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Look Back on a Strong Past, Ahead to a Promising Future
Brothers and Sisters, Friends and Colleagues:

On behalf of the officers, members and staff of Plumbers, 
Pipefitters and HVACR Service Technicians of United 
Association Local No. 538, we would like to welcome and 
thank you for helping celebrate our 100-year anniversary.

As we mark our historic 100th year, we want to 
acknowledge the active, retired and departed brothers 
and sisters who paved the way for us in this wonderful 
organization. We say “thank you for a job well done” as we 
hope to keep the organization going for many more years.

I believe we are well-prepared for future success.

I would also like to say “thank you” for the support I have received and the opportunity I 
have been given to represent Local 538 as business manager. I look forward to continuing  
to strive for a strong future for all members and families of Local 538.

Randy Frye, Business Manager
United Association Local No. 538
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Centennial History of U.A. Local No. 538

PROVIDING SK    ILL & GRIT TO 
APPALACHIA &    THE U.S. FOR

100 YEARS
“Reputation is everything for a 
small local, and Plumbers and 
Pipefitters Local No. 538 is proud 
of its reputation on the road.”

– United Association Journal, March 2021

Well before United Association of 
Plumbers and Pipefitters (U.A.) 
Local No. 538 became affectionately 

known as a “suitcase” local – owing to the 
propensity, ability and need of its membership 
to travel to the jurisdictions of other U.A. 
locals across the United States for employment 
on significant, expansive projects – a group 
of plumbers and steamfitters in Johnson 
City first organized a union local within the 
eastern-Tennessee town. Charted by the U.A. 
in September 1916 as Local No. 676, their 
optimism was evident in a letter submitted after 
the local’s first official meeting that month by its 
secretary, Brother George Moxley, in the October 
1916 issue of the U.A. Journal magazine, which 
stated in part, “Everyone was on hand and all 
dues were paid. We are going to make the best 
little town in the south out of Johnson City.”

But less than three years later, after their 
enthusiasm had apparently waned, U.A. 
General Organizer William Lynn on a visit 
to the city in June 1919 found that Local 676 
members “had been taking no interest in their 
own or their local union affairs,” he reported 
in that month’s Journal. Declaring the situation 
“hopeless,” he returned the local’s books, 
charter and seal to the U.A. international office 
and rendered the local defunct.

A year-and-a-half later in early 1921, however, 
Brother Lynn attended a special meeting held 
by Local No. 102 of Knoxville during which 
that local gave its approval for organizing 
another local in Johnson City. Soon afterward, 
the general organizer went back to Johnson 
City in February 1921 to attend a gathering of 
prospective members of a new local arranged 



U.A. Organized
Over 130 Years Ago

With a general lack of stable, national organizations to 
represent steamfitters and plumbers at the time, Patrick J. 
Quinlan, a plumber from Boston, sent a letter 
to Richard A. O’Brien, a plumber in 
Washington, D.C., on April 25, 
1889, proposing the formation 
of a new, national pipe-
trades union. Subsequently, 
on October 7, 1889, 40 
delegates from 23 piping-
trades locals in 10 states 
and the District of Columbia 
assembled in Washington for 
a convention.

Four days later, the United 
Association of Journeyman Plumbers, 
Gas Fitters, Steam Fitters and Steam Fitters’ 
Helpers of the United States and Canada 
(U.A.) was inaugurated on October 11, 1889. The U.A. 
selected Brother Quinlan as its president, Brother Henry 
Collins of New York City as its vice president and Brother 
O’Brien as its secretary-treasurer.

Meanwhile, most steamfitters were attempting to sustain 
their own national union, the National Association of Steam, 

Hot Water and Power Piping Fitters and 
Helpers, that they had formed in 

1888, soon after which it became 
the International Association 

(I.A.). For two decades, 
however, the two piping 
unions clashed regularly 
over jurisdiction – before 
the American Federation of 

Labor (A.F.L.) ordered the 
I.A. to amalgamate into the 

U.A. in 1912.

The U.A. endured through two 
world wars and the Great Depression, 

after which on January 1, 1947, it changed 
its name to the United Association of 

Journeymen and Apprentices of the Plumbing and Pipe 
Fitting Industry of the United States and Canada. Throughout 
its more than 130 years, the U.A.’s skilled members have 
taken part in building many of the most-iconic structures 
in North America and have also protected the health of 
the citizens of both countries by providing proper piping 
installations and services, while the union has represented 
and trained plumbers, pipefitters, sprinklerfitters, service 
technicians and welders in locals across the continent.
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by Local 102 secretary Brother William E. 
Johnson, after which Brother Lynn announced 
in that month’s Journal:

“After meeting with the men 
applying for this charter and 
finding them determined to 
maintain a live and active local 
union, I instituted a new local.”

The U.A. subsequently issued a charter for 
Plumbers and Steamfitters Local No. 538 
in Johnson City on February 5, 1921, and 
appointed Brother Johnson as its first president 
while also naming a full slate of local officers.

Growing, Sustaining
A New Local Early On

The newly established Local 538 initially 
held its membership meetings every 
Saturday evening at 7:30 p.m. in the 

Bricklayers’ Hall, which was located on the 
third floor of the Savoy Building on Main Street 
in Johnson City. The local evidently remained 
a small, somewhat-reclusive outfit throughout 
the 1920s and into the early 1930s, as no 
official records and no mention in the U.A. 
Journal or local newspapers of Local 538 
exist during that time. But Johnson City’s 
population doubled from 1920 to 1930 
while consistent growth in its hardwood 
industries and the large rayon manufacturing 
plants in neighboring Elizabethton, Tennessee, 
fueled the city’s residential and commercial 
development, providing an environment 
in which the fledgling U.A. local and its 
membership could sustain themselves and each 
other and, therefore, endure.

