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U.A. Plumbers Local No. 75
125-Year Anniversary Celebration

Saturday, September 24, 2016
5:00 p.m. to 12 Midnight

Potawatomi Hotel & Casino
721 West Canal Street, Milwaukee

Cocktail Reception  ................................. 5:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m.

Program  ................................................. 6:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m.

Sit-Down Dinner  .................................... 7:00 p.m. to 8:30 p.m.

Music and Dancing  ................................. 8:30 p.m. to Midnight
(The band Caribbean Eclipse will be performing.)

PROTECTING THE HEALTH OF THE NATION FOR 125 YEARS – IT’S WHO WE ARE
 It is with great pride and honor that we as officers and members of 
Plumbers Union Local 75 welcome the opportunity and privilege to share and 
celebrate the 125 years of history and heritage with our union brothers and 
sisters, families, friends and special guests.

 We all know that stuff happens. But being in business for 125 years doesn’t 
just happen. It is well beyond mere chance that any company or organization 
stays in business for 125 years. Plumbers Union Local 75 as a corporation has 
few peers in reaching a 125th-year anniversary. There are many significant 
companies and businesses that we grew up with that no longer exist. Over our 
125 years, we have endured much “stuff” happening, which is a testament 
to our members, past and present, for embracing opportunities and taking on 
the challenges that have built and defined our great union of today.

 Pulitzer Prize-winning author and historian David McCullough once said, 
“History is who we are and why we are the way we are.” The “who” and “why” 
are what “we” are. Our union was formed by plumbers who foresaw that they 
could accomplish more by banding together than they could as individuals. 
So 125 years ago, they made the wise decision to petition for a charter in the 
fledgling International United Association of Journeymen Plumbers, Gasfitters, 
Steam Fitters and Steam Fitter Helpers. We can only imagine the human 
struggle and sacrifice that these pioneers of our trade and our union endured 
and sustained. Their vision, commitment and fortitude is the foundation of 
who we are and why we are.

 Plumbing is an honorable trade and profession. As licensed professional 
plumbers, we are charged with protecting the health and safety of the public. 
Our Wisconsin plumbing licenses are certificates of professionalism, trade 
knowledge and high skill levels that are recognized throughout America. Our 
union members and leaders have been a driving force in the development 
and evolution of plumbing apprenticeship and journeyman training programs 
in Wisconsin throughout our 125-year history.

 During our 125 years as an organization, we have been engaged in 
many industry and legislative issues that improved working conditions and 
the livelihoods of plumbers and workers in our jurisdiction and our state. 
Wisconsin was the first state in America to create workers’ compensation 
and unemployment insurance programs. Wisconsin was the first state to 
adopt a State Plumbing Code. Our state required plumbers to be licensed in 
1963 and passed the nation’s first modern apprenticeship law that included 
area vocational schooling. Our union heritage and continual practice is to be 
engaged, influential and supportive of the issues and legislation that enhance 
our profession, our members, our contractors and our public health and safety.

 Over the past one-and-a-quarter centuries and through the generations, 
our members and our contractors have experienced and endured various 
economic periods in our industry – including periods of boom and bust. Over 
that same time span, we have seen tremendous changes in our industry. 
Often, change conflicts with tradition and is not readily embraced. The tools 

and materials of our profession have evolved to become lighter, safer and 
more efficient. Our members and our contractors have worked well together 
to embrace changes in technology, procedures and material to meet the 
expectations of our customers in all sectors of our industry. Our labor-and-
management relations have also evolved into recognizing each other as 
partners in our industry. We jointly manage our Pension, Health and Education 
Trust funds. Our Joint Apprenticeship Committees are also comprised with 
equal representation from labor and management. 

 “Who we are” are the highest skilled and most professional and productive 
plumbers in America. “Who we are” is a labor union who values and appreciates 
our signatory employers who choose to collectively bargain with our union for 
the mutual and long-term benefit of labor, management and our industry. “Who 
we are” is a blend of three combined U.A. Local Union memberships and their 
geographic jurisdictions. For almost 100 years, the Plumbers 75 geographical 
jurisdiction was Milwaukee, Ozaukee, Washington and Waukesha counties. In 
the late 1990s, the Plumbers Union Local 75 jurisdiction grew to 14 counties 
with the mergers of Plumbers and Steamfitters Local 214 and Plumbers Local 
167. The U.A. Local 214 jurisdiction included Rock, Green, Jefferson and 
Lafayette counties, and the U.A. Local 167 jurisdiction included the counties 
of Columbia, Dane, Iowa, Marquette, Richland and Sauk.

 “Why we are” is to ensure that our customers get true value from the work 
we do for them, while at the same time being stewards of our most important 
resource, water. “Why we are” is to ensure public health and safety through 
proper installation and maintenance of our public and private water and sewer 
systems. “Why we are” is to further ensure public health and safety through 
proper installation and maintenance of plumbing and Medical Gas Systems 
in our hospitals and medical and dental facilities. “Why we are” is to meet the 
skilled-labor expectations of our employers and customers by providing the 
highest standards of training to our members to ensure our contractors the 
most productive and safest plumbing workforce. “Why we are” is to manage 
and maintain health and retirement benefits for our union members and their 
families so that upon completion of their honorable careers they can retire 
with dignity and security.

 We are proud of our heritage and we are ever grateful for the courage and 
vison of our forefathers who formed our great union. Throughout the past 125 
years, many members and officers have guided us in our industry and through 
our history. Our goal for the future is to forward our mission of “who we are” 
and the proud heritage that our forefathers initiated 125 years ago.

 On behalf of the members, officers and staff of Plumbers Union Local 75, 
we thank you for joining us in celebrating our history and 125th anniversary. 
We appreciate your historic fellowship, support and being a part of our today 
and our tomorrows.

The Officers of Plumbers Union Local 75



“Journeymen plumbers in Milwaukee have had their 
prosperous periods, and have met with reverses common to 
all unions and trades. In the struggle to maintain our trade in 
the position it should by right occupy, various organizations 
have been called into existence and have in time passed 
away. … As the past has shown unionism synonymous with 
progress, so the future will continue to prove that the greatest 
achievements are a result of cooperative effort.”

Local 75 Business Representative Anthony J. King, 1939

A SUCCESS STORY COMPOSED W  ITH HARD WORK AND SACRIFICE
The 125-Year History of United Association Plum    bers Local No. 75, Milwaukee-Madison-Janesville

Milwaukee Journal bulletin, June 20, 1890

Milwaukee Sentinel bulletin, November 24, 1893

Milwaukee Sentinel notice, August 1, 1897

At least a decade before Plumbers 
Local 75 was chartered 125 years ago 
by the United Association, plumbers 

in Milwaukee were organizing and fighting to 
improve substandard working conditions and 
wages. In fact, a group of plumbers met about 
the year 1881 and formed the Milwaukee 
Journeymen Plumbers Union to combat 
the unsatisfactory situation prevailing in the 
plumbing craft within the city.

Soon after, one of the earliest national labor 
unions, the National Association of Plumbers, 
Steamfitters and Gas Fitters, was formed in 
September 1884 under the Knights of Labor, so 
that each individual National Association union 
was also a local assembly of the Knights. Before 
long, the association’s first president, Patrick 
Coyle, successfully brought the Milwaukee 
Journeyman Plumbers into the union.

In April 1885, the Milwaukee group began a 
strike against 15 master plumbers that would last 
for two months after the employers refused to 
grant an increase in wages to the union plumbing 
journeymen and apprentices. Sparking the 
conflict, the union had withdrawn three of its 
members from the shop of Richard Finn after he 
refused to fire a man who had failed to account 
for tickets he had sold for the union’s annual 
ball. Because the organized master plumbers 
had agreed not to hire anyone who could not 
produce a certificate from his last employer, the 
three men from Finn’s shop could not get new 
jobs, further inciting the union.



With a settlement seemingly impossible, the 
national union funded four new cooperative 
plumbing shops in Milwaukee, which opened 
on June 22, 1885, with 35 journeymen and 
seven helpers. President Coyle then relocated 
his headquarters to Milwaukee to become 
manager of the cooperative enterprises, which 
cut prices and, therefore, were able to outbid 
competition and rapidly expanded.

In March 1886, the employers were willing to 
settle the strike if the cooperatives disbanded. 
However, Coyle refused the request – in the 
end, however, other building trades did not 
support the strike and the union plumbers were 
defeated and disbanded their organization.

Meanwhile, the National Association voted 
during its second convention in Cincinnati 
on September 8, 1885, to withdraw its 19 
local unions and approximately 2,500 total 
members from the Knights of Labor – which 
many felt had become too aggressive and 
hostile. (The union would change its name to 
the International Association of Journeyman 
Plumbers, Steamfitters and Gas Fitters in 1905.)

From about 1887 through early 1890, there 
was no organized union plumbers group in 
Milwaukee. But on March 10, 1890, the city’s 
plumbers met in the old Casino Hall to discuss 
ongoing problems within their trade – most 
notably that other unions in the city were 
working shorter hours under better conditions.

The plumbers agreed that in order to improve 
their conditions, they would have to join 
forces and proceeded to petition the American 
Federation of Labor (A.F.L.) for affiliation. 
The Milwaukee group was then organized as 
Plumbers Union Local No. 5145 within the 
National Association.

