Council 35 with a new, 
two-year agreement signed July 13, 

1959, that provided for salary increases of 
12-1/2 cents an hour each year, bringing the 
total hourly wage scale to $3.25 for 1960. Also 
during the first year, employers would increase 
their contribution to the union’s Health and 
Welfare Fund by 2 cents for a total of 12 cents 
per hour. In the second year, both the painters 
and the employers would add 2-1/2 cents to 
the Pension Fund, making the new joint total 
contribution 10 cents an hour – which was 
believed to be the first such joint arrangement 
in the building trades, according to the August 
30, 1961, Boston Herald Traveler newspaper.

But much of the balance of the 1960s and 
the first half of the 1970s for the union painters 
of Boston was marked by the need to strike. In 
fact, the very first negotiations of that period 
resulted in a work stoppage of 1,500 painters 
beginning July 1, 1961, after the District 

Council was unable to reach a new agreement 
with the Employers’ Association of Greater 
Boston.

The painters won a 42-1/2-cent-an-hour 
wage and fringe benefit package over two 
years that bumped the basic pay for members 
of Local 939 and District Council 35 to 
$3.72-1/2 cents hourly on June 15, 1963. An 
additional pension contribution by employers 
would raise the total payment to 15 cents an 
hour, and other provisions of the deal included 
a clause prohibiting the “unrestricted” use of 
rollers by painters, whereby rollers could only 
be 9 inches wide. (At the time, the union was 
also opposing a new type of pressure roller that 
was 4 feet in width for painting houses and fuel 
storage tanks.)

The union and District Council grew 
exponentially in the 1960s with an abundance 
of work throughout the Greater Boston region, 
including new Quincy housing projects such as 
the 274-unit O’Brien Towers and the 156-unit 
Pagnano Towers. In that climate, by 1968 the 
Council had expanded to over 15,000 member 

Deer Island Waste Water Treatment Plant



painters, tapers, glaziers, drywall hangers, 
decorators and paperhangers.

The decade concluded for the Council’s 
2,000 busy union painters with another new 
contract in July 1969 that would give total 
package raises of $2.85 an hour for the coming 
three years. By the start of 1972, the painters 
would be earning $7.95 an hour in wages plus 
continued contributions of 17 cents an hour to 
the Health and Welfare Fund and 12-1/2 cents 
to the Pension Fund. Contractors also agreed 
to place an additional $2.85 an hour into a new 
Joint Union-Management Promotional Fund, 
which the union and employers would use 
to promote the union painting industry and 
secure certain jobs.

A major strike by the Building Trades 
began July 1, 1972, and included 5,000 
members of District Council 35 and Local 
939 after their contract with the Painters and 
Decorating Employers’ Association of Eastern 
Massachusetts expired. The work stoppage 
halted $1 billion of construction projects 
in Massachusetts, Rhode Island and New 
Hampshire on which District Council members 
were employed, including the 60-story John 
Hancock Building in downtown Boston and 
the $300 million campus of the University of 
Massachusetts being built at Columbia Point 
in Dorchester.

“All big painting work in Boston has been 
stopped and we’re shutting down jobs as far 
away as Buffalo and even to Florida where 
our employers are now engaged in projects,” 
International Brotherhood of Painters and 
Allied Trades (I.B.P.A.T.) International Vice 
President and former District Council 35 
officer John Damery told the July 4 Herald 
Traveler.

The Boston Council of Painters was seeking 
an 86-cent-per-hour package increase in a new 
contract to be added to the $7.21 an hour plus 
$1.11 an hour in fringe benefits being earned 
under the former contract. After nearly a week, 

the strike ended on July 7, 1972, when 
the union and employers’ negotiators 
agreed on a new, one-year contract calling 
for a 75-cent-an-hour wage increase to 
$7.96 for the painters.

A short two years later, yet another work 
stoppage – this time for nine days – again 
halted work on nearly $1 billion worth 
of projects before a new agreement was 
reached between the Boston painters and 
the 100-member contractors’ association 
on July 9, 1974. The two-year contract 
included a $1.60-per-hour increase to the 
average $8.21 hourly total wage package being 
paid to members of District Council 35 and 
Local 939.

Meanwhile, work had started on Boston City 
Hospital’s new, $22 million, five-story out-
patient building, which would provide jobs to 
members of the local and District Council over 
the next few years.