Growth throughout eastern Tennessee and 
the Appalachian region slowed dramatically 
during the Great Depression, the historic 
economic and human catastrophe that began 
when the U.S. stock market crashed on 
October 29, 1929 (which came to be known 

Patrick J. 
Quinlan

Richard A. 
O’Brien

U.A. Local No. 538 original charter, dated February 5, 1921, and reissued January 23, 1929, when it was signed by U.A. General President John 
Coefield, who led the union from November 1919 until his death in February 1940, and U.A. General Secretary-Treasurer Thomas E. Burke.
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as “Black Tuesday”). In particular, the 
nationwide financial collapse brought hard 
times to U.A. members across the country 
as unemployment among its ranks soared.

The union’s official international history 
even notes that the Journal ran several issues 
during the early 1930s that offered advice 
on how members could make their wages 
go as far as possible, although much of the 
focus of the articles was either on calling 
on the government to take action to help 
people or on trying to offer some hope and 
encouragement to the U.A. membership. 
“Construction all but stopped, and 
this led to a significant decline in 
manufacturing,” the U.A. history recounts. 
“The economies of both (the United States 
and Canada) spiraled ever downward, 
until unemployment reached extremely 
high numbers and workers began to give 
up altogether.” Meanwhile, as its overall 
international membership declined and the 
U.A. held no conventions between 1928 
and 1938, “the union held it together,” the 
U.A. history declares.

U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 
federal “New Deal” programs to create jobs 
and combat the destructive effects of the 

Great Depression provided a measure of relief 
to the country and the U.A. membership.

Among the agencies established by the New 
Deal, the Tennessee Valley Authority (T.V.A.), 
which Congress created in 1933, would prove 
key for Local 538. In addition to implementing 
various other efforts in the region, the T.V.A. 
immediately began constructing several 
hydroelectric power-producing dams, 
beginning with the Norris Dam in upper East 
Tennessee on October 1, 1933, along the 
Tennessee River system, which provided and 
would continue to provide work for the local’s 
members for decades to come. Over that time 
and through to the local’s 100th anniversary in 
2021, its members have travelled to work on 
most of the more than two-dozen hydroelectric 
dams built by the T.V.A. (which is now a 
federally owned electric utility corporation).

Into the 1940s, an influx of work came for 
U.A. locals nationwide after the outbreak of 

World War II in Europe and Asia, which the 
United States would officially enter following 
the Japanese attack on the U.S. Naval Base at 
Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941. 
As the busy wartime economy pulled the nation 
and unions completely and finally out of the 
Great Depression, U.A. membership across 
North America swelled from 81,000 in 1941 
to 210,000 members, many of whom worked 
in shipyards, weapons plants, aircraft factories 
and other facilities to support the war.

Very likely depleted by the cataclysmic 
depression, by the early 1940s Local 538 was 
holding its meetings in the shop of one of 
its signatory contractors, Bolton Brothers’ 
Plumbing, at 124 East Market Street in 
Johnson City. But the war brought a vital source 
of employment into the local’s jurisdiction, 
which by that time encompassed the Johnson 
City, Kingsport and Elizabethton areas, with 
construction of the Holston Ordnance Works 

Local 538 Union Halls
and Meeting Locations

After Local 538 was chartered by the U.A. on February 5, 1921, 
the local held its general membership meetings in the Bricklayers’ 
Hall on the third floor of the Savoy Building, which later in the 1920s 
was renamed the Unaka Bank Building, at 201 East Main Street in 
downtown Johnson City.

By 1931, the local was meeting at the Loyal Order of Moose Hall at 
135-1/2 West Main Street, and before the end of the decade, it was 
holding meetings at the Central Labor Union Hall located on Johnson 
City’s Fountain Square. Into the early 1940s, after which the local was 
likely financially constrained after the Great Depression of the 1930s, 
the local used the shop of contractor Bolton Brothers’ Plumbing at 
124 East Market Street for its meeting place before finding a new, 
permanent home of its own in 1945.

Local 538 Labor Temple
121 Spring Street
Johnson City, Tennessee
1945 to January 1953

121-1/2 Spring Street
Johnson City, Tennessee
January 1953 to June 2014

Local 538 Union Hall
655 Watauga Road
Watauga, Tennessee
June 2014 to August 2017

Local 538 Union Hall
386 Highway 91
Elizabethton, Tennessee
August 2017 to May 2019

Local 538 Union Hall
2404 South Roan Street
Johnson City, Tennessee
May 2019 to present

The former Savoy Building and Unaka Bank Building in Johnson City, shown 
during the mid-1920s, in which the Bricklayers’ Hall where Local 538 

initially held its meetings was located on the third floor.

Local 538’s longtime union hall on Spring Street in Johnson City.

Local 538 officers standing in front of a display of the local’s values on the main wall of its Union Hall and Training Center (while wearing masks during 
the COVID-19 pandemic) in early 2021 are (left to right) Bill Ruppert, Executive Board member; Recording Secretary Bryan Kyte; FC Ken Osborne; 

Inside Guard Frank Hamilton; Wayne Sexton, Executive Board member; Business Manager Randy Frye; Vice-President Herman Price; President Jeff 
Whitson; Brandon Johnson, Executive Board member; Josh Sexton, Executive Board member; and Training Coordinator Justin Hamilton.
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in Kingsport. Built by Tennessee Eastman, 
at the time a subsidiary of Eastman Kodak 
Company, to manufacture explosives, the 
facility has since become the Holston Army 
Ammunition Plant, the major supplier of 
explosive materials to the U.S. Department of 
Defense and a source of manhours for Local 
538 over the ensuing years and through to the 
local’s 100th anniversary in 2021.

