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Black Struggle, White Resistance and
Upper Texas Gulf Coast Railroads, 1900-1945

Frnest Obadele-Starks

Black railroad workers along the Upper Texas Gulf Coast (UTGC) played
an important role in the struggle for workplace cquity between 1900 and 1945
The constraints of Jim Crow permeated the region's industry and made the road 1o
cquality an especially hard one.” The response of black raiiroad workers and those
connected to their plight to issues of workplace discrimination tells much about the
mcaning of their voices and their stories to the history of the African-American
labor community.

The practice of denying African Americans equal job opportunities in
UTGC railroads reflected a nationa! trend of employment discrimination by all
railroads.’ Blacks normally did not {ind cmployment in skilled occupations. Unions
and employers usually assigned them to low-grade jobs. Their highest upgrading
opportunitics were gencerally limited to the lowest classification for white workers.
For nearlv half a century, black railroad workers along the UTGC tenaciously
fought to overcome workplace inequitics.” 7

The rapid industrial growth on the UTGC brought on by the discovery of
oil at Spindlctop, Texas, in 1901, catapulted the UTGC into national economic
prominence, brought new industrics, spawned urban migration, and tested the
boundartes of Jim Crow in the workplace. For many years white workers and
cmployers acted upon the assumptions of white supremacy and relegated black
workers to second-class status. Early twenticth century UTGC industries provided
a context that demonstrated intense race struggle as whites atlempted to maintain
control of the job market, and blacks struggled to improve racial inequities.’

The four big railroad unions in the region — The Brotherhood of
Locomotive Engineers, the Order of Railway Conductors, the Brotherhood of
Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen, and the Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen —
followed this trend and deferred to the wishes of white workers. Until the mid-
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1920s. one of the few railroad organizations available to black Texans was the
Association of Colored Railway Trainmen and Locomotive Firemen Incorporated
(ACT). Founded in 1912 in Knoxville, Tennessce, the association rcached a
national membership of around 3,500 in 1926. The ACT was not recognized as a
bona fide railroad union local and its members werc denied voting privileges by the
Brotherhood of Locomotive Trainmen and Firemen. The ACT did, however,
negotiale contractual agreements for ils members. Whitc unions usually honored
these contracts providing that they did not conflict with Jim Crow customs. Most
agrecments for African Americans relegated them to fow-grade job classifications.
Black trainmen, for example, werc designated as car riders while whites doing the
samc work received better job titles and higher wages.”

From its Texas Gulf Coast headquarters in Kingsville, the ACT filtered
out policy to its affiliates throughout the state. It operated as an auxiliary to the
larger and all-white Brotherhood of I.ocomotive Trainmen. Although it appeared
to be a union local, the Gulf Coast ACT excrcised limited authority, The auxiliary
merely provided an opportunity for black trainmen {o meet and discuss work
issues. Although its members paid dues o the nearest white union local, they did
not enjoy the same benefits as white workers in the Brotherhood of Trainmen.
Blacks were contractually forced to concede seniority rights o white workers.
Moreover, the occupational status of most blacks usually depended on the hiring
practices of the Brotherhood local. Thus, the negotiated contracts between the
ACT, the Brotherhood of Trainmen, and employers largely reflected the desires of
whites to control the progress of blacks in the industry.”

The ACT struggied to change discriminatory practices within UTGC
railroads. They held annual conventions to discuss workplace issucs. The ACT
stressed black solidarity and racial advancement. During the 1930s its members
fought to organize their auxiliaries into a bona fide union. More importantly, they
struggled (o protect their rights as working people. Together. members of the ACT
complained about their auxiliary status and denounced the practice of white

men being hired today having any bumping rights over a senior man.

We don't believe in a man hiring this week and be allowed to exercise

his senicrity — now and never. We don't believe in vice versing

scniority, A man knows full well that when he hires on the R. R. [sic}

in this capacity that he do not hire on a regular job... You too will he in

a position to be displaced by the youngest man on the semornty list.?

