A History of the Teamsters in Georgia

Local 728 has been fighting for Georgia workers for more than 94 years. It's closing in on its 100th
anniversary, and by almost any measure it's one of the strongest Teamsters locals in the country: over
10,500 members, contracts spanning freight, parcel, film, waste, and warehousing, and a bargaining
record that goes back to a fight over segregated seniority in the early 1950s.

Size helps, but it isn't the whole story. What makes a local strong is what it wins at the table and what it
does outside it. Local 728 forced company-wide seniority onto Atlanta's freight contracts in 1954, won
wage parity with neighboring states in 1955, bet early on UPS and rode that bet for 40 years, and in 2023
negotiated a Republic Services contract that added Juneteenth as a paid holiday. That same year, it
hosted the ceremony that made Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. an honorary Teamster, in the city where he
was born.

None of it happened by accident, and none of it happened fast.

Where it started

Atlanta's Yellow Cab drivers got there first. In the early 1930s they organized Local 450, the first
Teamsters local in Georgia, and won a contract in 1932.

Then they made a mistake unions have made before and since. Local 450 only let Yellow Cab drivers
join, and its members spent their energy guarding the city's best cab stands from anyone who drove for a
different company. That kind of exclusivity hollows a union out from the inside. By the time Local 450
collapsed, the International folded what was left of it into a newer local built for freight: Local 728,
chartered in 1932, shortly after 450, the second Teamsters local in Georgia.

A construction local, 891, ran into a different version of the same problem. Short-term jobs and a
revolving door of employers meant it could never build a lasting base. It survived until 1955, when the
International folded its few hundred members into 728 too.

728 itself grew the way unions were supposed to grow back then: freight first, then warehouses and
dairies, then, once the war ended, car hauling. What it needed next wasn't more contracts. It needed
leadership that could last.

Two drivers, one truck company

Robert C. Cook and Weldon L. Mathis found each other behind the wheel. Cook was driving for Complete
Auto Transit when Mathis showed up there in the late 1940s, fresh off a stint at Huber and Huber Freight.
They became friends on the job, and that friendship would run Local 728 for the next 40 years.

It nearly didn't get the chance. In 1945, two of the local's business agents ran into trouble at the same
time. W.T. Archer left to work for the Laundry Workers Local. Paul Hall went to prison. The International
put 728 under trusteeship and sent in Lee Kruggle to run it.

Cook saw an opening. Before the trusteeship lifted, he pulled Mathis into a slate of activist candidates,
along with Joe Vaske and Gene Hale, and offered Kruggle a deal: back their slate for the other offices,
and they'd back him for president. Kruggle took it and kept his word. When the trusteeship ended on June
1, 1951, Kruggle won the presidency, Cook won secretary-treasurer, and Mathis won a 3-year term as
trustee and assistant business agent.

The local they inherited ran out of a one-room office on Poplar Street in downtown Atlanta, with about 900
members. It also held separate meetings for white and Black members on alternating Sundays, a practice
that predated Kruggle and that he privately disapproved of but never touched, on the theory that white
members wouldn't show up if the meetings combined.



The seniority that wasn't fair

728 let Black workers join. Its contracts kept them off the truck anyway.

Seniority rights only applied within a single job classification, and the contract gave employers total say
over who qualified for which job. Kruggle admitted to his own executive board exactly what that language
was for: keeping Black workers out of driver and checker jobs and stuck on the dock. There was one
narrow exception, a job called “caller,” that paid a small premium to workers who could read.

Kruggle didn't last much longer as president. He resigned to represent a company, Terminal Transfer, in
grievances against his own local, a conflict the executive board's first pick to replace him couldn't survive.
The board tapped Vice President Gene Hale. The membership rejected him 5 to 1. So the board turned to
Cook instead, with Mathis moving up to secretary-treasurer.