During the decade, the local also benefited 
from its affiliation in the East Tennessee 
Building and Construction Trades Council, 
which in 1945 successfully lobbied the federal 
Wage Adjustment Board to set wage rates 

for plumbers and steamfitters on all private 
and government projects in Johnson City, 
Kingsport and Bristol, Tennessee, at $1.62-1/2 
per hour.

After the war ended in November of that 
year, among the projects within the Local 538 
jurisdiction on which its members worked 
was construction of Johnson City’s new water-
filtration plant in late 1945 and early 1946. 
During the project, the local along with the 
building trades council staged a successful three-
day strike beginning February 17, 1946, to stop 
the contractor from using lower-wage laborers 
for laying pipe and performing iron work.

Then that October 
1, Local 538 went 
on strike against the 
master plumbing and 
steamfitting contractors 
after the employers 
refused to meet the 
union’s demand for a new, 
journeyman wage scale of 
$1.75 per hour in a new 
agreement. The stoppage 
was settled four days later 
when the contractors 
agreed to meet the local’s 
request for the 12-1/2 
cent hourly pay increase.

But Local 538 and all 
the state’s building trades 
were dealt a blow when 
Tennessee enacted so-
called “right-to-work” 
legislation in 1947. 
At its core, the law – 
which is still in effect in 
2021 – mandates that 
employees working in 
unionized companies 
cannot be required to 
pay union dues for the 
union representation 
they receive.

With right-to-work in place and little 
industry in its jurisdiction, the local’s members 
were resigned to travelling to sister locals’ 
jurisdictions for the bulk of their employment, 
the impetus for Local 538 being labelled a 
“suitcase” local and a trend that has continued 
over the next more-than seven decades and 
through 2021. In addition to scores of other 
significant projects, much of the local’s 
membership would travel to work on many of 
the large nuclear power plants that were being 
built throughout the country during the 1960s 
and 1970s.

Regardless, for the final year of the decade 
and into 1950, Local 538 secured a contract 
with the “Master Plumbers and Steamfitters” 
within its jurisdiction that set wages for the 
local’s journeyman members at $2.45 per hour 
and for apprentices at a percentage scale “set 
by the joint (training) committee” of union 
and contractor representatives. The contract 
also provided time-and-a-half pay for overtime 
beyond 8 hours on weekdays and all day on 
Saturdays, and double-time pay for work 
performed on Christmas Day, Labor Day, the 
Fourth of July and Thanksgiving Day.

Local 538 Leadership
When Local 538 was chartered and then instituted by U.A. General Organizer William Lynn 

during a meeting in February 1921, he installed the local’s first officers:

President William E. Johnson
Vice-President Lulet F. Andrews

Recording Secretary R. J. Kilby
Financial Secretary Fred Lusk

Over the next two decades, Local 538 would be governed by part-time Presidents and Financial 
Secretaries, each of whom acted as a Business Agent when needed, until 1942, when the local 
installed its first Business Agent/Manager. The offices of Business Manager and Financial Secretary/
Treasurer were combined beginning with the local’s election of officers on June 22, 1968.

Local 538 Business Managers
Charles M. Houk
July 1942 to January 1944

Carl Faucette
January 1944 to May 1945

(None)
May 1945 to January 1946

Roby Williams
January 1946 to July 1946

Charles M. Houk
August 1946 to August 1947

Howard Kyte
September 1947 to January 1953

Ralph M. Meyers
January 1953 to June 1958

Fred L. Abel
June 1958 to June 1962

Ralph M. Meyers
June 1962 to June 1968

Local 538 Business Managers/
Financial Secretary-Treasurers
Ralph M. Meyers
June 1968 to June 1974

Bobby L. Barnes
June 1974 to June 1983

Roy Ellis
June 1983 to June 1986

Larry D. Proffitt
June 1986 to February 2003

Roger D. Lambert
February 2003 to January 2015

(None; Local under
U.A. Supervision)
January 2015 to May 2018

Randy Frye
*May 2018 to present

*Brother Randy Frye was appointed 
Business Manager/Financial Secretary-
Treasurer by the U.A. in May 2018 and was 
subsequently elected to the position by the 
Local 538 membership in December 2019.

A crew of Local 538 members on a job sometime around the early 1950s.
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Contract and Strike
Bookend The 1950s

The Local 538 administration attempted 
to secure work both within and outside 
of its jurisdiction for members during the 

early 1950s, initially appointing an organizing 
committee in January 1950 to sign non-
union area contractors to a union agreement 
and assigning another committee that April 
to obtain work on a project upgrading and 
expanding Johnson City’s water-works system 
for one of its contractors. Among other efforts, 
Business Manager William Howard Kyte 
even travelled to Charleston, West Virginia, 
“to obtain employment for local,” as recorded 
in the minutes from its November 23, 1950, 
general membership meeting.

Later that year, the local gained a new working 
agreement with its employing contractors that 

increased journeyman plumber and steamfitter 
wages by 12-1/2 cents per hour on November 
18 and again on February 18, 1951, raising 
the hourly scale to $2.50 for the following 
year until February 18, 1952. The local also 
had its former apprentice scale put into effect, 
which would pay its trainees 40 percent of the 
journeyman rate for first-year apprentices, 50 
percent for second-year, 60 percent for third 
year, 70 percent for fourth year and 85 percent 
for fifth- and final-year apprentices.

Meanwhile, some members were able to 
work within the local’s jurisdiction at the 
Holston Ordnance Works, which had recently 
been reactivated “as a key munitions plant in 
the government’s stepped-up rearmament 
program,” according to an article in the March 
14, 1951, Johnson City Press. However, the 
50 union plumbers and steamfitters employed 
in the plant’s “Area A” did not report for 
work that week until March 17 when a 

union steward was reinstated after 
having been dismissed by Harte 
Construction Company of Atlanta, 
which had a contract on the project.

