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A Century of Auto History in a
Neighborhood that Built the Car

Southwest Detroit Auto Heritage Guide

Exploring Our Auto Legacy -

Introducing the Southwest
Detroit Auto Heritage Guide

Editor’s Note:

EL CENTRAL Hispanic News is pleased to introduce the Southwest Detroit
Auto Heritage Guide to our readers and online followers. Santiago Esparza’s
“Hank Aguirre’s Mexican Industries” article celebrates someone who left his
stamp on area industry and our community in myriad ways. It is only fitting
that this and a 2024 EL CENTRAL article about the Detroit area Lowriders by
Andrea Meza are two of the three essays posted to the Guide that introduce our
community’s “auto roots.”

With the support of funding from Press Forward, the national movement to
strengthen communities by reinvigorating local news, EL CENTRAL anticipates
publishing four additional articles over the course of the next year that that will
explore how the Southwest Detroit Hispanic community has contributed to the
growth and global impact of the automotive industry.

Current plans envision a two-part series that traces the first wave of Mexican
migration to Detroit after World War I, as well as the hardships of the Los
Repatriados who were forced back to Mexico during the Great Depression of
the 1930s. The Hispanic Manufacturing Center will be the subject of another
profile. While this pioneering effort of neighborhood entrepreneurs did not last
in that form, it helped pave the way for the success of The Ideal Group, which
will be the focus of the fourth article. These articles will be developed along
with members of the Southwest Detroit Auto Heritage Guide team. Anyone who
would like to volunteer aid the research effort associated with any article should
email: volunteerSWDAHG@gmail.com

A word of thanks to our friends at the Southwest Detroit Business Association
whose support helped make Esparza’s initial article possible.

Robert L. Dewaelsche,

Explorando nuestro legado automotriz —

Presentamos la Southwest
Detroit Auto Heritage Guide

Nota del editor:

EL CENTRAL Hispanic News se complace en presentar la Southwest Detroit
Auto Heritage Guide a nuestros lectores y seguidores en linea. El articulo de
Santiago Esparza, “Mexican Industries de Hank Aguirre”, rinde homenaje

a alguien que dejo su huella en la industria local y en nuestra comunidad de
multiples maneras. Resulta logico que este articulo, junto con el de 2024 de EL
CENTRAL sobre los Lowriders del area de Detroit, escrito por Andrea Meza,
sean dos de los tres ensayos publicados en The Guide que presentan las raices
automotrices de nuestra comunidad.

Con el apoyo financiero de Press Forward, el movimiento nacional que
fortalece a las comunidades revitalizando las noticias locales, EL CENTRAL
prevé publicar cuatro articulos adicionales durante el proximo afio que
exploraran como la comunidad hispana del suroeste de Detroit ha contribuido al
crecimiento y al impacto global de la industria automotriz. Los planes actuales
contemplan una serie de dos partes que rastrea la primera ola de migracion
mexicana a Detroit después de la Primera Guerra Mundial, asi como las difi-
cultades de los repatriados, quienes se vieron obligados a regresar a México
durante la Gran Depresion de la década de 1930. El Centro de Manufactura
Hispana - Hispanic Manufacturing Center sera el tema de otro articulo. Si
bien este esfuerzo pionero de los emprendedores del barrio no perduré en ese
momento, contribuy? al éxito de The Ideal Group, que sera el tema central del
cuarto articulo. Estos articulos se desarrollaran en colaboracion con miembros
del equipo de The Guide del Patrimonio Automotriz del Suroeste de Detroit. Si
desea colaborar voluntariamente en la investigacion de cualquier articulo, puede
escribir a: volunteerSWDAHG@gmail.com.

Agradecemos a nuestros amigos de la Southwest Detroit Business Association,

EL CENTRAL Hispanic News, Managing Editor

Henry Ford & Henry Leland (1922) / Diego Rivera's “Detroit In

dustry” Frescoes (1933) /

Timken Detroit Axle (1919) / UAW GM Cadillac Clark St. Pickets (1937)

