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STRIKEDUTY - TheGood Times!!??

Photosand text by Jim Smith

My Strike Duty “adventures’ began whilel wasworking in Detroit as Manager, Customer Service.
Chessie System’ s Transportation Department created a Strike Team, headquartered in Jacksonville, to
stlocal trainmastersin responding to railroad customerswhaose union workershad goneon strike.

Sometimesthe company involved woul d keep the plant working using thei r own management person-
nel until acontract with thestrikerswasresolved. Sincerailroad trainmen area so union workers, when-
ever they cameupon agtrike Situation the crew would notify thelocal trainmaster that they would not cross
thepicket line. Thisusualy resultedintheloca trainmaster and ass stant trainmeaster relieving thecrew and
then switching the plant themsdlves.

However, should the private company strikelast for morethan afew days, it becameaproblemfor
thelocal managersto handletheir regular work and switch the striking company. So the primary focus of
Chessie's Strike Team wasto relievethelocal trainmaster/assi stant trainmaster from havingtodo al the
switching work. The new team was made up from management personnel who werelicensed train engi-
neers a ong with conductors/trainmen from various departments. | requested to become a Strike Team
member and was okayed since the team was not expected to be used very often - boy was he correct...

S0in 19851 joined other Detroit area Strike Team volunteersat aspecial training session at Wixom
onthe Coe Railroad. Chessie System did not want to upset it’sown union workers, so all Strike Team
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training was done on non-union railroads (the Coe RR was ashort line running from Wixom to West Bloomfield). We
studied Safety Rulesand then went outsidefor “handsontraining.” 1t wasacold day with some snow ontheground. At the
time, getting on and off moving equipment was part of thejob. In spite of the dippery conditionswefound we could safely
get onand off moving carsby usinga“trailingfoot first” method when mounting or dismounting from moving equipment.
Wea so changed out acoupler knuckleand quickly discovered that it isheavier than wethought! Wedid someswitching
of carsto get experiencethrowing switches, using hand signalsand radiosto communicate whileswitching cars.

So, now | wasall set to help out, but as noted above, nothing happened - except Chessie System was merged into
CSX. Four yearslater, Hurricane Hugo hit Charleston, SC, on September 21, 1989. | travelled with other team members
by car from Jacksonvilleto Charleston. Wewereal amazed at the number of large of treesblown down or up-rooted. The
plan wasto usethe Strike Teamtofill in for trainmen who weretaking care of their families’/homes. However we soon
found out that there were anumber of crewmen who had not been significantly impacted by Hugo and werewillingto
work. This, alongwith alarge number of tracksblocked by downed trees, meant therewasn’t going to be much work for
ustodo. That evening just one Strike Team Crew was called and the next day they let therest of usgo home. But, I’ never
forget seeing Hugo' saftermath of destruction.

In 1991 alimited number of Strike Team members(no engineers) weresent to Russdll, K, for aweek. Upon arrival,
wediscovered that wewouldn’ t beworking astrainmen. | nstead we were going to replace striking taxi driverswho took
train crewsto/fromtheyard office and their train. So they gave me a10 passenger van and | began driving crewsboth
withinthelarge Russell complex and outlying terminas. Unfortunately, | drew “theshort straw” and ended up with mostly
night work. The crewsgave medirectionsto get to thetrain, but after dropping them off, | hoped | could remember how
to get back tothe Russdll yard officein thedark! Being ataxi driver allowed meto seelotsof trains, but onceagain, | didn’t
get torideone! Theevent I most remember wasamost hitting adeer whilemakinga3AM crew delivery! Theengineer on
board noticed that | swerved to missthedeer and hesaidthat onKY roadsyou’ reusually better off to hit the deer thanto
veer off intoaTREE. Lesson|earned but, thankfully, never put into practice.