Led by its president, Jordan J. Jefferson, the ACT petitioned the national
Railroad Adjustment Board to address their concerns about senionty and
unionization. Despite approval to form a separate black trainmen union, racial
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discrimination persisted. Whites in the industry stubbornly rejected racial equality
and continued to deny black workers fair access to jobs.”

Despite white resistance, African Amcricans continued their struggle to
improve working conditions for blacks in the industry. During the 1930s, C. W.
Rice, a prominent newspaper publisher from Houston, for instance, complained
about the discriminatory practices of UTGC railroads, and he discouraged blacks
from joining the American Federation of Labor (AFL)-controlled Brotherhood of
Railroad Carmen.'’ Rice embarked upon several strategies to combat workplace
inequities. First, he attempted to organize black railroad car men (coach cleancrs)
on the UTGC. Rice encouraged black car men 1o “demand that organizers present
a copy of the bylaws and constitution” ol unions so that African Americans “may
read and understand that no Negro can become a bona fide member” of railroad
unions."’

Rice viewed the AFL's racial policics toward black car men as
unconstitutional because it allowed labor organizations to make contracts for
people who did not belong to the organization. He also complained that the AFL
allowed election uregularities to persist. Rice charged that election mediators
compromised their authority in a 1938 union election for the bargaining rights of
black car men. According to Rice, election monitors suggested that it was best for
Negro workers to “go along with white organizations until they could learn more
about the technique of the organized labor movement.”

The perception of black workers as incapable unionists encouraged Rice
to further his efforts to obtain racial equality.'” Although Rice convinced a district
federal judge to grant a temporary restraining order against the Brotherhood of
Railway Carmen. he failed Lo organize black car men into their own union. Black
workers al various rail shops in the UTGC rejected Rice's efforts to underming the
labor movement and opled to maintain their auxiliary status with the AFL. Rice
failed to see how blacks

1n the face of the past policies and discriminatory practices by certain

white labor unions, that some of our leaders will urge workers to join

these unions. When Negroes take out memberships in these unions,
there are like a label on a bottle'”

Rice blamed the lack of organization among black railroad workers and
the incompetence of African-American union leaders as a cause for many problems
that black workers experienced. Some black workers reluctantly supported Rice.
Many, however, remained uncertain about their loyalties to him and the labor
movement.'* Nevertheless, Rice moved forward with his plan to eliminate the AFL
as the bargaming agent for UTGC black car men. He turned his attention to
policymakers in Washington, D.C., and appcaled to the national government about
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conditions in the railroad industry. Rice believed that the National Labor Relations
Board (NL.LRB) had the power to legislate and enforce labor policy that could help
eliminate racial discrimination. In July 1939, Rice testified before the House Labor
Committee. He challenged the Wagner Act and presented affidavits of black
railroad workers alleging pervasive discrimination. His unsuccessful attempt to
have Congress amend the Wagner Act and outlaw unions that practiced racial
discrimination brought attention to the critical state of black railroad workers along
the Gulf”

Rice also challenged national union Ieadership. He urged William Green,
president of the AFL, and John J. Lewis, head of the CIO, to support his proposed
amendment. In a letter to Green, Rice suggested that the leader of the AFL endorse
the amendment, “stnce you have repeatedly advised the affiliate unions of the AFL
to remove the color bar and admit colored members and these unjons have
refused.”*

Neither the House Labor Committce, Green, nor Lewis provided much
help for Rice.!” This moved the editor to file a complaint with the National Railway
Mediation Board. In doing so, he asked that the AFL be restricted from
representing black railroad car men. The Mediation Board's denial of Rice's request
for a new election moved him to file a fedcral lawsuit in 1938 to have the AFL's
certification over black car men revoked. That court dismissed the claim. The
Appellate Court upheld the board's carlier decision claiming “employees arc
guarantecd the right to select a common bargaining representative and...to hold that
colored employees could be represented only by colored persons...would be to
introduce...the very discrimination the federation seeks to avoid.”'® The court's
decision delivered a scrious setback for Rice as white unions and employers
continued to follow the same patterns of racial discrimination despite investigation
by the Fair Employment Practice Commission (FEPC)."