Cook and Mathis went after classification seniority right away, working it out of the local's city-wide
agreement with the Atlanta Truck Operators Association piece by piece. Mathis spent a year leaning on
Akers Motor Line to promote a senior Black employee, Pierce Jones, into a driver's seat. By the 1954
renegotiation, company-wide seniority had replaced classification seniority across the local's freight
contracts, and Black drivers were finally getting jobs that had been closed to them for decades.

Hale never forgave them for it. Still vice president, he tried to split the local's drivers along regional lines,
got fired as assistant business agent for his trouble, and spent more than a year fighting his removal from
office in court. He lost.

Growing on principle

The lesson Cook and Mathis took from all this was simple: organizing beats hoarding. Instead of building
up the treasury, they spent money on organizers.

Gid Parham was one of the local's few Black drivers, and he'd once held the token chairmanship of an
informal “Colored Division” that Kruggle's administration invented to keep the two segregated meetings
running smoothly. Cook pulled him off the truck and made him a full-time organizer in 1954. Joe Vaske, a
warehouseman who'd been a steward for years, got hired the same year. Both men later said the same
thing: ending segregated meetings is what made their organizing work.

The proof came in 1955. Atlanta drivers were making 50 cents an hour less than drivers in neighboring
states, and even more behind the Central States. General President James Hoffa wanted to close that
gap over 6 years.

Cook wouldn't hear of it. His drivers were doing the same work as drivers in Nashville and Knoxville, and
he wanted the same pay now, not eventually. By his own account, the membership was ready to strike
and stay out until they got it.

They didn't have to. The union's Warehouse Division, under Harold Gibbons, threatened national
companies with roving pickets at every other facility they owned if Atlanta didn't get a fair deal. General
President Dave Beck kicked in an organizing grant. The local used the hot cargo clause hard before
Congress outlawed it in 1959.

Then the first national freight-hauling agreement landed, and Gid Parham called it “the greatest thing in
the world.” It meant a company couldn't shrug off a local strike anymore by rerouting freight to a city
where the Teamsters weren't organized.

Ryder Freight's own chairman, James Ryder, got tired of fighting the union city by city and agreed to
timed, card-check votes across the Southeast: Charlotte, Greenville, Jacksonville, Miami, Tampa. His
drivers voted Teamster everywhere the clock ran out.

The last piece fell into place in 1960. Trucking companies wanted to eliminate the “helper” classification, a
job that was disproportionately Black and often filled by workers who couldn't read. If those workers were



going to become checkers instead of losing their jobs, they needed literacy and arithmetic skills fast, so
Local 728 opened a free school and taught them.

By 1965, the local had grown from 900 members to nearly 9,000: freight, car hauling, dairies,
warehouses, grocers, Atlanta Gas Light, Kraft Foods.

A building of their own

Growth like that needed a home. When the 1955 Southeastern agreement moved the local's health
coverage to the Central States Health and Welfare Fund, a chunk of money sat unclaimed in the old
Atlanta Truck Operators Employees Welfare Fund, with no fair way to split it among individual members.

The local's attorney, Ed Pierce, asked the courts to put the money in a trust instead: buy land, build a hall,
rent it to the union, and use the rent to pay down the note. In 1958 the trust bought 11.5 acres on
Lakewood Avenue and built the hall on the welfare-fund balance plus a loan.

That trust, run jointly by a judge and union-appointed trustees, still owns 2540 Lakewood Avenue SW
today. It's been Local 728's address for almost 70 years.

Splitting up, growing apart

By 1965, Local 728 had passed 8,400 members, and Cook and Mathis had settled on a theory: smaller

locals organize harder than big, comfortable ones. With Hoffa and Southern Conference official “Dusty”

Miller, they split the local in two. Truck Drivers and Helpers Local 728 kept freight and delivery in Atlanta
and Savannah. General Teamsters Local 528 took everything else in Georgia, including car hauling.

Cook chose to lead the new local, betting it would need him more. Mathis stayed on as president of 728
and, that same year, took a job with the Southern Conference of Teamsters on one condition: he got to
keep living in Atlanta and keep his local presidency too. It was the start of two very different careers built
from the same friendship.

