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SMART Local 45 and Union Histories give special thanks to the 
following for contributions to the history in this book:
Local 45 retirees Brother Rolla Hermann Jr., Brother Ron Masters, Brother Mike Cox, 
Brother Stan McAninch and Brother Jim Plew.

International Office, International Association of SMART

State Historical Society of Iowa, Special Collections

This book was proudly produced by

Head Historian: Calvin Jefferson

Research Assistant & Proofreader: Ann Wilkins Jefferson

Art Direction: Andy Taucher

Layout & Design: Steven Demanett

Past and Future Define Our Local of Today at 100 Years

Brothers and Sisters, Families, Signatory Contractors and all our Friends:

I am honored to be able to address everyone during this milestone: 
100 years of service to Central Iowa is a huge accomplishment that I 
am blessed to be associated with. My career is only a fraction of this 
time, but I have been lucky enough to have had the opportunity to 
work with many members past and present who made us who we 
are today. I want to thank everyone who has made the past 100 years 
possible. We owe a debt of gratitude to all members who contributed 
to the making of this book and for the knowledge they have shared 
throughout the years.

We pride ourselves on being a skilled trade. One that, even today, 
still designs and builds the items that we install. Although times have 
changed with the evolution of technology, such as the use of plasma and laser tables, AutoCAD and 
Revit, Trimble, and soon the use of laser welders, we have adapted and become more valuable to 
ourselves, our contractors and our customers. We take great satisfaction in what we have accomplished 
throughout the years as we have helped build our city and surrounding areas with quality UNION 
craftsmanship and hard work.

Local 45 has seen the ups and downs of the construction industry, but we have also persevered 
through the good and the bad. Our membership has stayed steady, we have worked together to provide 
high-quality working conditions, excellent wages, continued training, safety, and opportunities that 
have changed the lives of our families and given us promising futures to look forward to. We will 
continue to grow and improve as a group and strive to become stronger than ever. With commitment, 
confidence and dedication, we can and will accomplish anything.

On behalf of Local 45’s elected officers, we welcome you to celebrate this great time with us. We ask 
you to join us in thanking all the sponsors that made this keepsake possible. Without your help, we 
couldn’t have achieved this amazing collection of history.

Let’s continue to share the old stories and create new memories for the next 100 years! In 
remembrance of the past members who brought us here and cheers to the next generations to come we 
say, “CONGRATULATIONS to us all.”

Fraternally,

Jon Quijano, Business Representative
Sheet Metal Workers Local Union 45 – Central Iowa

Making a Different in The Lives of Its Members

Brothers and Sisters, Colleagues and Friends:

I was 19 years old the first time I heard about Local 45. I had just 
quit community college and was riding in my car when I heard an ad 
on the local radio looking for apprentices for Local 45 Sheet Metal 
Workers. Having been raised in a union household all my life – first by 
my father, a union rubber worker at Firestone, then by my step-father, 
a member of the U.A.W. at John Deere in Ankeny, I knew joining a 
union would be my quickest path to the middle class.

A couple of days later, I went to the hall where Business Manager 
Ron Masters explained the process to me and I applied for the 
apprenticeship. I was indentured as an apprentice on the 16 of 
September, 1991. Although at first it was difficult, I began to learn the 
ropes and to take pride in my work. I formed a close group of friends that have lasted a lifetime. Four 
years later, I received my journeyman’s card.

In time, I was elected vice president of the local, which eventually resulted in my appointment as 
president on July 1, 2013, a position that I hold to this day. In my time in the local, I have seen it 
radically transform people’s lives for the better, including my own.

Through 31 years, three presidents of the local and six business managers, I have watched Local 45 
change and grow. Yet at its core, the local is still what it has always been: a group of workers fighting 
for their right to a fair and livable wage, just like it was 100 years ago. Local 45 continues to strive to 
provide its members with quality family healthcare, retirement 401(k)s, pensions and a support system 
based on the ideas of brotherhood and solidarity.

Fraternally,

Nedd R. Brown, President
Sheet Metal Workers Local Union 45 – Central Iowa
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The 100-Year History of SMART Local No. 45, Des Moines

Just two months before that report was 
given during the second day of the 
meeting of the General Executive Board 

of the Amalgamated Sheet Metal Workers’ 
International Alliance held from January 15 
to 22, 1923, in Chicago, the union merged its 
Local No. 123 and Local No. 246 into a single 
local that it chartered on November 14, 1922, 
as Local No. 45 of Des Moines.

Earlier that year, the union had proposed the 
amalgamation of the two original International 
Alliance locals in order to “eliminate discord 
and strengthen the position of our craft” in Des 
Moines, the union’s General Executive Board 
reported during its July 3 through 10, 1922, 
meeting in New York City. Local 123, which had 
been chartered on November 9, 1900, represented 
all sheet metal workers in the city, while Local 

246, which had been chartered on November 22, 
1916, consisted of furnace workers.

Previously, the union had presented a 
plan for a merger to both locals, with which 
International Alliance General Organizer 
Robert Byron worked to accomplish their 
proposed consolidation. Although “there was 
some opposition to the amalgamation on the 
part of the members of Local 246,” as noted 
during the General Executive Board meeting, in 
Organizer Byron’s March report (his first since 
the merger created Local 45), which appeared 
in the April 1923 issue of the union’s Journal, 
he announced, “All (Des Moines sheet-metal) 
shops have signed a new agreement (with Local 
45). There is quite a building boom on in Des 
Moines for this year, and all of our members 
are employed.”

“The Secretary reported that Locals 123 and 246 of 
Des Moines, Iowa, had merged their interests and were 

now chartered under one Local Union No. 45.”S
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Building Up the Local

The fledgling Local 45 continued to 
prosper, as had its predecessors, while 
Des Moines grew rapidly during the early 

and mid-1920s. With favorable employment 
conditions persisting, by April 1, 1923, the local 
had negotiated a 10-cent-per-hour pay increase 
that raised its journeyman wage scale to $1 per 
hour for the coming fiscal year.

The several larger projects on which its 
members worked during that time included 
construction of two new high schools in the 
city, Roosevelt High School and Lincoln 
High School, that would open for the 1923 
school year. Among other items, Local 45 
sheet metal workers installed lining or damp-
proofing materials in some of the rooms in 
each school despite a jurisdictional controversy 
with another union over that work.

The following year, following five-days of 

“parlays and conferences” during negotiations, 
as an article in the April 2, 1924, Des Moines 
Tribune described, Local 45 and its contractors 
settled on a new wage scale that maintained the 
current $1 hourly rate until August 1, at which 
time the local’s journeyman pay increased 12-
1/2 cents per hour to $9 per eight-hour day. 
While announcing the new agreement in his 
report in the August 1924 Journal, Organizer 
Byron also noted, “All members of our Des 
Moines local are employed at the present time 
and the outlook is quite encouraging.”

However, by the time the newly renamed 
Sheet Metal Workers’ International 
Association (SMWIA, which was the result 
of the International Alliance absorbing the 
chandelier, brass and metal workers union 
that year) had opened its 21st General 
Convention in Montreal on July 21, 1924, 
Local 45 was struggling. In fact, since it was 
chartered following the merger of Local 123 
and Local 246 less than two years earlier, Local 

Local 45 reissued charter from the Sheet Metal Workers International Association (S.M.W.I.A.) dated July 22, 1924 – shortly after the S.M.W.I.A. 
was renamed when the Amalgamated Sheet Metal Workers’ International Alliance absorbed the chandelier, brass and metal workers union earlier 
that year. (Both the Local 45 original charter from November 14, 1922, and its reissued charter were signed by General President John J. Hynes, 

who served in that position from 1913 into 1938, and General Secretary William L. Sullivan.)

