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U. 8 . DEPAKTlvMT OF UBOR 
WAGE AND HOI. R DIVISION ^ •• ••••'•'••'• 

- . Washington ,. . .̂  

..:,. WAG&-HOUR DinSION FII.£S 27 SUITS TO END . . ' . , ; , . . a 
" ' • ' • ' VIOUTIONS IN FEARL BUTTON INDUSTRY ' , .^«.. .,, . 

A large—scale l e g a l of fens ive to b r i n g t h e b e n e f : t s of t h e F a i r Labor 

Standards Act t o aaployees i n t h e f resh-vut ter p e a r l bu t ton i n d u s t r y , c h a r a c t e r i z e d 

by low wages and substanda.i'd working c o n d i t i o n s , was i n s t i t u t e d today by the Wage 

and Hour Di-vision, U. S. Department of U b o r . . - • . 

Twen-ty--sciven s u i t s fo r in jur ic t ions to r e s t r a i n v i o l a t i o n s of t h e Act v/ere 

f i l e d s imul taneous ly i n the f e d e r a l cou r t s or Arkansas, Iowa, I l l i n o i s , Indiana 

and Michigan a g a i n s t employer's o p e r a t i n g f in i . sh ing p l a n t s , c u t t i n g p l a n t s and 

"pri-vy" shops i n 16 c i t i e s . 

General PhiJdp B. Fleming, Adminis t ra to r of t h e VJage and Hour Di-^dsion, i n 

v/hose name the complaints were f i l e d , sa id p r a c t i c a l l y a l l t h e employers engaged 

in t h e p roduc t ion of b u t t o n s from fr^^.^'-v/ater clam s h e l l s v/c:re nained de fendan t s . 

Tho i n d u s t r y i s centered i n the Muscat ine, Iowa, a rea and 11 of the s u i t s 

a r e a g a i n s t employers l oca t ed i n t h a t c i t y . The o the r s .are o p e r a t i n g i n Davenport, 

V/--shington and Bur l ing ton , lov/a; Parkin , Nev/port and Br inkley , Arkansas; I k l l a s 

C i ty , Meredosia, Vfaraav/, Andalus ia , Oquawka, Moline and Gray-ville, I l l i n o i s ; 

N i l e s , Michigan; and Loogooteo, Ind iana , 

A survey made by the Departrcent of U b o r i n d i c a t e s employees i n t h e i n d u s t r y 

a r e among t h e lov/est paid i n d u s t r i a l -/orkers i n t h e United S t a t e s . The employers 

namad i n t h e 27 i n j u n c t i o n s u i t s employ morw than 2,000 men and v/oraen, most of 

;vhom w i l l get v/age i n c r e a s e s v/hon extended the b e n e f i t s of the Act . 
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The Division asks thiat the defenda.nts, whether engaged in cutt ing 

button blanks from clam shel ls or f inishing the blanks, be enjoined under 

the "hot goods" section of the Act from transport ing, shipping, del ivering 

or se l l ing in in t e r s t a t e commerce goods produced in violat ion of the Act. 

The courts are asked also to r e s t r a in the employers from paying 

employees less tli?.n 30 cents an hour, from working employees more tha.n 

40 hours a week without payment of time and one-half and from violfding 

the record-keeping provisions of tho Act. a 

Presh-water clam shel ls are obtained from r iver beds in the 

Mississ ippi , Tennessee and Ohio River Valleys. The shel ls are cut into 

blanks, graded and pssorted for size and quali ty and then finished. In 

many instances homeworkers are employed to cprd the buttons. 

The major comx^anies operate plants engaged in both the cut t ing aiid 

f inishing procesces. Some employers operate only cutt ing plants furnishing 

addi t ional blanks to the f inishing pLants. The "privy" shops are small 

cu t t ing p lan ts , usually with one to 12 employees. They get t he i r name from 

the fact they are located in sheds, out-houses, frame shacks and the base­

ments of dwellings. 

For the most par t , the "privy" ' shops lack rdequste l i g h t , he^t and 

sf'nitary f a c i l i t i e s . The workers fire crowded into r..Tif!ll sppces a.nd the i r 

wages are far below the 30-cent minimum provided by lav/. 

