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They Move an Inch

A Story of Four Railroad Conventions
By Wm. Z. Foster

T is a basic law of life that all organisms, so-

cial as well as animal, when confronted with

a new environment must either change to
meet the new conditions or perish. That is ex-
actly the situation the railroad unions are now
up against. Their environment has changed
mightily in the last few years. The employers
have become enormously stronger financially and
better organized; likewise they have taken on
a high degree of class consciousness and are out
to destroy all unionism. Unless the unions can
meet these new conditions by revamping their
methods, structure, and social conceptions they
must die. For them it is either evolution or ex-
tinction.

The situation on the railroads, from a union
point of view, is just about desperate. The com-
panies have wiped out the national agreements.
They have gutted the eight hour day, and are
reintroducing piece work—that is where they do
not farm out the work altogether to dummy con-
tractors operating without the pale of the Trans-
portation Act—and company unions are being
set up on various roads. All the organizations
have taken cuts in wages, and now the Railroad
Board is going over them the second time, clip-
ping their salaries again. Within the past few
weeks the Maintenance of Way workers, many
of whom were cut to as low as 23 cents per hour,
have been reduced to a starvation wage; the six
shop crafts have also been slashed another 12%
or so, and the latest are the Clerks, while the
Telegraphers, the four Brotherhoods, and the rest
are standing around waiting the convenience of
the Board to guillotine them. The general con-
sequence is demoralization among the rank and
file, a demoralization which not even the strike
vote can check. Many thousands have left the
organizations, and many more will do so in the
near future unless a way is found to stop the
rout.

In such a crisis one would think that our
leaders would do the necessary and logical thing;

that is, call a special convention of all railroad’

organizations and there weld them together into
a compact body able to repel the assaults of the
companies. But of course nothing like that is
done. The movement is too much Gompersized
for such action. The best that they do is to
develop a mild progressivism. In their conven-
tions during the past month, the Brotherhood of
Locomotive Firemen & Enginemen, the Order

of Railroad Conductors, the Brotherhood of Rail-
way Trainmen, and to a lesser extent the Bro-
therhood of Railway Clerks, failed badly to
measure up to the needs of the situation. But
they did move forward an inch nevertheless, and
in our stagnant labor movement that is not to
be sneezed at.

Facts About the Organizations

The B. of L. F. & E. opened its convention in
Houston, Texas on May 1st. This was the 29th
since its foundation in 1873. There were pres-
ent go5 delegates representing 120,000 members.
From 1881 to 1892 Debs was Secretary of this
organization. At its foundation the union func-
tioned in wage matters, but after the great, ill-
starred strike of 1877 it repudiated strike action
and confined itself to serving as a sick and death
benefit society. The enormous upheaval in the
middle ’80’s woke it up again and at its 1885
convention it readopted the strike policy. The
convention of the B. of R. T., with 760 delegates,
opened in Toronto, May oth. Approximately
180,000 members were represented. The B. of
R. T., originally known as the Brotherhood of
Railroad Brakemen, was organized in 1883. Like
the rest of the Brotherhoods, it encountered so
much opposition in its early stages that it had to
function merely as a fraternal order. It became
a genuine labor organization in 1885. It has as-
sets to the extent of $8,000,000. The O. R. C.
opened its 37th convention in Cleveland the first
week in May. The organization consisting of
60,000 members, was founded in 1868. TUntil
18go it devoted itself to beneficial features; but
at that time it changed its constitution so that it
became a trade union. The B. of R. C. etc. held
its convention in Dallas, Texas, beginning May
1st. This was the 14th since the founding of
the organization in 1899. There were approxi-
mately 150,000 workers represented. The Clerks’
union lingered along from the beginning, having
only a small membership. At the outbreak of the
war there were only 6,500 members on its rolls.
Then it underwent a tremendous growth, report-
ing 175,000 members in 1921.

