History of the Corvette Assembly move from St. Louis to Bowling Green by
 Eldon Renaud (UAW President)

BOWLING GREEN, KY. • In his 'Vette City office, the Cardinals memorabilia on the walls gives the only hint of Eldon Renaud's former life in St. Louis. Renaud, the longtime head of the United Auto Workers here, is a proud Kentuckian now.

Things might have gone another way, both for him and the former Corvette plant at the corner of Union Boulevard and Natural Bridge Avenue, which churned out the iconic American sports car for the first quarter-century of its history.

Renaud still remembers the last-ditch trip to City Hall when he and other UAW officials begged St. Louis officials to match Kentucky's offer of tax breaks to General Motors. City officials listened politely before brushing the entreaty aside. Back then, losing one auto plant with 1,000 workers didn't seem such a big deal for an manufacturing hub then surpassed only by Detroit in production of cars.

"They just let us walk away," Renaud recalled. "Today, they'd give away the store for those jobs."

Thirty years have passed since the Corvette jobs migrated east in June 1981.

For the St. Louis workers who chose to move with the plant, the transition would prove difficult. Hundreds of well-paid unionized workers, particularly the African-Americans among them, weren't exactly welcomed to a smaller Southern city where locals felt entitled to the jobs.

For the city of St. Louis, the departure marked a disturbing turn in the local economy, though no one seemed to realize it at the time. The casual writing off of the Corvette plant — which would put Bowling Green on the map — seemed to kick open the door to a mass migration of manufacturing jobs, automotive and otherwise.

In the years since, a cornerstone of the regional economy has slowly crumbled, shedding middle-class jobs to largely nonunion, right-to-work states and, more recently, emerging economies overseas.

The St. Louis automobile industry once supported the families of more than 35,000 workers in and around the region. The 175-acre site in north St. Louis, where General Motors manufactured the Chevrolet Caprice, Impala station wagon and pickup truck in addition to the Corvette, alone had payroll of 13,000 through at least the 1970s. A business park now occupies the property.

From 1954 to 1981, Chevrolet manufactured 700,000 Corvettes on that tract of land, including every model of the iconic Sting Ray.

Today — five years after Ford closed its assembly plant in Hazelwood and two years after Chrysler shut down operations in Fenton — vehicle production in the St. Louis region has dwindled to a single shift at the GM utility van plant in Wentzville.

Meanwhile in Bowling Green, Renaud and hundreds of other St. Louis expatriates have bolted together 'Vettes in a city that has become synonymous with the crown jewel of American muscle cars.

Today, about 430 hourly employees churn out 69 Corvettes a day.

The car has spawned tourism too, with the construction of the National Corvette Museum and events year-round that draw nearly 150,000 of the faithful each year. Corvette, says museum director Wendell Strode, is "one of the finest industries we have in Bowling Green."

Moving on
The arrival of hundreds of St. Louis workers in Kentucky, which surprised both GM and the residents of Bowling Green, was bound to cause friction. But the company, in a series of botched calculations, made things worse.

By the end of the summer of 1981, 950 St. Louis GM workers had joined the exodus to a place where the 50,000 residents informed the newcomers in countless ways that they weren't welcome. The company had never figured so many St. Louis workers would take it up on the offer to leave their homes.

Strode, then a bank executive with ties to the Bowling Green Chamber of Commerce, traces the backlash to a decision by GM to train 750 Warren County, Ky., residents with the promise of jobs at the new plant, a retooled Chrysler operation at the edge of town.

Were it not for the promised jobs, Strode said, the arrival of the St. Louis workers might not have caused such a stir.

Nathaniel "Nate" Moseley, who made the move and works at the plant to this day, recalls the difficult decision and the slights from Kentuckians that accompanied his arrival.

Down to his final severance checks after a 1979 layoff, the last-minute option General Motors offered — a job in Kentucky —caught Moseley and other workers by surprise. The choice: Try to scrape by until a job materialized at the opening of a GM plant under construction in Wentzville, or move south for a paycheck now. Given just a week to decide, Moseley took the paycheck.

Now in his 43rd year as a GM employee, Moseley had then never even heard of Bowling Green. "I knew nothing about it," he said.

The St. Louis plant had to close. It would die of old age. Workers had been making cars there since the onset of mass automotive production in the 1920s.

Facing a costly upgrade to meet emissions standards imposed by the Environmental Protection Agency, GM chose the less-costly alternative of building a new factory in Wentzville to assemble its mainstream vehicles, but not the more costly Corvette production line.

The company had figured most St. Louis workers would opt to take jobs at the Wentzville plant. But delays in the plant's opening put the squeeze on laid-off workers. The clock was ticking on unemployment benefits paid to the St. Louis production employees sidelined by the 1978-79 downturn in domestic car sales.

It marked the end of a sad decade in the history of American car companies, who had responded meekly to the 1970s energy crisis with a stream of slow, unremarkable, unreliable cars that allowed Japanese imports to gain a foothold in the market they would never relinquish. Even Corvettes of the day were fitted with anemic engines making less than 200 horsepower — less than half the power of many 1960s 'Vettes.

By 1981, many St. Louis GM workers could no longer wait. As spring drifted toward summer, the UAW reminded the displaced workers that they contractually had the right to claim jobs that materialized at other GM plants.

Ron Barton, then an 11-year GM veteran, decided to exercise his prerogative. He had to choose among three sites. "Went to Janesville (Wisconsin). Too cold. Went to Shreveport (Louisiana). Didn't like it," Barton said.

He packed his bags for Bowling Green.