Members of Sheet Metal Workers Local No. 123 of Des Moines, the predecessor of 
Local 45, pose after marching in the city’s Labor Day parade in 1911 or 1912.
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45 membership had decreased by about 35 
percent, and as a resolution presented to the 
convention declared, the local had “used all its 
ability without success to draw together the 
loose ends of the organization to get back on 
a 100 percent basis” – that is, having all sheet 
metal contractors in town organized and signed 
onto a union contract.

The resolution further noted that SMWIA 
officers believed “that some very extensive 
organizing on the part of a General Organizer 
at this time would be opportune.” As such, 
convention delegates passed the resolution, 
which decreed that the union would send a 
general organizer to Des Moines for two weeks 
to assist the local with organizing all of the 
city’s sheet-metal shops.

As the local worked to build itself back up, 
into the second half of the 1920s its members 
were busy with abundant work that included 
a large amount of work on schools in the city. 
Those jobs included construction of the new 
Washington Irving Junior High School in 
1926, during which Local 45 members walked 
off the job in a brief strike to protest the use of 
carpenters to install metal lockers.

With work continuing to keep its members 
busy, the local initiated a membership drive in 
1928 to help bolster its ranks. As part of that 
effort to grow its numbers, beginning on July 
1 of that year the local opened its charter for 
new members to join the union at a reduced 
initiation fee of $25.

To further make its presence known that 
year, the local joined other building-trades 
unions in the city in picketing the construction 
site of the new Federal Building in downtown 
Des Moines beginning April 23 to protest the 
use of non-union construction workers on the 
project. The contractor, Sanford Construction, 
had previously agreed to use union labor on 
the structure, according to an Associated Press 
article from that day, and when he reneged, 
the unions placed pickets on the project – 
although they were to no avail, as the building 
was completed in 1929 with the non-union 
workforce.

Meanwhile, Local 45 was able to wield the 
returns of its ongoing prosperity, contributing 
$397 toward the purchase of a lot at 10th Street 
and Woodland Avenue by the Des Moines 
Building Trades Council on which it planned 

This group of 11 local union officers from seven cities that met in Toledo, Ohio, from January 25 to 28, 1888, to form the Tin, Sheet Iron and 
Cornice Workers’ International Association, predecessor of Sheet Metal Workers’ International Association (SMWIA) and the International 

Association of Sheet Metal, Air, Rail and Transportation Workers (SMART), includes Brother Archibald Barnes of Kansas City (front row, center), who 
was named the new union’s first general president; Brother Robert Kellerstrass of Peoria, Illinois, (front row, far left), who was named the new 

union’s first general treasurer; and Brother Albert W. Chatfield of Kansas City (front row, right end), who was named the new union’s first general 
secretary. Other participants in the International Association’s founding convention were (in no order as they appear) James Bennett, Peoria, 

Illinois; E. B. Lee,  Youngstown, Ohio; F. H. Miller, Dayton, Ohio; J. B. Weiss, W. H. Hummel and William Keller, Toledo; Leo Hart, Omaha, Nebraska; 
and W. B. Parker, Memphis, Tennessee.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SMART
The first and initial predecessor of today’s Sheet Metal Workers’ union, the Tin, Sheet Iron and Cornice Workers’ 

International Association, was formed on January 25, 1888, in Toledo, Ohio. However, after the union’s finances collapsed 
during the Panic of 1893 and the A.F.L. revoked its charter in 1896, even though many locals continued to exist.

The union reorganized in 1897 as the Amalgamated Sheet Metal Workers’ International Association and was rechartered 
by the A.F.L. in 1899. In 1901, the union’s sheet-metal membership reached 5,581 in 108 total local unions.

With the merger of the Sheet Metal Workers’ National Alliance in 1903, the union changed its name again to the 
Amalgamated Sheet Metal Workers’ International Alliance. In 1908, the A.F.L. Building Trades Department chartered the 
International Alliance.

In 1924, the International Alliance absorbed the chandelier, brass and metal workers union, and once more changed its 
name to the Sheet Metal Workers’ International Association (SMWIA), after which locals including Local 45 were re-issued 
their charters to reflect the name change. The following year, SMWIA membership reached 24,000 in 441 local unions.

Among the highlights of SMWIA’s history over the next several decades, its membership doubled during World War II. 
Then in 1947, SMWIA and the Sheet Metal and Air Conditioning Contractors’ National Association (SMACNA) negotiated the 
Standard Form of Union Agreement for contracts between locals and their contractors.

SMWIA adopted a “Code of Excellence” to help ensure best work practices of its membership in 2008; the program was 
subsequently endorsed by SMWIA and SMACNA in 2009.

The merger of the United Transportation Union (U.T.U.) and SMWIA, which had been negotiated in 2007, was confirmed 
by arbitration in 2011, forming the International Association of Sheet Metal, Air, Rail and Transportation Workers – or SMART.

Working in the shop of longtime union-signatory contractor Backman Sheet Metal Works on East Second Street in 
Des Moines circa 1914 are (left to right) owner Jonas Backman and members of Sheet Metal Workers Local 123, 

the predecessor of Local 45, Brother Yerby A. Kerr, Brother Al Anderson and Brother Leonard Lindquist.
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to construct a new Labor Temple hall for use by 
all of its local unions. Then during its January 
2, 1929, regular membership meeting, the local 
further pledged to contribute an additional 
$1,000 toward to the purchase of the land if 
at least one other local pledged at least $2,000, 
“providing that (Local 45) be considered a first 
claim against the lot in case of a forced cash 
sale.” (The hall was never built, and Local 45 
would continue to hold its meetings in the current 
Labor Temple at 216 Locust Street in Des Moines 
through 1948.)

During that same meeting, the local also 
put its growing influence on display when 
it resolved to instruct union-signatory 
employer Capital City Sheet Metal (now The 
Waldinger Corporation), the largest sheet-
metal contractor in the city, “most emphatically 
relative to hiring union members of our local to 
install furnaces sold through the Sears Roebuck 
Company.”

Traversing Epic Tragedy

The good fortunes of the so-called 
“Roaring Twenties” (coined as such 
because of the period’s surging economy, 

mass consumerism and rapid social change) for 
the nation, SMWIA and its locals gave way to 
the desolation of the Great Depression, the 
worldwide economic and human catastrophe 
that essentially began with the devastating 
crash of the U.S. stock market on October 
29, 1929 (history’s “Black Tuesday”). As 
national unemployment reached around 25 
percent at the height of the Depression in 
1933 and economic conditions continued 
to deteriorate, the union canceled its 24th 
General Convention, which was to be held that 
year in Vancouver. (SMWIA eventually held 
the convention in 1935 in Chicago beginning 
on August 5 of that year.)

The despair took its toll on Des Moines 
and Local 45, as member Brother Ralph B. 
Hanbury recalled decades later in a May 2, 

1978, interview. “Backman’s Sheet Metal 
Company, in our line, was the greatest 
employer. But … they just probably had one 
man working (during the Depression). They’d 
usually have from 12 to 20.”

“Oh, once in a while there might be one or 
two,” Brother Hanbury continued. “But I had 
a job during the Depression on a Swede church 
down here, putting copper clear to the top of 
it, and I just had one man, and that was Albert 
Astley. He was the union secretary. We put 
copper clear up to the top of the spire of the 
Swedish Lutheran Church on East Fifth.

“And Backman didn’t have any men working. 
That was in 1930, when the times were so hard 
there, you know. … Times were really hard 
then here in Des Moines.”

Early on, ongoing construction in Des 
Moines allowed Local 45 to stave off the worst 
effects of the Depression. A number of larger 
projects within its jurisdiction that allowed 
the local to endure included construction of 
a $150,000 church of the First Church of 
Christ, Scientist, at 38th Street and Grand 
Avenue in 1931 and 1932.