But the local suffered a difficult 
setback late that year when Business 
Manager Kyte passed away suddenly 
on November 22, 1951. A veteran of 
the Spanish-American War, Brother 
Kyte had been leading the local for 
more than four years.

While a growing number of its 
members were working outside of the 
local’s jurisdiction, during the mid-
1950s several were employed within 
its area at the North American Rayon 
Corporation plant in Elizabethton 
and on construction of the new, 
880-megawatt John Sevier Steam 
Plant south of Rogersville, Tennessee, 
on the shores of the Holston River. 
The first two generators of the 
coal-fired power plant, which was 
operated by the T.V.A., went online 
in 1955 before a third unit was put 
into operation the following year and a fourth 
and final generator was online in 1957.

Elsewhere, work on the Clinch River Power 
Plant in Carbo, Virginia, for American Electric 
Power and its subsidiary Appalachian Power 
began in 1956. However, construction of the 
$55-million, coal-fired facility only employed 
a small number of Local 538 members before 
it was completed in late 1958 as the companies 
did not seek to hire a union workforce at the 
time. (That would dramatically change at the 
Carbo site in the local’s favor three decades later.)

But during that time, the local’s wages for 
work in the region it covered continued to 
slowly escalate. For instance, a new agreement 
between the local and the Master Plumbers 
and Steamfitters of Johnson City that went 
into effect on October 1, 1956, raised the 
journeyman wage scale to $3.10 per hour.

Then less than two years later on January 20, 
1958, about 500 of the local’s members, most 
of whom were employed on T.V.A. and other 
government projects throughout the region, 
went on strike for four weeks against the 
local’s four signatory contractors in an effort to 
obtain a 25-cent hourly wage increase to their 
$3.10 scale in a new contract. An agreement 
was finally settled on February 18 when the 
local’s membership voted to accept a 5-cent 
hourly increase retroactive to January 5 and an 
additional 5-cent-per-hour increase on July 5.

Gains and
Setbacks at Home

With completion of the John Sevier 
power plant and no other sizable 
projects being built in its jurisdiction, 

there was little employment “at home” for the 
Local 538 membership. Subsequently, most of A crew of Local 538 travelling members (left to right) R. T. Hendrix, Walter Crowe, (unknown), Monroe Smith, Jim Kyte, 

Buck Estep and Joseph Carroll Hendrickson take a break while working on a project in Wilmington, Delaware, in 1956.

A Conscientious Member of
The Communities It Serves

Throughout its 100-year history, Local 538 has been involved in many 
charitable and community causes throughout eastern Tennessee, southwestern 
Virginia and the United States, from purchasing $700 in World War II national 
defense bonds in 1942 to installing a basketball goal and providing Christmas 
gifts for Elizabethton’s Emergency Child Shelter, which housed victims of child 
abuse and neglect, in 1991. Additional benevolent efforts in which the local has 
participated over the years have also included contributing to The Emergency 
Mercy Fund, a program to assist patients who require costly treatments at 
hospitals in the Johnson City area, in 1952; endorsing and supporting the 
United Fund drive in the city, a single campaign for multiple charitable programs, 
in 1958; and arranging a donation to purchase equipment for the Elizabethton 
Youth Boxing Program, which served about 40 youths aged 5 to 28 at the 
time, in 1979 – to name just a few.

More recently, among the various charitable programs it has supported, 
Local 538 annually donates to the Shrine Circus to allow the organization 
to give away free tickets to disadvantaged and deserving organizations 
in the area. The local’s members have also often provided their skills, time 
and resources to Habitat for Humanity, which builds affordable homes for 
low-income families, and supported Dollars Against Diabetes (DADs) Day by 
standing along highways and requesting donations from passing motorists to 
benefit diabetes research.

Continued after next two spreads.
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Apprentice and Member Education
Training has Propell    ed Local 538 Forward

As a “suitcase” local whose members are dependent upon their 
ability to travel to the jurisdictions of other United Association (U.A.) 
locals around the country to work on large, important and complex 
projects, as well as properly service its own signatory contractors, 
Local 538 relies on its membership being well-prepared and 
highly educated on the processes, equipment and techniques of 
the piping industry. To those ends, since its inception in 1921, 
the local has utilized apprenticeship, through which trainees work 
alongside experienced journeyman members for four or five years 
to learn the trade while being paid for their labor, to train aspiring 
plumbers and fitters.

By the 1940s, the local’s apprenticeship program was being 
administered by a joint committee from the local and its Master 
Plumbers and Steamfitters contractors. However, as work and 
especially larger projects within its jurisdiction diminished late that 
decade, the local suspended its apprenticeship program.

Local 538 re-activated the program in 1952 as employment 
opportunities within its jurisdiction and, in particular, around the 
country with other U.A. locals, increased. During its March 27 
general membership meeting that year, the local appointed a 
committee of three members to “look after the program” along 
with a committee of three representatives from its contractors.

Seeking to increase the standards of the skills required for 
the plumbers and pipefitters in its jurisdiction, the local and 
its contractors initiated the Johnson City Area Pipe Trades 
Apprenticeship Committee on October 1, 1958. The committee 
was composed of members of area piping-trade contractors 
and members of the local and was initially assisted by the U.S. 
Department of Labor and the Johnson City Vocational Education 
Department in setting up curriculum, classrooms and laboratories 
that would supplement on-the-job training, for which apprentices 
were still being paid.

Instructor Bill Rupert (standing) oversees apprentice Steven 
Carter as he trains at the Local 538 Training Center in late 2020.

Apprentice Kasey Kennedy trains at the 
Local 538 Training Center in late 2020.

