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Railroad: African American Labor and Community
[bookmark: _GoBack]This Historiography relates to my Plan B project because it examines the railroad’s relation to the African American community. The works in this paper provided a national framework to the research examined locally. Pullman porters and railroad workers were specifically researched, since many African Americans that came to Ogden worked for the railroad.

The Railroad is a topic of study for many historians. Labor historians have researched the role of African American laborers and the part they played in shaping their communities. A great majority of the work focuses on why George Pullman chose African Americans to work on his luxury cars and what was expected of them as employees. Another major focus of the current research is on the formation of black labor unions within the railroad. Extending the role of labor unions, historians typically conclude with the part African American laborers played as community leaders in shaping the Civil Rights movement. This gives the impression that the railroad ultimately had a positive impact on black communites. Much of the current work on the subject leaves these questions unanswered: What role did African American railroad workers play in shaping their day-to-day community? What happened to their status as community leaders once the railroad industry ceased to play a major role in transportation?
The most recent and widely read narrative is Larry Tye’s Rising from the Rails: Pullman Porters and the Making of the Black Middle Class. Tye demonstrates how Pullman porters used their position to establish an educated and politically active black middle class. The narrative begins in the post-Civil War South, where George Pullman recruited the first group of porters from the population of newly freed men. Pullman believed these former slaves would not question white authority. By pulling former slaves out of the Jim Crow South as early as 1867, Pullman ensured that his staff’s sole devotion was to “unhesitating service.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Larry Tye, Rising from the Rails: Pullman Porters and the Making of the Black Middle Class (New York: Henry Holt, 2004), 25. 
] 

Larry Tye claims that over the ensuing decades, Pullman porters used their position to push for civil rights. Beginning with the creation of the Brotherhood of Pullman porters, railroad workers presented one of the first dissenting black voices in American society. Coupled with political activism, Rising from the Rails suggests that Pullman porters used their position on the train to gain access to white mannerisms and political views.  He argues that by having contact with white passengers Porters became educated conduits for change. For example, Tye writes “when white riders left behind newspapers and magazines, porters picked up bits of news and new ways of doing things.” [footnoteRef:2] Tye claims that Pullman porters used the power of the union and inside knowledge of the white community to become key activists in the Civil Rights movement.  [2:  Tye, Rising from the Rails, xii.] 

When constructing a narrative of the Pullman porters, Larry Tye consulted secondary works concerning labor relations, civil rights, and African American identity. The narrative also uses first person accounts he collected from interviews. Which provide the most valuable insight of how African Americans viewed their role in shaping the Civil Rights movement. Many of the accounts describe how they were treated and viewed as Pullman Company employees. What is not included, however, are accounts of how they were received within their own communities. The interviews also do not reflect what life was like after their railroad employment ended. 
Rising from the Rails does a compelling job doing just that, describing how Pullman porters used their position to rise out of poverty and demand civil rights. In his preface, Larry Tye claims that “Behind almost every successful African-American, there is a Pullman porter.”[footnoteRef:3](xiv) That is where the work is lacking a key element. Tye alludes to the social hierarchy that develops among the African American community, but never fully develops the concept. The work becomes a narrative that culminates with, like many other works, the Civil Rights movement. Concluding a labor history with civil rights creates a triumphal narrative of black history and community. It becomes the final chapter on black communities. What was missing in Tye’s work was more emphasis on his subtitle: Pullman Porters and the Making of the Black Middle Class. Tye doesn’t explore how some African American communities developed around the railroad and depended on the income provided by the railroad to create a sense of autonomy in a segregated nation. If prominent leaders beyond unions and civil rights emerge it is left unclear. The work glosses over the making of the black middle class and their role within their communities leaving a void in the narrative that needs to be filled. [3:  Tye, Rising from the Rails, xiv.] 