But as work continued to diminish, on May 
1, 1933, the local reached agreement with 
its contractors on a new contract that cut its 
journeyman wage rate from $1 per hour to 
87-1/2 cents per hour. The following year, the 
local and its employers agreed on another new 
contract to begin on May 1, 1934, that raised 
the scale back to $1 per hour but reduced the 
workday from eight hours to seven hours (for a 
35-hour workweek) – with the notion that the 
shortened hours would allow more members to 
gain employment, even if only parttime.

The labor-friendly reforms of U.S. President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” federal-
government funded public-work projects, 
programs and regulations beginning in 1933 
helped curb the Great Depression’s damaging 
impact on employment. Many union 

members, including the sheet metal workers 
of Local 45, found relief through its federally 
sponsored work programs such as the Works 
Progress Administration and the Public Works 
Administration, which in Des Moines funded 
construction of an extension to the Polk 
County Administration Building that began 
in 1934 and was completed in 1935; extensive 
improvements to the Iowa State Fairgrounds 
during the mid-1930s; and the new Des Moines 
Fire Department headquarters and station that 
was completed in January 1938.

The “second phase” of the New Deal, 
which President Roosevelt launched in 1935, 
included legislation that guaranteed workers 
the right to unionize and bargain for better 
working conditions and higher wages. Those 
included the National Labor Relations Act, 
which created a National Labor Relations 
Board to oversee union elections and supervise 
the treatment of workers by their employers.

LOCAL 45  
CHARTER MEMBERS

These 15 men signed the charter that the 
Amalgamated Sheet Metal Workers’ International 
Alliance granted to Local 45 on November 14, 1922 
(with charter misspellings corrected).

Edward Barquist

Frank Fisher

John Fleming

Thomas O. Halverson

H. H. Jordan

Walter G. Leggit

John C. McDonald

Horatio C. Murphy

Charles L. Sauer

Henry Schlater

Rudolph H. Schlater

Halvor Schmidt

I. H. Sweeney

David W. Wentworth

Charles Woerz

Local 45 Business Agent William H. Marshall (left) and Treasurer 
Albert E. Astley display the $4,000 worth of defense bonds the local 
purchased in 1942 to support the United States during World War II.

In this 1910 photo of a gathering of Sheet Metal Workers 
Local No. 123 members, future Local 45 charter signee 
Brother Edward Barquist is standing second from right.
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Homefront War Heroes 

After more than a decade of navigating 
extreme adversity, in June 1940, Local 
45 had only 33 members in good 

standing with their dues fully paid. However, 
the union and the nation had begun to emerge 
from the Great Depression as they entered the 
decade with Europe and Asia already engaged 
in a growing global war.

Subsequently, U.S. defense and military 
spending had increased, creating additional 
work for Local 45 and many SMWIA 

provision “covering distribution of work 
in slack times” – a product of lessons 
learned during the previous decade.

After the United States officially 
entered the war following the Japanese 
attack on U.S. Naval Station Pearl 
Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941, 
the local’s members were active on 
the homefront until the war ended in 
September 1945 as part of the national 
effort to supply the U.S. military, and 
the local’s membership grew to about 
100 sheet metal workers by January 
30, 1942. To help manufacture needed 
war materiel, many factories in the 
local’s jurisdiction were converted for 
wartime production, including Solar 
Aircraft in Des Moines and the John 
Deere plant in Ankeny, while the Des 
Moines Ordnance Plant near Ankeny 
produced nearly 4-billion bullets from 
January 1942 through July 1945.

As the local’s members worked 
throughout those types of facilities 
and more, according to an article 
in the September 8, 1942, issue of The Des 
Moines Register, by that time they had already 
fabricated about 3.5-million pounds of sheet 
metal for defense and war materials.

A return to normalcy following the war and 
throughout the balance of the decade was 
most notably interrupted on May 1, 1947, 
when the roughly 150 members of Local 45 
went on strike after their contract expired 
April 30 and contract negotiations with 
their nine employing contractors stalled. The 
local, which had been seeking an hourly wage 
boost from $1.62-1/2 to $1.87-1/2 for its 
journeymen, agreed to a new contract seven 
days later – although members had returned 
to work after only two days while negotiations 
continued – that provided a 20-cent increase 
to $1.82-1/2 per hour.

A Prosperous Decade

As construction employment remained 
strong for Local 45 into and throughout 
the early 1950s, the steadily growing 

local’s 190 members went on strike again 
beginning May 1, 1953, to gain a 17-1/2-cent 
raise to their $2.62-1/2 hourly journeyman 
wage scale and an additional 7-1/2-cent-per-
hour contribution by contractors for a new 
healthcare benefit. After joining six other unions 
to tie up $23-million worth of public and 
private construction in Des Moines for nearly 
seven weeks, the local and the 14-firm Des 
Moines Sheet Metal Contractors Association 
(S.M.C.A.) ended the wage dispute on June 19 
with a new contract that called for a 10-cent 
pay increase to $2.72-1/2 an hour.

The agreement also provided a first-ever 

Brother Ralph B. Hanbury
INTERVIEW OF A FOUNDING MEMBER

A “tin man” and his “dog” fabricated by Local 45 Brother J. O. Johnson and his umbrella 
fabricated by Brother Less Herman on display at the local’s union hall in 1959.

members around the nation. The Building 
and Construction Trades Department of the 
American Federation of Labor (A.F.L.), of 
which SMWIA was an affiliate, reinforced that 
source of employment when it entered into an 
agreement with various government agencies 
engaged in defense construction work to help 
stabilize the building industry as the already 
destructive war continued to escalate.

What’s more, in April 1940, Local 45 had 
commanded a new wage scale of $1.37-1/2 
per hour in a new working agreement with 
its contractors. The contract also included a 

Local 45 and former Local 123 member Brother Ralph B. 
Hanbury was interviewed as part of the Iowa Labor History 
Oral Project on May 2, 1978, and May 8, 1980. Brother 
Hanbury joined Sheet Metal Workers Local 123 of Des Moines 
in 1902 as an apprentice and became a founding member of 
Local 45 when Local 123 and Local 246 were merged to form 
Local 45 on November 14, 1922. Following are excerpts from 
the interviews.

“I started as an apprentice with (Backman Sheet Metal 
Works of Des Moines) in 1902 at age 14. They’re still in 
business. They’re second largest. Waldinger Sheet Metal is 
the biggest one in the city.” (Note: Backman closed in 1985.)

“(I was paid) $2.50 a week. … but a journeyman sheet 
metal worker and good mechanics was only making $14.40 
a week.”

“I worked with the men and drove the horse and wagon and 
painted tin sheets. When they were dry, I made tin shingles out 
of them. I also helped make mortar anchors. We made them 
out of galvanized iron and crimped a little piece of metal a 
half-an-inch wide and 6-inches long, and pulled them through 
the crimper. I helped do that, too. See, I wasn’t registered as 
an apprentice then. There wasn’t such a thing then. There is 
now. If you’ve got an apprentice, he’s registered. But then, 
that was too early for that, you see. My job was driving the 
wagon, and they even took me out to help put up gutter. Why, 
you wouldn’t think of taking a kid out now to put up gutter, 
but, well, I went out with the men. When they got the thing 
ready, I’d help them hold up a long length, hold up one end 
of it, you know.”

“In the fall of 1902, each (Local 123) person made a tin 
umbrella and carried it in the Labor Day parade. I remember 
that distinctly.”

“I worked for a company that did nothing but install 
furnaces, make and install furnaces, in Des Moines. In the fall 
of 1905, I wasn’t registered as an apprentice, but only part of 
the furnace men in Des Moines belonged to the union. This 
man, he belonged to the union in the place that I worked, and 
induced me to join as a union member in the fall of 1905. And 
from then on out, I belonged to the union.”