Apprentice Jason Birchfield trains at the 
Local 538 Training Center in late 2020.
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Local 538 Brother Orville Bare was selected as the program’s 
first-ever “Related Instruction Class” instructor. Throughout the 
following decade, Local 538 apprentices were required to complete 
10,000 hours of paid, on-the-job training and 576 hours of related 
instruction at the Johnson City Vocational School to graduate the 
program and become journeyman plumbers and pipefitters.

To further enhance the training program, the local and its 
employing contractors reached an Educational Trust Fund 
Agreement on January 1, 1965, that stipulated the local and its 
contractors would each contribute 5 cents per hour worked by 
each Local 538 member to the Local 538 Apprenticeship Training 
Fund, which would be used to finance the program’s facilities, 
equipment and instructors.

Into the 1970s, the local- and contractor-funded training 
program consisted of a five-year apprenticeship, including a six-
month probationary period, in which apprentices worked on a 
regular basis while also attending school. During the late 1970s, 
the program was briefly shortened to four years as a heightened 
need for manpower out in the field compelled the training 
committee to accelerate apprentice education, but the training 

reverted back to a period of five years during the early 1980s 
to ensure apprentices were receiving the very-best and most-
thorough training possible.

Beginning in 1988, the Pipe Trades Apprenticeship Committee 
began holding its classes at Northeast State Technical Community 
College in Blountville, Tennessee, to take advantage of the school’s 
superior facilities. Ten years later in 1998, however, Local 538 
renovated a portion of its union hall at 121-1/2 Spring Street 
in Johnson City for use as a training center for its roughly 40 
apprentices in order to maintain better cost control over the 
program. By that time, classes apprentices were taking as part of 
their five-year training included computers, mechanical drawing, 
valve repair and welding.

Boosted by
A New Beginning

In 2015, while the local was struggling to the point at which 
it had just been placed under supervision of the U.A., Brother 
Randy Frye, a 20-year member who would go on to serve as 

Apprentice and Member Education
Training has Propell    ed Local 538 Forward

the local’s business manager, was assigned to be its first training 
coordinator. But in May 2017, as the local remained under 
trusteeship of the international union, only 10 apprentices were 
enrolled in its training program.

Brother Frye was appointed business manager in May 2018, 
around which time Brother Justin Hamilton, who had been a 
welding instructor in the Local 538 training program, became 
its training coordinator. Meanwhile, the local and the U.A. were 
conducting an ongoing search for a facility in which to establish a 
new union hall and training center as an integral part of the local’s 
recovery and effort to get out from under supervision.

The personnel appointments and the search culminated in an 
open house on May 31, 2019, for the new Local 538 Union 
Hall and Training Center at 2404 South Roan Street in Johnson 
City. Among the assistance the local received in securing and 
preparing the spacious, fully equipped, state-of-the-art facility, U.A. 
Tennessee Organizer John Brown helped set up its valve classes 
and training shop.

In its 100th charter-anniversary year in 2021, Local 538 has 
over 40 apprentices in its training program, which provides each 
with a rigorous, five-year apprenticeship that still includes paid, 
on-the-job experience and classroom learning as each student 
is required to attend class for 3-1/2 hours for 2-nights per week. 
The local also provides upgrade training to all of its journeyman 
members through its Training Center, so that journey-level 
plumbers, pipefitters and technicians are up-to-date on the piping 
industry’s most current techniques, applications and equipment.

Apprentice T.J. Hamilton trains at the 
Local 538 Training Center in late 2020.

The Local 538 Training Center in 2021.
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its members travelled to sister U.A. locals for 
employment into and throughout much of the 
early 1960s.

But during that time, Bristol Metals Products 
Corporation opened a plant in Bristol and 
began employing Local 538 members in its 
fabrication shop, in which it produced welded, 
steel-pipe products. Over the next more-than 
50 years, often half of the local’s workforce and 
at times up to 100 members worked in the 
plant, which quickly became a reliable and vital 
source of manhours for the local.

Nevertheless, throughout the balance of 
the 1960s, much of the local’s membership 
remained working out on the road with 
other locals. Those plumbers and steamfitters 
who did remain in the Local 538 jurisdiction 
worked at sites including the John Sevier plant 
performing maintenance, although the U.A. 
had recently split jurisdiction over the plant 
between Local 538 and Local 102. Elsewhere 
around eastern Tennessee and southwestern 
Virginia, members were also employed on 

upgrade and expansion projects at the Olin 
Mathieson Chemical Company plant in 
Saltville, Virginia, and Tennessee Eastman 
Company chemical research and production 
plant in Kingsport, Tennessee, for Smith 
Mechanical Contractors.

To begin the following decade, in 1970 the 
local gained a Pension Plan in a new contract 
agreement with its employers, which was 
another fringe benefit for members in addition 
to the Health and Welfare Plan negotiated in 
the late 1960s. Contractors initially paid an 
additional 35 cents per each hour worked by 
Local 538 members into a pension fund, which 
would provide payments to retired members. 
(In 1986, the contractors’ contributions toward 
the retirement benefit were up to $1 per hour, 
and by January 2003 contractors were paying 
$3.35 per hour into the pension fund.)

As construction work boomed across the 
United States into and throughout the early- 
and mid-1970s, an even greater portion of the 
Local 538 travelled throughout the country 
for work. As their skills became more widely 
appreciated and desired, many of the local’s 
members worked on the myriad nuclear- and 
traditionally powered generation plants that 
were built during the decade, including the 
Byron Nuclear Generating Station in Ogle 
County, Illinois, beginning in 1975 that 
would provide electricity to Greater Chicago 
after its Unit 1 and Unit 2 were operational in 
September 1985 and August 1987, respectively. 
Members also continued to travel to perform 
maintenance and upgrade work on T.V.A. 
hydroelectric dams.