While their work days were shortened to 
nine hours, the members of Local 5145 were 
not satisfied. By then, other building trades in 
the City of Milwaukee had also organized, and 
together with the plumbers in 1891 demanded 
that their contractors reduce work days to eight 
hours. A citywide strike of all building trades 
ensued, but because the contractors were well 
organized, the unions were defeated.

Following the strike, contractors refused to 
hire anyone who remained a member of Local 
5145; as a result, many of the union’s members 

United Association Local No. 75 charter

Local 75 By-Laws booklet, 1898

Local 75 Brother Eli Schumell, 
pictured here circa 1945, joined the 
local in 1898 and during his time as 
a member, served as its president 
for 18 years. He was elected for 

the 19th time but soon after passed 
away on December 3, 1945.



left Milwaukee. Others, having been out of 
work for nearly an entire year, met secretly and 
maintained their membership until the union 
was officially dissolved by the A.F.L.

The former Local 5145 members, whose 
contractors still refused to hire, proceeded to 
form an organization known as the “Shave 
Hook Club,” which established six cooperative 
plumbing shops to employ all of the locked 
out plumbers and those who remained loyal 
to the former union. These shops prospered; 
however, dissension between members 
who were performing office work for the 
cooperatives and those who were working in 
the field became increasingly bitter and would 
lead to the club’s downfall.

On April 1, 1891, the Building Trades again 
went out on strike, which 130 union plumbers 
who were being paid $2.50 per day joined on 
April 18. The work stoppage was ended on May 
16 when the plumbers gained a wage increase 
and recognition of the union.

What’s more, the success of the cooperatives 
caught the attention of plumbing contractors in 
Milwaukee, as it showed them that employees 
who were either locked out or striking could 
operate their own plumbing shops.

BEGINNING TO STAND UP

Aspiring to unite national pipe-trades 
journeymen of differing crafts in order 
to better deal with mutual problems, 

including how to treat traveling members, 
build apprenticeship and provide strike aid, the 
United Association of Journeymen Plumbers, 
Gas Fitters, Steam Fitters and Steam Fitters' 
Helpers of the United States and Canada was 
officially formed on October 11, 1889.

With Milwaukee’s plumbing contractors 
again willing to hire union members, providing 
the cooperative shops would discontinue 
operations, the “Shave Hook Club” decided to 
sell the shops and attempt to organize another 
local union to be affiliated with the A.F.L. In 
late 1891, the club petitioned the recently 
organized United Association (U.A.) and was 
granted a charter as Plumbers and Gas Fitters 
Local No. 75 on November 1, 1891.

Initially, most of the plumbers who were 
working for Pabst Brewing Company in 
Milwaukee, one of the largest breweries in 
the world at the time, were members of Local 
75, and there was work in the city for its 
other journeymen. What’s more, soon after it 
was organized, the local joined Milwaukee’s 
Federated Trades Council, which represented 
most of the unions in the city, to further help 
progress its status.

However, unions in general faced a 
generally negative environment in the city 
at that time, as the February 17, 1893, 
Milwaukee Sentinel described:

“That Milwaukee is a poor town as far 
as the recognition of the various trades 
unions by the bosses is concerned, is a 
conceded fact throughout the country, 
although at present there are over 15,000 
union men in the city. The majority of 
the strikes have proved disastrous to those 
participating, and outside men have 
taken the places of the strikers. Although 
the union is recognized to a certain extent, 
in the majority of cases non-union men 
are also employed, notably in the building 
trades. The reason given for this is that the 
bosses employ whom they think competent 
to do the work.”

A severe national 
economic depression, 
which history would 
label the “Panic of 1893,” 
crippled employment 
in Milwaukee and 
throughout the nation 
beginning around 
March. Up to 20,000 
men in the city were 
reportedly out of work 
by Labor Day, September 
4, 1893, according to 
the Sentinel, of which 
an estimated 7,000 
were union members – 
including 100 of Local 
75’s plumbers.

Early the following year, 
Local 75 President George 
Prescott announced on 
January 4 that half of the 
plumbers in town were 
“out of employment.” 

Nationally, unemployment that year reached 
upwards of 18 percent.

Continuing to seek avenues by which it 
could advance its causes, the local joined the 
newly formed Industrial Council in the city on 
March 7, 1894. Also represented at the group’s 
initial meeting that evening were the Hatters’ 
local, Typographical Local No. 23, Tanners’ 
locals Nos. 1 and 3, and the steamfitters, 
moulders, bricklayers, and English-speaking 
carpenters locals.

LOCAL 75 
HOSTED SEVENTH U.A. CONVENTION 

Less than five years after it was chartered and four years 
after winning concessions from contractors in a contentious 
strike, Local 75 welcomed the Seventh Convention of the 
United Association of Journeyman Plumbers, Gasfitters, 
Steamfitters and Steamfitters’ Helpers to Milwaukee on 
September 28, 1896.

That day, 18 delegates – including Local 75 Brother 
Phillip Polacheck – gathered in the hall on the fifth floor of 
the Builders and Traders Exchange Building at 10 o’clock 
in the morning to begin the week-long proceedings. During 
the convention, the U.A. adopted a universal apprenticeship 
system that would be written into every agreement made by 
its locals throughout the United States and Canada.

At the time, the eight-year-old U.A. was nearly 7,000 
members strong and consisted of 160 locals, an increase since 
the previous convention in St. Louis in 1894 of more than 40 
locals. The union voted that year to hold its conventions every 
three years, except for the next one in Milwaukee.

The September 19 Milwaukee Sentinel reported on the 
upcoming gathering: “A large representation is expected 
by the committee of the local union and preparations 
have been made for the entertainment of the delegates. 
Arrangements have been made for a carriage drive about 
the city, a banquet and other ways of entertainment.”

As early as March of 1893, Local 75 was holding its 
meetings on the second and fourth Thursdays of each month 
at the Printers’ Union Hall on Oneida Street in Milwaukee.

Plumber’s License of Local 75 Brother Otto Poehl, 1902



The very next month, Local 75 began 
contentious negotiations with its employers 
of the Master Plumbers Association on a new 
wage contract that would continue for several 
weeks. On May 4, the two sides finally agreed 
to maintain the current wage for the coming 
six months: $3.50 per day for “first-class 
men,” $3 per day for “second-class men” and 
$1.50 for helpers.

The plumbers and contractors, however, 
continued to disagree on the number of helpers 
the latter should employ. Up to that point, the 
union had assigned one apprentice per each 
journeyman, but the union wanted to discontinue 
that arrangement for one year in an effort to 
provide more opportunities for journeymen.

During the negotiations, the master plumbers 
took some notable “whacks” – as the May 5, 
1894, Sentinel deemed them – at the plumbers 
local. The employers asked the union to accept 
a scale that would provide for “minimum 

wages of $3 a day for first-class 
plumbers” and suggested that 
the journeymen agree to call the 
“jobbers” second-class workmen 
and that the bosses “be the judges 
in classing their employees.”

Still in the throes of the Great 
Panic, Local 75 did not back 
down on any front. In the even 
larger scheme of things, the local 
publicly denounced the railroads 
and the actions of May 11, 1894, 
when during the Pullman Strike 
between the American Railway 
Union (A.R.U.) and the Pullman 
Palace Car Company and railroad 
companies, 30 strikers were killed 
and 57 were wounded. The local 
instructed its picnic committee 
that summer to find means other 
than rail to transport members and their families to the 
local’s annual picnic, and on July 19, 1894, it adopted a 
resolution that read:

Whereas, The Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul 
Railroad, in conjunction with other railroads in its fight 
against the A.R.U. has shown itself to be an enemy of 
organized labor, and

Whereas, The principles for which the A.R.U. are 
fighting and its cause is the same that we are pledged 
to uphold, and

Whereas, It is the duty of organized labor to recognize 
its enemies and to treat them as such, be it therefore,

Resolved, That this association condemns the course of 
the railroads in their antagonism against organized labor.

TAKING BIG STEPS EARLY ON

Since its inception, Local 75 had been highly 
effective in showing the citizens of Milwaukee the 
advantages of union plumbing work. As early as 

1894, the local also was determined to have the city’s laws 

changed to require every first-class 
plumber be certified and registered 
with the city government.

By January 1898, a city had 
approved an ordinance by which 
all plumbers would have to pass an 
examination of the city’s Plumbing 
Board to work in Milwaukee – 
notably, only 79 of 137 master 
plumbers who took the test passed 
it, according to the January 15 
Plumbers’ Trade Journal. “It will 
no doubt be the most service to 
the journeymen, as it will prevent 
the importation of plumbers from 
other states at the time of a strike,” 
the publication commented.

That year, the initiation fee for 
Local 75 was $15 and monthly 
dues were 50 cents per member. 
The local’s journeymen were 
working 8-hour days for $3.50 per 
day – and the local’s by-laws stated 
that it was against the local’s rules 



for any member to work with a non-union 
plumber “in the shops where this Association 
has control.”

By that time, the local was one of the few in 
the nation providing a sick benefit of $5 per 
week, which Local 75 offered for a period of 12 
weeks to any member who was “prevented from 
working because of sickness or a temporary 
disability.” A Standing Relief Committee 
of 12 members – three each from the north, 
south, east and west sides of the city – would 
investigate the case of any brother member 
who claimed to be sick or disabled.