Enduring More Hard Times

For much of the remainder of the 1970s, 
Boston’s painters and its painting 
industry, like most of the state and 

country, were mired in a deep economic 
slump. As a result, during that time, Local 
939 and District Council 35 consistently lost 
membership with the relative dearth in work 
opportunities – and nearly 53,000 of 90,000 

Massachusetts Building Trades members were 
out of work in 1977.

“We’ve gone through hard times,” District 
Council 35 Business Manager James Damery 
told representatives of Greater Boston’s trade 
unions during a meeting in Dorchester in 
early October 1977. The group had gathered 
to discuss the idea of using pension funds to 
finance mortgages for unionized building 
projects in the area to help create jobs.

With work having picked up somewhat, 
including more City Hospital construction 
and painting for the  Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority subway (locally 
known as “The T”), the District Council went 
on a more than three-week-long strike beginning 
July 1, 1982, after asking for a $5.50-an-hour 
wage and fringe benefits increase over two 
years. Contractors were offering a $4.50 raise.

Prior to the strike, the painters were making 

Local 939 Business Representative 

Bill Doherty (left) presents Local 

939 member Sid Mannai with a 

50-year I.U.P.A.T. service pin and 

District Council 35 hat, circa 2000.

Local 939 joined the Boston 
Area Building Trades Council in 
an informational picket at the 

Brigham and Women’s Hospital 
in Boston in June 2004.

Local 939 Business Representative Bill Doherty (right) 

stands with Savon-Wall’s Bill Cote at the topping off 

of the Natick Mall during construction in 2008.

A WINNER IN SAFETY THROUGH PIPS
Painters Local 939 and I.U.P.A.T. District Council 

35 jointly participated in their first Painting Industry 
Partnership for Safety (PIPS) program in October 1977. 
The event, which was held in the I.B.E.W. Electrical 
Union Local 103 hall in Dorchester, was the kick-off 
to the new safety-awareness program initiated by the 
Massachusetts Painters Joint Trade Board, a labor-
management group that at the time represented 2,500 
union members and 200 finishing-trades employers.

District Council No. 35, which helped initiate the PIPS 
program, had more than 750 members and their families 
attend the initial event in 1977. All members qualified 
to participate that day had completed more than 800 
hours of work in one year without an accident, making 
them eligible for $90,000 in raffles for prizes including 
a Ford pickup truck, seven television sets and a trip to 
the Caribbean.

The raffles were provided as an incentive for the 
painting and allied trades workers to focus on safety and 
avoid unnecessary risks on the job. District Council 35 
Business Manager Ralph Harriman further explained the 
new program in the October 21, 1977, Boston Globe:

“PIPS is an innovative approach that 
empowers and rewards painting 
industry workers for making job safety 
a priority. Contractors and union leaders 
need to cooperate if we are going to 
improve safety. It helps our members 
focus on safety every day, with a goal 
of completing each year without an 
injury. … No job is worth dying for.”

Through the years, PIPS has rewarded Local 939 
members, as well as their brothers and sisters in the 
District Council, with hundreds of thousands of dollars’ 
worth of prizes. In 2017, the program rewards employees 
who have a perfect safety record for 2,000 hours by 
entering them into drawings to win significant prizes, 
such as multiple trucks, televisions and gift certificates.



(Continued after the 
following spread)

$17.29 an hour in wages and fringes as one of 
the highest paid craft unions in the area, the 
Globe reported on July 21, while painters’ basic 
wages under the old contract was $14.3l. The 
old contract covered two years, but employers 
proposed that a new agreement run for 22 
months in the event the Building Trade unions 
agreed to multi-craft bargaining that had been 
proposed by contractors in the state.

The strike delayed but did not stop area 
construction work before the two sides met 
with the Federal Mediation Service on July 22 
to arbitrate an agreement.

A crippling recession in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s rendered jobs for Local 939 and 
District Council 35 – and, indeed, all of the 
Building Trades – scarce. The Globe a decade 
later recalled in a September 21, 1999, article 
that during that time, “union organizers … 
had a hard time promising steady work to the 
jobless journeymen who flocked to union halls 
during the recession. Desperate for a job, some 
union workers settled for non-union positions 
with lower pay and fewer benefits.”

Some work did exist for Local 939 during 
the recession, including construction of new 
housing on Columbia Point in Dorchester, 
during much of the second half of the 1980s. 
(The transition to revitalize Columbia Point to 
Harbor Point occurred in two stages, according 
to a 2008 case study by the Institute for Urban 
Development in Cambridge. First, in 1986, 
20 buildings were demolished and 456 new 
apartments took their place.) However, by that 
time, the lack of jobs was so prevalent that 

Local 939’s membership 
had dwindled to just six 
painters.