Its membership continuously hovering 
around 475 plumbers, steamfitters and 
apprentices during the second half of the 
decade, Local 538 initially prospered and grew 
after the T.V.A. started construction of the 
Phipps Bend Nuclear Plant in Surgoinsville, 
Tennessee, in 1978. But the project ultimately 
proved to be a severe setback for the local when 

the T.V.A. halted construction in August 1981 
and then cancelled it in 1982, after which its 
membership quickly dropped from around 
500 to about 350 members.

Recovery with
A New Direction

By the 1980s, Local 538’s jurisdiction 
covered eight counties in eastern 
Tennessee and nine counties in 

southwestern Virginia.  But a debilitating 
national economy brought on by a severe 
economic recession during the early years of 
the decade, which was spurred by the 1979 
energy crisis that caused oil prices to rise 
sharply in 1979 and early 1980, forced most 
of the local’s members into extended periods of 
unemployment or working on a “white ticket” 
with other union crafts in outside areas.

The local was still able to gain a new contract 
with its employers during that time, although it 
took a brief reduction to its journeyman wage 
scale from $12.65 per hour on July 1, 1982, to 

$12.45 per hour on October 1, 1982, before 
being provided an increase to $13.40 per hour 
on July 1, 1983. However, the agreement also 
stipulated that contractors would contribute 
65 cents per hour worked by each member 
to the local’s Health and Welfare Trust Fund 
beginning July 1, 1982, and then 85 cents per 
hour beginning October 1, 1982, in addition 
to 75 cents per hour to the U.A. National 
Pension Fund and then 85 cents per hour 
beginning July 1, 1983, for the duration of the 
two-year pact, which ended June 30, 1984.

But by the mid-1980s, Bristol Metals, the 
local’s primary source of employment, was 
employing non-union welders and fabricators, 
and the local’s membership and manhour 
numbers were in alarming decline. As such, 
when Brother Larry D. Proffitt took over 
as business manager of Local 538 in June 
1986, aside from those who were working 
maintenance for T.V.A. facilities such as the 
John Sevier plant, only six of the local’s members 
were employed within its jurisdiction.

Local 538 officers Brother Hubert Hodge (seated, right) and 
(standing, left to right) brothers Ralph Whitson, Michael Proffitt 
and Larry Proffitt pose with U.A. International Representative 
Charles Ashley during the U.A. General Convention in 1996.

Local 538 officers and retirees (left to right) Jeff Whitson, Ambrose Christopher, Jeff White, 
Chuck Edwards, Richard Gregg, Rick Whitson, Nat Proffitt, Business Manager Roger Lambert, 

Bryan Kyte, Burle Hughes, Larry Hyder and Louis Hamly take part in a years-of-service 
awards ceremony for the retirees on Labor Day 2006.
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“We were losing, and it was our fault,” Brother 
Proffitt later recalled in 2021. He pointed out 
that high initiation fees and a reluctance to 
bring new members into the local for fear of 
losing work to them were stifling the local.

In response, under its new business manager, 
the local began a concentrated organizing 
campaign in the late 1980s to not only grow its 
membership but also to gain more employers 
and, subsequently, employment sources. 
Initially, the effort targeted signing smaller 
contractors and also regaining jobs at Bristol 
Metals, for which the local agreed to work at 
a reduced wage rate “just to prove ourselves,” 
as Brother Proffitt explained. Just six months 
into the campaign, Bristol hired an all-Local 
538 workforce.

Also key to the local’s recovery was a 
favorable wage determination rendered by 
the federal government in the early 1990s 
for work at the Nuclear Fuel Services plant 
in Erwin, Tennessee, which manufactures 
fuel for all of the nuclear reactors used in 
U.S. Navy submarines and aircraft carriers. 
With the decision, the formerly non-union 
company would pay prevailing union wages 
for government work at its facility, which is 
one of two locations licensed by the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission to store and process 

highly enriched uranium, thereby opening 
another source of manhours for the plumbers 
and steamfitters local.

Additionally, in the late 1980s, Local 538 
gained another source for steady employment 
within its own jurisdiction when it secured a 
maintenance agreement with historically non-
union American Electric Power for the Clinch 
River Power Plant in Carbo.

Over the following decade, the Local 538 
membership further benefited from the 
construction of several significant projects within 
its jurisdiction, including the $71-million, 
337-bed, state-of-the-art Bristol Regional 
Medical Center beginning in January 1992 
and completed in 1994 to replace an existing 
40-year-old hospital in that city. In Virginia, 
members also worked on construction of two 
nearly identical, more-than-$70-million super-
maximum penitentiaries, Red Onion State 
Prison near the Town of Pound from 1995 
until it opened in August 1998 and Wallens 
Ridge State Prison in the Town of Big Stone 
Gap from 1995 until it opened in April 1999. 
During that time, Local 538 members worked 
under a contract specifically for the Wallens 
Ridge project that helped the union secure the 
work by providing concessions that included 
no travel pay to and from the worksite, and 

the union also agreed to train apprentices at 
Mountain Empire Community College in Big 
Stone Gap to give local residents an opportunity 
to join the piping trades.

Along with an increased number of smaller 
jobs that furnished manhours to its members, 
during the late 1990s, Local 538 also secured a 
maintenance contract with the T.V.A., before 
which the local had split maintenance on 
T.V.A. projects in the region with Local 102.

As a result of the influx of work in the region 
and its organizing efforts, before the end of 
the decade, the century and the millennium, 
Local 538 had grown back to more than 400 
members. By that time, the local’s workforce 
included about 40 apprentices who were being 
educated at a new training center within its 
union-hall building at 121-1/2 Spring Street 
in downtown Johnson City, where the local 
had been headquartered for nearly 55 years.