“The first strike I was ever in was in 1910 and I was 
president of the Sheet Metal Workers’ Union, and I’ll tell you, 
our agreement expired June 1st and we asked for a 5-cent 
increase. … I was working for Backman and I was president 
of the union and honestly, of I think about 53 members ... it 
was a tie as to whether you accept or go on a strike. And I 
voted ... I had the deciding vote because I was the president 
and we was out for a month, too. We got beat. ... But I 
was young, and young fellows on the sideline ... they’d be 
signaling me, ‘don’t accept.’ They offered us a small increase 
but the young fellows I was working with at Backman Sheet 
Metal Works would go like this, ‘No, No, don’t accept that.’ We 
should have accepted it, but we didn’t. They voted to strike, 
and we suffered, too.”

“Metal cornices, well they’re in places in Des Moines. I 
could show you a dozen of them around Des Moines, here. 
Well, I’ll tell you where’s a cornice that I and another man 
built and erected in 1909 at … the Hewitt Building, northwest 
corner of 4th and Court Avenue. That sheet metal cornice, I 
was looking at it the other day, it’s just as good as the day we 
put it up there, and that was 1909.”

(Hanbury, Ralph B.; Des Moines. Interview by Paul Kelso, 
May 2, 1978. Interview by Greg Zieren, May 8, 1980. Iowa 
Labor History Oral Project, Iowa Federation of Labor, AFL-CIO. 
State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.)
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contribution by the employers of 7-1/2 cents 
for each hour worked by a Local 45 member 
that would go into a welfare fund for insurance 
for members, making Local 45 the first sheet 
metal workers local in the State of Iowa 
to receive welfare benefits. The local was 
subsequently included in the existing MO-
KAN Sheet Metal Workers Welfare Fund 
that had been established in 1952 by several 
SMWIA locals in Missouri and Kansas and 
their local chapters of the Sheet Metal and 
Air Conditioning Contractors’ National 
Association (SMACNA).

In stark contrast to their previous negotiations 
the year before, Local 45 and the S.M.C.A. 
reached agreement on April 7, 1954, on another 
new, one-year contract that would not go into 
effect until on May 1 of that year after their 
current agreement expired. The pact provided 
another 10-cent hourly wage increase to $2.82-
1/2 per hour for journeymen, plus 7-1/2 cents 
per hour for welfare benefits.

With the local’s roughly 220 members 
remaining busy into the second half of the 
decade on an abundance of significant jobs in 
Des Moines that included construction of the 
$1.1-million, three-story Employers Mutual 
Casualty Company Building at Seventh and 
Mulberry streets; and the new, $3.5-million 
North High School just north of Birdland 
Park between Second and Sixth avenues that 
would open in September 1957, the local and 
the 12 sheet-metal contractors of S.M.C.A. 
were the first of all the building trades in Des 
Moines to reach a deal on a new agreement for 
May 1, 1955. The employees and employers 
signed another one-year contract on April 25 
that called for a 2-1/2-cent-per-hour wage 
increase to $2.85 and also provided a new, 
paid-vacation fringe benefit.

Up to that time, the new benefit was the only 
paid vacation negotiated by a building-trades 
union in the Des Moines area. Under its terms, 
S.M.C.A. contractors would set aside 7 cents 
per hour, based on a 1,600-hour working year, 
to provide one-week paid vacations for each of 
the local’s 220 members.

Again in April 1956, the 230-member Local 
45 and the S.M.C.A. approved a new contract 
before the previous one expired, but for the 
first time ever, the sheet metal workers agreed 
to a two-year-long agreement, which called for 
a 15-cent-per-hour increase beginning May 1 
and a 10-cent-per-hour raise effective May 1, 
1957. As such, the pact increased the sheet 
metal workers' journeyman hourly rate to 
$3.10 for the final year – and it also featured 
a new clause that provided for apprentices to 
be paid for school attendance four hours each 
week during their four-year course of training.

To close its prosperous decade, on May 
8, 1958, the local signed another two-year 
contract with sheet-metal contractors that 

called for 15-cent-per-hour pay increases for 
both years, that would take the basic wage 
for the union sheet metal workers to $3.40 
per hour for the second year. The pact also 
continued contributions of 7-1/2 cents per 
hour each toward the employee welfare fund 
and vacation fund.

The local scored another victory later that 
year, as well, when after a month-long strike 
the Paulson Window Company signed a 
one-year contract with Local 45 on August 8, 
1958, that designated the local as the union 
bargaining agent for the firm’s 10 employees. 
According to an article in that day’s Des Moines 
Tribune, Paulson Window had asked the Iowa 
Commerce Commission to order trucking 

Local 45 members conduct sheet-metal demonstrations at a 
booth during Labor Day festivities in Des Moines in 1962.

Local 45 members (left to right) Brother Norm Leyh, Brother Donald Thompson and Brother Frank Hermann complete the fabrication 
of a 14-foot-high geodesic dome constructed of sheet aluminum for display at the Iowa State Fair in August 1969.
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firms to accept its products for shipment after 
two Des Moines freight-service firms refused 
to serve the company because it was being 
picketed by Local 45. Ultimately, the new 
agreement provided an immediate 15-cent 
hourly increase for Paulson’s employees as well 
as five paid holidays.

More Success, Growth

The 1960s were a lucrative time for Local 
45, which benefited from abundant 
construction in its jurisdiction and, 

therefore, favorable employment conditions 

for much of the decade. The local was also able 
to make monumental gains in its collective-
bargaining contracts with its employers during 
that period through negotiations and a pair of 
key strikes.

Just months into the decade, in fact, Local 45 
went on strike beginning May 1, 1960, after 
its previous contract expired. After 17 days, 
the local and its 10 signatory sheet-metal shops 
reached agreement on a three-year contract 
on May 18, 1960. The new pact represented 
a compromise between the two sides, as the 
union had asked for a 25-cent hourly increase 
for each year of a two-year contract, while the 
employers had offered 15-cent hourly increases 
for each year of a proposed three-year contract.

Instead, terms of the agreement called for a 
20-cent hourly wage increase for the first year 
to $3.60 per hour and additional 17-1/2-cent 
hourly wage increases in 1961 and 1962. The 
agreement also continued 7-1/2-cent hourly 
provisions from contractors for health-and-
welfare benefits and the local’s vacation fund.

Additionally, the contract lowered the 
apprentice-to-journeyman ratio allowed 
on jobs, permitting contractors to hire one 
apprentice – at a lower wage rate – for each 
four journeymen employed. Previously, the 
ratio had been one apprentice for each five 
journeymen on a job.

But when that contract expired on May 31, 
1963, the 300-member Local 45 was again 
obliged to strike when negotiations failed 
to produce a new agreement with improved 
wages and working conditions requested by the 
union. The pickets set up by the local’s sheet 
metal workers beginning June 3 halted work on 
five major building projects in and around Des 
Moines, including a $14.5-million addition to 
the Iowa Power and Light Company’s Pleasant 
Hill Power Plant southeast of the city. The 
other larger jobs were the $1.6-million Iowa 
Employment Security Commission office 

building at 1000 East Grand Avenue, the 
$2-million Grand Towers Apartments at 
3663 Grand Avenue, the $1.5-million Farmers 
Elevator Mutual Insurance Company office 
building at Fleur Drive and Bell Avenue, and 
a $300,000 renovation of the Des Moines 
Savings and Loan at 210 Sixth Avenue.

After nearly six weeks, the local and the 
S.M.C.A. and its 17 sheet metal firms agreed 
on a new contract that called for an immediate 
raise of 20 cents per hour. The increase 
provided for an initial basic wage for the local’s 
journeymen of $4.05-1/2 per hour that would 
escalate to $4.65 per hour for the final year 
ending May 31, 1966.

