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This brief history of Universal-Houdaille was edited by Barbara Baturka and was prepared to 
commemorate the company’s 50th year.  It is the fourth in a series on topics of Frankenmuth’s 
past. The 1977 version of that history is now out of print and has been converted to this format 
for educational and research purposes. Information obtained from this booklet should include a 
reference to the source: Frankenmuth Historical Assn. 
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IN FIFTY YEARS, UNIVERSAL ENGINEERING COMPANY in Frankenmuth has evolved 
from a small plant utilizing the craftsmanship of seven employees to a modern manufacturing 
facility with 300 employees utilizing the sophisticated machines of today’s technology. 
Throughout these years of growth and transition, the quality and precision of the various 
products have always remained high and continue to contribute to the company’s success. 
 
It was about 1925 when the local Board of Trade decided that Frankenmuth needed an industry 
to add breadth to its economy, then based almost entirely on agriculture.  Otto Trinklein, Lorenz 
List, John Geyer, Fred Vates and C. F. Link were on the original Board.  They arranged for 
Gottlieb Kern to erect a building with 4,000 square feet of space on West Genesee to house a 
stamping and tool firm. The Universal Motor Parts Company planned to make ignition timers for 
the old Model T Ford.  When this venture failed, the townsfolk were left with the building and 
some idle punch presses. 
   
A Detroit broker was contracted to locate an industry suitable to the new building.  Through a 
trade paper, Mr. W. Reuen Fisher of Detroit, a pioneer in the development of universal drill 
bushings, was contacted.  Mr. Fisher, along with three others came from Detroit to set up shop in 
Frankenmuth.  The name of the company was changed to Universal Engineering and 
incorporation followed on July 1, 1926. 
 
Messrs. List, Trinklein, Fisher, Leo Sutton and George Tipper were the first stockholders.  The 
major work of the new company in 1926 was the manufacture of toy airplanes.  The only known 
remaining example is now on display at the Frankenmuth Historical Museum – a gift of Mrs. 
James Wickson.  Before long this product was discontinued as tool guide bushings and plain 
bearings became more important.  As early as 1918, Reuen Fisher and J. W. Wright had begun 
working toward standardized bushings which could be manufactured economically in volume 
and stocked for prompt delivery.  These ideas were developed at Universal Engineering and 
patents were obtained in 1929.  These products were then in great demand by the new and 
growing automobile industry. 
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In that year of 1929, sales were over $100,000, but with the depression, business dropped off for 
Universal as it did for all industry.  An all-time low of $21,098 in sales was hit in 1932, but by 
1936, sales had recovered to $145,000.  In November of that year, employees pitched in to 
increase the company’s capital.  They each bought $100 worth of stock – a lot of money then – 
by signing a note which was paid off at the bank at the rate of $2 a week.  Additions to the plant 
were made and the company grew.  In 1937 a fourth addition was made while the village curbed 
the plant’s Genesee frontage and widened the sidewalk to the present edge of the pavement.  At 
the close of 1937, the company paid its second dividend, $2, and gave the first Christmas gift – a 
five dollar bill – to each employee.  During the remaining years of the decade, additional land 
was purchased and more additions planned.   
 
As the country geared for war in 1941, sales continued to increase.  Universal again added space 
and machinery and buckled down to the war effort.  The war years at Universal are a story in 
themselves for the company and its employees made exceptional efforts for the defense program 
and brought national fame to their small community of Frankenmuth. 
 
When the nationwide plea for workers to invest all their spare money in U.S. bonds and stamps 
came early in 1942, Universal employees not only had reached the 100% participation mark, 
earning them the Minuteman flag, but their total voluntary pay deductions amounted to over 10%.  
They immediately set their goal to be the FIRST 20% group in the country.  That notable goal 
was reached shortly and continued uninterrupted for 32 months.  On July 25, 1942, Universal 
employees were praised as the first company in the United States to be awarded the U.S. 
Treasury bulls-eye flag for voluntary pay deductions. 
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As many men left Universal for the armed forces, more and more women became employed.  In 
August, 1942, the company established a $1,000 trust fund for each employee who left the 
company for the services.  The plan terminated in 1952 and the funds were dispersed.   
 
