
 1 

THE EXCITEMENT OF THE TIMES 

The motto of the City of New Britain is that 

“Industry fills the hive and enjoys the honey.” 

Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary defines 

“industry” both as a “manufacturing productive 

enterprise” and “systematic work” or “habitual 

employment.” Tonight I am going to examine the worker 

implications of the motto and discuss the growth of the 

industrial labor unions in New Britain. 

Some years ago I had a discussion with the Reverend 

Jim Simpson regarding New Britain and its workforce. He 

postulated that the beginnings of labor unrest and 

organization in New Britain hark back to the split of 

the South Church from the First Church. He suggested 

that the sermons of the Reverend Smalley were often 

directed at the industrialists of that time for their 

treatment of their workers and the conditions in their 

factories. Smalley’s efforts on behalf of the workers 

together with his opposition to slavery precipitated 
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the industrialists leaving the First Church to form 

their own Church, today’s South Church.  

The first recorded organization of labor in New 

Britain began with the formation of the Molders Union 

in 1860. At this time our local manufacturing was 

dependent upon the skilled trades. The manufacturers 

reacted by setting up an employers organization to 

eliminate “the control” of “Committees or strikes.” 

Following the Civil War workers in New Britain formed 

the 10 Hour League. The Ten Hour League obtained a 

reduction in the hours of work from eleven to ten hours 

in at least one plant and shortly thereafter Russell & 

Erwin agreed to a reduction in its hours of work on 

Saturdays from 10 hours to 9 hours. As the 

manufacturers moved from skilled labor to mass 

production with semi-skilled and unskilled labor, the 

labor movement gradually died out and the Molders Union 

disbanded.  

In 1915 the International Association of Machinists 

tried to organize a Labor Union in New Britain. A 
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letter sent by the union to workers stated (and I 

paraphrase the letter as quoted in the Herald), “we 

have spoken to workers and learned that they are not 

satisfied with their low wages or the long hours they 

are compelled to work. But, when asked about forming a 

union, the workers always seem afraid to attend a union 

meeting for fear of being discharged.” 

 Following World War I, the Communist Labor Party 

began a new attempt to spark the labor movement in New 

Britain. Before they could begin an open shop drive, a 

series of “red raids” carried out by the Connecticut 

State Police resulted in a number of arrests and placed 

on the defensive all efforts to organize unions. 

 Prior to 1932, New Britain had the reputation of 

being a non-union town. Everything changed with the 

depression. Healthy young men who wanted to work could 

find no work. One person explained that he was at the 

top of his class at New Britain High School and 

believed himself to be far brighter than those of his 

classmates whose families could afford to send their 
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children to college. But for him there was neither 

college nor a job. With the election of Franklin 

Roosevelt and with the advent of the New Deal, the 

passage in 1933 of the National Industrial Recovery Act 

(or NIRA) and the passage in 1935 of the Wagner Act, 

the strength of law backed a worker’s efforts to 

organize a labor union. Many of the individuals that I 

interviewed and who were involved in the early labor 

movement in New Britain, stated that (and I quote them) 

“the excitement of the times in Washington was felt in 

New Britain.” 

Many of these young people closely followed the 

birth of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (or 

CIO) that split from the craft unions of the American 

Federation of Labor (or AFL) and sought to organize 

semi-skilled and unskilled workers. Some of my 

interviewees remember with approval John L. Lewis’s 

declaration that labor is entitled to a voice in the 

determination of those policies that affect the human 

element in industry and that it deserves a place at the 
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council table when decisions are made that affect the 

amount of food that the family of a worker may eat, the 

extent of education of his children, the kind and 

amount of clothing that they shall wear and the 

pleasures they may enjoy. Some of these young men 

believed that the only way to cure society’s injustice 

was to remake society through government action. Many 

of them joined the Communist Party. 

The first industrial union organized in New Britain 

was at Landers, Frary & Clark in 1934. Following a 

Sunday afternoon meeting led by Zachary Anderson, six 

employees met, paid a dollar each into a union 

organizing fund and promised to solicit fellow workers. 