Warren S. Stone’s Program

In the following recital of the progressive
measures considered by the four conventions the
name of Warren S. Stone, Grand Chief of the
Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, constant-
ly occurs, despite the fact that his was not one
of the four organizations directly involved. The
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reason for this was his great activity in connec-
tion with the conventions. He has developed a
definite railroad program, including closer af-
filiation, working class political action, recogni-
tion of Russia, co-operation in general and co-
operative banking in particular, building up of
the railroad paper, Labor, remodelling the con-
vention system, etc., and he went from conven-
tion to convention to put it across. Three of
them, the Firemen, Conductors, and Trainmen,
he visited in person, and no doubt his influence
was powerfully felt at the other, the Clerks. And
when all was said and done, nearly everything
progressive that was accomplished at the con-
ventions, at least that of moment, was the result
of his campaign.

Stone is not a radical, quite the reverse. He
has showed time and again (lately at the Ladies
Garment Workers’ convention) his hatred of
revolutionists and their policies. Likewise, his
conduct in holding his organization aloof from
the general industrial struggles of the mass of
railroad workers, thereby gravely injuring the
cause of the workers and aiding that of the com-
panies,shows conclusively that he lacks the larger
vision. Nevertheless in many minor aspects of
the movement he ha$ quite a streak of progres-
sivism. Despite his serious shortcomings he
stands head and shoulder above the other leaders
in the railroad industry, not only because he has
some sort of a program, (while they have none),
but also because he has the aggressiveness to
put it through. Compared with him the static
Jewell, President of the Railway Employees’ De-
partment is a pigmy. It is safe to say that if
the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers were
affiliated to the A. F. of L. Stone would soon put
Sam Gompers off watch.

: Amalgamation

The question of closer affiliation cropped up
all around. In this respect the Clerks took the
lead and showed real understanding. They
adopted one resolution, introduced by Wade
Shurtleff, calling for the amalgamation of all
railroad unions into one body, and another re-
solution, introduced by J. T. De Hunt, the one

originally adopted by the Chicago Federation of

Labor, demanding that the A. F. of L. proceed to
fuse all the craft unions in every industry into a
series of industrial organizations.

The Trainmen, besides developing a movement

for closer relations with the conductors, adopted

a resolution to amalgamate with the Switchmen.
Should this go through, and there is every pros-
pect it will now that the Switchmen’s Union is
broke and cannot furnish good paying jobs to
its officialdom, it will put an end to one of the
most disastrous inter-union wars in the history
of Organized Labor. The amalgamation should
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have been brought about and the fight stopped
20 years ago. Although the Switchmen were
long the most militant craft on the railroads
their position in resisting the merger was wrong
and their arguments that brakemen and switch-
men cannot function in the same organization
were ridiculous. The fight held the whole rail-
road union movement back. Moreover great
harm was done to trade unionism at large by the
Switchmen who, taking advantage of their A.
F. of L. affiliation, systematically poisoned and
estranged the body of trade unionists from the
four brotherhoods.

But an even more important amalgamation pro-
ject developed at the Firemen’s convention. They
decided to have their general officers sit in with
the general officers of the B. of L. E. to map out
a plan to merge the two engine service organiza-
tions into one. When completed, the plan will
be submitted by referendum to the membership
of both unions for ratification. It is almost cer-
tain to carry. This scheme is pretty much the
work of Stone. He went to Houston and advised
the Firemen to go through with it. Immediately
after he stopped talking the resolution was adop-
ted. In explaining the advantages of the plan
Stone touched on the only real obstacle to am-
algamation, namely, the fear by the officials that
they may lose their jobs. He said, “It would
materially reduce the number of field officers,
permit of having but one instead of two salaried
Chairmen on each road, and all of that. Some of
these salaried Chairmen may be out of a job.”
“But,” he declared, “don’t legislate for your
general officers, legislate for the rank and file of
your Brotherhood and then you will get results.
Forget your officers.”

Political Action

All four organizations declared for the political
program inaugurated at the Chicago conference
recently. This puts nearly all of the unions on
record for that movement, which looks like a
Labor Party in the making. Quite evidently the
railroad workers are tired of being kept political
ciphers simply because Mr. Gompers refuses to
think. It will be only because of timid leader-
ship if, before these lines get into print, they have
not marched into the A. F. of L. convention and
successfully demanded the abolition of the absurd
policy of Labor’s “rewarding its friends and
punishing its enemies.” Stone made a strong de-
fense of the new political policy before the three
conventions at which he spoke.

