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THE MPA HISTORICAL COMMITTEE PRESENTS: 

A HISTORY OF THE UNIONIZATION OF 

POLICE AND THE MPA 
                                                                                            By Trustee Danilo Cardenas 
 
PART I:  This series is written to illustrate the history of the Milwaukee Police Association (MPA). The goal 

is that as you read you will gain an understanding of the struggles and successes police unions, specifically 

your union, has endured throughout the decades.  

 Before we can discuss the history of the MPA we must first discover how and why police unions came 

to exist. 

 As early as 1897 a group of special police in Cleveland, Ohio, petitioned the American Federation of 

Labor (AFL) for a charter.  The AFL refused to grant them a charter and opposed the unionization of police.  

They stated that it was not within their “movement to especially organize policemen, nor more than to organize 

militiamen, as both policemen and militiamen are often controlled by forces inimical to the labor movement”. 

(Heustis, 1958, p. 643) Between 1897 and 1919 the AFL rejected all applications received from police forces.  

In June 1919, they finally reversed their position and favored the organization of City policemen, and in August 

they granted a union charter to a Boston policemen’s organization. (Heustis, 1958, p. 643) Although the AFL 

refused to grant charters prior to 1919 some City police organizations existed as early as 1895, and the biggest 

police labor organization, the Fraternal Order of Police, came into existence in 1915.  

 Thus, began the first of two major campaigns to unionize.  The first began after World War I when the 

AFL reversed its position and granted Boston its’ charter. When this occurred, many chiefs condemned the 

move. The chiefs believed that officers could not be loyal to any union and maintain the neutrality that is 

needed in policing. Most police officers did not take into consideration what the chiefs were saying because 

they were losing money due to the inflation caused by the war and the cost of living. Rank and file members 

were fed up with the authority’s lack of care for them.  Many chiefs of police admitted that the salaries of the 

rank and file were well behind the cost of living but did not help them get raises.  The rank and file felt the 

unions could do just that and unionism rose in many cities. However, this was short a lived success for the 

unions.   

 In Washington, the Commissioner ordered officers to quit the union or get fired, but the union was able 

to get a temporary injunction against any officer being fired.  In Boston, the Chief of Police would not recognize 

the Boston Police Union (BPU), restricted officers from joining, and filed charges against union officials.  The 

Chief suspended numerous officers after a  

 

settlement was reached with a citizen committee that recognized the BPU, although they asked that the BPU 

give up its’ charter.  The suspensions caused about three quarters of the rank and file to go on strike.  The 

strike led to a night of riots and looting before the militia and the remaining rank and file intervened.  It took four 

days to restore order and when it was over, four people lost their life and there was almost a million dollars in 

damages to store and property owners.  (Heustis, 1958) 

 Afterwards, Governor Calvin Coolidge ordered the dismissal of over 1100 officers that were out on 

strike and a new force was recruited. Of the strike, Governor Coolidge remarked, “There is no right to strike 

against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, at any time”. (Heustis, 1958)  
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 Later, on September 11, 1919, President Woodrow Wilson commented: 

“A strike of the policemen of a great city, leaving that city at the mercy of an army of thugs, is a crime 

against civilization. In my judgment, the obligation of a policeman is as sacred and direct as the 

obligation of a soldier. He is a public servant, not a private employee, and the whole honor and safety 

of the community are in his hands. He has no right to prefer any private advantage to the public 

safety.” (Heustis, 1958) 

  

 Shortly thereafter congress lifted the injunction in Washington and upheld the Chief’s ultimatum. This 

resulted in the AFL revoking all of the outstanding charters to police organizations and by 1920, the first 

campaign to unionize had ended. Between 1920 and approximately 1945 various attempts to unionize were 

made but ultimately ended, either through court orders or lack of interest.  

 One of the biggest opposition came from the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP). In the 

1940’s the IACP issued a pamphlet that had three main points. The first point showed that unionism was 

incompatible with policing. They argued that policing was a semi-military pursuit and as such it “required the 

undivided allegiance of its personnel” (Fogelson, 1977) and unionization would be hostile to the profession and 

public.  