A final element that is missing in Larry Tye’s work is an account of what happened to leaders and unions after the railroad declined. Rising from the Rails is informative, but it was written for popular consumption. The narrative sets out to tell the story of civil rights, not what happened in the wake of deindustrialization and an economic shift away from the railroad industry. 
Another key source that is cited in almost every major work regarding Pullman porters and African American railroad workers is Jack Santino’s Miles of Smiles, Years of Struggle. The work collects interviews from over twenty former Pullman porters. Santino argues that “porters withstood political abuse, job insecurity, intimidation, and brute force to triumphantly assert their essential dignity and to claim their rights as human beings.”[footnoteRef:4] Santino takes excerpts from interviews he conducted and weaves them into a historical narrative. The narrative reflects the traditional account of the life and experience of a porter.  [4:  Jack Santino, Miles of Smiles, Years of Struggle: Stories of Black Pullman Porters (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 1.] 

At times it seems like Santino had already developed a narrative before he inserted interview excerpts. Throughout the narrative, life for black railroad employees is romanticized. Through their trips and travails porters “turn a disadvantageous situation into a vital and joyous event.” [footnoteRef:5]The major argument is that though the porters were not treated fairly, they put on a brave face and managed to somehow enjoy themselves. These experiences helped bring about civil rights.  [5:  Santino, Miles of Smiles, 134.
] 

Miles of Smiles contributes to the cultural study of Pullman porters because it allows historians to examine how the porters saw themselves. They are candid about their occupations and the roles they played during the golden age of railroad transit. The narratives express the porters’ unique voices and experiences, which is helpful when analyzing how the porters viewed their occupation within the railroad. 
Much of the book fits within existing accounts of the worker experience on Pullman cars. The narrative follows the direct line set forth by Larry Tye. Beginning with the Reconstruction era when George Pullman recruited the first porters who were former slaves through the Civil Rights era when Pullman porters rallied black worker providing a crucial protagonist in the civil rights movement. Although many of the interview responses are compelling, the narrative neglects to set them within historical context. Many of the responses receive little to no analysis in the broader scope of American history. Often the narrative tends to lean towards propagating the legend surrounded by the occupation with retired porters recalling similar instances when they “used to have a whole lot of good times.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Santino, Miles of Smiles, 134.
] 

Most of the interviews account for what laborers experienced on the train. First, the narrative begins with a typical detailing of what their jobs entailed: making beds, how to prepare food, etc. Next, the narrative explains how they made railroad travel more enjoyable for white passengers. Third, how under the guidance of A. Phillip Randolph, they helped unionize a large proportion of black railroad employees is detailed. Finally, the narrative concludes with how African American labor unions played a pivotal role in propelling the civil rights movement to the forefront of black activism. With this formulaic approach Miles of Smiles reads much like Rising from the Rails yet with more firsthand accounts from porters inserted in each chapter. 
Miles of Smiles contains many firsthand accounts that provide material for further analysis. However it does not take into account that many railroad workers took pride in an occupation that afforded them with more status and opportunity in their communities. Porters faced racism and discrimination regularly; however, the employment as a porter included prominent status within their communities. How this status was used as an impetus for change is overlooked in Santino’s work. The fact that they became pillars in their communities goes unnoticed. What happened to their status once the railroad was no longer a major factor in the American economy is also overlooked. Another compelling question is what they faced afterward. This may explain why so many former Pullman Porters chose to glamorize the “good times.”
A work that fills some of the gaps concerning how African Americans recognized the critical role of gainful employment is For Jobs and Freedom: Selected Speeches and Writings of A. Phillip Randolph. The work has been thoughtfully edited by Andrew E. Kersten and David Lucander. A. Phillip Randolph was chosen as the leader of the Brotherhood of Pullman Porters, the largest black labor union in the United States. In the introduction the editors argue that Randolph recognized that “jobs came before freedom, but opportunity and equality were inseparable.” [footnoteRef:7] Organized with that central thesis in mind, more than seventy documents consisting of Randolph’s speeches and writings are thematically organized to portray his influence on African American labor.  [7:  Phillip A. Randolph and Andrew Edmund Kersten, For Jobs and Freedom: The Selected Speeches and Writings of A. Philip Randolph (Cambridge: University of Massachusetts Press, 2015), 20.
] 