However, with only about one-third of the 
plumbers in the city in the union and the 
local walking out over trouble with its brewery 
contracts in May 1898, the following year’s 
Local 75 contract only paid $3 per day.

But after its first decade, conditions picked up 
for the local, and its members were employed 
on some of the major projects at the time in 
and around Milwaukee, including the new 
Public Service Building on West Michigan 
Street from 1902 to 1905. The facility would be 
home to the first unified electric power utility 

in the nation, the Milwaukee Electric Railway 
and Light Company, now Wisconsin Energy 
Corporation, which was founded in 1896.

Meanwhile, Local 75 was meeting every 
Tuesday at the corner of Third and Prairie 
streets in early 1903, and then from June 
1903 until April 1904, it met every Tuesday 
in Krauthofer’s Hall at the corner of Third and 
State streets. From May 1904 to April 1914, 
it met every Monday in Klinger’s Hall at the 
corner of Third and Walnut streets.

During that time, the local built upon its 
improving condition. U.A. International 
General Organizer Frank J. Kennedy even 
reported in the February 1912 U.A. Journal 
that the local “has made considerable progress 
during the last year, especially so along 
organization lines.”

On May 21, however, a dozen organizations 
of the building trades went out on strike against 
the brewers in Milwaukee because they refused 
to sign new agreements asking for minor wage 
increases. While there was no trouble between 
Local 75 and the Brewers’ Association, the local 
“had to go on strike with the balance of the 

trades that were unable to secure satisfactory 
agreements,” Brother Kennedy explained. 
The situation was eventually settled on June 
15, with the building trades unions securing 
satisfactory agreements that carried increases in 
wages of at least 25 cents per hour.

EXPANDING ITS INFLUENCE

Having grown to 75 members by 
August 13, 1912, Local 75 also 
continued to make concerted 

efforts to bolster the plumbing and pipefitting 
industries within its own jurisdiction. To that 
end, the local had been working to create a 
U.A.-affiliated steamfitters local in the city, and 
on August 26, the membership unanimously 
approved the creation of U.A. Steamfitters and 
Steamfitters’ Helpers Local No. 582, with a 
membership of 43. U.A. International General 
Organizer E. W. Leonard saluted Local 75 for 
its part in founding the new group: “All the 
organizing and initial efforts in the creation of 
this local union had been quietly accomplished 
by the members of Local Union No. 75.”

Then in September of 1912, Local 75 
took aim at the International Association, 
whose primarily steamfitting locals were still 
functioning within the state and around the 
nation. The Milwaukee plumbers protested to 
the Milwaukee Trades and Labor Council, of 
which it was part, the “recognition being given 
to the International Association.”

(For many years, an intense rivalry existed 
between the U.A. and the International 
Association, during which the two groups waged 
bitter disputes primarily over work jurisdiction. 
In 1912, the A.F.L., recognizing that jurisdiction 
of work was the foundation of its existence, ruled 
that a single union would represent all of the pipe 
trades, and the I.A. reluctantly agreed to merge 
into the U.A.)

Organizing also remained a focus of Local 

The Wisconsin State Association of Plumbers, Gasfitters and Steamfitters, 
pictured February 6, 1911, included several Local 75 delegates.



75 and was often discussed at length during its 
meetings, which were taking place from 1915 
through 1920 every Monday at the corner of 
Northwest Third and Sherman streets. In order 
to attract more plumbers, on June 14, 1915, 
the local opened its charter for the balance of 
the month and August, lowered its initiation 
fee to $1 and charged just $4 for two months 
dues for any new member.

The drive produced favorable results, as 
Brother Leonard reported in 1916, “Local 
75 … has been carrying on a campaign for a 
better organization, which has been successful 
in increasing their membership.” Indeed, the 
local grew to over 150 members during the 
following year.

Wages for the local’s journeymen were rising, 
too, during that time. On October 15, 1918, a 

new scale for $6 per day went into effect for the 
wages for the union plumbers.

An influx of non-union labor slowed work 
opportunities for Local 75 during the early 
1920s, during which time it was meeting every 
second and fourth Monday of each month in 
Columbia Hall at Third Street and Reservoir 
Avenue through 1926. To help combat the 
situation, the local joined in an organizing 
campaign conducted by the city’s building 
trades, whose slogan was “Milwaukee 100 
Percent Union by January 1, 1923.”

As conditions slightly improved, Local 
75 reached a one-year agreement with the 
Milwaukee Master Plumbers Association on 
June 1, 1925, for $9.50-per-day wages for an 
8-hour day.

The local moved its meeting location again 
in February 1926 to Centennial Hall, which 
was also at Third Street and Reservoir Avenue, 
where they met every second and fourth 
Monday of each month until October 1927. 
From November 1927 through January 1936, 
the local met on those same days in a building 
at 296 North Water Street.

DEALING WITH THE DEPRESSION

Local 75 and U.A. locals and their 
families across the country suffered 
during the Great Depression, which 

began when the stock market crashed in late 
1929, as unemployment soared, according 
to the U.A. International History. “... 
Construction all but stopped, and this led to 
a significant decline in manufacturing,” the 
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.”

But while membership declined and no U.A. 

International conventions were 
held between 1928 and 1938, “the 
union held it together.”

In Milwaukee, many of the union 
plumbers were working during the 
early years of the Depression at 
several projects including the new, 
20-story Milwaukee Gas Light 
Building (now the Wisconsin Gas 
Building) that was built downtown 
on East Wisconsin Avenue in late 
1929 and 1930. The new Port 
Washington Generating Station, a 
coal-fired electrical power station 
located on Lake Michigan in Port 
Washington, Wisconsin, was also 
being built with union plumbers 
and pipefitters from May 1930 
through the summer of 1935.

Local 75 general membership meeting minutes of January 4, 1915.

Local 75’s annual picnic in 1925, held at Hilgen Spring Park in Clarksburg, Wisconsin.

Brother Rudolph Saeger 
was a president and 
lifelong member of 

Local 75 who held every 
office in the local until 
his untimely death on 
April 17, 1917. He also 
was instrumental in the 
drafting and passage 
of Wisconsin’s state 

plumbing laws of the time.



Also helping labor in 1931, Wisconsin 
enacted its own prevailing wage law, known 
as “Little Davis-Bacon,” that was exclusively 
designed to protect workers and contractors 
within the state’s construction industry. 
Similar to the federal Davis-Bacon Act, it set 
the prevailing wage as the rate most often paid 
in a particular area.

However, the Depression was taking its toll 
on Local 75 – so much so that in May 1931, 
Brother Peter T. Schoemann asked for a leave 
of absence from his duties as the local’s business 
agent so that he could take the position 
of president of the Milwaukee Building 
Trades Council, “thereby saving the local a 

considerable amount of money each month.” 
Brother Schoemann explained his request in a 
May 11 letter to the membership: “Realizing 
the serious depression that we are going through 
at the present time, and the serious financial 
condition that the local is getting into, I feel 
that something should be done to relieve it at 
the present time.”

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” 
programs began putting U.A. members back to 
work during the early-1930s, building schools, 
libraries, public buildings and housing projects 
under the Public Works Administration and 
the Works Progress Administration (W.P.A.). 
The largest W.P.A. project in Wisconsin was 

construction of the City of Milwaukee’s 
$5-million Linwood Water Treatment Plant, 
which began in 1933 and employed 1,700 
men, including Local 75 members, at one 
point before it was completed in January 1938.

Additional assistance came for the union 
plumbers and fitters in 1936 when the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture as a part of the 
New Deal began construction on three new 
communities, known as “Greenbelt Towns,” 
that were situated within easy walking distance 
of parks, employment and the town center. One 
of them, Greendale, was built in Wisconsin 
about three miles southwest of Milwaukee with 
the labor of Local 75 members.

Construction began on Greendale in July 
1936, and, despite a movers-union strike, the 
first families moved in on April 30, 1938. The 
original downtown included a village hall, 
several businesses, a volunteer fire station, 
schools and 572 living units in 366 buildings.

During those years, the local met from 
February through September 1936 in Bries 
Hall on North Plankinton Avenue before 
moving to 1034 North Fourth Street, where it 
would continue to meet until at least 1947.

SUPPORTING A WAR AND THE UNION

The outbreak of World War II and 
the busy wartime economy of the 
1940s essentially pulled the nation 

and labor everywhere out of the grip of the 
Great Depression. Across North America, 
U.A. membership during the war swelled from 
81,000 in 1941 to 210,000 members, many 
of whom were working in shipyards, weapons 
plants, aircraft factories and other facilities to 
support the war, according to the U.A. History.

Local 75 expanded rapidly during the 
final years of the 1930s, prompting Business 
Manager Gordon King to report in 1939 

Local 75 crew working at the construction site of the City of Milwaukee’s sewage disposal plant in 1925.

The crew of L. Soergel and Sons, a Local 75 plumbing contractor, outside 
of the shop at 571 National Avenue in Milwaukee on April 4, 1931.

Local 75 members working for Wenzel & Henoch Construction Company in 1931.