Recognition of Russia

Another point in Stone’s program is the es-
tablishment of peace with Russia. In some man-
ner he has developed a sympathetic attitude to-
wards that embattled country. In the March
number of the Locomotive Engineers’ Journal
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there appears an editorial, doubtless with Stone’s
O. K., in which Gompers is laced as seldom be-
fore because of his brutal Russian policy. In his
scorching article the writer declares that Mr.
Gompers, “Like the gold-braided generals of
France, wants peace, but first he wants his bucket
of Bolshevik blood.” He states further that the
well-informed labor leaders, political economists
and statesmen of Europe are agreed that Russia
must be rehabilitated before normal conditions
can be restored in the world. Then he says,
“Opposing them are the bloodthirsty Czarist
generals, the horde of ex-Russian landlords, no-
account counts, ignoble nobles, and other jobless
remnants of autocracy, together with a Russian
propaganda bureau in New York sponsored by
eminent Wall Street bankers and labor haters.
Truly Mr. Gompers has chosen strange bedfel-
lows.” Stone made no issue of Russia in his
convention addresses. The Clerks were the only
one of the organizations to take a favorable stand
in the matter, and they demanded the recognition
of Russia and the establishment of trade rela-
tions with her.
Co-operative Banking

At the various conventions Stone made pro-
paganda for another one of his measures, namely,
labor banks; but so far as the writer has learned
at this time, the only organization to respond to
the proposition was the Clerks. They commis-
sioned their officials to go ahead and organize a
bank to be owned and controlled by the union.
Thus added impetus was given the labor banking
movement initiated by Stone. Already, in ad-
dition to the original B. of L. E. institution, the
following labor banks, are either in operation or
being organized: the Amalgamated Clothing
Workers in Chicago, the Brotherhood Railway
Carmen in Kansas City, the Order of Railroad
Telegraphers in St. Louis, and the joint locals
of the four Brotherhood organizations in Minne-
apolis. The thing is growing too rapidly. We
can look for a crash soon, once the well-known
genus labor faker begins to take a hand at high
financing.

Building the Journal “Labor”

One of the striking features of the conventions
was that three of them, the Clerks, Firemen, and
Conductors, subscribed their entire membership
in a body for Labor, the weekly paper owned and
controlled by the 16 railroad unions. This meant
an immediate increase in circulation of about
300,000 per week. Rarely if ever has labor
journalism experienced anything of the like. And
again the hand of Stone is seen at work. The
building up of Labor is one of the planks in his
platform. For a long time the various organiza-
tions had backed the paper in a desultory way,
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issuing all sorts of pressing and even frantic
calls through their respective journals urging the
membership to subscribe for it. But the Loco-
motive Engineers, which is to say Stone, were
the first to really take the matter seriously. At
their last convention they subscribed the whole
organization for Labor. Stone then took up the
propaganda for it in the organizations, advocating
it in his recent convention speeches. It now
looks as though practically all the railroad unions
will take the paper en masse. Within a year or
two it will probably be one of the widest-read
labor journals in the world. Labor represents
one of the get-together tendencies now agitating
the railroad workers. Unless it falls short of its
true mission it will some day supplant the con-
glomeration of 16 railroad union journals that are
now in the field.. Although now cold and official,
it should finally become the one great paper of
the one all-inclusive industrial union of railroad
workers.
Reorganizing the Conventions

Particularly demoralizing to the railroad un-
ions is their system of holding conventions. One
bad feature is the custom of having them in dif-
ferent cities each time. This reduces the gather-
ings to mere junketings and picnic parties. The
habit is for the delegates to spend more time and
interest in sightseeing than in considering or-
ganization business. Another bad feature is the
system of allowing one delegate from each local
union, with all expenses paid by the general or-
ganization. One effect of this is, in the larger
unions, to make the conventions practically into
mobs of 1000 to 1500 delegates apiece. Real
business is out of the question. And the ex-
pense is fabulously high. At their last conven-
tion the Firemen spent over $600,000, and the
Carmen, Conductors, Clerks, and others ex-
pended about the same. The result is that con-
ventions become fewer and fewer as the dele-
gations grow larger and the junketing spirit de-
velops. And even when held they are practically
worthless.