Within a week 75 members had signed up and dues were 

set at 25 cents a month. The name “Independent 

Industrial Union” was adopted. It sought to unify 

various ethnic groups and believed that workers were a 

distinct class. Fear of the NIRA led the Landers’s 

management to recognize the union which soon recruited 

200 out of 215 workers at its plant. 
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 In 1936 there was a strike at Landers by the 

organized workers over the discharge of a Union member. 

Although all the workers in the plant walked out, the 

strike did not end with a union victory. As the year 

wore on, the country began to experience another 

economic downturn. Landers cut working hours and 

adopted policies that seriously threatened the union’s 

survival. At this point the activity of the CIO 

nationally was noticed by the local’s leadership in New 

Britain. In response to a request for help, in November 

1936, the United Electrical and Radio Workers of 

America (UE) sent an organizer to New Britain and the 

Landers Independent Union voted to affiliate with the 

UE as Local 207.   

 This marked the beginning of an effort to organize 

all of the industries in New Britain. It is interesting 

that this drive was carried out by New Britain’s own 

home grown cadre of organizers most of whom were under 

25 years of age and many of whom were members of the 

Communist party.  
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Early on, the chief organizer for the UE in New 

Britain was Mike Petanovich. Mike had gone to New York 

City to work and there had joined a union that he 

credited with improving wages and working conditions. 

In 1936 he returned to New Britain with the stated 

reason to work in a dry cleaners. Shortly thereafter, 

he ran into an organizer he knew from his union days in 

New York City. Whether or not he returned from New York 

with the intent to engage in labor organization, he 

soon was helping his friend organize and prepare for 

meetings. He became a full time UE organizer. His 

younger brother remembers handing out leaflets on East 

Main Street while Mike buttonholed workers at Landers 

as they left work. His recollection includes the 

beatings with clubs that his brother suffered at the 

hands of the company “goons” who would pull up to the 

curb on the back of a pick up truck. Michael would just 

ball up on the sidewalk and endure the beating and then 

be taken home by his younger brother for the treatment 

of his injuries by his family. Michael left the labor 
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movement to join the National Guard and fought in the 

Pacific during World War II. He returned from the war 

in the Pacific with no further interest in Unions or 

politics and went into business for himself. 

 Joseph Caizza was a factory worker who helped 

organize Landers after working hours. The Ladies 

Garment Workers hired him as an international 

representative when he was laid off by Landers and he 

helped conduct strikes in other communities.    

 Another successful home grown leader was Nick 

Tomasetti. He began his employment as a worker at 

Stanley. He stated that as a high school student “I 

developed the class consciousness of a worker and 

associated my problems with those of my class, seeking 

a common solution.” He was an active participant in the 

initial attempt to organize Stanley. The effort was 

defeated when the United States Supreme Court declared 

the National Industrial Recovery Act unconstitutional. 

Soon thereafter, Stanley let Nick let go. At that point 

the UE recruited him as an organizer and he 
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participated in some of the UE’s continuing efforts in 

New Britain, particularly Landers. In the years 1939-

1940, he was the CIO representative to the local 

Nonpartisan Labor League. He soon became its chairman 

and with its help was elected a member of the State 

Legislature. 

Other active individuals in UE organization efforts 

included Joseph Salwocki, James Wilson, Dan Dragone, 

Ira Shyer and Laddy Michalowski. 

The passage of the Wagner Act followed the Supreme 

Court’s striking down the NIRA as unconstitutional and 

continued the federal government’s recognition of 

organizing efforts by labor. 

  The local UE leadership developed a plan to start 

organizing all of New Britain’s industries on a factory 

by factory basis. It was decided to organize the 

factories out of the Landers local including the 

remaining divisions of Landers. The organizers went to 

the various industrial plants in New Britain and handed 

out leaflets calling for workers to attend a meeting. 
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Six to twenty people showed up from most plants with 

the exception of Stanley and New Britain Machine. 

Stanley and New Britain Machine were particularly 

difficult for the leadership to get workers to become 

involved in organization efforts because Stanley and 

New Britain Machine were friendly with their workers 

and had better working conditions than the other 

Employers. 

Mike Petanovich renewed efforts to organize Landers 

on a plant wide basis. In March of 1937 the New Britain 

Herald reported that the UE claimed 2000 members at 

Landers and it demanded recognition as the sole and 

exclusive bargaining agent. The Herald reported on 

November 17, 1937 that in a NLRB supervised election, 

the UE was recognized as the employees bargaining agent 

by a vote of 1,998 to 108. 