Overview:
The Auto Heritage Guide (www.
https://www.motorcities.org/south-
west-detroit-auto-heritage-guide) is a
welcome addition to the MotorCities
National Heritage Area (MCNHA)
website. We find it an invaluable
resource that highlights a century of
auto and labor history by focusing on
area factories, community sites as well
as neighborhood cultural groups.
Established in 1998, the MotorCities
National Heritage Area Partnership is
a nonprofit corporation that is part of
the National Heritage Area System of
the National Park Service. Its mission
is to preserve, interpret and promote
the region’s rich automotive and labor
heritage in Southeastern Michigan. A
longtime friend of Southwest Detroit,
MotorCities was instrumental in
the development of the Fort Street
Interpretive Park that opened in 2020.
“The business profiles, essays,
videos, and links to other resources
featured in the Auto Heritage Guide
represent a wealth of detail that has
often been overlooked in accounts that
focus on the city at large rather than
on a single neighborhood.” Shawn
Pomaville-Size, Executive Director
of MotorCities, says of the Guide s
launch. “Rarely has there been an
opportunity to see such thoughtful
analysis and so many rich documents
assembled to help current and former
residents, visitors, auto enthusiasts,
faculty, students, and union members
pay tribute to the automotive history
of Southwest Detroit.”

Brandi Watts, Vice President for

Programs & Compliance at the
Southwest Detroit Business

Association (SDBA), adds that “We

were eager to support Esparza’s work
that led to this profile because of Mr.
Aguirre’s pioneering efforts as a Latino
auto entrepreneur. We are also most
grateful to our friends at EL CENTRAL
Hispanic News for their help in making
this feature’s publication possible.

Our organization’s involvement in

the development of the Guide can be
traced to the efforts of former SDBA
President Kathy Wendler, who champi-
oned the idea that the neighborhood’s
auto history needed to be more fully
appreciated. She forged the partnership
between MCNHA and the volunteers,
area scholars, and students that helps
us celebrate our claim that Southwest
Detroit should be recognized as one of
the premier neighborhoods ‘that built
the car’.”

Ron Alpern, the project’s coordina-
tor, underscores that, “The Guide is
very much a work in progress, having
been developed in three distinct
phases over more than a decade. The
profiles of prominent auto firms were
developed first, followed by labor
history highlights with an initial series
of Community History essays that
provide background and context. The
Guide project’s final phase seeks to
cast a spotlight on those who came
from afar to work in auto factories
and formed the communities that
contributed so much to the rich mosaic
of the Southwest Detroit neighbor-
hood.” He continues that “We trust
that EL CENTRAL readers will view
this article as an open invitation to
help generate additional material that
showcases other auto-related business-
es and cultural communities whose
histories we’d like to incorporate into
the Guide.”

cuyo apoyo hizo posible el articulo inicial de Esparza.

Robert L. Dewaelsche,

EL CENTRAL Hispanic News, Managing Editor

Resumen:

La Auto Heritage Guide (www.
https://www.motorcities.org/
southwest-detroit-auto-heritage-guide)
es una excelente incorporacion al

sitio web del Area de Patrimonio
Nacional de MotorCities (MotorCities
National Heritage Area Partnership
MCNHA). Consideramos que es un
recurso invaluable que destaca un
siglo de historia automotriz y laboral,
centrandose en fabricas de la zona,
sitios comunitarios y grupos culturales
del vecindario.

Fundada en 1998, la MotorCities
National Heritage Area Partnership es
una ONG que forma parte del Sistema
de Areas de Patrimonio Nacional
del Servicio de Parques Nacionales.
Su misién es preservar, interpretar y
promover el rico patrimonio automo-
triz y laboral de la region del sureste
de Michigan. MotorCities, un amigo
de toda la vida del suroeste de Detroit,
fue fundamental en el desarrollo del
Parque Interpretativo de Fort Street,
inaugurado en 2020.

“Los perfiles de empresas, ensayos,
videos y enlaces a otros recursos que
aparecen en el Guide del Patrimonio
Automotriz representan una riqueza
de detalles que a menudo se ha pasado
por alto en los articulos que se centran
en la ciudad en general, en lugar de
en un solo barrio”, comenta Shawn
Pomaville-Size, director ejecutivo de
MotorCities, sobre el lanzamiento de
el Guide. “Pocas veces se ha tenido
la oportunidad de ver un analisis
tan profundo y una documentacion
tan completa para ayudar a resi-
dentes, visitantes, entusiastas de los
automoviles, profesores, estudiantes
y sindicalistas, actuales y anteriores, a
rendir homenaje a la historia automo-
triz del suroeste de Detroit”.