Turner Hall at 1034 North Fourth Street in 
Milwaukee, where Local 75 held its union meetings 

from September 1936 through at least 1947.



that “with the exception of sickness or injury, 
there is no unemployment at the present 
time.” In another sign of its recovery, the 
year before, the local had signed a new, one-
year contract with the Milwaukee Master 
Plumbers Association on April 1, 1938, that 
increased wages for journeyman plumbers to 
$10.80 per 8-hour workday.

Brother King also acknowledged that, 
at the time, most of the large plumbing 
contractors in Milwaukee were employing 
union men – and had been continuously since 
1893. “With cooperation from 95 percent 
of these dependable master plumbers, the 
journeymen plumbers are now enjoying an era 
of comparative good fortune in employment,” 
Brother King wrote, “while a citizen is rendered 
a maximum of service in plumbing.”

Truly, throughout its existence, Local 75 
has pushed for improved sanitation laws and 
plumbing codes to help protect the health 
of the residents of Milwaukee and its entire 
jurisdiction. By 1939, the local had worked 

in close cooperation with its master plumbers 
and state and city health departments to give 
“householders a greater guarantee of domestic 
sanitation than is offered by any other country,” 
Brother King proclaimed. Meanwhile, the 
union was “highly instrumental in pointing 
out to the citizens of Milwaukee the advantage 
of the union plumbing.”

Local 75 members were kept very busy during 
the war; notably, many were employed in the 
Milwaukee shipyards. One such company, 
Froemming Brothers Shipyard – which did not 
exist until shortly after the December 7, 1942, 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor that pulled the 
United States into the war – at its peak employed 
2,400 workers, including union plumbers, 
and built 26 vessels during the war, including 
frigates, tugs and cargo ships, according to the 
book “World War II Milwaukee.”

Almost immediately after the conclusion of 
the war, Local 75 sought a well-deserved wage 
increase, as pay during the war had been stifled 
by Federal government wartime regulations. 
Subsequently, the local went on strike against 
the Plumbing Contractors Association in 
October 1946, while 250 of the local’s members 
continued to work for contractors who had 
signed a new wage proposal.

During the ensuing conflict, the local 
put a full-page ad in the October 24, 1946, 
Milwaukee Labor Press, “So the Public Will 

Not Be Misled by the Plumbing Contractors’ 
Grossly Inaccurate and Ambiguous ‘Carbon 
Copy to the Public’ ….” The local’s 
advertisement labeled each claim in an ad 
placed by the contractors association in the 
Milwaukee Journal and Milwaukee Sentinel 
newspapers as either “true” or “false.” Most 
prominently, the local informed the public 
that the contractors’ statement that the union 
would not settle the strike “until we give in to 
all the demands of the union” was “Definitely 
FALSE,” as the local had already made four 
concessions that included a 5-cent-per-hour 
cut to the requested journeyman’s wage.

The following March 10, 1947, the two 
groups signed a one-year agreement for a pay 
increase to $2 per hour for journeymen that 
would go into effect on April 1.

Then in August 1947, Local 75 amended its 
constitution and bylaws to combine the offices 
of business manager and financial secretary/
treasurer. At that time, Business Manager 
Anthony J. King was the first to assume the 
tasks of the fiscal officers.

TAKING CONTROL AMID PROSPERITY

With 550 journeyman plumbers, 
Local 75 during contract 
negotiations in July 1948 not 

only asked for a 20-cent raise to $1.90 per 
hour, but it also sought to have its contractors 
provide all of the tools used on the job by its 
members. Brother King pointed out in a July 
5 Milwaukee Journal article that employers in 
other trades, including the U.A. steamfitters, 
furnished tools to their employees.

Into the 1950s, the local persisted in its efforts 
to gain advantages for its members. In doing 
so, with a June 1, 1953, agreement with the 
Plumbing Contractors Association, wages for 
journeymen reached $2.93-per-hour through 
March 31, 1954.

By that time, the U.A. had assigned four 
counties to Local 75, and by 1957, the local 
moved to appoint its president, Brother 
Joe Pfister, as a business representative to 
help organize contractors throughout its 
jurisdiction. “At all costs, we must thoroughly 

Local 75 and other United Association members working on the Greendale Housing Project circa 1937.

The Milwaukee Building Trades Council’s Board of Business Agents, including Local 75 Brother 
and Building Trades President Peter T. Schoemann (seated, center), meets on Labor Day 1939.

During the United Association’s 1946 convention held 
in Atlantic City, the union changed its name again to the 
United Association of Journeymen and Apprentices of the 
Plumbing and Pipe Fitting Industry of the United States and 
Canada – which is its current name as Local 75 celebrates 
its 125th anniversary in 2016.



organize the work in the four counties which 
our jurisdiction covers,” the local declared in a 
January 1957 bulletin to members.

But the very next year, Local 75 was 
forced to ask its contractors association for 
arbitration to settle issues blocking a contract 
agreement after negotiations broke down 
in August 1958. The local’s membership 
had voted against accepting a 10-cent 
hourly wage increase and instead proposed 
that contractors submit their arguments to 
the Industrial Relations Council – as did 
Steamfitters Local 601, with whom Local 75 
was jointly negotiating with contractors.

At the time, the journeyman’s scale for 
plumbers and fitters was $3.36 an hour. 

Local 75 was seeking a pay hike of 14 cents 
an hour and increases of 3 cents an hour to 
the employers’ contribution to welfare and 
vacation funds, which would bring the total 
payment to 20 cents.

The contractors held to the “10-cents-per-
hour increase pattern” that had been established 
throughout the building trades, the Milwaukee 
Journal pointed out in an August 10 article. By 
that date, both Local 75 and Local 601 had 
already authorized their bargaining committees 
to call strikes.

Having failed to favorably break the stalemate, 
locals 75 and 601 again in 1959 were negotiating 
together for their respective contract demands 
– which included pay raises beyond 10 cents. 

However, on June 10, the 
locals reduced their original 
requests for a 41-cent-an-
hour package increase to 28 
cents per hour, reportedly 
becoming the first union 
to “move off the 41-cent 
demand in this year’s round 
of construction industry 
contract talks” after building 
trades contracts had expired 
on June 1, the Milwaukee 
Journal reported on June 11.

That time around, the 
plumbers and steamfitters 
locals were able to win a 

17-cent-an-hour package – “the first major 
breakthrough in current negotiations of 
Milwaukee building trades unions,” the July 9, 
1959, Milwaukee Journal announced. The new 
contract provided for a 7-cent-an-hour wage 
increase retroactive to July 1 and a 10-cent-
an-hour employer contribution retroactive to 
June 1 for each employee to the new United 
Construction Industry Pension Fund.

The next contract negotiations in 1960 
produced a two-year 
contract for Local 75, 
and the agreement 
followed the pattern 
of settlements already 
made in the construction 
industry that year for 
16-cent increases in 
wages and benefits 
retroactive to June 1 and 
a 14-cent pay increase 
the following year. Also 
as part of the deal, the 
union agreed to lower 
the overtime pay rate for 
repair and maintenance 
work in industrial plants 
on Saturdays from the 
present double time 

to time-and-one-half to attract more jobs, 
“on the theory that an increase in industrial 
maintenance work would benefit their own 
members as well,” the July 7, 1960, Milwaukee 
Journal reported.

At the conclusion of that agreement, another 
new two-year contract on June 4, 1962, raised 
journeyman plumbers’ pay to $3.97 per hour 
through May 31, 1963, at which time wages 
would increase to $4.12 per hour for the 
ensuing year.

Local 75 first offered its members a Pension Plan through 
the Building Trades United Construction Industry Pension 
Trust Fund – Milwaukee and Vicinity with contributions 
from employing contractors beginning on June 1, 1959.  
Employers initially contributed 10 cents an hour per 
employee for each hour worked up to 40 hours a week, 
and up to 18,000 construction workers from 22 different 
crafts represented by 13 different A.F.L.-C.I.O. building 
trades unions in the Milwaukee area were originally covered 
by the plan.

By 1975, the fund was collecting 60 cents per hour worked.

Local 75 members were among the many United Association members, some of whom are 
pictured here in 1940, to work in the Milwaukee Shipyards leading up to and during World War II.

Many Local 75 members are among the employees of Faust & 
Company, a mechanical contracting firm, pictured here in 1942.

Local 75 Brother Allen E. Reininger, Ship-Fitter 
First Class (back row, fifth from left) is pictured 

here in April 1945 on Tinian in the Mariana 
Islands with other members of the United 

Association who served for 27 months in the 
Pacific Theater during World War II as “Seabees,” 
members of the U.S. Naval Construction Forces.

The United Association and Local 75 hosted “The Largest 
Bowling Tournament in History” in Milwaukee in 1952.



Peter T. Schoemann

LOCAL 75 BROTHER WAS IN  TERNATIONAL PRESIDENT
“You are celebrating not merely 50 years of membership, but a half century of work in behalf of 

workingmen everywhere. I am sure as you look back over your tenure as a member and your 36 
years as a General Officer, you take immense pleasure in the progress of the American workingman. 
Certainly you have been an important contributor to the advances in wages and working conditions 
for all people in this country. There are few who can boast such a record of service, and I join 
President Meany and your fellow union members in the pride they take in this occasion.”

President Lyndon B. Johnson in a special 
White House telegram, September 11, 1964

Local 75 Brother Peter T. Schoemann, was elected international 
general president of the United Association on November 21, 
1955, following the death of then-General President Martin 
Durkin. He served in the position until his retirement in 1971.