Then in 1986, at the 
height of the recession 
for the Building 
Trades, Brother Bill 
Doherty took over 
Local 939 as business 
agent and, along with 
his brother John and 
union brothers Steven 
Carter and Vaughn 
Simmons, turned Local 
939 around. Within a 
few short years under 
Brother Doherty’s 
leadership, Local 939 
became one of the 
strongest painting locals 
in the region.

To further strengthen 
the area’s union painting 
and allied trades 
industry, the I.B.P.A.T. 
merged Painters’ Local 
655 of Hyde Park, 
which was older than 
Local 939 and had been 
in existence since at least 
1909, into its sister local 
in Dorchester in the late 
1980s. (Like Local 939, 
the Hyde Park union 
painters had worked 
on some of the most 
prominent projects in 
Boston over the decades, 
including construction 
of the landmark 60-story 
Hancock Tower during 
the early 1970s until it 
was completed in 1976.)

I.U.P.A.T. Local 939 Brother Ricky Drouin (far left) 
and (left to right) brothers Sean Kimball of Local 577 
and Mike Grenier of Local 402 (along with Local 939 
Business Representative Bill Doherty) saved the life 
of a United Association of Plumbers Local 6 member 

who had accidentally set himself on fire at the 
National Grid project in Waltham in 2009. Reacting 
to the accident, the three men used a nearby fire 

hose to put out the flames and called 911.

Local 939 Sister Joanie Goforth was elected 
local president on June 15, 2009, becoming 
the first woman elected to the position for 

any local within District Council 35 and only 
the second African-American ever elected 

president of any Council local.

Local 939 member Cedrick Edwards works on the 

Old Colony Apartments project, one of 10 Boston 

projects in which the AFL-CIO Housing Investment 

Trust invested under its jobs initiative, in 2012.

Local 939 and District Council 35 picket in 2012.

Construction of Millennium Tower on Washington Street in Boston, 2015.



Throughout its history, I.U.P.A.T. Local 
939 – primarily through its district council 
(first D.C. 41 and then D.C. 35 beginning 
in 1938) – has worked to ensure its 
membership was and is the best-prepared 
workforce available through apprenticeship 
and journeyman upgrade training. During its 
first several decades, however, apprentices 
and members were primarily only educated 
through on-the-job training.

But early on, the local and District 
Council 41 were part of a very “unique” 
educational effort through their 
membership in the Boston Central Labor 
Union beginning on April 7, 1919: the Trade Union College. 
The March 30, 1919, Boston Globe described the new 
institution as “Boston’s newest and strangest college … 
without any flowing caps and gowns, without any ‘rah-rah’ 
students, without any elaborate academic ceremonies, a 
college without any president or imposing array of trustees.”

While not required of any Building Trades member, 
industry-related courses were offered at the Trade Union 
College one night per week for 10 weeks for a fee of $2.50 
each, and some were taught by professors from Harvard 
and Yale universities. Policy for the school was shaped by a 
committee of union members

It was not until late 
1963 that District Council 
35 established its formal 
Painting and Decorating 
Apprenticeship and 
Training Program with 
which it would educate 
apprentices through 
structured classroom 
study and on-the-job 
work. The program was 
administered by the 
council’s Joint Painting and 
Decorating Apprenticeship 
and Training Committee 
of Boston and Vicinity, 
which held its very first 
organizational meeting on 
November 13, 1963.

Course training was 
conducted through the 
Boston Public Schools’ 
Department of Vocational 
Education and Industrial Arts. 

By 1966, training for Local 939 and other Boston-area painters 
was taking place within the Boston Trade High School.

Eventually, the training program was placed under the 
District Council 35 Joint Training Program Trust, which by 
the late 1990s operated the Finishing Trades Institute of New 
England. “Functioning as one entity, the joint apprenticeship 
and training program will be able to accommodate the needs 
of all allied crafts affiliated with the council,” the District 
Council newsletter stated in its Apprenticeship and Training 
News Update in February 1997.

Less than a decade later, the training program received 
STAR Safety Training Award recognition in 2006 from the 
I.U.P.A.T. International Office.

Today, Local 939 shares the state-of-the-art, 
20,000-square-foot Joseph Calci Training Center at 25 
Colgate Drive in Roslindale, Massachusetts, with other locals 
of District Council 35. The facility and another training center 
in Brentwood, New Hampshire, provide about 23,000 square 
feet of lab space to the district council’s painting, glazing 
and drywall finishing locals, with classes in Aerial Lift 
Training Awareness (ALTA), CPR and Respiratory Protection 
Program (PFT); and 2A/IC Hoisting Preparatory, Scaffold-
User, mandatory 10-Hour OSHA Construction Outreach and 
Fall Protection courses.