Brandi Watts, vicepresidenta de
Programas y Cumplimiento Southwest
Detroit Business Association (SDBA),
afiade: “Apoyamos con entusiasmo
el trabajo de Esparza, que dio origen
a este perfil, gracias a la iniciativa
pionera del Sr. Aguirre como empre-
sario latino del sector automotriz.

También agradecemos profundamente
a nuestros amigos de EL CENTRAL
Hispanic News por su ayuda para
hacer posible la publicacion de este
articulo. La participacion de nuestra
organizacion en el desarrollo de el
Guide se debe a los esfuerzos de la
expresidenta de la SDBA, Kathy
Wendler, quien defendio la idea de que
la historia automotriz del vecindario
debia apreciarse mas plenamente. Ella
forjo la colaboracién entre del Area de
Patrimonio Nacional de MotorCities y
los voluntarios, académicos y estudi-
antes de la zona, lo que nos ayuda a
celebrar nuestra reivindicacion de que
el Suroeste de Detroit debe ser recon-
ocido como uno de los vecindarios
mas importantes que “construyeron el
automovil”.

Ron Alpern, coordinador del
proyecto, subraya: “el Guide es, en
gran medida, un trabajo en progreso,
desarrollado en tres fases distintas
a lo largo de mas de una década.
Primero se desarrollaron los perfiles
de importantes empresas automo-
trices, seguidos de los aspectos mas
destacados de la historia laboral con
una serie inicial de ensayos sobre la
historia de la comunidad que brindan
antecedentes y contexto. La fase
final del proyecto de el Guide busca
destacar a quienes vinieron de lejos
para trabajar en fabricas automotrices
y formaron las comunidades que tanto
contribuyeron al rico mosaico del
vecindario del suroeste de Detroit”.
Continta: “Confiamos en que los
lectores de EL CENTRAL vean este
articulo como una invitacion abierta
a ayudar a generar material adicional
que muestre otras empresas y comu-
nidades culturales relacionadas con el
sector automotriz cuyas historias nos
gustaria incorporar a el Guide”.

NOTA: El Guide esta actual-
mente solo en inglés, pero se
planea afiadir contenido en
espafiol proximamente. Visite la
Southwest Detroit Auto Heritage
Guide en: www.motorcities.org/
southwest-detroit-auto-heritage-guide


Ron Alpern
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Hank Aguiree's Mexican Industries

by Santiago Esparza Il

enry John “Hank”
Aguirre was an impos-
ing figure on the Tiger

Stadium mound. The tall,
lanky southpaw would stare
in at the batter facing him and
get him out with a broad array
of dazzling pitches.

He was in the Detroit Tigers’
bullpen as a relief pitcher in
1962 when he was pressed
into the starter’s role due to
an injured teammate. He took
advantage of the opportunity
and notched the league’s
lowest ERA. Aguirre was
unflappable on the mound, as
he mowed down hitters and
earned a spot on the MLB
All-Star Game that season.

One favorite story: When
he was a rookie, Hank struck
out Boston Red Sox legend
Ted Williams, and then asked
Williams to autograph the
ball. Williams, who was not
known to do things like that,
agreed. But the next time
he faced Aguirre, Williams
blasted the first pitch for a
home run and told Aguirre
to get the ball and he would
autograph it as well.

Aguirre spent 16 seasons
in the majors, pitching for
four teams. He played for the
Tigers from 1958 to 1967. He
was considered a good team-
mate and a very determined
player. Aguirre later served
as a coach with the Chicago
Cubs, serving as an effective
buffer between players, the
media, and mercurial manager
Leo Durocher.

Launching a Minority
Business
Aguirre took the same
no-nonsense approach to
business after he retired from
baseball. He started Mexican
Industries in Southwest
Detroit in 1979 at the urging
of Volkswagen of America
executive Jack Masterson and
attorney John Noonan, who
saw the opportunity afforded
by minority-preference
automotive part sourcing and
Hank’s obvious leadership
skills. Aguirre took out a
mortgage on his home and,
with an investment from
his former teammate Bill
Freehan, opened shop. The
company’s name referred
to both the Mexicantown
neighborhood that was
adjacent to the ballpark and
the company’s heavily Latino
workforce.