On September 12, 1964, Brother Schoemann was honored at 
the Schroeder Hotel in Milwaukee for his 50 years of membership 
to the U.A., having begun his career as a $3-a-week apprentice. 
He was initiated into Local 75 on July 1, 1914, in his native city 
of Milwaukee, serving as its recording secretary for 15 years and 
as a business agent for three years. (He was toasted again in late 
1974 on his 60th anniversary.)

During the Atlantic City U.A. Convention in 1928, Brother 
Schoemann was elected vice president and member of the 
General Executive Board, a position to which he was re-elected 
at each succeeding convention. In December 1952, when 
President Durkin was named Secretary of Labor in the Eisenhower 
Cabinet, the General Executive Board named First Vice President 
Schoemann as assistant to the General President.

Brother Schoemann also served as president of the 
Milwaukee Building and Construction Trades Council for about 
20 years and was an official on the Wage Stabilization Board 
and the Advisory Board under the U. S. Employment Service in 
the State of Wisconsin. During World War II, he was a member of 
the local Labor-Management Committee of the War Manpower 
Commission for the Milwaukee area, helping to secure 
cooperation between labor and management in respecting the 
commission’s rules and regulations.

President Harry S. Truman, recognizing his broad experience 
in the labor field, appointed Brother Schoemann adviser to the 
labor representative at the International Labor Organization’s 1947 
conference in Geneva, Switzerland.

Brother Schoemann passed away on August 7, 1976.

George Meany (left), President of the A.F.L.-C.I.O., 
at the testimonial dinner for Local 75 Brother and 
then-General President of the United Association 
Peter T. Schoemann (right) in September 1964.

Local 75 Brother Peter 
T. Schoemann (left)



Of note out in the field during that time, Local 
75 members were working on construction of 
the new Veterans Administration Hospital 
in Milwaukee, which would become the 
Clement J. Zablocki V.A. Medical Center. 
At the peak of the construction in the fall of 
1964, there were 55 members of Local 75 and 
20 members of U.A. Plumbers Local 27 of 
Pittsburgh on the job working for The L. R. 
Schmaus Company of Milwaukee.

On June 22 of that year, however, after 
six weeks of negotiations between the local 
and the Plumbing and Heating Contractors 
Association, the nearly 700 plumbers and 
gasfitters of Local 75 voted, 456 “for” and 
124 “against,” to strike for increased wages 
and benefits. They had recently turned down a 
20-cent package offered by the employers and 
would subsequently strike beginning June 29 
and into late July.

At the time, plumbers and steamfitters wages 
in Milwaukee were the lowest in the country for 
cities of similar size. The national average in June 
1963 was $4.51 per hour, while wages for the 
two U.A. locals in Milwaukee – who were still 

negotiating together – were $4.12 per hour.

Feeling the pinch of the walkout, the 
contractors sent letters directly to their union 
employees asking them to “persuade union 
negotiators to submit wage and fringe benefit 
issues to a joint national arbitration board,” 
according to the July 22, 1964, Sentinel. 
Even by then, the two sides were far apart 
in negotiations, the union seeking a three-
year contract worth $1.05 in raises while the 
contractors were only offering two years for 25 
cents in raises per year.

When the dust of those negotiations cleared, 
among the major projects on which the Local 
75 membership was working during the 
second half of the 1960s was the new, coal-
powered Valley Power Plant electrical power 
station in Milwaukee, which is owned by We 
Energies. Construction began in 1966, with 
the first 140-megawatt phase consisting of 
two boilers completed in 1968 and the second 
identical phase completed the following year. 
(The plant would complete a conversion to 
natural gas in late 2015.)

SURVIVING MORE DIFFICULT TIMES

By the 1970s, Local 75 and the state’s 
building trades, in general, were 
beginning to feel the effects of an 

increasingly stagnant national economy that was 
throttled by high interest rates and, subsequently, 
a nearly dormant housing-construction market 
and soaring unemployment. The crippling 
“1970s Recession” that took hold in earnest 
in 1973 would stifle Local 75 throughout the 
balance of the decade and into the early 1980s.

To assist locals around the country during 
that period of high unemployment, the U.A. 
turned its attention more than ever before 
to maintenance and service work as a means 
of adding new areas of employment to its 
jurisdiction to replace jobs that had disappeared 
because of the economic glut and advancing 
technology. In an initial step, the U.A. signed 
the National Mechanical Equipment Service 
and Maintenance Agreement in 1972 with 
the Mechanical Contractors Association 
of America. (By July 1986, 260 companies 
had signed the agreement and some 8,500 
U.A. members were working approximately 
14 million hours annually at 350 locations 
around the country.)

The U.A. also signed the National Industrial 
Maintenance Agreement with the National 
Erectors Association in 1972, and by April 1, 
1976, the union had been joined by 11 other 
building-trades unions and 357 contractors 
in the effort. It then further expanded into 
the maintenance field in 1975 by signing the 

National Power Generation Maintenance 
Agreement with the Boilermakers International 
and the Carpenters International unions. 

As a result of those pacts, by 1986, one out 
of every five hours worked in the industrial 
maintenance field around North America was 
being worked by U.A. members.

To begin the new decade, Local 75 ratified 
a new contract for a 70-cents-per-hour wage 
and benefits increase, effective June 1, 1971. 
In accordance with the formula established by 
the membership for computing their union 
dues (two times the hourly rate rounded to the 
nearest 25 cents), the new dues rate bumped to 
$14.50 per month.

Local 75 celebrated the 75th Anniversary of its charter on 
November 12, 1966, with a Diamond Anniversary Dinner-
Dance at the Pfister Hotel. United Association General 
President and Local 75 member Peter T. Schoemann was 
the main speaker.

Local 75 Business Manager Anthony J. King (left), a United Association veteran 
of 35 years at the time, reminisces with old-timers (left to right) Walter 

Kretzschmar, Otto Poehl and Olaf Landt, and Local 75 President Harry Poehl.

Local 75 Brother Harry Poehl, (left) 

presents his father, Otto Poehl, 

with his 60-year United Association 

service certificate in 1962.

Local 75 members working on the Veterans Administration hospital job site in Milwaukee, 
now the Clement J. Zablocki VA Medical Center, under the supervision of Brother Thomas 

Schoemann, a nephew of the United Association’s then-General President Peter T. Schoemann.

Local 75 moved its union offices and hall from 
North 12th Street to this new location at 4910 West 

Burleigh Street in Milwaukee in 1965.

Local 75 Business Manager Joseph Pfister 
speaks with Edward Baldus, president of Local 75 
employer Joseph Wittig Plumbing Company, about 
the firm’s 100th anniversary in December 1965.



As always, the local continued to champion 
means to protect its industry, and during that 
time, Business Manager Gordon King was one 
of a group of six men who studied the State 
of Wisconsin’s plumbing codes for two years 
and made a recommendation to Governor 
Patrick J. Lucey, who signed a new, uniform 
plumbing code for the state in March 1972. 
The new law would save administration costs 
for construction projects by allowing local 
variances to the code for granting local permits 
for plumbing work, while no substantial change 
could be made to the rules by localities.

In June of that year, the local also agreed 
to a new, two-year contract that provided 
the maximum increase allowable under the 
provisions of wage-control guidelines set 
forth by the president’s Council of Economic 
Advisers. The stipulations provided for a 
maximum allowable yearly increase of 5.5 
percent of the gross rate consisting of wages, 
vacation pay, pension and welfare – or $8.90 
per hour for Local 75 for the coming year.

The local’s members were at work on the 
42-story First Wisconsin National Bank 
headquarters building (now the U.S. Bank 
Center) in downtown Milwaukee, which when 
completed in 1973 was the tallest building in 
the State of Wisconsin and the tallest building 
between Chicago and Minneapolis.

Not long after, when its current contract 
expired, Local 75 approved another two-year 
agreement for gross increases of $1 to $10.95 
per hour effective June 1, 1974, and $1.10 
effective June 1, 1975. Accordingly, monthly 
dues, which now included a $1 U.A. per-capita 
tax, rose to $19.50.

Later that year, members approved 
construction of a new building to house the 
union office, the welfare fund and education 
fund, classrooms and a small meeting hall 
at North 96 Street and West Silver Spring 
Road. The building would be financed by a 
5-cent-per-hour check off of remittances to 
the vacation fund, and Midland Bank would 

place the money in an escrow account for 
payment of the mortgage.

The local moved into the new offices at 
9601 West Silver Spring Drive – the first 
building it ever owned – in 1975.

But beginning in 1974 and throughout 
the following year, construction 
employment was at a standstill as 
the recession worsened, and the local 
experienced its most serious crisis since 
the Great Depression in the 1930s as 
many of its members were unemployed. 
To gain some jobs, several Local 75 
plumbers were put to work as pipefitters 
for mechanical contractors on large 
projects under the jurisdiction of 
Steamfitters Local 601.

With 25 percent unemployment in the 
building trades nationally and up to 50 
percent locally, the “massive” unemployment 
continued for Local 75 into late 1975. As a 
result, by August that year, the local’s welfare 
fund had suffered significant losses of revenue 
– to the extent that fund trustees agreed that 
only a minimal improvement in the benefit 
levels could be made if the fund were to remain 
sound. Therefore, the only upgrade approved 
by the trustees that month was an extension 
of coverage from three months to six months 
while a member is unemployed.