Each chapter in For Jobs and Freedom includes an overview that puts the topic into historical context. Chapter one, The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, details how one of the most influential civil rights leaders realized railroad workers were a critical force to secure labor equality. He recognized that generations of church and community leaders consisted of numerous black railroad employees. Chapter one offers a firsthand account on how railroad workers were viewed by their communities and describes their leadership roles in a way that interviews in Miles of Smiles does not. 
A. Phillip Randolph is more pragmatic in his remarks about the role of black labor in the community. He does not attempt to glamorize the role of porters; rather, he views them as the largest pool of black laborers that have a role and recognition within their communities and in the national culture as a whole. Although Randolph was not a railroad employee, he was recruited to mobilize the largest group of African American laborers in the country. In the collected documents it is evident that he realized many railroad employees already had a prominent place in society and once unionized they would be a valuable voice spreading the message of equal economic opportunity. 
The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters includes a series of speeches and correspondences outlining the strategic value of unionizing railroad workers. Once the Brotherhood of Pullman Porters was established, Randolph expresses their widespread influence, “Our Brotherhood, with its membership on the far-flung railroads of these United States, is pledged and committed to the struggle for complete and full-fledged and first-class citizenship.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Randolph and Kersten. For Jobs and Freedom, 242.
] 

The work continues with chapters containing speeches concerning the Civil Rights Movement, desegregating the military, and finally Randolph’s views on international affairs. The work sheds light on the viewpoint of one of the most prominent leaders of black railroad workers, demonstrating the connection he made between gainful employment and community leadership. However, what is missing from the narrative is accounts from black community leaders themselves, their connection to the railroad, and what happened to leadership roles once their position on the railroad became obsolete.
Two works by the same author, Quintard Taylor, depict how employment and labor played an important role in shaping African American communities in the West. Taylor’s monograph The Forging of a Black Community: Seattle’s Central District from 1870 through the Civil Rights Era analyzes how a black society emerged in a city built upon white dominance. He demonstrates how a black community developed in a “city deeply ambivalent about its commitment to racial equality.”[footnoteRef:9] He examines a four-square-mile black neighborhood that emerged in Seattle’s Central District.[footnoteRef:10] This district became a self-sufficient community that emerged in the wake of segregation.  [9:  Quintard Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community: Seattle's Central District, from 1870 through the Civil Rights Era (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1994), ix.]  [10:  Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community, 5.] 

Taylor argues that many of the most prestigious jobs available were in the service sector; the two most sought after positions was employment as either a barber or a porter.[footnoteRef:11]With their “economic and social standing, professionals usually served as community leaders and spokespersons. Their views on race relations were usually influential in the black community and occasionally in the white community as well.”[footnoteRef:12] African American lived in neighborhoods segregated from the white community that were stratified by social class. Many of the higher paying jobs were on the railroad, but Seattle’s water based economy offered an alternate position as a steward on steamships. By 1925, 30% of Seattle’s African American males were stewards. Stewards would provide similar services as porters, without the same amount of national recognition. [footnoteRef:13]As a result, many were resistant or did not have access to union membership in the Brotherhood of Pullman Porters. In fact, many church and civic leaders recommended becoming strike breakers in order to gain economic opportunities. The hope was that the position would become permanent, which was rarely the case. [11:  Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community, 11.
]  [12:  Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community,30.]  [13:  Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community, 58.] 