The company manufactured
automotive textile products,
including steering wheel

covers, seat covers, air bags,
and covers for spare tires,
with most workers doing
cutting and/or sewing.
Although the firm had
humble beginnings, the
company grew into a
juggernaut, boasting 900
Detroit workers, and stood
as an example of how to
employ local people living
within walking distance
of the company and still
compete with the big boys for
contracts. Revenue climbed
past $150 million by the late
1980s, fueled by contracts
with GM, Chrysler, Ford, and
a number of their Tier One
suppliers.

Honoring Hank

In 1987, the U.S. Hispanic
Chamber of Commerce
named Aguirre Businessman
of the Year. The Chamber’s
honor wasn’t just for Mexican
Industries’ performance, but
also for Hank’s work ethic
and his commitment to the
local community. He had
worked for his father’s tortilla
company as a teen, making
deliveries on foot starting at
4:00 AM before school. After
starting Mexican Industries,
he sponsored baseball, basket-
ball, and soccer leagues for
employees from the compa-
ny’s five buildings. When

an employee was short on
bill-paying money or needed a
little extra cash for Christmas
presents or rent, he gave
advances with easy low-in-
terest repayment plans; such
payments were kept quiet to
make sure employees were
not embarrassed by having
had to ask for the help.

At Mexican Industries,
Aguirre was not content to
run things from the corner
office. He regularly walked
the shop floors of his opera-
tions. He knew the first names
of the people he stopped to
chat with, remembered their
children’s birthdays, and gave
them Christmas ornaments
made by another of his
businesses.

Not surprisingly, many of
his workers liked and looked
up to Aguirre. Some saw
him almost as a father figure,
so Aguirre enjoyed a good
reputation on the Southwest
side and the broader Detroit
community. Many of the
company’s hires were resi-
dents new to the US and
grateful for employment. The
Michigan Minority Business
Hall of Fame tribute video

Mexican Industries Automotive Component Manufacturing Operations -
1400 Howard St. (Circa 1980s)
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Hank Aguirre started Mexican Industries in Southwest Detroit in 1979

bit.ly/HankAguirreVideo
demonstrates the extremely
high regard in which Aguirre
was held in the neighborhood,
region, and industry.

Like many entrepreneurs,
Aguirre was convinced
that he knew what was best
for the company and its
employees. So, in the early
1990s, when the UAW first
tried to organize Mexican
Industries’ workers, Hank
made his opposition known
in no uncertain terms. That
no doubt played a role in the
1993-95 UAW campaign that
ended in defeat for the union.

Stormy Weather

‘When Hank’s four children
assumed the leadership

roles after he died of cancer
in 1994, the company had
diversified to include new
customers such as Lear, a Tier
One auto supplier that manu-
factured seats, headliners, and

Mexican Industries was very
labor-intensive and in direct
competition with low-wage
producers in Mexico, pushing
down what its customers
would pay. Even after award-
ing contracts, automakers
usually demanded yearly
price cuts as a requirement
for keeping the business.
Second, while automakers had
committed to sourcing more
of their components from
minority- and woman-owned
enterprises, performing well
was a challenge for firms
whose profit margins were
so thin. Joint ventures often
helped them to upgrade
operations to achieve more
predictable quality, but profits
were seldom sufficient to
allow them to automate their
processes enough to boost
productivity.

As a consequence, most jobs
at Mexican Industries — and

Neighborhood that Built the Car

for Labor Advancement
(LACLA) activist. Estrada
established a strong rapport
with the company’s workforce
and was not afraid to chal-
lenge the firm’s reputation

as a benevolent employer
with a reputation for caring
about its employees and the
community. The campaign
augmented its ranks during
the campaign’s final phase by
engaging Spanish language
speaking officials from other
UAW locals. Organizers met
with workers in their homes
and reached out whenever the
opportunity presented itself.
Estrada’s success propelled
her up the ranks in the UAW’s
Organizing Department, and
she later became the UAW’s
first Latina vice-president,
retiring in 2023.

The UAW carried all four
of Mexican Industries’
production facilities and
captured 58% of the vote.
The UAW brought in Ford
and Visteon to try to broaden
the company’s customer base
and worked behind the scenes
to help keep the business
solvent.

The Firm’s Final Chapter
When Mexican Industries
failed, some dichard anti-
union people sought to blame
the UAW. But even local
bankers queried about the

“Cut & Sew” Operations - Shop Floor Views Left -Date Unknown / Right — 1998 (Aguirre Safety Technologies)

in some cases full automotive
interiors for Detroit’s Big
Three. In 1998 they formed
Aguirre Safety Technologies,
a joint venture with TRW to
do the cut-and-sew work for
side impact airbags.