Another two-year 
contract was approved 
for a June 1, 1976, 77-
cent total increase for 
the first year, amounting 
to a $10.33 base hourly 
wage and a total $12.82-
per hour package. The 
second year, journeymen 
would receive an 86-cent 
total increase, bringing 
wages to $10.98 and 
total income to $13.68.

Local 75 Business Manager Gordon King and 
member Alvin Laster on a jobsite in August 1970.

In late 1979, members of Local 75 were honored by the 
A.F.L.-C.I.O. for their good citizenship and 100 percent 
support of the federation’s Committee on Political Education 
(COPE). The award was the first to be presented to a 
Wisconsin local union and only the 21st such award made 
by the A.F.L.-C.I.O. Members were recognized for their 
“effective participation in carrying out the responsibilities of 
citizenship, their strengthening of American democracy and 
support of good government through the achievement of 
100 percent collection of individual voluntary contributions 
for the 1979 COPE campaign.”

Union and civic leaders break ground in 1974 for Local 75’s 
new union building on West Silver Spring Drive in Milwaukee.

In July 1975, Local 75 moved its offices and union hall to 9601 West Silver Spring Drive – the first office building that the local ever built and owned.



REMAINING ACTIVE ON MANY FRONTS

Seeking new ways to positively influence 
their collective condition, the Local 
75 membership voted in May 1978 to 

establish a Political Action Fund that would 
be financed by 1-cent-per-hour contribution 
from each member’s base rate of pay. The local’s 
holiday and vacation funds account would be 
used to collect the political action payments, 
with 56 cents per hour going into holiday and 
vacation instead of 55 cents.

The local did call for a strike vote on June 5, 1978, 
after a three-year offer for a total increase of $3.25 
was rejected by the membership. But eventually, a 
new one-year agreement for an 84-cent-per-hour 
increase for journeyman plumbers, including 
improved Welfare Fund benefits, was reached by 
the local and contractors.

An additional 95 cents was given to Local 
75 journeyman plumbers in a contract made 
effective June 1, 1979, boosting pay as they 
entered the 1980s to $12.77 per hour.

While Local 75 members were working 
from the late 1970s through the mid-1980s 
on construction of the new Pleasant Prairie, 
Wisconsin, Power Plant, a two-unit, coal-fired 
facility that would be listed in 2009 as the largest 
generating station in the state, the economy and 
job situation remained sluggish. But a new labor 
contract for June 1, 1980, provided for a 94-cent 
base wage raise for journeymen.

Two years later, the local’s 900 members 
ratified, by a 209-to-150 vote, another new 
agreement on June 9, 1982, giving journeymen 
a 30-cent boost to hourly wages, a 20-cent 
bump to hourly Health and Welfare Fund 
contributions and an additional 2 cents per 
hour to the Education Fund the first year, then 
a total hourly increase of 57 cents the second 
year. But in exchange for the increases from 
the Plumbing and Mechanical Contractors 
Association, the union gave up some benefits, 
including part of its double-time premium for 
weekend work and special compensation for 
work outside of the area.

The contract set total hourly wages for the 
local’s journeyman plumbers for one year 
beginning June 1983 at $16.06.

Unemployment continued to hound Local 
75, however, and 214 members, including 
33 apprentices, were on the out-of-work list 
in December 1982. Work out of town was 
also “very, very difficult to find,” the local’s 
newsletter reported, and the local was even 
forced to lay off one of its office girls at the 
beginning of October that year.

Remaining focused on targeting any 
opportunities, Local 75 waged a two-week 
strike in June 1984 against seven contractors in 
an attempt to prevent them from using lower-
paid plumbers’ helpers, who were earning $5.81 
an hour and no benefits, instead of qualified 
journeymen. In the end, the two sides agreed 

on a new, three-year labor pact that provided 
annual pay increases of 2.5 percent each year, as 
well as provisions that would allow employers 
to schedule workers more flexibly and without 
paying overtime in some circumstances.

RECOVERING WITH A VENGEANCE

Finally emerging from the despair of the 
previous decade and a half, Local 75 
held its annual picnic for the first time 

in several years on July 27, 1985, which some 
325 members and their families attended.

At that time, the local took another step 
forward in recovering from nearly 15 years 
of relative hardship and jointly created a 
labor-management committee and fund with 
the Plumbing and Mechanical Contractors 
Association to further advance its opportunities.

Meanwhile, members were working on the 
Public Service Building Annex construction 
job that began in October 1984 and was 
completed in December 1986.

Another threatened merger with 
Steamfitters Local 601 in 1986 by the 
U.A. International Office led to Local 75 
holding an election that spring to query 
its members on the “merger question.” By 
then, the U.A. had assigned an assistant 
to its general president and the regional 
U.A. international representative to 
help settle differences between the 
two locals, which were primarily over 
jurisdiction of water lines.

“Water lines are the lifeblood of our 
local union, and we cannot afford the loss 
of any part of our work jurisdiction,” the 
local declared in its May 1986 Newsline, 
the official publication of Local 75. “We 
have been determined in these meetings 
with Local 601 and the U.A. officers 
NOT TO LOSE.”

In May 1979, the Plumbers Local 75 Education Fund and 
the Plumbing Contractors Industry Promotion Fund agreed 
to a financial subsidy for the Big Step Minority Recruitment 
Program, with which the local had been cooperating during 
the previous several years. At the time, arrangements had 
also been made to initiate a program of pre-apprenticeship 
training in which applicants would be assigned to work 
menial tasks on certain construction projects until they 
could be assigned as apprentices.

Local 75 strike meeting notice, June 1978

Local 75 Welfare Fund Benefits booklet, 1978



A Legacy of Finest Apprenticeship

TRAINING SKILLED TRADESMEN  FOR THE GOOD OF ALL
A Plumbers Local 75 apprenticeship provides a solid foundation 

in protecting the health of the public by using essential 
plumbing skills, passed down from masters of the trade.

Early on, apprenticeship in the union plumbing trades consisted 
of learning on the job; apprentices spent their workdays with a 
journeyman, side by side on jobsites, in order to gain the knowledge 
needed to become a plumber. Classroom instruction slowly 
became part of the career curriculum, especially after the United 
Association implemented its National Plumbing Apprenticeship 
Plan, which included formal classroom training, in 1936 – but it 
was still not as extensive as it is today.

Before the 1980s, Local 75 held its apprenticeship training 
classes for its Plumbing Apprentice Day School at the Milwaukee 
Area Technical College for more than 50 years before moving 
them to the local’s own training school. When the Milwaukee 
Area Joint Plumbing Apprenticeship Committee relocated the 
school in September 1980, it also hired the instructor from the 
vocational school.

Today, plumbing apprenticeships combine structured, on-
the-job training with related classroom instruction to provide a 
complete education in all aspects of the craft, with training that 
extends beyond the specific skills required by any one employer. A 
minimum of 572 hours of paid classroom instruction takes place 
during the day; an additional minimum of 260 hours takes place 
on the apprentice’s own time, usually in the evening.

The local itself continues to fund the apprentice program 
through its members, who contribute a per-hour percentage of 
every hour they work.

The intensive, five-year apprentice program, which is 
operated by the Milwaukee Area and Madison Area Plumbing 
Joint Apprenticeship Committees, also pays students an annual, 
escalating hourly wage. Apprentices are employed by a contractor 
for the term of their apprenticeship and – as Local 75 members 
– also receive benefits.

During the required 
classroom instruction, 
the plumbing apprentice 
learns how to use, care 
for and safely handle the 
tools and materials used 
in the trades. Apprentices 
learn safety techniques 
necessary to establish a 
safe working environment, 
including the safe use of 
ladders, scaffolding, fall 
protection and the need for 
trench shoring to prevent 
cave-ins.

Classroom instruction also includes drafting, blueprint reading, 
mathematics, applied physics and chemistry, state plumbing code 
and other regulations which apply to the industry and OSHA 
safety training. Job-site training includes learning code-approved 
methods of installing sewers, waste and vent systems; domestic 
water supply systems; natural-gas piping; water heaters; water-
treatment equipment; plumbing fixtures; and appliances.

Apprentices of Local 75 at the Milwaukee Institute 
of Technology observe the technique of rutting and 
heading glass pipe with instructor Albert Kallin (far 

right), a member of Local 75, in 1965.

After completing the 
apprenticeship, students are 
required to pass a state-
administered examination 
to receive the status of 
journey-level plumber. Upon 
successful completion of 
the 5-year, 8,000-hour 
program and passing the 
state exam, the apprentice 
will have earned his or her 
Journeyman Plumber’s 
license – and up to 30 
college credits.

Stephen Jesmok Jr. 
served as the Local 75 
training director from 
1972 through 1990.

Local 75 apprentice graduates, students and instructors, 1974.

The United Association’s National Plumbing 
Apprenticeship Plan of 1936 was the first set of standards 
governing apprenticeship to be approved by the Federal 
government. The plan included formal classroom training 
and was made the norm by the U.A. and the National 
Association of Plumbing-Heating-Cooling Contractors.