After atwoyear lull in Strike Team activity, theWest VirginiaUnited Mine Workerswent on astatewide strikeinthe
fal of 1993. Therewerelotsof picketsand unrest inthearea. M ost of the mine ownersvowed to continueto dig cod using
non-union people. Needlessto say, the Strike Team got called. | worked in West Virginiafor aweek, returned to my
regular job asAssistant Director, Service Design and wasthen asked to go for asecond week.

The*team” flew into Charleston, WV, wherewe split up towork variouscoa mines. My first job washandling the
movement of emptiesto and loadsfrom the Prenter Minein Prenter, WV - actualy boarding thetrainin Seth, WV. Since
therewasno large turn around location at the mine, we pushed 60 emptiesthat had been set off on the branch down 10
milesto Prenter. Thelocal trainmaster waswith usthisfirst day to familiarize our group. Aswe approached the mine, we
weremet by aCSX policeman (or railroad “ bull”) who had been telling the strikersthat we had ajob to do and weweren't
looking for any trouble. Even so, wewere asked to stay ins de the caboose and not stand on the end platforms. Therewas
alargecrowd of strikersholding up signsand yeling al kindsof “nice’ thingsabout usand what they wouldliketodoto
“scaly” workers. However, the group respected our CSX bull and they didn’t causeusany trouble, but it was obviousthey
werenot happy with usswitchingthemine.

Assoon aswewereins de the mine compound the bull shut the gateto keep any strikersfromwanderinginaswe
started our work. First, | wasassigned as* head brakeman” and after setting our caboose onasiding, | rodethe head end
of thetrain (hanging onto the ladder) to spot the empties by advising the engineer when he needed to stop thetrain at the
end of track (therewerethree sidingsthat would hold 60 empties). Oncethetrain wasstopped, | knew they were getting
ready to shove up another 20 cars uphill to me. While that was happening, | had thefun job of “tying down” the hand
brakeson theend six cars. All the brake wheelswere at thetop of the car, not low to the ground like most carstoday. |
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Prenter Mine - on the right are coal cars that have just been loaded. Under the tipple are two cars
being loaded. Soon the management coal rider will roll them down to the other coal cars. When the
loaded track is full they’ll start using the empty track. When we first arrived and pushed empties up to
the three track yard, we shoved them through the tipple on the track in front of our engine.

Why the Strike Team was working the Mines. The first day we worked Prenter Mine, there were at
least 50 strikers, now, later in the week, only a few. The close striker with a red hat could have been
the one who “wanted to fight with a scab...”!

stopped the second cut, tied down 6 more brakes, and then did the samefor thethird cut. Having climbed up and down
multipleladders and tied down 18 handbrakes, | was already pooped! That’swhat | get for having a“desk” job! Three
dayslater, after setting the hand brakeson our first set of empties, the engineer didn’t reply to my count down asthe next
group of carscameup the hill. Something must have distracted himand all too soon | wasyelling into theradio“STOP”,
which hefinally acknowledged. Thelast car cameto astop just threefeet from the end of thetrack - with no crossedties
or pileof dag - just atwo foot drop off!

Asl walked back down the hill | watched acoal manager uncoupletwo cars and ride them down to theloading
tipple. Onceloaded, he released the cars and coupled them to other coal loads. He didn’t connect theair hoses, which
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became my next job. The assstant trainmaster and | waked from thelower end of two |oaded tracks connecting air hoses
and noting the car number if the coupling didn’t connect. Aswe got closer to thetipple we had to be extracareful since
therewasalittle lack action every timetherolling cars coupled to the string of loads.

We brought lunch with usso asto not givethe strikersany opportunity to approach us. But wedid notethat whenthe
crowd of strikersthinned out in thelate afternoon, we' d sometimes seeatransfer of mine managersasthey swapped out
5 peoplefrom acar that came viaaback road.

After lunch, we' d make up our outbound loaded coal train with the caboose next to the engine. Sincel wasthe head
brakeman, when we approached the gate | hopped off, opened the gate and threw aderail tolet usout. Whiledoing this
aheavyset striker camethroughtheopeningand saidtome: “| fed likefightingwithascab!” My only answer was*“1’ mtoo
poopedtofight, sol might aswell liedown right now, youwin!” Thank goodnesshe started laughing! So | quickly climbed
up on the engine and we headed back to Seth. Weleft it to the mine managersto shut the gate....