But, even as the company’s
revenues climbed toward
$190 million, storm clouds
began to appear on the
horizon. Timely payments
were rare in the early
1990s, even for many of the
best-performing suppliers.
The company lost some key
contracts while other firms
didn’t fulfill the original
terms of contracts because
of recurring quality deficien-
cies. Profit margins, always
thin, shrank further and the
company had to assume more
debt. In the late 1990s, three
different CEOs were at the
helm of Mexican Industries.

Other pressures, most of
them inherent to the nature
of auto supplier operations,
also were factors. First,
the “cut-and-sew” work at

at many other labor-intensive
minority suppliers — would
remain demanding, repetitive,
and low-paying.
The Union
Five years after Hank
Aguirre’s death, the company
seemed to have little option
but to push workers harder
in the face of the challenges
associated with shipping
each day’s production and
mounting financial pressure.
The workforce, which was
heavily female, seemed to
have had enough. Secking
improvements in wages and
working conditions, there
was renewed interest in a new
UAW campaign, despite the
firm’s threats to shut down the
company if it was unionized.
The effort was led by then
26-year-old Cindy Estrada.
Her father owned a bar in the
neighborhood and the United
Farm workers office was next
door. She had been active in
the United Farm Worker’s
Grape boycott. Her uncle was
a Latin American Council

company’s closure found

the idea that a mere 25-cent
raise had doomed Mexican
Industries not particularly
credible. That raise cost the
company $676,000 a year in
2000, the only full year it was
in effect; that was a pittance
compared to the $22.6 million
that Mexican Industries owed
its unsecured creditors at the
time.

The true scope of the
company’s troubles was
kept from public view. Both
management and the union
believed that in order to save
the firm and its jobs, new
contracts had to be landed,
short-term financing had to
be secured, or a new owner
found. They feared these
efforts would be jeopardized
if bankers and workers had a
clearer view of the company’s
dire circumstances.

However, when it became
known that the healthcare
payments were being deduct-
ed from workers’ paychecks,
despite the benefit having

Continues on page 11
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Un siglo de historia del automévil en un

vecindario que construy6 el automoévil

Mexican Industries de Hank Aguirre

Por Santiago Esparza Ill

enry John “Hank”
Aguirre fue una
figura imponente

en el monticulo del Estadio
de los Tigers. Zurdo, alto y
desgarbado, miraba fijamente
al bateador que tenia enfrente
y lo ponchaba con unos
lanzamientos deslumbrantes.

Formo parte del bullpen
de los Detroit Tigers como
relevista en 1962, cuando se
vio obligado a asumir el rol
de abridor debido a la lesion
de un companero. Aprovechd
la oportunidad y registro la
efectividad mas baja de la
liga. Aguirre se mantuvo
imperturbable en el monti-
culo, aniquilando bateadores
y ganandose un lugar en el
Juego de Estrellas de la MLB
esa temporada.

La anécdota favorita:
Cuando era novato, Hank
poncho a la leyenda de los
Medias Rojas - Boston Red
Sox, Ted Williams, y luego le
pidio a Williams que auto-
grafiara la pelota. Williams,
quien no era conocido por
hacer ese tipo de cosas,
accedio. Pero la siguiente vez
que se enfrentd a Aguirre,
Williams conect6 un jonron
con el primer lanzamiento y
le dijo a Aguirre que tomara
la pelota y que ¢l también la
autografiaria.

Aguirre paso 16 tempora-
das en las Grandes Ligas,
lanzando para cuatro equipos.
Jugo para los Tigres de 1958
a 1967. Era considerado un
buen compaiiero de equipo
y un jugador muy decidido.
Posteriormente, Aguirre se
desempefio como entrenador
de los Cachorros de Chicago
- Chicago Cubs, sirviendo
como un eficaz intermedi-
ario entre los jugadores, los
medios de comunicacion
y el voluble manager Leo
Durocher.