Throughout The Forging of a Black Community, Taylor argues that economic opportunities shaped black communities in many ways. Often black leadership came from within the middle class that emerged by the mid-20th century. Many urban civil rights leaders were members of the working class community, and by the middle of the century it appeared that inroads regarding civil rights were being made. He reaffirms the sentiments of A. Phillip Randolph, economic success goes hand-in-hand with the development of civil rights. 
However, economic success and the momentum behind civil rights largely disappear by the 1970s.  hat He argues although there was no outright racial animosity in Seattle, the largest African American community in the Pacific Northwest, “racial toleration is meaningless if people are excluded from the vital economic center and relegated to the margins of the urban economy.”[footnoteRef:14] Taylor concludes with the rapid decline in economic and educational opportunities for African Americans within urban centers. However, in The Forging of a Black Community Taylor does not make the argument that dependence on service jobs within transportation and their rapid disappearance had a major impact on African American employment and opportunity.  Another factor that is not full developed is what functions the black middle class fulfilled and what happened to their status once their jobs disappeared.  [14:  Taylor, The Forging of a Black Community,239.] 

Quintard Taylor expands his argument in his article “Facing the Urban Frontier: African American History in the Reshaping of the Twentieth-Century West” featured in the Western Historical Quarterly. His article provides a traditional overview of the history of African Americans in western cities, using Oakland, California, as his primary example. The article begins, much like the longer narratives, with the arrival of the first large group of African Americans in the post-Civil War West. “Facing the Urban Frontier” recognizes that the completion of the transcontinental railroad was a major factor in African American migration west.  He credits the Pullman Company for their decision to staff cars with black employees. They created a community in Oakland of over 1,000 people complete with churches, businesses, and schools; that number would increase to 3,055 by 1910.[footnoteRef:15] African American communities in Oakland were established within walking distance from the railroad; this was no coincidence since by 1930 over 60 percent of the community was employed by the railroad. African American railroad employees were paid less than their white counterparts, but steady income created a role for them within the black middle class.  [15:  "Facing the Urban Frontier:" The Western Historical Quarterly: 7. 
] 

The article does not give any information of the actual role that the railroad laborers played in their community, only that they constituted the majority of African American employees. Taylor moves on quickly to explain that African Americans were steadily employed up though World War Two. After WWII, jobs decreased sharply within western cities. Deindustrialization, along with industry moving to the outskirts of major urban developments, played a key role in the sharp decrease of African American employment. The factory jobs that were left were often taken by white employees who had access to an automobile to drive to the factories that were further away.
Unlike The Forging of a Black Community, Taylor’s article mentions the closing of the Pullman Company in 1960 as a factor in the “ghettoization” of African American communities.[footnoteRef:16] Although the benefits and detriments of the railroad to the development of the African American community is discussed, both are mentioned in passing. He states, “By the 1960s, the Pullman Company no longer existed, and automation reduced the need maintenance and repair work for the Southern Pacific.”[footnoteRef:17] The negative impact of the Pullman Company’s closure on the community receives one sentence. More emphasis is placed on the deindustrialization of the country and the negative impact it had on African American communities nationwide.  [16:  Taylor, "Facing the Urban Frontier," The Western Historical Quarterly 43, no. 1 (2012): 20.]  [17:  Taylor, "Facing the Urban Frontier," 20.] 

Quintard Taylor’s work on African Americans and community in the West convincingly make the connection between opportunity and employment. However, neither of them detail the actual leadership roles of black railroad workers within their communities. Also, the argument discussing the impact deindustrialization had on the African American community is included; however, the impact of laying off thousands of black railroad workers remains undeveloped.
Eric Arnesen’s Brotherhoods of Color contributes to the historiography of black railroad workers in several ways. The narrative provides a linear description of the development of trade unions among African American railroad employees. Arnesen begins his study during the Reconstruction Era, but differs from other works in that it does not culminate with the Civil Rights movement. Arnesen concludes his work with a chapter titled “Black Railroad Workers in the Modern Era.”
Arnesen’s linear approach provides a clear, organized account of the how the black working class developed unions. It offers a step-by-step explanation of how railroad employment developed and how they organized labor unions in order to demand economic opportunity. This is the most comprehensive work about the creation of African American labor unions in the railroad industry. It details the many different stages of the unionization process, as well as legal obstacles that the unions had to overcome. Although it is by far the most detailed account of railroad unions, the information can become cumbersome. The book is dense with court cases and legal information. Arnesen’s work is filled with detail, however, there is little attempt to analyze the information. 
Although Arnesen’s approach provides a great amount of information, it gives little attention to what all of it meant for the African American community. It is a labor history that gives a timeline of the creation of railroad communities. However, it does not take into account what unions meant for workers on a social level. The concept that many railroad workers constituted a more educated black middle class is not discussed. Overall, the work does not contribute to the social history surrounding black railroad unions.
The most disappointing limitation of Brotherhoods of Color falls within the final chapter titled “Black Railroad Workers in the Modern Era.” Since most of the historiography on the subject concludes with Civil Rights, Arnesen’s continuation of the narrative seemed to be a promising addition to the field. However, the chapter claims that throughout the 1960s and 1970s African American Railroad workers continued to make a “gradual breakthrough” for equal economic
opportunity.”[footnoteRef:18] The chapter further simplifies the role of race by quoting a black engineer as stating that by the 1980s “there wasn’t a whole lot of racial problems out there.”[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Eric Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002), 237.]  [19:  Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality, 245.] 