Cook's story wound down first. A heart attack at 52 in 1966, then open-heart surgery in 1972, convinced
him it was time to go. He retired as Local 528's president on January 1, 1974, deliberately leaving a year
on his term so his chosen successor, Joe Vaske, would inherit the advantages of incumbency. Cook's
own son, Jerry Cook, took over as secretary-treasurer.

Vaske used the same trick in 1978, stepping down early to hand the presidency to Jerry Cook, with Ed
Flournoy as secretary-treasurer. But an assistant business agent named Hub Davis, who'd sworn up and
down he had no interest in local office, changed his mind at the last minute and wanted the top job
instead. Jerry Cook and Vaske let him have it and kept Cook on as secretary-treasurer.

It was a mistake. Davis, by every account a fine assistant business agent, came apart as president. He
clashed with members, with other officials, with the Southern Conference, and with the International itself.

He re-hired employees with troubled records. When Jerry Cook refused to keep signing the local's
checks, Davis fired him, and Ed Flournoy too. The executive board re-hired Cook as an adviser out of
spite, members picketed their own union hall, and the International sent in an investigator. Local 528
landed under trusteeship for 18 months before the membership elected Jerry Cook president and Ed
Flournoy secretary-treasurer for good.

Through all of it, Local 528 kept organizing, adding manufacturing plants, warehouses, utility workers, bus
drivers, until it was running roughly 150 contracts, from tiny shops under 10 workers to giants like Dobbs
House and Atlanta Gas Light with 900 apiece.

Betting on UPS



In 1957, a UPS vice president named Dan McKnight came to Atlanta looking for Mathis. UPS wanted into
the South, and once it got state authority to operate there, McKnight said, it would recognize the
Teamsters by card check, no fight required. He figured the approval process would take 6 to 12 months. It
took 8 years.

Most Teamster locals wanted nothing to do with UPS in the meantime. UPS ran on its own vocabulary:
feeder cars, package drivers, sorters working a hub operation nobody in freight recognized. Mathis took
the bet everyone else was avoiding. As the Southern Conference organizer assigning Teamster locals to
UPS across Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee, he assigned himself Georgia, on the theory that UPS
would grow there the way it already had out west.

He was right. When UPS finally arrived in Georgia between 1966 and 1968, Local 728 had 6,500
members, almost all freight. Twenty years later, in 1988, the local's 7,500 to 7,800 members were split
evenly between freight and UPS. Freight membership had fallen by half over that stretch, and UPS had
filled the hole.

Mathis kept winning re-election as Local 728's president the entire time, even as he climbed the IBT's
national ladder: executive assistant to General President Frank Fitzsimmons starting in 1967, an IBT vice
president not long after. He made keeping his Atlanta local presidency a condition of every promotion,
and flew home weekly to run it, while Al Johnson and later Billy Waters kept the office running as
secretary-treasurer.

By 1988, freight and parcel work had split the local's membership down the middle again, and Mathis
decided it was time to stop wearing two hats: Local 728 president and the IBT's General Secretary-
Treasurer. The local split once more. Local 728 kept freight. A newly chartered Local 928 took over parcel
delivery and air freight.

After Mathis

Mathis's national career outlasted his time in Georgia. He served as the IBT's General Secretary-
Treasurer from 1985 until 1991, and briefly, for a few months in 1988, as the union's interim General
President while Jackie Presser recovered from surgery. He died in Ormond Beach, Florida, in October
2001, at 75.

The locals he and Cook built kept splitting and reforming without them. Local 528 moved its headquarters
from Atlanta to Jonesboro and today represents about 3,500 members in transportation, warehousing,
and logistics, with offices reaching into north Georgia. Its members have included Kroger distribution
drivers at the company's Forest Park facility, who voted to authorize a strike when contract talks stalled.

Local 928 didn't last as a separate entity. It no longer shows up in the International's own Georgia
directory, which today lists only Locals 528, 728, and 1129. Local 728's current employer roster includes
UPS again alongside its freight carriers. At some undocumented point, the parcel and air-freight
jurisdiction Mathis carved out in 1988 folded back into 728. Local 1129, the third name on that list, isn't a
freight or parcel local at all: it represents about 400 Teamsters at Anheuser-Busch's Budweiser brewery in
Cartersville.