MEMBER TRAINING ALWAYS A PRIORITY

The I.U.P.A.T. District Council 35 Joseph Calci 
Training Center in Roslindale, Massachusetts

District Council 35 
apprentice training 
book, circa 1986

Local 939 and other District Council 35 third-year 
apprentices perform some of their 40 hours of 

training aboard the U.S.S. Massachusetts maritime 
museum and war memorial at Battleship Cove in 

Fall River, Massachusetts, painting the retired World 
War II ship, here in Winter 2015.



Rebuilding the Local's Clout

Local 939’s stable and growing 
membership in the 1990s and into 
the 2000s was put to work on some of 

the largest jobs ever undertaken in the Boston 
region: the so-called “Big Dig” and construction 
of the Deer Island Waste Water Treatment 
Plant. The most expensive highway project in 
the United States, the Big Dig when completed 
in 2006 rerouted Interstate 93, which ran 
through the heart of the city, underground 
and added the Ted Williams Tunnel to extend 
Interstate 90 to Logan International Airport, 
the Leonard P. Zakim Bunker Hill Memorial 
Bridge over the Charles River and the Rose 
Kennedy Greenway.

Meanwhile, District Council 35 Business 
Representative Jeff Sullivan reported in 
February 1997 that union contractor Soep 
Painting of Malden, Massachusetts, won the 
$641,000 painting contract for the Deer Island 
plant and union contractor Joseph Cohn & 
Son of New Haven, Connecticut, won its $1.8 
million waterproofing contract. With the help 
of Local 939 labor, the facility became fully 
operational in 2000 and is the second-largest 

sewage-treatment plant in the country.

By the end of 1997, work was literally 
overly abundant for Local 939. In fact, 

the local’s December 1997 newsletter reported, 
“Our union contractors are complaining they 
have too much work at Deer Island and our 
own members on the project are complaining 
that Deer Island has too much overtime!”

Other prominent jobs on which Local 
939 and District Council 35 members were 
employed at that time included painting the 
State House of Representatives Chambers and 
the Golden Dome on Beacon Hill. What’s 
more, after nearly a year of picketing and 
confrontations with union contractors, the 
District Council also won jobs constructing 
two new stores in the K-Mart plaza in Braintree 
in the spring of 1997.

By the end of the decade, the century and 
the millennium, as the Globe declared in its 
September 21, 1999, issue, “The tables have 
turned” from less than 10 years earlier when 
some union workers were taking non-union 
positions. Instead, union organizers including 
those working for District Council 35 were 
“stripping” workers from small and midsized 
non-union contractors with promises of better 
pay and conditions.

District Council 35 and Local 939 raised $5,500 
through a raffle to contribute to the Finishing 
Industries Disaster Relief Fund to assist I.U.P.A.T. 
members following Hurricane Katrina that devastated 
the Gulf Coast in late August 2005.

Then, with the new Y2K millennium and 
the Boston-area housing market booming, 
the city’s union painters and finishers turned 
their sights on the house-painting industry, in 
which the union had not been participating 
in any tangible volume for many years. “We’re 
back in a market we’ve been out of for years 
and we’re going gangbusters,” District Council 
35 Communications Director John Laughlin 
declared in the June 24, 2001, Globe.

Additional work during the first decade of 
the millennium included school jobs, water 
tank and bridge painting and conversion of the 
former Berwick Furniture building to housing.

Local 939 and District Council 35 members 
overwhelmingly ratified a new, four-year 
contract on May 6, 2006, with nearly 70 
percent of meeting attendees voting in favor of 
the agreement, which was then effected June 1. 
The pact totaled a raise of $9.50 per hour for 
wages and benefits, and members also voted to 
increase the Council’s Organizing Fund by 10 
cents over the four years and to create a Labor-
Management Equity Fund totaling 30 cents 
per hour during the first two years.