The local and its contractors signed a five-

year contract – the first union building-trades 
agreement of that length in the Des Moines 
area – in April 1966 that would go into effect 
on June 1. In addition to a total $1.02-per-
hour wage increase over the life of the contract, 
it also provided for a first-ever Pension Plan 
contribution by the employers as another fringe 
benefit for the local’s members.

Meanwhile, the union sheet metal workers 
were busy throughout the second half of the 
decade on an abundance of jobs, as they handled 
most all of the construction and fabrication 
work in the Des Moines area during that time. 
Among the more-notable of those projects was 
the installation of an air-conditioning system in 
the Lucas State Office Building in downtown 
Des Moines in 1966 and 1967.

LOCAL BROKE RACIAL 
BARRIERS IN ITS TRADE

On July 5, 1966, Brother Robert Grant became the 
first black apprentice accepted into a Sheet Metal 
Workers union local apprenticeship in the State of Iowa 
when Local 45 registered the Des Moines resident into 
its training program that day. Brother Grant had been 
one of 18 applicants, which included two other black 
applicants, for five apprenticeship openings with the 
local at that time.

“Acceptance of a Negro apprentice in the building 
trades is considered a major breakthrough in some 
quarters,” an article in the July 20 Des Moines Tribune 
declared. The newspaper also reported that Russell 
Pounds of the State Manpower Development Council 
said that “Local 45’s action in accepting Grant as an 
apprentice ‘is a good step.’”

Local 45 had been involved in an intensive drive in 
the Des Moines area to recruit young blacks into union 
sheet-metal working and plumbing apprenticeships. 
The Des Moines chapter of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (N.A.A.C.P.) had 
previously charged that the plumbers and sheet metal 
workers unions in the area were among several that had 
excluded blacks from joining their ranks.

A civil-rights compliance officer with President Lyndon 
B. Johnson’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
had also recently cautioned building-industry leaders in 
Des Moines “against discrimination,” according to a May 
18, 1966, Tribune article.

Local 45 members who received their union membership awards for 25 years and 50 years (signified with a * by their names) of service on 
December 16, 1976, were (left to right, front row) Herbert A. Richards, Donald R. Herschleb, Claire Cocking, Claris D. “Mike” Ball, William E. 

Joslin and Robert J. Hague; (second row) Willard J. Cox, Gerald E. Pulley, Leo R. Rasmussen, W. Lee Blythe, Jack D. Benshoof Sr., Harry Voyce, 
Charles M. McFarlin, Leroy F. Brace, Vincent L. Six and Harrell E. Hopkins; (third row) Arnold D. Brown, Edward C. Lamb, Stanley J. Hall, Frank H. 
Reichenbacker Sr., *Leslie F. Hermann, *Albert E. Astley, Andrew J. Blixt, Everett Newton, Harold A. Waters and Keith Stumpf; (fourth row) Patrick 
E. McClavy, Conrad Hoquist, Robert J. Hermann, George H. Bentley, Vernon M. McClurg, William Marlin Jr., Lee M. Plew, William J. Hermann, John 

D. Bockert, Charles A. Prince, John D. Bower, Earl Phillips, Lloyd Q. Slotten, Henry C. Spurgeon, John H. Elings, Paul Lydon, Rolla D. Hermann 
Sr., Robert H. Sheets; and (fifth row) Homer F. Shaw, Harold D. Lacy, William L. Jeffries, Kenneth A. Byerly, Raymond H. Dunn, Charles A. Clark 

Sr., Donald W. Hartshorn, Steve Skorupan, Edward L. McCoy, Virgil A. Fisher, Allen W. Brockmeier, Fred J. Seeburger, Nelson E. Rinehart, Leroy E. 
Johnson, George B. Nelson, George J. Olesen, Dean S. Winegardner and Robert M. Trullinger.
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The final years of the decade were perhaps 
most distinctly marked by the merger of 
members of SMWIA Local No. 33 in Mason 
City and its territory into Local 45 after the 
union dissolved the former local on June 
17, 1968. With that amalgamation, the Des 
Moines-based local’s jurisdiction increased over 
a wider swath of central Iowa.

Fighting for More Gains

A large amount of work, particularly 
from smaller commercial and industrial 
jobs and school projects, continued to 

LOCAL 45 MEETING  
AND UNION HALLS
(All locations are in Des Moines.)

Labor Temple/
Trades Assembly Hall
106-110 Sixth Avenue
1922 – 1928

Labor Temple/
Trades Assembly Hall
216 Locust Street
1928 – 1948

Clyde Judkins Hall
908 Fourth Street
1948 – 1951

Judkins Union Hall
817 East Maple Street
1951 – 1959

Plumbers Union Hall
124 Washington Avenue
1959 – 1986

Teamsters Union Hall
2425 Delaware Avenue
1986 – 2008

Local 45 Union Hall
4534 Northwest 6th Drive
2008 – current

bolster Local 45’s employment conditions into 
the early 1970s. The several school-construction 
jobs on which the local’s members worked at 
the time included construction of the new 
Dowling High School on Buffalo Road in 
West Des Moines in 1971 and 1972.

Local 45 also gained a new, one-year contract 
on April 3, 1971, for its members in the former 
Local 33’s Mason City jurisdiction that provided 
them with a total $l.37-per-hour wage increase 
to bring their pay to $6.62 per hour by January 
1972 – the rate the local’s sheet metal workers 
in Des Moines were already being paid. With 
the new agreement, the local’s Mason City 
members also received employer contributions 
for medical and life insurance, vacations, and a 
Pension Plan, which was a new fringe benefit 
for those members.

Then, in a new arrangement meant to 
strengthen the city’s organized labor as a whole, 
the Des Moines Building and Construction 
Trades Council, representing 16 craft groups 
including the sheet metal workers, and the Des 
Moines Construction Council, representing 
about 60 construction firms, negotiated a 
master agreement on March 2 for all of the 
city’s building trades unions. The contract 
provided a $1.25-an-hour across-the-board 
wage increase for each of the locals, including 
Local 45.

However, the local went on strike again 
beginning June 1, 1971, after it continued to 
negotiate with its own contractors and they 
refused to meet other demands for working 
conditions. While the local’s roughly 400 
members agreed not to picket construction 
projects, they did picket the individual sheet-
metal shops of their employers.

The local’s membership ratified a new 
contract in early August that was reviewed 
by a federal Wage Stabilization Committee 
in Washington, D.C., whose purpose was to 
hold down wage increases in the construction 
industry. The committee approved the new 

Local 45 agreement on November 27, even 
though its 20-percent wage increase exceeded 
the 5.5 percent annual increase it had set as 
a guideline.

Out in the field, the start of construction of a 
new, multimillion-dollar industrial-tape plant 
in Knoxville, Iowa, for the 3M Company 
in the spring of 1973 added to the glut of 
manhours worked by Local 45 members. 
The 400,000-square-foot steel and concrete 
structure would be completed in mid-1974 
with the help of the union sheet metal workers.

They also approved a new, two-year contract 
on June 1, 1973, that provided wage increases 
of 46 cents per hour the first year and an 
additional 48 cents per hour beginning May 
31, 1974, The new scale boosted the hourly 
pay of the local’s 425 union members in the 

Des Moines and Fort Dodge areas from $8.32 
to $8.78 an hour the first year, including 
fringe benefits, and to $9.26 per hour for the 
second year.

Construction work in the local’s jurisdiction 
slowed as it entered 1974, resulting in some of 
the lowest manhours available to the local in 
more than two decades. Some members opted 
to travel to the jurisdiction of other SMWIA 
locals during that time for work, while back 
home the local and other members endured the 
down period.