 Secondly, there would be little to gain because their employers did not have the “power to enter into 

collective bargaining agreements, set up a dues check-off, or establish a closed shop”. (Fogelson, 1977) 

Finally, the IACP came to the conclusion that the authorities had the duty to prohibit officers from joining a 

union and the right to fire them if did. Surprisingly, in this same bulletin the IACP praised the benevolent and 

fraternal organizations.   

 Unionism was at a standstill until near the end of World War II, when a second campaign was started 

by an affiliate of the AFL, the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) and 

the State, County, and Municipal Workers of America (SCMWA) an affiliate of the Congress of Industrial 

Organizations (CIO). 

 Both the AFSCME and SCMWA began to issue charters to police organizations across the country. 

Police chiefs opposed this and used the consequences of the Boston Police strike as a talking point to sway 

officers from joining.  However, due to the economic position officers found themselves in because of wartime 

inflation, thousands of rank and file felt they needed someone to fight for higher pay and better benefits. The 

AFSCME and SCMEWA were able to get up to two thirds of rank and file to join locals across the country. 

(Fogelson, 1977) 

 This did not please the mayors and chiefs of various departments across the country.  In Los Angeles, 

the mayor and chief supported the Los Angeles Police Commission’s decision to ban the union and gave 

members thirty days to resign from it. Similar orders were given in St. Louis, Chicago, and Detroit. The rank 

and file argued that their constitutional rights had been violated and filed a series of suites, all of which ended 

with the court upholding the city’s right to ban unions and forcing members to resign from any union.  By the 

end of WWII the unions had no choice but to disband and were survived by benevolent and fraternal 

organizations that had been in existence for some time. Only a few small cities maintained unions where the 

authorities tolerated it.  

 Benevolent associations consisted mostly of patrolmen, and fraternal organizations allowed for 

supervisors and detectives, however some cities had separate benevolent associations for supervisors and 

detective which followed the lead of the patrolmen. While Patrolmen Benevolent Association’s (PBA’s) and 

Fraternal Orders of Police (FOP’s) mostly provided for insurance, sponsored picnics and parties, and looked 

out for the well-being of the members, they also carried demands from the officers to the authorities and 

voters. The PBA’s and FOP’s argued and pressed the authorities for better working conditions and hours of 

work, thus starting the 3rd and much slower, campaign to unionize.   

  



3 
 

 

Little by little the PAB’s and FOP’s fought for the rank and file and little by little the authorities gave in to 

small demands.  The authorities became reformist and were concerned with policy issues while the PAB’s and 

FOP’s were fighting over salaries, pensions, and working conditions. The rank and file was not worried about 

policy and rarely opposed reform schemes.   

Reformers viewed police as professions. The rank and file argued that if they were professionals, why 

were they earning much less than other professionals. Why, if they earn what a laborer earns and get treated 

like a laborer, were they not able to join a labor union? 

  The rank and file had limited options and turned to the veteran officers that joined the force after WWII.  

By the mid 1950’s and early 1960’s these veterans began to run the PBA’s and FOP’s. These new leaders 

realized a few things. First, labor unions had crossed over to the public sector, no longer representing only the 

private sector. In Philadelphia, the civil service commission authorized the city’s personnel director to use the 

AFSCME as their collective bargaining representative, New York allowed city employee’s to join unions and 

bargain, Wisconsin passed legislation that allowed Milwaukee and other cities to have the AFSCME do their 

collective bargaining, and shortly after, President Kennedy issued an executive order that allowed federal 

employees to enter into collective bargaining agreements with unions. All of these laws however, prohibited 

police from joining a union or entering into collective bargaining agreements with unions. 

 Secondly, they realized that the rank and file wanted more militant tactics to obtain their request. They 

encouraged slow-downs, sick ins (blue flu), and other tactics. The PAB’s and FOP’s pressed the authorities for 

a formal grievance procedure, a dues check off, and collective bargaining rights. As the pressure mounted, the 

authorities considered giving in, however the IACP asked them to stand firm. 