 Also in 1937,  workers at American Hardware decided 

to support the UE’s efforts to organize them over those 

of the AFL. The UE organizing leadership began by 

identifying workers in each of American Hardware’s four 
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divisions, Russell & Erwin, Corbin Screw, P & F Corbin 

and Corbin Lock. The union’s leaders in each of the 

divisions met as a team and served as the organizing 

committee.  

The union’s financial secretary, Laddy Michalowski, 

organized Corbin Screw. His dad had worked there and 

contracted silicosis. Laddy played on the company’s 

sympathy in order to get the job. He remembered the 

foremen as arrogant and determined to control the 

company’s workers. 

The union’s business agent, Joseph Salwocki, was 

born in Poland, left school in the ninth grade to work 

in a factory for three years, returned to high school 

and upon graduation hoped to study journalism. On his 

own he studied science and read authors from Upton 

Sinclair to Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson. Thru his 

reading he developed a strong sense that “something is 

wrong in this world of ours.” He was working as a 

timekeeper when the UE began to organize American 

Hardware. 
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The union’s recording secretary, Robert Barrows, 

was a worker who claimed descendants back to Andrew 

Jackson. The poor working conditions and low wages led 

him to conclude that a union was necessary as a means 

to address various injustices in the workplace.  

Consistent with all of the industries in New 

Britain, the American Hardware management brought 

retribution upon organizers. Fear of the company 

required the union organizers to go house to house, 

worker by worker to persuade people to join the Union.  

Secret meetings were held in homes. For good reason, 

because if discovered, workers would lose their jobs. 

In 1937, the UE won the right to act as bargaining 

agent for all of American Hardware’s workers in an NLRB 

supervised election by a vote of 2,029 votes to 828. 

Prior to the vote, the September 15, 1937 issue of the 

Herald reported that Anthony Uccello, UE local 232 

President, resigned charging that the CIO was a 

Communist organization. Uccello stated that in the 

beginning he believed that it was a bona fide union. He 



 13 

complained that since becoming President of local 232, 

he had begun to receive the Daily Worker, he was asked 

to hold a communist school in his home and that the CIO 

payroll was used to fund Communist party organizers. 

Mike Petanovich replied that red baiting was the oldest 

ploy in a company’s arsenal and that the workers should 

not be deceived. In any event Uccello’s resignation 

failed to break the UE’s organizational effort. 

 The first contracts with American Hardware, as 

well as those at other factories, were not written but 

were verbal understandings that sometimes the company 

might post on the bulletin board. In most instances it 

took until the late 1930s to get a written contract. 

 Union Manufacturing was organized next and on June 

8, 1937 the UE received recognition as the sole 

bargaining agent for all of the company’s workers. 

Later that month North and Judd were organized by the 

UE. 

 In 1937 – 1938, the UE again attempted to organize 

Stanley but to no avail. The radical leadership of the 
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UE did not have a great appeal to the relatively 

contented workforce at Stanley. Ultimately, Jack Aguzzi 

took a leading role in organizing Stanley for the AFL 

International Association of Machinists (or IAM). Jack 

began as a machinist with Stanley Rule & Level. Jack, a 

popular athlete, was elected chairman of a committee of 

workers and asked to contact the Machinists union to 

discuss affiliation. Jack was appointed a District 

organizer for the IAM in July 1937. Organizing efforts 

at Stanley were not successful until May, 1945 when the 

International Association of Machinists was recognized 

as the employee bargaining unit. Frank Rocco, the 

youngest elected president of an IAM local, reminisces 

that his effort to organize Stanley was interrupted by 

the war, but upon his return he was immediately elected 

to a leadership position.   

The UE began to organize New Britain Machine in 

1938 but it couldn’t get anywhere with the company 

because many employees believed that they were well 

treated. James Petano, Paul LeBrun and Dom Badolato 



 15 

were the leaders in the effort to organize the company. 

All three of them were depression kids, not 

particularly radical, who just wanted to have a job and 

shared the belief that the Union movement afforded the 

employee the opportunity to achieve better working 

conditions and job security.   