A second wave of industrial growth brought on by World War 1 ted to the
formation of the FEPC.* The circumstances surrounding FEPC intercession into
the affairs of businesses and unions differed between regions.?' Along the UTGC
the FEPC faced a range of reactions to its investigations. In each casc the agency
confronted unique situations regarding race relations.” For nearly three years,
industrics along the UTGC resisted FEPC efforts to provide workplace relic! for
black workers. Employers and white unionists in the oil, shipbuilding, and steel
industrics had little problem resisting black advancements. But the region's
railroad mndustry demonstrated some of the toughest opposttion to racial equality
and to the FEPC. The activism among black railroad workers and those concerned
about their plight compelled opponents of equality to further undermine efforts to
improve workplace conditions,
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The Southern Pacific Railroad Company with its Texas-New Orleans
(TNO) and Missouri-Kansas-Texas (MKT) subsidiaries. for example, refused to
upgrade blacks. Southern Pacific management ignored threats by black workers to
expose the company's racial practices.”* The behavior of the Southern Pacific
illustrates its fack of regard for black workers. It also demonstrates that the
Southern Pacific rejected efforts by the FEPC to remedy racial discrimination.”

FEPC investigations and a subsequent public hearing against the Southern
Pacific Railroad gives evidence to the force of white hegemony and Jim Crow
culture in the UTGC railroads. Most whites at the company refused to accept the
FEPC and viewed the agency as an intrusion into their way of life. They resisted
the agency's attempts to eradicate racial discrimination. The {radition of agitation
by black railroad workers, however, and of those closely connected with their
struggle, provided a potential base from which the FEPC could operate. Aside
from the complaints by black railroad workers flowing into the FEPC's regional
office, the agency made few attempts to engage the opinions of community
activists and black labor agitators. Instead. they confronted railroad employers,
white unionists, and those opposed to racial equality with limited help from the
African-Amertcan labor community,

W. Don Ellinger, who becamc regional director for the FEPC in 1944,
took on opposition 1o racial inequities at the Southern Pacific. Ellinger replaced
Carlos Castaneda, a history professor at the University of Texas at Austin, as chief
investigator of discrimination complaints along the Gulf Coast. Castaneda
assumed new duties as special assistant to the FEPC director on Latin American
Affairs and as director of a new regional office in San Antonio. Ellinger processed
most of the FEPC complaints against the Southern Pacific. These cascs presented
a unique opportunity for Ellinger to fulfill a personal challenge of confronting
racial discrimination. He aspired to continue a tradition that he lcarned frdm his
father. As a cabinet manufacturer in Missour, the elder Ellinger had employed
both biack and white workers on an equal basis.*

The younger Ellinger also acquired an activist attitude as a student at
Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri. As an undergraduate he actively
engaged in union organizing and worked to improve conditions for working-class
people. He believed that the labor movement offered “the best method for social
change.” Ellinger place a high priority on racial justice and he struggled to impose
these virtues on the Southern Pacific.”’

Despite his objection to United States involvement in World War 1L,
Ellinger felt an obligation to serve his country. He did so by arranging the case
against whites at the Southern Pacific. He relentlessly pressured A. J. Pickett,
General Chairman of the Brotherhood of Railway Clerks in the Texas Gulf Coast,
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and T. C. Montgomery, Manager of the Personnel Department for the Southern
Pacific Lines, to cooperate with the FEPC. If conditions of racial discrimination
“discourage qualified workers from using their full skills,” Ellinger warned. “it 1s
our obligation to try to help find a solution which will comply with Executive
Order 8802.”% Compliance for the FEPC usually meant a written statement from
a company or union that promised to eliminate discriminatory practices. This did
not move Pickett or Montgomery to alter their policies on racial hiring.”