From New Highs
To A New Low

After the hospital and prison projects 
were completed and no other large-
scale jobs were underway in the Local 

538 jurisdiction, during the 2000s the local’s 
membership again decreased and many of 
its plumbers, steamfitters and apprentices 
remained on the road for much of the decade. 
Most times during that period, fully half of 
the local’s roughly 190 active members were 
working at Bristol Metals.

One of the largest and most-significant 
projects ever built in eastern Tennessee helped 
temporarily elevate the local when the T.V.A. 
retired the John Sevier Steam Plant and its 
coal-fired generating units and replaced it 
with the John Sevier Combined-Cycle Plant 
on the Rogersville site. Beginning in 2010 

The John Sevier Combined-Cycle Plant after it was completed in 2012 with Local 538 skilled labor.

Local 538 retiree Brother Orville B. “Whitey” Bare (center), who was initiated into the local on 
February 12, 1948, recevies his U.A. 65-year Service Award in 2015 from (left to right) Local 
538 brothers Harry Ford, Hurshell Scalf, Business Manager Larry Proffitt and Michael Proffitt.
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and over the next two years, scores of Local 
538 members and travelers from sister U.A. 
locals working for Kiewit, a Fortune 300 
construction company, helped erect the new 
facility, which would use heat from the exhaust 
of its gas-powered turbines to produce steam 
that would produce additional electricity from 
a steam-powered turbine generator.

“From 2010 to 2012, we were fortunate to 
have Tennessee Valley Authority’s John Sevier 
Combined-Cycle Plant project,” Brother 
Randy Frye, who would become the local’s 
business manager in 2018, recalled in 2021. 
“We had travelers from multiple locals and ran 
day and night shifts, which is unheard of for a 
suitcase local.”

When put into operation on April 30, 2012, 
the 871-megawatt facility had been completed 
a month before its deadline and $45 million 
under budget.

Over the ensuing years, the local’s wage scales 
slowly progressed, although the local took a 

pay cut in its journeyman construction wage 
rate from $32.15 per hour beginning March 1, 
2014, to $29.79 per hour beginning March 1, 
2015. The local’s total wage package, including 
health insurance, pension and training benefits, 
likewise fell from $42.78 per hour to $40.44 
per hour over that span.

The construction wage rate increased on 
March 1, 2016, to $30.42 per hour and 
$41.28 per hour for the wage package, and 
the local’s T.V.A. rate also increased from a 
$42.78-per-hour total package on January 1, 
2014, to $44.66 per hour on January 1, 2016. 
During that time, total pay and benefits for 
maintenance work on the Clinch River Power 
Plant, which was performed under the U.A. 
National Maintenance Agreement, also rose 
from $39.57 per hour on March 1, 2014, to 
$40.44 per hour on August 1, 2015.

Meanwhile, in 2014 the local moved out 
of its longtime location on Spring Street to 
a new union hall at 655 Watauga Road in 
Watauga, Tennessee.

That year, the local’s administration, under 
the leadership of Business Manager Roger D. 
Lambert since 2003, also purchased a former 
school in Elizabethton to turn into the local’s 
new training facility, as it had always rented 
space for apprentice and member training. 
However, the U.A. determined that the space 
would not be suitable for training and the cost 
of renovating it would be prohibitive, and 
shortly after, the building was sold.

Further hindering the local during that time, 
construction of the new John Sevier plant 
and the loss of the former coal-fired units had 
eliminated a valuable Local 538 employment 
source that had come with regular maintenance 
and upgrade outages at the former Sevier facility 
once or twice each year. As a result, while the 
local still maintained five T.V.A. hydroelectric 
plants that consistently employed five or six 
members and several members worked for 
Johnson Controls, which was not a 100-percent 
union employer in the right-to-work state, 
employment conditions and manhours for the 
local dwindled.

Then in 2014, the small local’s largest 
employer, Bristol Metals, unexpectedly closed 
its fabrication shop. Almost immediately, the 
implications of the closure devastated Local 538 
as many of its members were instantly out of 
work – and employment opportunities elsewhere 
within its jurisdiction remained scarce.

Local 538 was subsequently placed under 
the supervision of the U.A. in January 2015 
so that it could regroup and recover from its 
recent setbacks. For the next five years, the 
local operated under the direct supervision and 
management of a trustee of the international 
union, who took over operation of the local 
from Business Manager Lambert.

The first order of business for the local’s first 
trustee, International Representative Corby 
Shelton, was to appoint a training coordinator 
for the local’s training program – a position the 
local had not had in the past. Trustee Shelton 
ultimately named Brother Frye as the local’s 
first training coordinator, which he officially 
began on October 15, 2015.

Local 538 Business Manager Randy Frye (left) and Training Coordinator 
Justin Hamilton cut the ceremonial ribbon during the open house for the 

local’s new Union Hall and Training Center in Johnson City on May 31, 2019.

Local 538 journeyman member Lance King works at 
the John Sevier Combined Cycle Plant in late 2020.
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Fostering a
Strong Comeback

“We looked at Local 538 and 
saw an extremely skilled workforce 
and a dedicated membership. 
The membership stepped up and 
made sure they were a financially 
stable organization. The U.A. 
decision became clear to keep 
Local 538’s autonomy instead of 
possibly creating a black hole in 
our market share.”

When U.A. General President Mark 
McManus reflected in 2021 on his impressions 
of Local 538’s situation after he took over as 
head of the international union in November 
2016 following the retirement of General 
President Emeritus William P. “Bill” Hite, 
he called to mind his commitment at the time 
to preserving the Johnson City-based local.

Meanwhile, the local’s members – most of 
whom were working outside their jurisdiction 
– were aware that their local was in dire straits, 
so in 2016 they agreed to send a set amount 
of funding from their travel pay to the local to 
help stabilize its finances. The U.A. that year 
also instituted a 1-percent assessment on all its 
members who were working outside of their 
home local’s jurisdiction, with those funds 
being sent to each member’s home local.