Unwelcome neighbors
Today, now retired from the plant, Barton has remained in Bowling Green, He works as a "delivery specialist" with a program that presents customers with their 'Vette keys in a ceremony that ends with the drivers' exiting the Corvette Museum to a rousing ovation.

It's a contrast to the reception Bowling Green afforded Barton and his fellow St. Louisans three decades ago.

Many of the them arrived in Kentucky without their families, which seemed like a slap in the face to Bowling Green residents, who assumed the St. Louisans would bolt when opportunities materialized elsewhere.

In fact, most wives and children were left behind because the UAW demanded quick decisions, which left no time to market and sell their houses in St. Louis. In lieu of putting down permanent roots, plant workers bunked three to four in a mobile home or apartment, commuting to St. Louis at the end of the Friday shift before making the return trip to Bowling Green on Sunday night.

The exact number of employees living in two cities became evident the winter Monday in 1982 when Corvette operations in Bowling Green were suspended because a paralyzing weekend snowstorm stranded hundreds of UAW workers in St. Louis. (In 1983, GM called off Corvette production entirely, making the strategic decision to retool for a redesigned and much-improved 1984 Corvette.)

The contempt shown the interloping St. Louisans was meted out by officials and citizens alike. J.D. Davis, who started making Corvettes in 1966 and makes them to this day, was pulled over and ticketed for not having a Kentucky license tag as he drove to the Bowling Green plant for his first day of work.

Barton recalls salespeople arbitrarily raising the prices of furniture or real estate upon learning a customer was a GM employee. The wives of plant workers were denied employment by hiring managers who informed them a second job was superfluous in households where the primary breadwinner earned a union salary.

And when former St. Louis plant worker Bob Thomas went to court in an attempt to recoup the cost of funeral services from the driver of a car that fatally injured his daughter, the first question asked by presiding judge was: "Are you a member of the UAW?"

Nor did the resentment focus solely on envy over union salaries doled out to carpetbaggers in a right-to-work state. In 1981, only about 6 percent of the 71,000 people living in Warren County were African-American.

"Before GM came here, I think I knew every black that lived in Bowling Green and Warren County," said current Bowling Green Mayor Joe Denning, the first African-American to hold that post. "Maybe not by name, but I might have known someone was Mrs. so-and-so's grandson."

Corvette altered the social fabric of Warren County in two consequential ways. It added 133 black workers and, in many cases, their families to the population. And their paychecks on the Corvette line exceeded the take-home pay of almost every white worker in Warren County.

"For the first time, (Bowling Green) saw black people with good-paying jobs, driving nice cars and buying nice homes," Renaud said. "And what was already happening in the rest of the country —the establishment of the black middle class — caused some people in this community to believe, 'These guys are getting our jobs.'"

Happy marriage
In what Dunning describes as "a work in progress," even today, the antipathy Bowling Green directed at big-city outsiders has dissipated over time. The grudge began to ease, he said, as the families of the GM workers joined husbands and fathers in Warren County.

Soon, Bowling Green natives worshipped side-by-side with UAW members on Sunday mornings as their children befriended one another at school and became teammates on Little League fields.

Perhaps the most potent signal of Bowling Green's willingness to let bygones be bygones was the 1996 election. The one that installed Renaud — the president of the UAW Local 2164 — as mayor of Bowling Green.

The home of Western Kentucky University, the state's third-largest city (population 58,000) in 2011 sprawls outward from historic Fountain Square Park downtown to the ubiquitous strip shopping centers and fast food franchises found on the fringes of urban cores across America.

The near unanimous verdict in Bowling Green today, Dunning says, would name Corvette "the best new company our community has ever had."

Davis — more than 44 years after GM hired him on the spot and 30 years after his rocky welcome to Bowling Green — continues to play an integral role in the production of every Corvette: He orchestrates the "marriage" that weds the Corvette's fiberglass body to the chassis bearing the car's 430-horsepower engine.

Moseley, also hired in 1966, can literally be found at the end of the line, giving each vehicle a final inspection, along with a pat on the taillights for good luck. Base prices for today's Corvette range from $49,045 to $110,300. Domestic Corvette sales in 2010 totalled 12,624.

The price of a base model 1981 Corvette started at $16,258 and, with various options, could run to approximately $20,000. Chevrolet manufactured 39,230 'Vettes in the only year the car was produced in two cities, 31,590 in St. Louis.

The pristine factory to which the men report each morning is far removed from the "inhumane" conditions in St. Louis, Moseley says.

"The temperatures were over 100 in the summer, and you'd freeze to death in the winter," he recalls. Workers departed each night marred by scratches inflicted from raw fiberglass.

Marking its 30th year in Bowling Green, GM publicly recommitted to a relationship that will keep Corvette in southwestern Kentucky into the next decade.

Spurred by $7.5 million in state tax incentives, GM announced in May that it would invest $131 million to refurbish the plant for the launch of the seventh-generation Corvette, tentatively scheduled for 2013.

The launch will add an estimated 250 jobs to the 430 hourly UAW hourly employees currently working in the plant. Only five workers remain from the 950 that came to Bowling Green 30 years ago.

Now a Kentuckian through and through, Renaud still can't help wondering what might have been had St. Louis officials reacted differently when the UAW came calling in 1981.

"When you think about it, St. Louis was once synonymous with the Cardinals, with Anheuser-Busch and so many other companies that we were all proud of. Corvette was part of that scene, and I thought it always would be," said Renaud.

"But," the former mayor hastened to add, "we're glad to be here."