 The IACP informed the authorities that a formal grievance procedure would undermine their authority 

and destroy the integrity of civil servants, a dues check off would be illegal, and collective bargaining would be 

an unconstitutional delegation of authority. All of these arguments were weakened by what occurred during the 

1950’s and 1960’s.  

 During this time period, the authorities in various big cities granted firemen, teachers, and garbage men 

all of the things that the police were asking for. The reformers then fell back on the military analogy, comparing 

police to service members. The rank and file argued they just wanted to be recognized, not unionized.  In New 

York, Commissioner Kennedy argued that if the PBA’s and FOP’s were given the rights they were seeking they 

would eventually be unions. However, many mayors began to see the political influence the PBA’s and FOP’s 

had.  In various cities, with support from the PBA’s and FOP’s, former leaders of these associations were 

elected to the position of mayor.  The authorities realized it would be easier to give in than to continue to resist 

them. They understood that this would eventually lead to unionization but they figured it would be someone 

else’s problem.  

 In 1958 and shortly thereafter the New York PBA was able to obtain a grievance procedure, dues check 

off, and collective bargaining rights. Shortly after that Boston and Detroit obtained the same rights. Due to the 

successes of the PBA’s and FOP’s the reformers gave up the fight against unionization. The writing was on the 

wall and during an IACP conference in the 1960’s, Commissioner Pomeleau of the Baltimore Police 

Department stated, “they are here to stay, and we must work with them”. (Fogelson, 1977)  

 By the early 1970’s many major cities had obtained a dues check off, formal grievance procedure, and 

collective bargaining rights, including Milwaukee. Once the PBA’s and FOP’s obtained these rights they 

became de facto unions and some began to affiliate with labor unions, however most were independent. Soon 

they were able to bargain over various working conditions, including the fight for two-man squads.  

Finally, in the early 1970’s the IACP published a guideline acknowledging the right of the rank and file 

to join labor unions. Unionism had officially come to policing.  



4 
 

REFERENCES: 

  

Fogelson, R. M. (1977). Big-City Police. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

 

Heustis, C. E. (1958). Police Unions. The Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology, and Police Science, Vol 

48, No. 6  (Mar-Apr), 643-646. 

 

 

PART II:   

Police unions were not formally recognized until 1919 when the AFL granted its first charter to the 

Boston Policemen’s Organization.  However, there were several large cities that started their own associations 

without the backing or support from the AFL or CIO. The oldest law enforcement organization, The Texas 

Police Association, organized in Fort Worth on March 6, 1895. Approximately 1,100 miles away and 14 years 

later, in the tenth largest city in the United States at the time, the Police Officer’s Protective Association of the 

City of Milwaukee was founded.   

On June 22, 1909, at 8:45 PM, thirteen officers of the Milwaukee Police Department (MPD) held a 

meeting at Station Number 5 on N. 4th St. and W. Hadley St. The meeting was called to order by Officer 

William B. Sizer, and he exclaimed that the purpose of the meeting was to organize a protective association for 

the police department.  In attendance were a total of thirteen officers, one officer each from Station’s 1, 2, 3, 

and 4, and nine officers from District 5.  

The first order of business was to elect a temporary chairman of the association and secretary. After 

being nominated and elected William Sizer was named Chair.  He then requested a secretary be elected and 

Officer Joseph N. Brost was nominated and elected.  With a chair and secretary assigned, the next order of 

business was to decide whether a protective association should be organized or not.  

  The founders made clear that regardless of the decision, it would be voluntary membership and all 

members that chose to join would be protected …after they pay an initiation fee and all assessments when 

called upon. John Ebe** (name not legible) made a motion that was seconded and carried to form the 

association.  

Thus, began the association that would eventually become the Milwaukee Police Association. The 

Police Officer’s Protective Association of the City of Milwaukee was formed to protect members in civil lawsuits 

that may arise from duty-related actions.  At the time the association was formed, it represented all members of 

the police department.  

During this first meeting, the members present elected a five-person committee to draft a Constitution 

for the association. After drafting the constitution, they agreed to meet with the chief of police to discuss them. 