A sprawling, new, $33-million, 
300,000-square-foot U.S. Postal Service Bulk 
Mail Center in northwest Urbandale that 
was built in 1974 and 1975 helped the local 
recover, as did an influx of other work into 
its area, including expansion of the numerous 

Local 45 members who received award pins and insignia watches for their 25 years membership with the Sheet Metal 
Workers International Association in 1980 are (left to right) John D. Bockert, E. Joe Senn Sr., James D. Lawrence, Jack D. 

Benshoof Sr., Dale F. Wayman, Max Worrall, John D. Bower, Kenneth E. Thrap and Donald W. Thompson.
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agricultural-processing plants in the area such 
as the Archer-Daniels-Midland Company 
soybean processing facility in Des Moines that 
was one of the largest such facilities in Iowa.

Subsequently, employment for the local’s 
membership was again stable during the 
second half of the decade, highlighted by 
construction of the new Des Moines Civic 
Center beginning in February 1977, which 
many members helped complete for the 2,744-
seat performing arts center’s opening on June 
10, 1979. In a joint effort called the United 
Committee of Labor and Management 
(UNICON), the Building Trades, including 
Local 45, and its contractors also helped 
finance the Civic Center’s construction with a 
$600,000 donation.

Meanwhile, however, the 20 members of 
Local 45 in Mason City waged a two-week-
long strike from May 1 to May 14, 1977, 
before agreeing to a new, two-year contract 
calling for wage and fringe-benefit increases 

totaling $2.35 per hour. The new agreement 
with their Mason City contractors eventually 
increased the pay for journeymen in that area 
to $11.73 per hour as of May 1, 1978.

Good Times Rewarded

Local 45 enjoyed robust employment 
during the late 1970s and into the 
1980s, punctuated by construction of 

the $31-million Marriott Hotel in downtown 
Des Moines beginning in January 1979. When 
the 416-rooms tower opened in January 1981, 
it was the largest hotel in Iowa.

But organized labor and the union 
construction industry nationwide and in 
Central Iowa felt the brunt of growing anti-

union sentiment in the public early in the 
1980s, driven by the federal government’s anti-
union stance that was on full display when 
U.S. President Ronald Reagan fired 12,000 
striking members of the Professional Air 
Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO) in 
August 1981. “A decade of buyouts, spinoffs, 
recessions and labor surpluses forced unions 
into concessionary bargaining in the 1980s,” 
The Register deduced in a January 28, 1990, 
article while recounting the previous decade. 
“Unions … lost much of their muscle 
as depression hit the ‘Rust Belt’ and the 
economy shifted from its industrial base 
toward a service base.”

As a result, the newspaper reported, union 
membership in Iowa fell during the decade 
from 21.4 percent of the workforce in 1980 
to 14.8 percent in 1989.

(Notably, on the same page of that January 28, 
1990, article was an advertisement from Local 
45 promoting the union sheet-metal industry 

Local 45 members and families march in the parade during the 
Solidarity Fest on Labor Day in Des Moines on September 5, 1983.

Local 45 members work on construction of the copper roof on 
the 801 Grand skyscraper in downtown Des Moines in 1990.

(Continued after following spread.)
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Sheet Metal Workers Local 45 has utilized the time-
honored system of apprenticeship to train new members – 
“apprentices” – to become journeyman sheet metal workers 
since the local was first chartered in 1922. Through this 
hands-on method of teaching the trade, apprentices work 
side-by-side with experienced member journeymen on 
jobsites while they are paid a wage to learn and advance.

Early on, Local 45 apprentices went through a period of 
apprenticeship ranging from five to seven years depending on 
their individual progress, and each was evaluated annually with 
examinations. However, the local had no standard procedures 
or consistent classroom instruction for apprenticeships into 
the 1950s.

Teaming with its employing contractors in the Des Moines 
Sheet Metal Workers Joint Apprenticeship and Training 
Committee (J.A.T.C.) beginning in the early 1950s to 
administer and fund its union training, Local 45 instituted a 
more-formal and structured apprenticeship during that time in 
order to provide apprentices with a more well-rounded and in-
depth education. Initially consisting of four years of workplace 
training and a set curriculum of classwork and laboratory 
instruction, classes were held at Des Moines Technical High 
School in conjunction with the public school system.

Seeking to provide its students with training that was 
more flexible and more technical, Local 45 and the J.A.T.C. 
purchased the former Saylor Center Elementary School 
on Northwest 6th Drive in Des Moines in 1980 as a future 

Local 45 apprentices training in 2018.

Local 45 Apprentice & Journeyman Training

EDUCATING A WELL-PREPARED MEMBERSHIP

location for the local’s own training center. (The former 
71-year-old public school had been closed in 1975.) After 
razing the structure and constructing a metal building on its 
site with assistance from the carpenters’ union apprenticeship 
program, Local 45 and the J.A.T.C. moved their training into 
the new Sheet Metal Workers Training Center in 1983.

Since that time, Local 45’s state-of-the-art training facility 
has allowed it to expand its J.A.T.C. “earn-while-you-learn” 
program to a five-year apprenticeship. The J.A.T.C. also 
employed its first-ever fulltime training coordinator in 2013 
when Brother Mike Cox took the position that year.

Meanwhile, Local 45 apprentice training has progressed 
to focuses on layout and fabrication; blueprint reading; 
architectural metal fabrication and install; CAD (computer 
assisted drawing); TAB (testing and balancing); welding 
(basic/advanced stick, MIG and TIG, with certification); service 
training with certification; and residential heating, ventilation 
and air conditioning (H.V.A.C.) – while apprentices continue to 
participate in on-the-job training to gain practical experience 
while learning the technical aspects of the industry. Once their 
apprenticeships are complete, apprentices who fulfill their 
schooling and “on-the-job-training” hours and obligations 
graduate to journeyman status, with all the union pay and 
benefits that come with being a Local 45 journeyman sheet 
metal worker.

The J.A.T.C. also provides journeyman upgrade classes to 
keep the local’s experienced sheet metal workers current with 
new methods and technologies.

Local 45 apprentices training in 1982.

Local 45 apprentices training in 2018.
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and its SMACNA contractors. The 
ad, which in part read, “HIRE 
THE GUYS WHO WROTE THE 
BOOK,” and “Sheet Metal Workers 
and SMACNA contractors have 
been setting the standards for more 
than 40 years!” appeared as part of 
an advertising campaign that would 
continue for the next two years.)

In the face of slack employment in 
their own jurisdiction, many Local 
45 members traveled to work with 
other locals throughout the country 
during the early 1980s. Some 
members remained idle or worked 
sporadically in Central Iowa, 
however, or simply left the union.

To combat the growing lull in local 
construction activity and the increasing use 
of non-union contractors in the area, in early 
February 1981, labor and management in 
the Des Moines union construction industry 
revived their UNICON committee to help 
promote labor-management harmony and cut 
down on jurisdictional disputes among various 
trades unions. Local 45 Business Manager 
Jack Benshoof served as a co-chairman of the 
committee that year.

Even closer to home, Local 45 
sheet metal workers and members 
of Teamsters General Drivers Local 
No. 90 walked off their jobs at the 
plant of longtime union employer 
Waldinger Corporation at 2601 
Bell Avenue on April 3, 1981, to 
protest the sheet-metal company’s 
use of non-union truck drivers. 
Later that same month, Local 
45 members joined their union 
counterparts with Laborers Local 
No. 177, Carpenters Local No. 106 
and Operating Engineers Local No. 
234 in picketing a remodeling job 
on the Executive Inn in West Des 

Moines that was being done by a non-union 
contractor, for which a Polk County district 
judge issued a temporary injunction on May 
1 to stop the unions from interfering with 
construction workers at the site.