Appreciating the difficulties in getting the 

company to recognize the UE, they first persuaded the 

company to recognize an independent company union. In 

little more than a year they brought the membership 

over to the UE. In 1943, the Herald reports that the UE 

was recognized as the employee bargaining unit by a 

vote of 1,416 votes for UE to 916 for the company union 

and 136 for no union.  

1943 also saw the CIO United Auto Workers Union win 

bargaining unit recognition at the Fafnir Bearing 

Company. Tony Bracha states that in 1939, on the plant 

floor, there was a great deal of discussion of forming 

a union, but that not much happened until Marty 

Greenberg arrived in New Britain. Marty came to New 
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Britain from New York City with the intention to get a 

defense job and avoid the draft. Marty knew of the UAW 

from when he lived in New York City. When he began to 

think of organizing a Union he turned to the UAW for 

help. Although most workers’s believed that Fafnir’s 

management treated them fairly, most of these same 

workers wanted a Union; however, they didn’t want to 

pay dues. At first dues payment was voluntary and 

haphazard. Supporters were recruited to the Union side 

one at a time most often through visits to workers 

homes or by meetings of a small group of workers in 

homes. World War II forced Fafnir’s management to buy 

labor peace by recognition of the union. 

By the end of World War II, all of New Britain’s 

major industrial employers had recognized a union as 

sole bargaining unit for its employees. Most of this 

recognition was achieved without strikes. The 

strengthened US economy brought on by the onset of 

World War II was a significant factor in the Union’s 

organization achievements in our community. Yet to come 
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to New Britain were the bitter strikes over wages, work 

rules, the Union Shop, pension benefits and job 

security. 

The final event that this paper addresses is the 

UE’s loss of its bargaining units to the International 

Association of Machinists in the late 1940’s.  

In 1947, the UE’s labor dominance in New Britain 

was challenged by the Taft-Hartley amendments to the 

Wagner Act. The legislation was an attempt by Congress 

to root out Communists from positions of Union 

Leadership by utilizing a non-Communist affidavit that 

every union had to have its officers sign in order to 

use the Nation Labor Relations Board. The UE declared 

the amendment an odious repudiation of the 

constitutional right of free association and refused to 

sign the affidavit. Although the other industrial 

unions agreed not to co-operate with the act and file 

the non-communist affidavits, the UE ended up being 

alone in this position.  
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The CIO UAW tried to use this provision as a wedge 

to raid the CIO UE locals in New Britain. The New 

Britain Herald, on April 16, 1948, reported that the 

UAW distributed over 4,000 leaflets among workers at 

seven plants in New Britain represented by the UE. Nick 

Tomasetti, UE field representative and Henry Kosinski 

UE business agent at American Hardware complained 

bitterly and protested the raids to the national CIO 

leadership. The UAW explained to the workers that if 

the UE leadership wanted to protect them, they must 

sign the non communist affidavits. The UAW further said 

that the UE leadership was misleading and lying to the 

workers to protect their own interests and the 

interests of those who are trying to confuse and tear 

apart our American way of life. 

Realizing that without the protection of the Wagner 

Act, the UE was going to lose the locals eventually, 

Nick Tomasetti recommended to his local leadership that 

they take their locals over to the IAM. 
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In 1949, the CIO expelled the UE because of its 

domination by the Communist Party. Tony Bracha, a 

retired UAW international representative and former 

Fafnir local union President, believes that Nick 

Tomasetti sent his local unions to the IAM because of 

his dislike for UAW president Walter Reuther over 

Reuther’s leading the labor movement efforts to expel 

the UE from the CIO. Those closest to the decision, Dom 

Badolato and Frank Rocco, are convinced that Nick gave 

them advice that he believed to be in the best 

interests of the membership. 

In conclusion, in 1932 New Britain was considered a 

non union town. This quickly changed with the New Deal 

and subsequent legislation that provided new hope and 

opportunity for workers in New Britain to organize. The 

next twenty years saw their excitement and enthusiasm 

explode to make labor unions a dynamic and powerful 

force in the New Britain community. Today, New Britain 

is considered a union town but with the closing of the 
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great industries that gave employment to the unionized 

workers, it has become the town of union retirees.   