Lanzé un negocio
minoritario

Aguirre adopt6 el mismo
enfoque sensato en los
negocios después de retirarse
del béisbol. Fund6 Mexican
Industries en el suroeste de
Detroit en 1979 a instancias
del ejecutivo de Volkswagen
of America, Jack Masterson,
y del abogado John Noonan,

quienes vieron la oportunidad
que ofrecia el abastecimiento
de piezas automotrices para
minorias y las evidentes
habilidades de liderazgo de
Hank. Aguirre hipoteco su
casa 'y, con una inversion de
su excompanero de equipo
Bill Freehan, abri6 un taller.
El nombre de la empresa
hacia referencia tanto al barrio
Mexicantown, adyacente al
estadio, como a su fuerza
laboral, mayoritariamente
latina.

La empresa fabricaba
productos textiles para
automoviles, como fundas
para volantes, fundas para
asientos, bolsas de aire y
fundas para llantas de refac-
cion, y la mayoria de sus
trabajadores se dedicaban al
corte y/o la costura.

Aunque la empresa tuvo
un comienzo humilde, se
convirti6 en un gigante, con
900 trabajadores en Detroit,
y fue un ejemplo de como
emplear a personas locales
que vivian a poca distancia
de la empresa y, al mismo
tiempo, competir con las
grandes empresas por contra-
tos. Los ingresos superaron
los 150 millones de ddlares a
finales de la década de 1980,
impulsados por contratos con
GM, Chrysler, Ford y varios
de sus proveedores de primer
nivel.

Homenaje a Hank

En 1987, la Camara de
Comercio Hispana de Estados
Unidos nombré a Aguirre
Empresario del Afo. El
reconocimiento de la Camara
no solo se debia al desempefio
de Mexican Industries, sino
también a la ética de trabajo
de Hank y su compromiso

con la comunidad local. De
adolescente, trabajo en la
empresa de tortillas de su
padre, haciendo repartos a

pie desde las 4:00 a. m. antes
de ir a la escuela. Tras fundar
Mexican Industries, patrocind
ligas de béisbol, baloncesto

y futbol para los empleados
de los cinco edificios de la
empresa. Cuando un emplea-
do andaba corto de dinero
para pagar facturas o necesita-
ba un extra para los regalos de
Navidad o el alquiler, les daba

anticipos con planes de pago
faciles y con bajos intereses;
estos pagos se mantenian en
secreto para que los emplea-
dos no se sintieran avergonza-
dos por haber tenido que pedir
ayuda.

En Mexican Industries,
Aguirre no se conformaba
con dirigir desde la oficina.
Recorria regularmente las
plantas de produccion. Sabia
los nombres de pila de las
personas con las que se
detenia a charlar, recordaba
los cumpleaiios de sus
hijos y les regalaba adornos
navidefios hechos por otro de
sus Negocios.

No era de extraiar que
muchos de sus trabajadores
lo apreciaran y admiraran.
Algunos lo veian casi como
una figura paterna, por lo
que Aguirre gozaba de buena
reputacion en el suroeste y

por primera vez organizar a
los trabajadores de Mexican
Industries, Hank expreso

su oposicion sin ambages.
Esto sin duda influy6 en

la campana del UAW de
1993-95 que termind en
derrota para el sindicato.

Tiempo Tormentoso
Cuando los cuatro hijos de
Hank asumieron la direccion
tras su fallecimiento de cancer
en 1994, la empresa se habia
diversificado para incluir
nuevos clientes como Lear,
un proveedor de automoviles
de primer nivel que fabricaba
asientos, tapizados de techo
y, en algunos casos, interiores
completos para las Tres
Grandes de Detroit. En 1998,
formaron Aguirre Safety
Technologies, una empresa
conjunta con TRW para
realizar el trabajo de corte y
confeccion de bolsas de aire

Manifestacién Mexican Industries contra el UAW (Fecha desconocida) - El
columnista y activista cultural de El Central, Osvaldo Rivera, tiene vividos

recuerdos de eventos similares. Le impacté el nivel de hostilidad mostrado y
cémo dividio a la gente.

en la comunidad de Detroit
en general. Muchos de los
empleados de la empresa eran
residentes recién llegados a
Estados Unidos y agradecidos
por el empleo. El video de
homenaje al Salon de la Fama
de las Empresas Minoritarias
de Michigan (bit.ly/
HankAguirreVideo) demues-
tra la gran estima que se tenia
a Aguirre en el vecindario, la
region y la industria.