Also that year, SMWIA merged Waterloo-
based sheet metal workers Local No. 197 into 
Local 45 to strengthen its jurisdiction and help 
protect and serve the former local’s sheet metal 
workers and area after the union had dissolved 
it on September 30, 1981.

A five-week strike beginning June 1, 1983, 
after the local rejected insufficient contract offers 
from its contractors ended July 13 when the 
local’s 450-strong membership ratified a new, 
two-year agreement. One of the key features 
of the contract was the new “Resolution 78” 
that set the wage rate for projects that are 
“competitive in nature” at 80 percent of the 
local’s regular journeyman wage scale so that 
contractors’ bids for those jobs could be more 
economical in order to win the contracts.

While the closing of longtime employer 
Backman Sheet Metal Works in June 1985, at 
which time the company employed as many 
as 75 members of Local 45, was a drawback 
for the local, at the time a massive downtown 
Des Moines revival provided the local with 
a stable source of construction employment 
into the 1990s. “The revitalization of the 
city became practically an industry itself,” an 
August 13, 1987, Register article described the 
phenomenon. “One new building after another 
was opened in the city’s center.”

Among the many jobs generated by the 
downtown renewal program on which the 
local’s members worked was construction 

of the new, $5-million International Trade 
Center of Iowa on Eighth Street that opened 
in July 1987.

The local gained a final contract for the 
decade with the Sheet Metal Contractors’ 
Labor Relations Council of Iowa, Central 
Iowa Chapter, that went into effect on June 
1, 1989. The one-year agreement set the base 
journeyman wage at $15.78 per hour and the 
total wage-and-benefits package at $20.47 
per hour, while also providing an “Industrial 
Rate” of $13.71 per hour and $13.96 per 
hour beginning December 1, 1989, and an 
“Resolution 78” rate of $11.03 per hour and 
$11.28 per hour beginning December 1, while 
maintaining all benefits.

Reaching for The Sky

Perhaps the pinnacle of Des Moines’ 
revitalization and, concurrently, Local 
45’s contributions to the landscape of 

Central Iowa and the city’s skyline up to that 
time was construction of the 44-story 801 
Grand Building high-rise office tower (which 
is also known as The Principal Building) 

During the 1995 Labor Day parade in Des Moines, Local 45 displays the cupola 
fabricated by member Brother Elwood “Woody” Schuessler, with finial designed by 
Local 45 Business Manager Ron Masters and fabricated by members Brother Matt 

Sheets, Brother Jerry Gathercole, Brother Glen Adreon and Brother Jeff Paschall, that 
would be installed on the roof of the Local 45 Training Center.

Local 45 member Brother Gerald Hammond replaces a copper 
panel that had blown off the peak of the 801 Grand Building in 

Des Moines, Iowa’s tallest building, in 1998.

Local 45 member Brother Rolla Hermann works on the Iowa State Capitol 
and State House roof-replacement project in Des Moines in 1998.
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beginning in early 1989. Indeed, as an October 
14, 1990, Register article proclaimed, the 801 
Grand jobsite was “THE place to be seen 
laboring over the past two years.”

For more than 15 months at any one time, 
at least 15 sheet metal workers from Local 45 
provided fabrication and installation of such 
items as heating and ventilation ductwork, 
architectural sheet metal and stainless-steel 
kitchen equipment for the project. When it 
was completed in early 1991, the $70-million, 
630-foot-tall 801 Grand was Iowa’s tallest 
building – and remains its tallest in 2022 as 
Local 45 celebrates its 100th anniversary.

Subsequently, the local enlisted the help 
of travelers from other SMWIA locals to 
handle the large amount of work throughout 

its jurisdiction that was underway while 801 
Grand was under construction.

The balance of the 1990s saw the local and 
its contractors remain busy more often than 
not. To bookend the decade, they also signed 
a two-year contract that was effective June 1, 
1990, and initially raised the journeyman base 
wage to $16.06 per hour and total pay-and-
benefits to $21.54 per hour, and they signed a 
three-year contract that went into effect June 1, 
1997, and raised the journeyman base wage to 
$22.90 per hour and total pay-and-benefits to 
$30.73 per hour on June 1, 1999.

In between, in addition to gaining a pair 
of multi-year working agreements in 1992 
and 1994, the local’s members prospered 
from favorable employment conditions 

throughout the second half of the decade. In 
particular, beginning in 1997 and persisting 
well into the coming new century and 
millennium, Local 45’s sheet metal workers 
were consistently kept very busy working on 
jobsites throughout its jurisdiction, where 
a large amount of smaller work, including 
new strip malls and hotels in Des Moines’ 
growing suburbs, provided an abundance of 
manhours over the next several years.

Staying Strong into Y2K

As its members remained regularly 
employed, the new “Y2K” millennium 
began for Local 45 with a new, three-year 

contract that went into effect June 1, 2000. The 
agreement increased the local’s journeyman base 
wage rate to $23.65 per hour, which increased 
$1.30 per hour for each of the second and third 
years, at which time the local’s total wage-and-
benefits package for the final year was $34.81 
per hour, including health insurance, pension, 
vacation, annuity contributions.Local 45 members (left to right) Brother Dennis Green, Brother Stan McAninch, 

Brother Mike Oleson and Brother Jeff Lawrence stand next to an exhaust stack they 
were fabricating for a dust-collection system for a coal-fired power plant in 2001.

Stable employment for Central Iowa’s 
roughly 280 union sheet metal workers came 
from a multitude of sizable and smaller projects 
at the time, the former of which included 
construction of the $200-million Jordan 
Creek Town Center in West Des Moines that 
when completed in August 2004 was the largest 
shopping complex in the State of Iowa. At the 
same time, many of the local’s members were 
building the new, $117-million Wells Fargo 
Arena in downtown Des Moines that would 
open in July 2005 to replace the Veterans 
Memorial Auditorium as the area’s primary 
venue for sporting and entertainment events.

Meanwhile, another three-year contract with 
the Sheet Metal Contractors Labor Relations 
Council that was effective June 1, 2003, would 
raise the local’s journeyman base wage rate to 
$26.56 per hour for the final six months of the 

Local 45 members install a new metal roof on the Sheet Metal 
Workers Training Center in Des Moines in 2003.
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pact ending May 31, 2006. With fringe benefit 
contributions from employing contractors, the 
local’s total scale would reach $39.39 per hour 
before the contract expired.

A new agreement for June 1, 2006, 
immediately increased the base wage rate to 
$27.84 per hour plus an additional $12.97 
in benefits including health insurance and 
retirement pensions and annuities for the first 
year. Total raises of $1.40 per hour on June 1, 
2007, and $1.45 per hour on June 1, 2008, 
were applied to the local’s wage scales over the 
course of the pact, bringing its base wage-and-
benefits for journeymen to $43.66 per hour 
beginning June 1, 2008.

Local 45 members pose as they work on installing a metal roof on an indoor fishing dock for handicapped children in Indianola, Iowa, in 2015 – 
one of many projects to which the local’s members have donated their time, skills and resources throughout its history.

Local 45 member Brother Joe J. Palmer displays the 70-year 
service award he received from the International Association 

of Sheet Metal, Air, Rail and Transportation Workers (SMART) on 
June 15, 2019.

That year, Local 45 also realized one of its 
primary goals when it built and moved into 
a new union hall of its own on Northwest 
6th Drive in Des Moines – where the local 
resides in 2022. The local constructed its new 
offices and conference room onto the Sheet 
Metal Workers Training Center it had built in 
1983 on the site of the former Saylor Center 
Elementary School.