In the concluding chapter, Arnesen continues to applaud unions for a job well done. He does not take into account that although African Americans made inroads within railroad unions, they still faced economic inequality. He disregards Quintard Tayler’s thesis that by the 1960s the disappearance of railroad jobs and deindustrialization had a detrimental impact on African American communities. He states “The breakthrough in railroad employment and in union membership were dramatic, the transformations in labor and race relations were pronounced.”[footnoteRef:20] This statement oversimplifies what African American employees faced once the railroad ceased to be a major source of employment. It undermines A. Phillip Randolph’s assertion that “jobs came before freedom, but opportunity and equality were inseparable.”[footnoteRef:21] Finally the chapter concludes “For today’s African American railroad workers, the achievements made constitute not the end of the line, but one stop on the much longer journey toward equality.” [footnoteRef:22] [20:  Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality, 251.]  [21:  Randolph and Kersten. For Jobs and Freedom, 242.]  [22:  Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality, 251.] 

The chapter “Black Railroad Workers in the Modern Era” does not account for economic hardships faced by the African American community once the railroad ceased to have a major role in transportation. What impact layoffs had on families or social status for former laborers is also unaccounted for. Brotherhoods of Color concludes with a successful message about the roles of railroad laborers and unions, but does not consider the fact that such heavy reliance on railroad labor in many communities would have dire outcomes.
The historiography completed on African American railroad laborers provides insightful information in four major categories. First, many historiographies detail why African Americans were recruited in the first place. George Pullman wanted to enlist a subservient labor pool consisting of former slaves to ensure a preconditioned servile workforce.  Second, there are many accounts of how over time, Pullman porters in their customary white jackets became a feature synonymous with luxury travel. Patrons expected to be received upon boarding by a black porter ready to make their trip more enjoyable. This allowed African Americans a racial monopoly on the position. Third, from the monopoly held by African Americans as Pullman porters, one of the most prominent black unions emerged. Finally, with A. Phillip Randolph leading the charge, railroad employees became a prominent voice in the Civil Rights Movement. Most narratives end with the Civil Rights Movement. 
	The triumphal narrative of Pullman Porters as conduits for civil and economic rights is the predominant narrative. What is left to be examined is what role railroad employees play during their time off? How did they spend their time and money when they were not putting on a smiling face for white customers? The study of Pullman porters and what agency their position provided them is largely left unexamined. Pullman porters and railroad workers as community leaders provides a compelling avenue for further research. It has been noted that although they were paid less than their white counterparts, within black communities they earned relatively high wages. 
Another area that is widely ignored by the historiography of railroad workers is what happened to their community status once the railroad declined in use. One can assume that in communities that were economically dependent on the railroad the consequences were dismal. What happened to the once respected members of the community that championed civil rights? In conclusion, the connection between the reminiscence of the “good old days” as railroad employees and what followed once railroad jobs disappeared provides a compelling area of study.