Como muchos empresarios,
Aguirre estaba convencido de
saber qué era lo mejor para la
empresa y sus empleados. Asi,
a principios de la década de
1990, cuando el UAW intent6d

de impacto lateral.

Pero, incluso cuando los
ingresos de la compaiiia
ascendian a 190 millones de
dolares, comenzaron a apare-
cer nubarrones en el horizon-
te. Los pagos puntuales eran
poco frecuentes a principios
de la década de 1990, incluso
para Muchos de los provee-
dores con mejor desempefio.
La empresa perdi6 algunos
contratos clave, mientras que
otras firmas incumplieron los
términos originales debido
a deficiencias de calidad
recurrentes. Los margenes
de ganancia, siempre bajos,

se redujeron aun mas y la
empresa tuvo que asumir mas
deuda. A finales de la década
de 1990, tres directores
ejecutivos diferentes dirigian
Mexican Industries.

Otras presiones inherentes
a la naturaleza de las opera-
ciones de los proveedores
automotrices, también fueron
factores. En primer lugar, el
trabajo de “corte y confec-
cion” en Mexican Industries
requeria mucha mano de obra
y competia directamente con
productores de bajos salarios
en México, lo que presionaba
a la baja los precios que sus
clientes estaban dispuestos
a pagar. Incluso después de
adjudicar los contratos, los
fabricantes de automoviles
solian exigir reducciones de
precios anuales como requisi-
to para mantener el negocio.
En segundo lugar, si bien los
fabricantes de automoviles
se habian comprometido a
obtener mas componentes
de empresas propiedad de
minorias y mujeres, obtener
un buen desempefo era un
desafio para las empresas
cuyos margenes de ganancia
eran tan bajos. Las empresas
conjuntas a menudo les
ayudaban a optimizar sus
operaciones para lograr una
calidad mas predecible,
pero las ganancias rara vez
les permitian automatizar
sus procesos lo suficiente
como para aumentar la
productividad.

Como consecuencia, la
mayoria de los empleos en
Mexican Industries, y de
muchos otros proveedores
minoritarios con alta demanda
de mano de obra, seguian
siendo exigentes, repetitivos y
mal pagados.

El sindicato
Cinco afios después de la
muerte de Hank Aguirre, la
empresa parecia no tener otra
opcidn que exigir mas a los
trabajadores ante los desafios
asociados con el envio de
la produccion diaria y la
creciente presion financiera.
La fuerza laboral, predomi-
nantemente femenina, parecia
haber tenido suficiente. En
busca de mejoras salariales y
laborales, se renovo el interés
Continda en la pag. 12
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already been terminated, the
UAW sued. The union also
alleged that the company had
withheld vacation pay and
that, when it closed, had failed
to give its workers the legally
required 60-day notice.
Mexican Industries shuttered
its doors for good in 2001,
bringing to an end one of the
nation’s first major minori-
ty-owned auto suppliers.

A Neighborhood Legacy
The story is a sad one,
especially for the workers
who made their living at the

company. But the full legacy
of Mexican Industries is not
only one of failure. Aguirre
was a friend and mentor to
numerous people in the indus-
try. One of them was Frank
Venegas, owner of Ideal Steel
who had founded his company
in Hamburg, Michigan, 50
miles northwest of Detroit.
Aguirre felt that Ideal should
have been located in Detroit
and was not shy about letting
Frank know that.

At Aguirre’s funeral,
Venegas and others decided
to honor their friend’s

memory and made plans

to develop the Hispanic
Manufacturing Center (HMC)
in the newly created Clark
Street Technology Park. The
HMCYV partnership of the
Ideal Group, Gonzalez Design
Engineering, Munoz Machine
Products and Uni Boring

was established in one of the
earliest Detroit Renaissance
Zones in 1995. They were
attracted to the former site

of Cadillac Clark assembly
plant, just south of Michigan
Avenue, because of the tax
credits offered through a

partnership involving Detroit,
Wayne County, the State of
Michigan, and the federal
government.

The life of the HMC was
short-lived. However, the
Ideal Group, having initially
moved into one of Aguirre’s
buildings before centering its
operations at the Technology
Park, diversified its products

Support provided by the

and expanded. It has emerged
as one of the most successful
Latino-owned businesses in
Michigan and a champion for
the neighborhood.

This article has benefitted

from economist Dan Luria’s

insights into the challenges

facing auto suppliers during

this period.
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