The freight side took a real hit in August 2023, when Yellow Corporation, parent of YRC Freight, USF
Holland, New Penn Motor Express, and USF Reddaway, and long one of Local 728's organized
employers, collapsed into bankruptcy. A restructuring plan had broken down in a dispute with the
Teamsters: Yellow blamed the union for blocking the cost cuts it said it needed to survive. As Teamsters,
we work hard to negotiate fair contracts and abide by them. No obligations were broken or disgarded.

The shutdown cost about 30,000 jobs nationwide, 22,000 of them Teamsters, and Yellow later sued the
union over the collapse in litigation still working through the courts years later. That same month, UPS
Teamsters nationwide, Georgia's 728 members included, ratified a new 5-year contract and avoided a
strike that had looked close to certain.



Local 728 today

After Mathis, the presidency passed through Jerry King, Don Scott, Waymon Stroud, and Randy Brown
before landing with Matthew Higdon, who holds the office now.

Higdon has run the local through the Yellow Corporation collapse, the 2023 UPS fight, and a run of new
organizing that would have looked unrecognizable to Cook and Mathis: workers at Republic Services, at
the grocery warehouser UNFI, at O'Reilly Auto Parts. Local 728 now represents over 12,000 workers
across metro Atlanta, and freight and parcel are just two crafts among many.

Georgia's film and television boom handed the local an entirely new craft: production transportation, the
drivers and coordinators who provide logistics for Film and TV production. Everything from pick-up and
delivery to moving cast, crew and equipment from set to location.

Waste hauling turned into a steady source of members too. Republic Services workers in Atlanta and in
Calhoun voted to join, and in 2023 the local ratified a new Republic Services contract in Atlanta that
added Juneteenth as a paid holiday. That came on the heels of 180 Atlanta Republic Services workers
voting by 95 percent to authorize a strike to get it. Liberty Tire recyclers, Georgia Tech's contracted bus
drivers, Red Cross blood collection staff: all of them have joined Local 728 in the same wave.

The newest fight is the hardest one. In November 2024, drivers at Amazon's DGT8 delivery station in
Alpharetta announced they'd formed a union with the Teamsters and demanded recognition, joining
drivers at Amazon facilities nationwide doing the same thing. Amazon says these drivers work for
contracted delivery service partners, not Amazon itself, so there's no first contract yet and no guarantee
of one, but the Teamsters have never backed down from a challenge or a fight to protect workers and
their rights.

Women built almost none of Local 728's early history. Freight driving, dock work, and checker jobs were
closed to them the same way those jobs were closed to Black workers before 1954. That's changed
slowly, and mostly recently. Now Women hold leadership roles at the Local as well as leading organizing
efforts and stewardship for many crafts.

Leading the way are women like Vickie Beavers who has worked for years as a Local 728 business
agent, handling grievances and contract fights on the ground, sitting on the Teamsters' national Women's
Conference planning committee, and helping run the local's Flint water relief effort. In addition, Elizabeth
Laster, a UPS Member is instrumental in the efforts to organize Amazon Workers in Georgia. Devonna
Bervine has recently joined the UPS team and Renee Call plays a key role in the Joint Council 75
Disaster Relief services.

Delores Wright, a freight driver and steward at Holland, became the first woman at the Atlanta terminal to
log a million miles on the road, a mark she reached after only seven years driving! She's also active in the
Georgia chapter of the Teamsters National Black Caucus and in Local 728's Women's Group. This year
18 Women will represent our Local the National Teamsters Women’s Conference.

Nearly a century after Local 450 organized Atlanta's cab drivers, Local 728 still runs out of the Lakewood
Avenue property its members financed in the 1950s, on the same idea that got Cook and Mathis started:
“Organize the next worker, and you protect the ones you've already got!”