Remaining Stout to 100 Years

Unfortunately, the U.S. market crashed 
significantly in 2008, severely 
throttling construction sectors 

across the country and in the Boston region 
after banks that funded construction projects 
began to falter and even collapse. As a result, 
while the national unemployment rate went 
from 5 percent in 2007 to a high of 9.9 percent 
in 2009, unemployment in construction went 
from 7.4 percent to 19.0 percent in the same 
time period, according to the U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

However, District Council 35 locals, 
including Local 939, and the union construction 
industry had become protected from just 

Local 939 members visit with Santa while working 

a job at Nordstroms in the Burlington Mall in 2009: 

(top, left to right) Dominic E. Barese Jr., Pat Greene 

and Mark Spearin; and (bottom, left to right) John 

Doherty Jr., Delan Hanaphy and Dominic E. Barese.

The District Council 35 union hall in Roslindale, home of Local 939 and the Council’s training center.

Local 939 members John Doherty Sr., Steve Carter and James Clarke at a hole sponsored by the local in a recent Brent Hastings Memorial Golf Tournament.



such a situation by the AFL-CIO Housing 
Investment Trust, which was established in 
the late 1960s as a fixed-income investment 
company that manages assets for hundreds of 
investors, including union pension plans. One 
of the trust’s union-friendly purposes was to 
earn returns for the pension funds it represents 
by investing in the construction of affordable 
housing built by union labor.

By 2012, District Council 35 and Local 939 
members were at work on 10 Boston projects in 
which the Housing Investment Trust invested 
under the jobs initiative, including the Old 
Colony Apartments. At the time, the projects 
represented nearly 3,000 union jobs.

At 100 years old in April 2017, Painters and 
Allied Trades Local 681 numbers roughly 300 
member journeymen, apprentices, industrial 
workers and life members in the paint and 
drywall-finishing trades. Working under a 
four-year District Council 35 contact with 
the Painting and Finishing Employers of New 
England that expires June 30, 2017, the Local 
681 journeyman wage for new construction as 
of January 1, 2017, is 72.72 per hour, including 
benefit contributions of $10.15 per hour for 
pensions and $8.05 per hour for the Council’s 
Health and Welfare Fund.

The local has also continued to help shape 
Boston, working recently on some of the city’s 
most iconic modern buildings, including 
M.I.T.’s Simmons Hall in 2000, Stata Center in 
2004 and Media Center in 2010; the Institute 
of Contemporary Art in 2006, the Community 
Rowing Boathouse in 2008; and the Art of 
the Americas at the Museum of Fine Art in 
2010. These contributions carry on a tradition 
of involvement by Local 681 members in 
enhancing the city’s facade, including work on 
the M.I.T. Chapel and Kresge Auditorium in 
1955, the Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts 
in 1963, the Harvard Science Center in the early 
1970s, Boston City Hall in 1968 and the John F. 
Kennedy Library and Museum in 1979.

Local 691 craftsmen are also prepared to 
be part of an indelible future, as Boston is in 
the midst of its largest construction boom in 
decades with $7 billion in new construction 
underway and another $15 billion in the 
pipeline regionally while an additional $1 billion 
in school construction waits in the wings.

‘HE HELPED US BELIEVE IN OURSELVES’
Brother Bill Doherty, 1946-2014

William “Bill” Doherty came from the old Columbia Point section of Dorchester in Boston and was proud of his community. He 
was a Vietnam Veteran and served the city as a firefighter in Local 718 for many years.

As an organizer and, eventually, business agent for Painters Local 939 and I.U.P.A.T. District Council 35, Brother Bill was one of 
the hardest working men the Boston Building Trades has ever known. He was one of the strongest voices in the Building Trades 
and the Labor Movement for over 45 years. As such, he was a persistent labor activist who sought to better the living conditions 
for every working man and woman in Boston.

He also was an avid photographer who could be found at nearly every Boston labor and political event, participating in the 
proceedings while documenting them with his camera.

Brother Bill passed away on July 5, 2014, after a nine-month struggle with pancreatic cancer. He was 67 years old.

In eulogizing Brother Bill, Boston Mayor Martin J. Walsh stated:

“Bill Doherty’s defining quality was commitment. He was not a man who just 
showed up for life. It didn’t matter if it was work or travel, politics or charity: Bill 
came early and he stayed late. He tackled the big questions and he took care of the 
details. He made friends. And he took pictures.

“Bill was committed to his union. … He was passionate about passing on the 
values, the knowledge and the spirit of the labor movement. He believed in working 
people, and he helped us believe in ourselves.”

(Left) Local 939 President Dominic Barese works with TV show “Flipping Boston” host Peter 

Souhleris when a group of unions fixed a house for marathon bombing victim J. P. Norden in 2014, 

and (right) Brother Barese meets Carlos Arredondo, a hero of the Boston Marathon bombing.
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