In June 1999, the Madison and Janesville locations of 
Local 75 combined their Joint Apprenticeship Committees, 
shortly after Madison Local 167 had been merged into 
Local 75 on January 1 that year.

Local 75 apprenticeship classes at the 
Milwaukee technical college in 1971.



Meanwhile, the local’s work situation 
continued to significantly improve from month 
to month. “The work in our jurisdiction is 
beginning to really move, and if it continues 
it will be the best year in the last six,” the 
newsletter announced.

By July 1987, construction in southeastern 
Wisconsin was “going at full tilt throughout the 
area, most notably in Milwaukee and its suburbs,” 
the July 19 Milwaukee Journal affirmed. Major 
projects in the city that were leaving the “dark 
days of recession and building … well behind” 
included the Milwaukee Center theater district 
and the 19,000-seat Bradley Center indoor 
arena, home of the NBA’s Milwaukee Bucks 
that opened on October 1, 1988, which Local 
75 skilled tradesmen helped to build.

In the improved environment, Local 75 
and unions in general were able to flex their 

bargaining muscles in contract negotiations. As 
a result, the local won a one-year wage increase 
of 49 cents per hour to raise journeyman-
plumber wages to $21.17.

Also in 1987, Local 75 gained the four-
day, 10-hour-per-day work week option for 
members and waged another selective strike 
for 18 days to win additional concessions, 
including changes to allow for varying starting 
times during the workday.

Taking advantage of the burgeoning climate, 
Local 75 on March 14, 1988, announced 
its participation in Project Pride, a labor-
management initiative with the Plumbing 
and Mechanical Contractors Association of 
Southeastern Wisconsin to essentially make 
union labor more attractive to customers. In 
effect, the program would protect the position of 
the union-plumbing sector in the marketplace 

by guaranteeing the union plumbers would 
neither strike nor be locked out after starting 
a job. Additionally, as part of the effort, joint 
panels of labor and management would be set 
up to help resolve disputes between contractor 
and customer without the use of courts, formal 
grievances and picket lines.

Local 75 Business Manager Richard Lansing 
called Project Pride an “historic agreement 
(that) … marks the beginning of a new era 
in cooperation between management and 
labor in Milwaukee.” The Milwaukee Journal 
even reported on March 15, “So deep is the 
commitment of the program … that the 
plumbers have undertaken not to strike even if 
non-union workers are used on other parts of 
a job site project and not to honor picket lines 
from other unions.”

During that time, the work situation 
continued to be “terrific,” the April 1988 Local 
75 newsletter announced – and the residential 
sector of the plumbing industry remained “red 
hot.” In June, journeyman wages were raised to 
$19.27 an hour in a new contract.

The favorable work situation continued, 

and by October 1990, 35 U.A. travelers were 
working out of Local 75 and none of its 
members were unemployed. Into May 1992, 
all of the local’s journeymen and apprentices 
were employed.

The 1990s housing boom transformed 
the image of trade unions among metro-
Milwaukee residential contractors, the 
Sentinel declared on July 12, 1998, “from an 
unnecessary extravagance to a dependable 
outlet for highly coveted skilled workers,” 
including plumbers. Indeed, the residential 
sector continued to drive the strong job market 
for Local 75 – which was the only U.A. local 
during the early 1990s that fully controlled 
the residential plumbing-construction 
sector within its jurisdiction, prompting the 
Newsline to proclaim in May 1992:

“We are the best, and we are going 
to keep it that way.”

Local 75 celebrated its 100th anniversary in November 1991 
with a gala event at the Four Points Sheraton in Milwaukee.

Local 75 Business Manager Richard Lansing (fourth from right) and other officers of the local, leaders of the 
Mechanical Contractors Association of Southeastern Wisconsin and officials of the State of Wisconsin’s Department 

of Industry announced “Project Pride,” a cooperative program to protect the interests of the union sector in the 
plumbing-construction industry through which the local and contractors promote each other, on March 14, 1988.

Local 75 members Nick Meer and Mike Galaszewski are pictured with former President 
Jimmy Carter during a Habitat for Humanity project in the Summer 1989, during which 
36 members of the local and other Building Trades craftsmen volunteered their time to 

complete a six-house project on the northeast side of Milwaukee in seven working days.



LOCAL 75 BUSINESS MANAGERS
(On October 1, 1973, Local 75 merged the duties of its business manager and financial secretary/treasurer into one position.)

Business Manager Fred 
Heis, 1917 to 1934

(Brother Heis also 
served as Local 75 

Business Agent from 
1903 to 1934.)

Business Manager Hal W. Rueckert, 1934 to 1935

(Brother Rueckert was business manager of the local from November 
1934 until his death at age 34 on July 27, 1935, while he was 

attending the convention of the Wisconsin State Federation of Labor 
in Appleton. He also was secretary-treasurer of the Wisconsin State 

Association of Plumbers, Steam and Sprinkler Fitters’ Helpers.)

Business Manager 
Anthony J. King, 1935 

to 1964

Business Manager 
Joseph P. Pfister, 

1964 to 1968

Business Manager 
Gordon A. King, 1968 

to 1982

Business Manager 
Richard C. Lansing, 

1982 to 1994

Business Manager 
Gary A. Hamilton, 

1994 to 1999

Business Manager 
Alex Neuwirth, 1999 

to 2003

Business Manager 
Harry Krueser, 2003 

to 2006

Business Manager 
Steve Breitlow, 2006 

to present

BUILDING ONTO ITS OWN LEGACY

In order to maintain its position, Local 
75 in 1992 joined an effort to help 
unions and union contractors recapture 

work that had drifted away to the non-union 
construction industry by forming a construction 
management firm. Along with the union iron 
workers and electricians, the plumbers founded 
and funded Complete Construction Managers, 
Inc., to compete directly against out-of-
state, non-union contractors in and around 
Milwaukee.

By that year, unionized contractors’ total 
share of the construction market had dropped 
to about 48 percent. To reverse that trend, 
Complete Construction would accept bids for 
construction jobs only from union contractors 
and subcontractors.

The work situation itself for Local 75 

remained “super” into 1994, and no members 
were out of work as the local headed into winter 
late that year, according to its newsletter.

Two years later, more employment came with 
construction of the Midwest Express Center 
(which was renamed over the years to Midwest 
Airlines Center, Frontier Airlines Center, Delta 
Center and currently The Wisconsin Center), 
a convention and exhibition center located in 
downtown Milwaukee. Work on the facility 
began in 1996, and it was opened in 1998 and 
completed by the end of 1999.

Adding substantially to the job opportunities, 
after Local 75 participated in 1996 in a 
Milwaukee Building & Construction Trades 
Council letter-writing campaign and rally 
to urge the city’s Stadium Board members to 
approve a financing package for a new baseball 
stadium, the union plumbers and other union 
trades reaped the benefits of the subsequent 
construction of Miller Park to replace the old 
Milwaukee County Stadium. One of the largest 
construction projects in Wisconsin history, 
ground was broken for the $290 million home 
of the Milwaukee Brewers on November 9, 
1996, and the project was completed in 2001.

During that time, as a result of a consolidation 
in 1998 with U.A. Local 214 and a merger the 

In 1991, Local 75 built and moved into new offices at 11175 West Parkland Avenue 
– where the local resides as it celebrates its 125th anniversary in November 2016.

On November 1, 1997, the plumbing members 
of Janesville, Wisconsin-based U.A. Plumbers and 
Pipefitters Local 217, which had jurisdiction over the 
counties of Rock, Jefferson, Green and Lafayette, were 
consolidated with Local 75, while its pipefitting members 
went into Local 601 of Milwaukee.



following year with U.A. Local 167, Local 75 
grew into a 14 county jurisdiction. By 2007, 
the local allocated an additional 25 cents per 
hour worked by members to be placed into 
its building fund to finance an additional 
training center near Madison to better serve 
its contractors and represent members in its 
western jurisdiction.

SUSTAINING ITS FIGHT INTO Y2K

A new millennium brought vast 
opportunity with it for Local 75. 
To begin, in 2000, the Wisconsin 

State Plumbing Code adopted a rule for 
multi-purpose piping systems, which allows 
residential fire sprinklers to be installed as 
part of a plumbing system in single- and dual-
family dwellings. Local 75 was quick to develop 
a state-approved class and started training its 
contractors and plumbers on installing the 
lifesaving systems – and, thus, became the only 
straight-line plumbers local in Wisconsin.

Soon after, the local was promoting fire-
sprinkler systems throughout the state and had 
even built a 36-foot residential fire-sprinkler 
demonstration trailer with which it makes 
presentations at events such as homebuilders’ 
shows and fire department open houses.

Also that year, the local and Local 601 
launched a statewide drug-testing program 
with their pipe-trades contractors to help 
mitigate the costs and time involved in the 
industry’s drug-testing system. After more 
than a year of work, the Wisconsin Pipe Trades 
Association – made up of the U.A. locals – and 
the Mechanical Contractors Association of 
Wisconsin launched the program, which was 
initially funded by the employers.

Testing of more than 7,300 union plumbers, 
steamfitters and sprinkler fitters represented by 
eight locals in Wisconsin began June 1, 2000. 
“The market was dictating that we look into a 
program like this,” Local 75 Business Manager 
Alex Neuwirth told the September 24 Sentinel. 
“Employers benefit from it and so do our 
members.”