For some reason Stone has singled out this
abuse, and during the recent conventions he broke

"a few lances against it. At the Firemen’s gather-
g g

ing he panned them (also the Conductors) for
their antiquated convention system. He stated
that the Engineers have reduced their delegation
one-half, likewise their expenses. Besides, they
now hold all their conventions in the home city,
Cleveland. He declares that it took a long fight
to put the thing through in the face of the op-
position of the cheap delegates, ever present at
conventions, who battled to get as much out of
the organization as possible for their petty graft.
He said, “We tried to get it through three con-
ventions. We finally got it referred to a refer-
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endum vote of the membership, and by an 80%
vote they decided in favor of a reduction of
delegates. This meant the end of having con-
ventions for the purpose of having good times
and junketing trips.” The Firemen, with their
convention costing them $52.06 a minute and
due to last a month, saw the point and appointed
a committee to work out a plan along the lines
suggested.

In addition to holding all the Brotherhood con-
ventions in one town, Stone aims to center their
headquarters in one place also. At present three
of them, the Engineers, Firemen, and Trainmen,
are located in Cleveland. Stone invited the Con-
ductors to move in from Cedar Rapids, Iowa, so
that all might get together without much diffi-
culty. But in this he was defeated, the old fogy
Order of Railway Conductors refusing, for sen-
timental reasons, to leave their ancient home.
They promised however to take up this weighty
matter again in their 1925 convention.

The Old Guard Re-elected

Few changes were made in the various ad-
ministrations. Fitzgerald of the Clerks was re-
elected unanimously. Sheppard of the Conduc-
tors also got by without difficulty. Carter of the
Firemen refused to run again, a fact which will
help amalgamation of the two engine service or-
ganizations mightily. He has become a historian
of his Brotherhood at the full salary he got as
President. His successor is D. B. Robertson.
Bill Lee had opposition in the Trainmen, Val
Fitzpatrick running against him. But Lee won
out handily. The fine spirits on his branch of
the service who should have been there to fight
him are now out of the organization; they quit
during the ill-starred “outlaw” strike of two years
ago. Lee was able to take much credit from this
affair, posing as the saviour of the Brotherhood.
He defeated the effort to have the “outlaws”
reinstated. The railroaders of the country will
be afflicted with him for another three years
unless the unexpected happens.

Noteworthy was the absence of the Plumb
Plan from the conventions. Though some rail-
roaders continue to do reverence to this guild
system, it is now practically a dead issue. Sam
Gompers had a large share in its killing. Carter
said of it in the Firemen’s convention, “The
propaganda that has been spread against it by
the railroad manipulators and the big financial
interests has rendered it impossible to establish
its principles under the name “Plumb Plan.”

Such, in the main, was the work of the conven-
tions. A little was accomplished, but in view of
the prevailing crisis it was pitifully inadequate.
In one summary we have mentioned the work
of Stone often, and his influence was undoubted-
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ly great. None of the other big leaders had a
thing to offer. It was the old story of the one-
eyed man being king in the land of the blind.
But some also felt the influence of our League in
the conventions. In discussing the Clerks’ con-
vention the Illinois Tribune said, “With a vote
that left no misunderstanding this convention
went on record in favor of the amalgamation plan
which the Trade Union Education League has
been advocating, and by the same kind of a vote
recognition of Soviet Russia and the establish-
ment of trade relations by this Government were
demanded.” Such mild advances as were made
will not suffice. Nor will the oncoming strike
settle matters, though that must of course be
fought through to victory. The only thing that
can fully meet the needs of the railroad workers
is the realization of the program of the Trade
Union Educational League. First, the entire
army of railroad workers must be fused together
into one body, and then this organization must be
inspired with a revolutionary purpose. Only
when this is done will the railroad workers really
be fitted to make progress towards their eventual
goal of emancipation.

SAY, FATHET®, WE'RE NOT
GETTING ANYWHERE WI(TH

OUR BARE HANDS~—~—~— WHY
NOT FAICK, 0P THAT SWORD?