Prenter Minedidn’t need aswitch every day, so wewent with another crew that wasgoing to theAmherst Coal’ snew
(builtinthelate80's) Fanco Minethat took stockpiled coa and“flow loaded thetrainin motion”. But theloading process
wasslow - our lead unit had aspecia speed control that allowed thetrainto continually moveat 1.3 milesper hour! | told
theengineer that | wasgoing to practice getting on and off moving equipment. After about three minutes| returned to the
cab stating that 1.3 MPH wastoo slow as| simply stepped on and off the front engine step.

After afew hourswefinished loading our train. Thenwe*“ran around” it to get “FRED” (or “Flashing Rear End
Device”) off what had been the end of thetrain. One of the crew membershad experience working with FRED and he
showed me how totakeit off and put it onthe other end of thetrain. Yes, we put FRED on the running board and ran the
enginetothe other end sowedidn’t haveto carry therather heavy FRED past 75 coa cars! Thenwe put theengineat the
new “front” of thetrain and took off for home.

Thenext day we again worked the Prenter Mine, which fell into an every other day job. However, on our returntrip
theengineer let mesitinhisseat and run theloaded train back to Seth. Even though the speed limit wasonly 15MPH | had
to usetheair brakesmorethan thethrottle becauseit was mostly downhill and we had aheavy train. It wasmy “highlight
of theweek” incoa country.

Thefollowing day wetook atrain of emptiesto the Wharton 2 Mine. It wasaregular practice throughout the strike
to call aunion crew and havethemtakethetrain to agrade crossing that was cl ose to the mine but not near strikers. At the
grade crossing theregular crew got off and we got on. Thisaso happened onthereturntrip, we' d stop thetrain at thesame
grade crossing and swap crews.

Shortly after thetrainleft, our crew went in avan to the grade crossing and waited on thetrain. All of asuddenwe
heard awoman yelling at usfrom her nearby home. Shewasverbally worse than the strikers! Even though her young
daughter was on the porch with her, she screamed obscenities at uslike aseasoned Navy sailor - every dirty word she
knew sheused and all we could do was stand thereand listen to her for at least 15 minutes (seemed likean hour)! These
wereobvioudy “hardtimes’ for thecoa miners.

Thisminehadalong*Y” turnaround so wewent down oneleg of the*Y” and stopped to et thetrainmaster and me
climb up to the brake platform between the 1st and 2nd cars so we could back down the second leg of the*Y” and give
theengineer acountdown of car lengthsto the end of track inthe mine (werode on the high brake platformsbecause of the
Safety rulesthat prevent you from hanging on the side of acar for along distance).

Thetrainmaster then told meto take FRED off our train and put it ontheend of asinglebox car that was on another
track. When | asked himwhy the box car wasevenin themine he said that some coa companieshad asked CSX to bring
suppliesto their mines. Thisbox car had brought anumber of bedsand other materialsthat the * management miners’
needed. L ater, when the strikersfound out that therailroad was hel ping management they werevery upset and threatened
action against thetrains. Inan effort to stay “ neutral” CSX terminated thebox car practice.

However, | still hadto get FRED on that car! Fortunately, thanksto therecent Fanco Minetrip | wasableto correctly
put the unit on the car’s coupler and connect FRED’ sair hoseto the one onthe box car. It al looked okay tome so | made
thelong wak up to the engines and off wewent.