I t h5s been charged by the Division that the large co.mp.^nies 

encoura.ged the establishment of the "pri-vy" ' shops in ?n attempt to disclaim 

an employee-employer re la t ionship and ev.ede the pr-ovisioris of the Ppir 

Labor Standards Act. ' ' 
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• In one group of complaints, tl'ie Division rdleger; that the operators of the 

finishing and the cutting plants are the employers of the em.ployees workilijj;' in 

the "pri-vy" shops and are therefore respo.nsible for the sweatshop conditions. 

Those named in this type of complaint are. - •. • ......j;.:a-

Devenport Pearl Button Co, and Her,man Kock, Davenport, la.j Automatic Sutton 

Co., Yvilliam Solonen Blank Cutting Shop, and Fred Thompson, Muscatine, la,; 

C, H. Perkins, doing business as the Fresh Water Pearl Novelty Co., Musc&tine; 

Muscatine Pearl Works, C. Schmo.rje Button Works and Clifford A, Paul, Muscatine; 

Pennant Pearl Button Co., Robert A, Schmitt, doing; business as Schmitt Button 

Shop, and '''•dlliam F. bolat, Muscatine; Homer L, Dean, Muscatine; Louis P\ Yarck, 

Muscatine; and Charles Yif. Patterson, doing business as Patterson Button "#orks, 

Dallas City, 111, '-. • • • •'•'.*.'• 

Others against whom injunctions are askedj 

Arthur R. Tutt, doing businojss es ivrthur Tutt Manufacturing Co,, Muscatine; 

Ed, G, L, Hoffman, doing business as Hoffmrn. Button Co., Muscatine; McKee Button 

Co., Muscatine; Iowa Pearl Button Co., Musoatin-.?; Weber & .Sons Button Co., 

Muscatine; American Pecirl Button Co., Ytashington, Iri,; Mississippi Pearl Button 

Co., Burlington, la.; H, H, Melhorn, doing business as parkin Button Co., Parkin, 

Ark.; C. A. Redman and Fred Compton, doing business as Brinkley Pearl Works, 

Brinkley, Ark.; Nev/port Shell and Button Co., Newport, Ark.; Sol Heinemann, 

Ne-wport, Ark.; Wilbur Elson Boyd, doing business as W. E. Boyd k Co., Meredosia, 

111.; Frank E. Bott and Louis A, Schrsiber, doina; business as Bott-Schreiber 

Button Co., Warsaw, 111.; Bert W, Gibbs, Andalusia, 111.; Harry '-T. and Vern A, 

Erikson, Moline, 111,; John LaFond, doing business as LaFond Button Works, 

Oquawka, 111,; Harry J, and l^dlliam D. Irvine, doing business as H, Irvine & Son, 

Brayville, 111.; Hnrold Riggins, Loogootee, Inc.; and John A. Powers, doing busi­

ness as J. A. Powers Button Works, Niles, Mich, 
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Th3 Wage and Hour Divis ion, wlien i t inaugura ted inspect i .ons i n t h e i n d u s t r y 

i n t h e e a r l y days of t h e Act, v/a? co tdronted by the con ten t ion of t h e employers 

t h a t t h e i r employees were en.ga.,?*ed i n proca.ss.ing a f i s h by-product and ther-exore 

exempt from t h e m:in.ijnu:ri wage and overtiiiie p rov i s ions under Sec t ion 1 3 ( a ) ( 5 ) , 

A vi .ctory a g a i n s t t h i s p o s i t i o n was v.'on by t h e 'D-lvision i n June, 1940, when 

the Eighth Uaited S t a t e s C i r c u i t Court of Appeals , Kansas C.i.ty, r eversed the 

D i s t r i c t Court in t h e Hawkeys Pe--rl Button Co, case and hcdd t h a t t h e i n d u s t r y i s 

covered by the Act . -y:- .:-; . .'h ^ ' -' -y ' •-,*•' 

The D i s t r i c t Court had dis.raissod t h e D i v i s i o n ' s coiaplaint on a motion. The 

Appelate C-.)urt s jn t i t back to t h e D i s t r i c t Court f o r t r i a l and i t i s s t i l l 

pending...- -'• •.:' .-• • . ;, ' •' ' ; -' ' '- , •-,-'. ' • • • > - . 

Havikeye has p l a n t s a t Muscatine ( l a . ) , Keokuk ( l a . ) and C^mton (Mo.). 
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