On July 7, 1909, at 2:30 PM the committee called a special meeting to order at station number one.  The 

purpose of the meeting was to discuss the constitution that had been drafted through informal meetings. After 

scrutinizing the proposed constitution, they made a few changes and re-wrote some articles. A copy of the 

newly rewritten proposal was submitted to each police station for review and signatures by the members. 

The Chief of Police spoke to the committee and supported their endeavor to form an association for the 

membership.   

The committee decided it should hold a series of caucuses at each work station starting on July 23, 

1909, so that the members may nominate three members from each work location to become the board of 

trustees. A total of 15 nominations would be accepted and a final election would be held on August 2, 1909, to 

elect a total of 9 members for the Board of Trustees. After the various caucuses, all the nominations were 

submitted. It is important to note that there were two Captains, two Lieutenants, and two Sergeants among the 

fifteen nominations.   
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A final election was held on August 3, 1909, and the first Board of Trustees was elected as follows:  

To serve until the first Monday in January 1912: 

          Captain J. Leaubenhumer, Lt. Joseph E. Heinemann, and Lt. John Strehlow; 

To serve until the first Monday in January 1911; 

          Sergeant Fred Schneider, Patrolman Ole Hafsoar, and Patrolman John Smudde. And, 

 

To serve until the first Monday in January 1910: 

          Sergeant PJ Gleason, Patrolman Joseph Brost, and Patrolman William Hembrook. 

 

The board’s first board meeting was held on August 12, 1909, where the minutes of all previous 

meetings were read and approved.  The board also elected the officers for the first term as directed by the 

constitution.  The board elected Captain J. Leaubenhumer as its first president, Lt. John Strehlow as the vice 

president, Lt. Joseph E. Heinemann as the secretary, and Sergeant Fred Schneider as the treasurer.  A three-

person committee, plus the president, was assigned by the president to draft the by-laws of the association. 

The board also decided the name of the association should be the Professional Policemen’s Protective 

Association of the City of Milwaukee. As the last piece of business at this meeting, the board set the member- 

ship fee at $1.00 and went to each police station to gather members.   

 

At the conclusion, the Professional Policemen’s Protective Association of the City of Milwaukee 

gathered a total of 222 members. All members that paid a membership fee would be protected by the 

association.  

 

On November 9, 1909, the Board held a special meeting to discuss a matter for Patrolman John Niland 

to decide whether they would pay for his attorney fees.  After a motion was made, seconded, and voted on, the 

board decided to pay the attorney fees after Officer Niland submitted his application and provided all the details 

of the case.  JOHN NILAND was the first patrolman ever protected and represented by what is now Milwaukee 

Police Association.  A special committee was named to find an attorney for Officer Niland. Additionally, at this 

meeting the constitution and by-laws were approved as they had been previously voted on, and 500 copies 

were printed and distributed to the membership at each location 

In his application for representation, Patrolman Niland reported that on October 31, 1909 he was in 

pursuit of a male that he was trying to arrest for interfering with him (obstructing). In an attempt to stop the 

fleeing subject, he fired a round from his revolver into the air.  The shot had no effect on the fleeing subject and 

Officer Nil stated he attempted to fire another round in the air but he stumbled as he was still running after the 

male.  The second shot struck the male’s body causing injury from which he died on November 1st, 1909. The 

coroner ruled that the death was accidental, however the District Attorney issued a warrant for not charging 

him with manslaughter. Officer Nil requested representation from the association as was provided in the  

by-laws.  

At the final meeting of its first year, December 27, 1909, Joseph Brost and William Hembrook were re-

elected to the board to serve another three years. There is no information in the meeting minutes regarding the 

re-election of Sgt. PJ Gleason, it is not clear whether he ran for re-election or not.  However, he was not on the 

board at the start of the new year and the newest trustee that was elected in December 1909 was an officer 

named Stuelpnagel, no rank or first name is provided in the minutes to date.  

The information provided in this article was obtained from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

Archives, Microfilm of the books/logs containing the minutes and records of the Milwaukee Professional 

Policemen’s Protective Association. 
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