History of the National Association

On April 19, 1912 in Waverly Hall, Brooklyn, New York, Delegates representing Master Workmen employed at the East Coast and West Coast Navy Yards, met to form a National Association of Master Workmen of Navy Yards and Naval Stations.  This meeting focused the conviction of a breed of master craftsmen turned leaders, that goals of attainment were realized best through cooperative venture in an aura reflecting community of interests.  The purpose of the National Association was defined as “to promote the welfare of the members of Local organizations, and by so doing endeavor to increase the efficiency of work at Navy Yards and Naval Stations.”

The conditions conducive to this meeting, ascribed to this pre-World War I period, were dismal indeed.  The ever-imposed burden of servicing the fleet with financial curtailment, administrative and legislative measures to invade and curtail established functions and the many resultant removals and transfers of Navy Yard Master Workmen understandably induced the strong feeling of uncertainty in tenure and incapability of providing adequate performance.  Following this organizational meeting, a representative committee was immediately sent to secure an interview with the Secretary of the Navy in an effort to establish a closer relationship with the Navy Department than had ever before existed.

That this objective was attained was evident at the following annual meeting held in Washington, D.C.  Recognition of the contributions of the Master Workmen to the Navy Yard’s accomplishments were reported by many of the delegates from the respective Navy Yards.  Even in this short period, it was evident that the Master Workmen were now being evaluated as members of a cooperative venture of civilian and military leadership.

Master Mechanics in the Navy’s industrial shops, had many facets of responsibility usually not assigned to their counterparts in American industry.  As well expressed by a senior Naval officer in the past.  “The word Master originally came from a Latin word meaning great.  It came to denote a feudal chief or a commander, governor, or one exercising authority.

In another sense it meant a man whose teachings or precepts one accepts and follows.  Still a third meaning was one who had attained great skill in the use or application  or anything.  The term Master Mechanic combines all three.

A Master Mechanic was one who had attained great skill in his craft, whose teachings and precepts the younger men accepted and followed; and who was the chief or commander of this own and allied crafts in a naval shipyard or other large naval industrial establishment. 

In an army, it is the division commanders who must train the men and who must have high-spirited and skilled men properly equipped at the right place at the right time to ensure victory.  At the naval industrial facilities, it was the Master Mechanic who must handle men, machines, and materials with wisdom, patience, and skill to carry out the program of top management and to ensure the timely and economical completion of any task, however difficult.”

Over the ensuing years Master Mechanics have had to adapt to changing technology, management philosophies, and facility reorganization.  In 1943 Master Mechanics divided into two categories based on their level or authority and scope of operations.  The position of Foreman was created and although a Foreman performed the same duties and required the same basic qualifications as a Master Mechanic, the size of his shop and scope of his responsibility was less than that of Masters.

In April of 1969 the titles of Master Mechanics and Foremen were changed again to reflect an organizational change within the Naval Shipyards.  Shops of similar trade disciplines were grouped together and an additional layer of management was created to manage each group.  Master Mechanics and Foremen became Superintendents and the new level manager became a Group Superintendent.  Group Superintendents normally have three or more subordinate Superintendents.  These title changes more clearly identified Navy industrial managers with other production managers within the private sector of our national industrial complex.

The Superintendent, as tradesman, leader, educator, manager, administrator, supervisor, and counselor, commands a position in the defense team which is closer than any other in the Navy’s industrial activities, bridges the gap between the thought and the implementation – the need and it’s attainment.  Superintendents bear these responsibilities, like our military associates, in solemn recognition of proffering their best efforts to nurture, apply, and develop those priceless skills essential to the American nation.  The National Association of Superintendents regards with pride it’s ninety years of fostering such efforts.

