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DEDICATION

On the occasion of its 125th anniversary, the Brotherhood
of Maintenance of Way Employes Division of the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters decided to reprint the volume that
you hold in your hand.  Why reissue this history, written over 50
years ago, which ends its narrative in the middle of the 1950s?

One hundred and twenty-five years is an important
anniversary for any organization.  It would be reason enough to
make this work available again to BMWED members and others
interested in the history of railroad labor unions.  However, our
purpose is not just to celebrate and commemorate an important
milestone.

The achievements of the Brotherhood are truly
remarkable.  When the Brotherhood was founded in 1887, there
were no laws protecting union organization, and no existing
unions to fund new organizing.  Powerful interests denied that
workingmen had the right to associate to improve their



conditions.  They labeled unions as unlawful conspiracies.  But
the men of the maintenance of way craft voluntarily created a
union and pooled their dues to fund its operations.  In 1926, the
Brotherhood of Maintenance of Way Employes sat as equals
across the table from rail management, and negotiated the
framework of the Railway Labor Act.  Over the course of four
decades, the maintenance of way employees had progressed from
voiceless individuals to a power that both rail management and
the federal government would need to reckon with.

This history was published in 1955,  at what was in many
ways a high water mark for organized labor.  Collective bargaining
became an accepted fact of American life.  A unionized workforce
could demand that labor obtain its fair share of a productivity
explosion in the American economy.  Organized labor’s efforts
turned a 25-year period of unprecedented economic growth into
shared prosperity for ordinary working people.

Today, there are again elements in our society that deny
the legitimacy of employees’ right to organize themselves at their
workplace, to deal with their employer through a collective voice.
Will they succeed in pushing our country back to the 19th
Century?

All human institutions come into being and then they pass
away.  Although BMWED is a well-established union and a stable
presence in American life, its longevity does not guarantee that
it will automatically survive into the future.  In order to survive,
organizations must evolve and adapt to changing conditions.  A
labor union is a special kind of organization.  Labor organizations
are created and sustained through the support of their rank-and-
file membership.  BMWED members must be prepared to
maintain their organization, and select a new generation of leaders
from among our ranks.  We will need leaders who can observe
changing conditions, analyze the risks and opportunities that they



present, then decide and act to confront the ever-changing novelty
of our economic and political landscape.

So our publication of this work is not backward-looking,
but directed to the future.  By understanding our predecessors’
past struggles to win a middle-class standard of living, a decent
retirement, and a measure of due process, we can better prepare
ourselves to respond to future challenges.

We are bound together by an idea which is worth fighting
for.  As individuals, we have little power; but, if we act in concert,
we can survive and thrive on our own terms.  Applying this simple
principle, our organization has won collective bargaining
agreements, laws and regulations.  The result is that we can give
our families a middle-class living standard that permits us and
the ones we love to live with dignity, and as full participants in
American democracy.  Contrast that with the misery to which
working people are reduced, in those industries and regions
where they have no organization, and are subject to the tender
mercies of the boss.  Indeed, the central lesson this history
teaches is that no progress was made without struggle, and no
struggle is possible without organization.  In the absence of a
vital organization, the gains of 125 years can be lost.

* It is with these thoughts in mind that we dedicate this publication
to those who came before us, who brought us so far, to our fellow
current and future BMWED members, and to the new leaders who
will emerge from the ranks and assume stewardship over this great
organization.  I believe that you will win new victories that will
build on this Brotherhood’s rich history.

           — Freddie N. Simpson
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Above:  A rail-laying gang at work. After the spike
holes have been filled with wooden plugs, ties
will be resurfaced by the adzer in the background.
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Right: One of the mammoth steel structures (over the
Mississippi River at Memphis, Tennessee) maintained by
steel bridgemen on the Frisco System.





Above:  Two view of the million-and-a-half dollar Missouri Pacific freight
terminal at St. Louis built by maintenance of way bridge and building
forces. This mammoth structure covers more than three city blocks.













Above:  A Louisville & Nashville freight train crossing Red
River bridge near Sloan, Kentucky.











































































































































Above:  A present-day freight locomotive in use on the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad.
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