Ellinger organized a public hearing against the Southern Pacific in April
1945. This hearing compelled the Southern Pacific and white uniomsts to pool
their financial resources and resist legal attempts by the FEPC to alter workplace
racial policies.”® The quality of legal representation of the Southern Pacific and
white employees suggests that both intended to resist FEPC intercession at all cost.
The Southern Pacific for example, hired John Bullington, a prominent attorney
from the Baker and Botts firm of Houston, to represent them against the FEPC.
Bullington insisted that the responsibility for the movement of wartime goods
rested “solely on the shoulders of raiiroad executives and nobody els¢” and was
more important to the war effort than the upgrading of black workers.*'

The forced promotion of non-white workers at the Southern Pacific, in
Bullington's opinion, violated union policy, disrupted local customs, and
consequently encouraged racial tension that threatened the transportation of war
goods. The Southern Pacific recognized that social norms shared some
responsibility for discrimination in the railroad industry. They did not hesitate to
acknowledge this influence on their operation.** One of the primary functions of
the ratlroad industry, Bullington inststed, was to encourage “peace and harmony
with existing employees™ and “obviously...the tying up of a yard can tic up the
entire railroad. We have not been motivated by any prejudice against niggers or
any desire to discriminate against them.”*

Bullington's racist comment reflected the attitude of the Southem Pacific
toward black workers. Bullington also challenged, as did most whites'in UTGC
railroads, the qualifications of black workers at the Southern Pacific. He pointed
out that the FEPC failed to consider that the blacks that filed complaints with the
FEPC “were not fully qualified for employment in the jobs for which they
applied.” He also suggested that the prospects of racial violence disqualificd most
black workers for certain jobs. “It does not seem to us,” Bullington claimed, “to
be very helpful to the manpower situation on our railroad to employ six men if, as

a result, we lose several hundred existing employees.” Bullington's strained —*

argument concerning qualifications indicates the extent to which cmployers and
unions would go to maintain control of the workplace and to justify
discrimination, ™
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Builington attempted to frighten the FEPC info believing that the
enforcement of Executive Order 8802 encouraged racial conflict and work
stoppages. He never provided evidence to support his claim.*> This gave Simon
Stickgold, the FEPC leading trial examiner. an opportunity to challenge
Bullington's assertion. Stickgold argued that “there had been no evidence of work
stoppages” resulting from racial strife in the UTGC railroad industry during the
war. He viewed Bullington's tactic as another attempt to drum up racial tension.
There 1s a difference, Stickgold contended, between actual hostilities and trying to
peer into the future for the purpose of predicting what might be. “As far as my
information permits,” Stickgold claimed, “there have been no difficulties.”

The cries of racial violence and work stoppages by Bullington and the
Southern Pacific simply reflected the resolve of whites to reject racial equality. It
turned out to be nothing more than a scare tactic. In fact, the FEPC issued a
directive for the Southern Pacific to end its practices of racial discrimination. The
directrve had little effect as whites at the Southern Pacific continued to discriminate
and defy the FEPC. Although it failed Lo garner compliance, the FEPC closed its
case against the Southern Pacific in 19457

The inability of the FEPC to successfully end racial discrimination for
black workers at the Southern Pacific illustrated the weakness of the agency and
the force of white resistance. Although white railroad workers and employers
refused to accept racial equality, black railroad workers relentlessly struggled to
define their place in the industry.

The evolution of class and race consciousness among black railroad
workers along the UTGC is a vital story in the history of the day-to-day struggles
of Afnican-American workers. Long before the FEPC began its investigations,
African-American ratlroad workers were defining their place in the industry.
Indeed, the story of African Americans in Texas railroads should not ad to
generalizations about the experiences of black workers throughout the country.
Instead, each rcgion and each industry tells its own story. As for black railroad
workers along the UTGC, the voices and strategies that surfaced helped to shape
their identity that gave them some measure of legitimacy by the 1940s,
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