In October of 1942, another patriotic campaign was launched.  This involved the raising of 
$50,000 for the purchase of a fighter plane for the U.S. Army Air Force.  Some 550 employees 
made pledges and contributions while representatives and associates of the company also gave 
generously.  Proceeds from an employee produced minstrel show also added to the fund.  In only 
five months, the project was complete and on May 2, 1943, Universal presented a P-51 Mustang 
to the Air Force.  It was christened “The Spirit of Universal” at the Saginaw airport. 
 
Early in the war, Universal received the Army-Navy “E” flag, symbol of efficiency in producing 
war materials.  Over the duration, five stars were added to the flag.  In other ways as well, 
employees at Universal consistently maintained high standards in their war efforts.   
Absenteeism nationwide ran as high as 20% – at Universal, it was 2%.  Employees took an 
active part in donating blood and by 1944, had topped the $1 million mark in bonds purchased.  
By February, 1943, 119 men – representing 20% of the employment – were in service.  This was 
the highest percentage of any manufacturer in the country.  Understandably, Universal and its 
employees take great pride in these years. 
 
The shift from wartime production was painful and the number of employees had to be reduced.  
Other changes occurred as well.  In 1946, Mr. Fisher resigned as secretary-treasurer and general 
manager.  He remained on the board while Mr. James Wickson became secretary-treasurer.  Mr. 
Allen Nickless moved to the vice-presidency Mr. Wickson had held.  Both of these men had 
been with Universal since its early days.  Mr. Wickson had begun as a milling machine hand in 
1928 while Mr. Nickless started as a grinder in 1927.  They both remained with the company 
until their retirements in the 1960’s and are among several men who have had a long history of 
service with Universal. 
 
By 1947, more property was acquired, obsolete equipment replaced, and the policy of 
modernization and expansion continued.  The present office building on North Main Street was 
begun in 1950 and has since been remodeled as needs have required.  In 1951, a plant began 
operating in Bad Axe, Michigan. 
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Throughout the ‘50s and ‘60s, Universal Engineering Company continued to manufacture 
standard drill bushings along with collet chucks, boring heads and other machine tool accessories.  
In the mid ‘50s, the Kwik-Switch tooling system was designed and patented.  Markets for these 
products were gradually opened.  With the advent of numerically controlled (N/C) machine tools 
in the 1960s, these new tooling systems became an increasingly important part of Universal’s 
sales.  These same N/C machines do not require the use of bushings and this has tended to inhibit 
growth of bushing sales.  Competition from other manufacturers and the high cost of producing 
these items in this area has also lessened the profitability of this long established product. 
 
By 1967, the plant occupied approximately 100,000 square feet of manufacturing space in three 
buildings plus more than 25,000 square feet of office space.  Late in the year, Universal 
Engineering became Universal Houdaille, a part of Houdaille Industries, Inc.  Houdaille 
(pronounced “who-dye”) is a multi-division corporation engaged in the production of various 
industrial products, machine tools, automotive products and construction materials.  Soon after 
the purchase by Houdaille, local management began an intensive search for additional new 
products to eventually replace bushings and, at the present time, a whole new family of products 
is being manufactured.  Universal now manufactures a number of patented, proprietary products 
and 75% of its sales are in products which did not exist at the time of the Houdaille acquisition.  
These products are distributed all over this country and the world – including Asia, Africa, 
Australia, western Europe, the Soviet Union and other eastern European countries.  During this 
transition to the newer products, up-to-date machinery has been purchased and installed and the 
shop at Universal is one of the best equipped of its kind in the country.  All work is once again 
done in Frankenmuth since the closing of the Bad Axe operation in 1972. 
 
The shop is equipped with the most modern, productive equipment available and the entire 
operation is managed with the aid of an extensive and sophisticated computer system.  The 
computer and its remote on-line data terminals are intimately involved in every aspect of the 
business from accounting and inventory management to shop floor control, order entry and 
customer service. 
 
Although 50 years have seen growth, changes in products and personnel, one thing has remained 
constant.  In each period, the quality of the product has been high – a result of dedication and 
pride of workmanship on the part of management and employees.  Today Universal enjoys 
recognition as one of the world’s production leaders in the manufacture of tool-holding systems 
for the most modern metal-working machines. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
The material in this history came from the following sources:   
The Universal News, Volumes 1, 2, 3:  1942 through 1945. 
The Frankenmuth News, May 15, 1957 and October 6, 1976 [www.frankenmutharchives.org]. 
Universal Engineering Company – 40th Anniversary Year booklet. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
	  