Another issue with which the local and 
unions had to deal at the time was soaring 
medical costs and rising healthcare premiums, 
as employers faced health-cost hikes of up to 18 
percent in 2001. In fact, as part of negotiations 
for a new contract that year, the Milwaukee-

area plumbers “asked employers to use all the 
money set aside for raises this year to reduce 
medical costs,” the Sentinel reported on July 16.

But through the first decade of the new 
millennium, Local 75 remained strong, in no 
small part, because of its continued focus on 
the housing-construction field. “The strength 
and success of our local, I believe, is due to 
our efforts in maintaining market share in 
the residential market,” Business Manager 
Steve Breitlow said in a November 2007 U.A. 
Journal article. “We spend a lot of our labor-
management efforts in maintaining market 
share in the residential market. Our commercial 
contractors understand and appreciate that and 
continue to support and work with us through 
our labor-management efforts.”

Additional construction-job opportunities 
soared, as well, for Local 75 and the union 
trades. Perhaps most prominently at the time, 
a $2.2 million expansion project at the Oak 
Creek Power Plant, known as the Elm Road 
Generating Station, for We Energies beginning 
in June 2005 would at its height employ 
2,600 craft workers, including plumbers. 

Construction of two new, 615-megawatt coal-
fueled units just north of the existing Oak 
Creek facility would be completed in 2011.

Projects at the University of Wisconsin at 
Madison, including a Camp Randall Stadium 
expansion in 2004 and work on the university’s 
research hospital and facilities, provided 
even more work for the local’s expanding 
membership.

By the end of the millennium’s first decade, 
Local 75 had grown to about 2,000 members. 
Throughout the first six-plus years of the 2010s, 
as the local approached its 125th anniversary in 
2016, it has had to be an active participant in 
lobbying and protesting political attacks on its 

Miller Park Stadium

Local 75 members gather with their contractors to show their union pride during the annual “Water’s 
Off” program, through which the local volunteers plumbing work to needy families, in 1999.

On January 1, 1999, U.A. Plumbers Local 167 of 
Madison, Wisconsin, was merged into Local 75. 
Chartered in June 1897, Local 167 had offices in 
Madison’s Labor Temple at 1602 South Park Street 
beginning back in July 1958.

In the late 1990s, Local 75 initiated its Partners in Safety 
worker-safety training program, which taught First Aid 
and CPR along with construction-job safety. The four-
hour course made a strong impact, and early on, two 
of the local’s members who had gone through Partners 
in Safety were honored with the Wisconsin Council of 
Safety’s Good Samaritan Award.



very way of life, locally and elsewhere within 
the State of Wisconsin.

Perhaps most ominous, for several years 
Local 75 and unions from most all services and 
trades around the state were out in force to stop 
Governor Scott Walker from passing anti-union, 
so-called “Right to Work” legislation, joining 
multiple rallies at the state capitol building for 
several years. However, the governor signed 
the bill barring labor contracts from including 
provisions that require workers to pay union fees 
into law on March 9, 2015, making Wisconsin 
the 25th state to enact the legislation.

In 2013, the local participated with other 
union activists in a rally near the Wisconsin 
Center to urge the nation’s governors, who were 
meeting in Milwaukee as part of the National 
Governors Association, to back “Made in 
America” legislation and support “the creation 
of jobs in this country,” the Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel reported on August 4, 2013.

As recently as 2015, the local and labor 
have had to continue its decades-long fight 
against efforts to repeal Wisconsin’s 84-year-
old prevailing wage law, which sets a minimum 
wage for construction workers building publicly 
funded projects, this time from the governor 
and State Assembly Republicans. Local 75 
member Ken Greening even testified against 
the measure in May 2015 before the Senate 
Labor Committee, stating, “Prevailing wage 
works for Wisconsin and makes sure Wisconsin 
construction projects are top quality.”

In a different kind of public presentation 
that still focused on jobs for its members, who 
were facing 20-percent unemployment at the 
time, Local 75 displayed its full support in 
2011 for a proposal by the City of Waukesha 
to pipe water from Lake Michigan to the city. It 
was estimated that the project to build a water 
treatment facility and related pipelines would 
create 100 construction jobs over a two-year 
period, the Journal Sentinel reported on July 
27, 2011. “Waukesha and the surrounding 
area, including Milwaukee, will benefit from 

the jobs and income this project will provide,” 
Business Manager Breitlow told the newspaper.

(Fifteen years later in June 2016, officials of the 
eight Great Lakes states unanimously approved the 
City of Waukesha’s request for the Lake Michigan 
water supply, clearing the way for the city to become 
the first U.S. community located entirely outside the 
Great Lakes drainage basin to receive a diversion 
of lake water under the Great Lakes Compact, 
according to the Milwaukee Business Journal.)

Most recently, among the many jobs on 
which Local 426 members have worked over 
the years leading up to its 125th anniversary 
in 2016, they continue to help build the most 
prominent new additions to the Milwaukee, 
Madison and Janesville areas. Notably, the 
local’s tradesmen have been working since 2014 
to raise the new, 32-story, 1-million-square-foot 
Northwestern Mutual Tower and Commons 
high-rise office tower and public space. The 
$430 million project, which is scheduled to be 
completed in 2017, is being built under a labor-
friendly Project Labor Agreement between the 
Milwaukee Building & Construction Trades 

Council (of which Local 75 is a member) and 
Gilbane Building Company.

A PAST THAT HERALDS THE FUTURE

Through the efforts of Local 75 over 
the past 125 years, communities in 
and around Milwaukee have risen 

from the ground up – and on a lesser but just-
as-important scale, state plumbing inspections 
were secured, the Milwaukee School of Trades 
was established, a part-time vocational law was 
passed and a vocational training school in the city 
was created. What’s more, the local even headed 

Local 75 broke from tradition and did not march in the 
City of Milwaukee’s 2006 Labor Day parade because 
the local considered the inclusion of immigrant-rights 
advocates in the march a distraction from Labor Day. 
“This is strictly a Labor Day celebration. Any other 
purpose of this parade would not do Labor Day any 
justice, in my opinion,” Local 75 Business Manager 
Harry Kreuser told the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel. “It’s 
designed to celebrate labor. Labor only.”

Local 75 apprentice U.S. Marine Lance Corporal 
Shane K. O’Donnell was killed in action in an 
area south of Baghdad, Iraq, during Operation 
Iraqi Freedom on November 8, 2004. Brother 

O’Donnell, 24 years old at the time of his death, 
was a member of a Madison-based Marine 

Reserve infantry unit and had worked for Hooper 
Corporation before his deployment.

Camp Randall Stadium

Construction of the Epic software development company’s corporate headquarters in Verona, 
Wisconsin, which Local 75 members working for Monona Plumbing helped build in 2014 and 2015.



their families. The local also remains vigilant 
in promoting its members’ health and safety in 
their work environments.

As it always has over 125 years, Local 75 
provides its members with supplementary 
and required education in new and evolving 
technologies that affect the plumbing industry. 
In doing so, the membership of Local 75 
is given the opportunity to enhance their 
knowledge in the highly competitive industry 
in which they work.

A passage in the Local 75 100th-Anniversary 
program remains as true 25 years later as it was 
then and as it has been each and every day since 
November 1, 1891:

“Throughout its history, Local 
75 members have struggled, fought 
and sacrificed for the rights of 
working men and women. With 
this great legacy of dedication to 
workers’ rights, Local 75 continues 
to work to ensure the protections 
its members rightly deserve.”

Local 75 members participate in Milwaukee’s 2016 Labor Day parade and festivities.

Local 75 5th-year apprentice Michael 

Kreuser competed in the 2016 Wisconsin 

Pipe Trades State Apprenticeship Contest.

Local 75 members participate in the protest campaign against Wisconsin Act 10, the so-called “Budget Repair Bill” that would effectively end collective bargaining for public employees, in Madison in 2011, the largest protests ever in the state capital.

Local 75 instructors at United Association 
instructor training at Washtenaw Community 

College in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in August 2016.

the implementation of programs for sanitation 
of tourist camps and inland lake resorts around 
Milwaukee, as well as sanitary regulations for 
restaurants, bake shops and taverns.

Indeed, the local has been and remains strong 
and active on legislative and political fronts, 
supporting efforts both in the state capital of 
Madison and in Washington, D.C., that ensure 
its members are protected and provided their full 
rights as plumbers and workers. This advocacy 
on a national scale has strengthened Wisconsin 
plumbers-licensing law and protected Wisconsin 
consumers from unsafe plumbing practices.

Regionally, Local 75 members also serve 
their communities by being actively involved 
in civic and political affairs. They can be found 
serving on local school boards, councils and 
legislative bodies.

In addition to its work protecting its members 
through government representation, Local 75 
has always endeavored to provide the most 
comprehensive health and retirement funds 
to fulfill the diverse needs of its members and 

Local 75 officers at the 2016 Democratic Party of Wisconsin annual Founders Day gala: 
(left to right) Nick Gasperetti, Tom Gasperetti, Spencer Statz, John Jones, Vince Gallo, Micah 

MacArthur, Steve Breitlow, Wes Zastrow, Scott Redman, Mike Westfahl and Dave Policht.
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