Additional projects that continued to 
employ the local’s members during the latter 
years of the decade included an extensive 
renovation, upgrade and modernization of the 
Broadlawns Medical Center in Des Moines, 
a nonprofit community healthcare facility, in 
2008 and 2009.

However, a recession in 2009 slowed the 
economy and, as a result, the construction 
industry of Central Iowa, sharply curbing 
employment for Local 45 as the decade was 
nearing its end.

The local did gain a new, three-year working 
contract that went into effect June 1, 2009, 
but with the recession looming, the pact only 
contained a 34-cent hourly raise to contractors’ 
contributions to the Sheet Metal Workers 
National Pension Fund while the local’s 
base wage rate initially remained unchanged 
from the former contract at $29.16 per hour. 
The agreement did provide a 21-cent raise 
on January 1, 2010, but any other increases 
were subject to a “wage opener” on June 1 in 
2010 and 2011 by which the two sides could 
negotiate based on the current economic and 
employment climate.

Local 45 graduating apprentices display their completion certificates 
during their last day of apprenticeship on April 13, 2019.
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But the local walked off its jobs on July 
10, 2018, after that contract had expired and 
members had been working without a new 
agreement since May 31 before finally settling 
on a new, three-year pact. Jobs affected by the 
dispute between the local and its 13 contractors 
on which their union sheet metal workers were 
employed included a 160,000-square-foot 
Kum & Go Company headquarters building, 
Krause Gateway Center, under construction 
at 1459 Grand Avenue.

While navigating the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic that severely disrupted 
the state, the nation and the world over the 

Local 45 members (left to right) Brother Brandon Grabau, Brother Jeff Hawkins, Brother Erik Merrill 
and Brother Larry Kinney at work on refurbishing and replacing the architectural sheet metal and 

ornate copper work in the clocktower on the century-old Webster County Courthouse in Fort Dodge, 
Iowa, from January 2020 through August 2021. Afterward, Brother Hawkins explained, “There were 

two main challenges we faced. The first was properly restoring the historical integrity of the building 
without damaging any of the original pieces. We were able to do that with careful planning and a 

focused approach to the work. We were also challenged by taking the historical copper and matching 
it to the newer copper. We were able to scan the structure, overlay a new structure drawing and 

create a new solution to the missing gaps within the structure.”

Local 45 member Brother Eric Meyer works on a project to 
replace the copper gutters and features on some of the small 
domes around the Iowa State Capitol and Statehouse in Des 

Moines in 2022.

To Year 100 with SMART

Early in the 2010s, SMWIA changed its 
name to the International Association 
of Sheet Metal, Air, Rail and 

Transportation Workers (SMART) in 2011 
after it had officially merged with the United 
Transportation Union. New charters from 
SMART were issued to all sheet metal workers 
locals, including the re-christened “Local Union 
No. 45-SM” (sheet metal) on January 1, 2012.

New, three-year contracts negotiated with 
the Sheet Metal Contractors’ Labor Relations 
Council of Iowa, Central Iowa Chapter, in 2012 
and 2015 increased the Local 45 journeyman 
total basic-wage and fringe-benefits pay package 
to $51.21 per hour for the final six months of 
the newer contract ending May 31, 2018. 

next two years after first appearing in the 
United States in early 2020, Local 45 kept 
its members busy. Among the jobs in its area 
leading up to the local’s 100th anniversary 
year, some of its member sheet metal 
workers helped build the new U.S. Federal 
Courthouse in downtown Des Moines from 
2020 to early 2022.

But it was an unprecedented influx 
of construction of data centers into its 
jurisdiction that boosted employment 
conditions for Local 45 during the years 
leading up to its century milestone. The large 
complexes for Facebook, Microsoft, Amazon 
and others, which require a large amount 
of cooling and climate control and dust 
remediation, put many union sheet-metal 
craftspeople to work throughout central Iowa.

Meanwhile, the local negotiated a new, 
three-year contract for June 1, 2021, 
through May 31, 2024. The agreement set 
the local’s journeyman wage rate for the year 
beginning June 1, 2022, at $36.24 per hour 
and the total pay package for the period at 
$60.76 per hour, with a wage increase of 
$1.75 per hour scheduled for June 1, 2023.

With that contract in hand and members 
busy working throughout its jurisdiction, Local 
45 marks its 100th anniversary in 2022 with the 
promise of a future that will be a tribute to its at-
times challenging but always progressive past. n
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Ron L. Masters
The best investment I ever made was becoming a sheet metal worker and a member 
of Local 45 on June 29, 1965. I live, eat and breathe union sheet metal; good luck to 
Local 45 and its membership in the next 100 years.

Mike Cox
Three generations at Local 45: (1) Willard P. Cox; (2) Thomas A. Cox; and (3) Jeff & Mike 
Cox. Congratulations on 100 years!

Larry Ferriss
In memory of Marvin, Larry and Keith Lukenbill. It is a family tradition. Congrats on 100 years.

Jerry Pulliam
Congratulations SMW Local 45 on 100 years, and thank you for a long career.

Curt Roach
Happy 100-year anniversary, Local 45. I’m honored and proud to be a member.

Randy Ashley
In honor of this union member with a big smile, Gary Benshoof has been a great 
influence for everyone. Thank you!

Brad Courtney
In remembrance of R. Craig Courtney, first-generation sheet metal worker and dad to 
second-generation sheet metal worker Brad Courtney. Dedicated to Local 45 for 30-
plus years.

Ryan Conrath
Who would have thought that a bucket of tools and some hard work could pay for 
everything I own? Thank you to all of the old-timers that I got to work with for teaching 
me that you don’t use the word “can’t” or the phrase “there’s no way possible.”

Chad Weir
Thank you to all the great journeymen who taught me this wonderful trade. Also, good 
luck to new journeymen coming up.

Matt Sheets
Local 45: A Sheets Family tradition that started in 1949. Bob, Matt and Joshua .. 100-
plus years of dedicated craftsmanship.

Jim Plew
I would like to thank the teachers and other journeymen who teach the skills to be a 
good sheet metal worker.

Ray Hilken
Thanks for all the good years, good living and all the wonderful people I was blessed to 
work with throughout my 50 years of service.

Terry Elings
From the Elings family: THANK YOU! John Henry Elings, 54 years, and Terry Lee Elings, 
54 years, and still counting.

Nathan Voshell
To my wife, Miranda, my son, Liam, and my daughter, Adalyn, everything I do is for you. 
I love you all.

Tom Bower
I started my apprenticeship in September 1961 at the Bachman Sheet Metal Shop. 
From there, I transferred to Iowa Sheet Metal, which is now known as Waldinger 
Corporation. Scale there was $1.98/hour for apprentices in 1961 and $3.98 for 
journeymen. No benefits were given then to the men. Brother-in-law George 
Dennis, who worked as a journeyman for Bachman in the late 1940s, transferred to 
Sacramento and encouraged my brother Don and brother Dean and then me to join 
the sheet metal apprentice program. My brother Don served as a business agent 
for Local 45 from 1968 to 1988. All of us have served on the Executive Board. Later, I 
served as president of Local 45 for 18 years, 1988 to 2007. It was an honor to serve. 
My son has also been in the trade for 28 years. I want to congratulate Local 45 on 100 
years and the present officers.

Arnold Willis
Summit Street is a long, one-block, dead-end street located on the south side of 
Des Moines that only has 15 houses on the entire street. These Local 45 sheet metal 
workers all lived on Summit, (which has to be a record for a one-block-long street), in 
order based on the date they first lived there: Gerald Pullium, Randy Gillespie, David 
Walker, Arnold Willis, Braden Willis, Evan Willis, Shawn Kannenberg, Joe Orms, Gary 
Erickson, Keith Erickson and Alex Willis.

From Local 45 Members … From Local 45 Members …
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