Asour train dowly cameto the grade crossing wheretheregular crew would get onthetrainweall heard and felt the
train brakes gointo emergency and stop thetrain. We got off the engine, changed crews and told themwe’ d look for the
problem. So wherewould we start?Yep, we headed for FRED! Whiledriving back to therear of thetrainwenoticed a
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automobilereally speeding by usonthetypical narrow West Virginiaroad. When wegot to theend of thetrain and started
walking toward it we heard air escaping from FRED. | thought “ Oh no, | did something wrongwhen| putiton!” Aswe
gathered around FRED, aman came out of hishouse and told usthat aboy had been* playing” with theend of thelast car
aswedowed for the stop. He a so said that he apparently kicked FRED and disconnected theair hoses. Further, FRED’s
alr hoseswung around and hit him hard in the head and hismother had taken him to ahospital! Now weknew why we had
seen aspeeding car. Assoon as| coupled theair hosestogether, thetrain started to build air pressure. | didn’t need that
typeof excitement, but it'sapart of railroading.

During my second week in coa country, | spent theentiretimeworking on Montcoa mineshifter, #4891. Onour first
tripwemet with atrainmaster at EIk Run Yard, near Whitesville, WV, to get familiar with thework - taking emptiesto the
mine and returning with coal loads (approximately 50 milesround trip). Unlikethe prior week, therewas not alot of
switching. For therest of theweek, my engineer and | madethetrip on our own sincethetrainmaster had hisregular jobto
do. Therunwaseasy except that now, asconductor, | had to perform an air braketest beforewe could returnto Elk Run.
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Elk Run Yard Office where we originated and terminated our Montcoal s_h'ifters.
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| had to walk thetrain to make surethe brakeswere all on and then walk it again to make surethey all released. The
engineer and | completed theweek doing thisjob and then | returned to my desk job asAssstant Director, Service Design.

After my two separate weeksof coal minestrikeduty | made some conclusions:

1. Coa minesarevery, very dirty. Thereisblack coa dust oneverything, including theladders| had to climbandthe
hand brakewheels| had to turn.

2. Thereisno“FLAT” ground inWest Virginia'scoal country. You ALWAY Shad to set brakes.

3. You had to be careful if you werehanging onto thesideof acoa car whileswitching. If youwereontheup-hill side,
tree branches could knock you off the car. If you were on the side next to another track, you haveto lookout for close
clearance carsthat could knock you off the car.

4.1’'mglad CSX decided to not havethe Strike Team work at night. Therearesomereally, really HUGE holesand
lotsof metal junk a ong thetracksinacoa mine!

Twoyears|ater, in September of 1995, | wascalled for strike duty in my hometown. Workerswho unloaded auto
rack carswent on strike. So | became abrakeman for aweek aswe placed and pulled auto racks at the Jacksonville auto
ramp. | stayed with theengine and threw switchesand a so got drenchedinatypical JAX thunderstormwhilewe partially
blocked agrade crossing spotting along string of 85 foot auto racks. Thisassignment wasHEAV EN compared to coal
mines. But the poor engineer had his“handsfull” working thethrottleand air brakesat the sametime, whilemaking an exact
placement of theloaded cars. Oh yes, halleluiah, no hand brakes!

Thevery next month, October, 1995, | waspart of atiny Strike Team working near Akron, in DeForest, Ohio. Our
three man team, consi sted of an engineer, another brakeman and me. We spotted carsof taconiteiron ore pelletsthat were
used inthe process of making steel. We stayed in Akron and would take an engine and caboose from thereto De Forest
to switch oneparticular plant. Our mainjob wasto ridetheend of acut of about 15-25 carsand count down the car lengths
to theend of track - which wasawaysout of sight of theengineer! It wasnot ahard job, but we always had to watch our
sep! Thepdletswerelikelargemarblesdightly smaller than aquarter and they wereeverywhere! Fortunately wedidn't
twist any anklesor bresk aleg. Thefun part of thejob was standing on therear platform of the caboose aswe headed back
toAkron. Thelast day we expected another enjoyableridehome’. But our engineer was anxiousto get back...so, what
aridewe had! Who knowshow fast we were going, but it wasway more than the 30 mph speed limit! It wasaniceway
end what wasto bethelast of my “ Strike Team” trips.

The yard office at De Forest, OH, home of the taconite marbles. CSX mainline on the far left.
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