Then on January 17, 2017, General President 
McManus turned the local’s trusteeship over to 
U.A. Special Representative Phil Trucks Jr., 
who Brother Frye later recalled was “the perfect 
person to help get Local 538’s affairs in order.”

To further streamline its finances, in August 
that year the local relocated to a more practical 
union hall at 386 Highway 91 in Elizabethton.

Special Representative Trucks then appointed 
Brother Frye as Local 538’s business manager 
in May 2018, although the local would remain 

under the supervision of the trustee. As the two 
leaders continued to work together and the 
local’s finances and administration continued 
to stabilize, that year the local purchased a 
property located in Johnson City into which it 
would move its union hall and training center.

The following year on May 31, 2019, Local 
538 held an open house for its new facility at 
2404 South Roan Street in the city in which 
it was chartered nearly a century earlier and 
was headquartered for 93 years. The building 
featured new offices, meeting hall and state-
of-the-art training center – all of which would 
allow the local to expand its market share and 
increase its membership.

After first visiting the local in May 2017 and 
returning three more times over the next two 
years to assist with its comeback, culminating 
with the grand opening of the new facility, U.A. 
Assistant Director of Education and Training 
Ray Boyd recalled in 2021, “We watched 
Local 538 commit to themselves and their 
community that they were going to prosper in 
Johnson City.”

On August 5, 2019, Trustee Trucks submitted 
a proposal to General President McManus 
to return Local 538 to self-governance. To 
facilitate its return to administrative autonomy, 
the local would be required to conduct an 
election for its officers, committee and board 
members by mail-in ballot, with all officers to 
be elected for three-year terms commencing 
January 2020.

Two days later on August 7, 2019, the 
general president approved the local’s request 
to be self-governed and to hold the election, 
which took place on December 7, 2019. 
Among the new officers elected, the Local 538 
membership voted Business Manager Frye to 
remain in his position.

Over the next nearly two years leading up to 
its 100th anniversary in February 2021, Local 
538 built upon its newfound existence, attained 

in no small part through the determination of 
its membership and the commitment of the 
leadership of the local and the U.A. Its highly 
skilled plumbers and fitters continued to be 
welcomed at jobs around the country, while 
many continued servicing the piping needs 
of the two facilities in the local’s jurisdiction 
that are vital to U.S. defense, the Holston 
Army Ammunition Plant and the Nuclear Fuel 
Services facility, as well as T.V.A. sites such as 
the Watauga Hydro Plant in Elizabethton that 
was built in 1948.

Brother Herman Price, organizer for the 
Tennessee Pipe Trades and a 33-year and third-
generation member of Local 538, likewise 
worked hard to organize contractors that 
could service the local’s area. Meanwhile, the 

Local 538
Jurisdiction at 100 Years

In 2021 as it celebrates the centennial anniversary of its 
charter, Local 538 represents union plumbers, pipefitters, service 
technicians and apprentices in these counties and cities:

Tennessee
Carter County
Greene County
Hawkins County
Johnson County
Sullivan County
Unicoi County
Washington County
Johnson City
City of Elizabethton
City of Bristol
City of Kingsport

Virginia
Lee County
Russell County
Scott County
Smyth County
Washington County
Wise County
City of Bristol
Town of Abingdon
Town of Wise
Town of Jonesville
Town of Lebanon

Local 538 apprentice DJ Smith (left) and journeyman members Tina Young (center) 
and Jesse Honeycutt work on a project for contractor Lane Thompson in late 2020.
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local took it upon itself to build and rebuild 
relationships with contractors and project 
owners to showcase the value of its union labor.

Like much of the nation and the world, the 
local’s efforts were dramatically inhibited with 
the onset of the global, lethal coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic that struck the United 
States beginning in January 2020 and continued 
into 2021, resulting in the prohibition of 
gatherings, the issuance of stay-at-home orders 
and the reduction of construction work. In 
particular, organizing during COVID-19 was 
a challenge, as organizing “blitzes” through the 
U.A. Organizing and Recruiting Department 
were put on hold.

But at 100 years old, most of the local’s 
members are working with other U.A. locals on 
three significant projects: construction of the 
Shell Pennsylvania Petrochemicals Complex 
ethylene cracker plant near Pittsburgh, the 
addition of two new nuclear generating units 
for Plant Vogtle in Georgia, and expansion 
and modernization of the Oak Ridge National 
Laboratory in Knoxville. Other members are 
scattered about the country, while many of 
those who are working in the local’s jurisdiction 
are servicing two valued employers, Lane 

Thompson, a full-service heating, cooling and 
plumbing company that has been a Local 538 
signatory contractor from its founding in 2003; 
and Alpha Energy Solutions of Louisville, 
Kentucky, that has invested in expanding to the 
Johnson City market to help Local 538 enter 
the Heating-Ventilation-Air Conditioning-
Refrigeration (HVACR) market.

“We’re going in the right direction,” Business 
Manager Frye declared in April 2021. In 
particular, he pointed to the local’s membership 
growth to just more than 400 members – a 
significant rise from its roughly 230 members 
when he became business manager in 2018.

Moving forward into its next 100 years, Local 
538 is committed to organizing contractors to 
fill the void in employment opportunities in 
eastern Tennessee and southwestern Virginia 
created by the closures of the fabrication 
shop and coal-fired plant. The local is looking 
particularly toward service as an avenue of 
growth, with HVACR and plumbing service 
as a primary focus, while it also intends to re-
enter lost markets such as hospital and school 
work – all of which will require Local 538 to 
continue to show its grit and determination, as 
it has for a century now. 

The current Local 538 Union Hall and Training Center in Johnson City in 2021.
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