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’s strike at the CPR

For nine davs in January 1957, a walk-out by
the Canadian Pacific Railway’s firemen para-
lysed transpostation on one of the countrv's
mmajor raibways. In Saint fubm, New Brunswick,
City Coundl dedared a state of emergendy.
With ety por cent of the city’s port traife
dependent on the CTR, Mayor W.AW. Macaulay
fearcd that a lengthy strike would turn Saint
lohn inte "2 ghost city.” Sixty-five thowsand
railiway workees were ol the jobe, Inn Nosthern
Ohntarie, one thousand wockers wene Lasd off ot
the Lakehead poris. Calgary seported 1,50
men 1dle. Brilish Colombia miness,
Saskatchewan farmers and several thousand
eiher Canadians were disectly affected by the
confrontation between CPR management and
the Brotherhood of Locomative Firemen and
Enginemen. The issue was technulegical
change.

WILL DEATH RIDE THE RAILS?
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The “diese]l issue,” as the dispute became
known, started with the CPR's plan 1o intro-
duce dicsel locometives on all traing and 1o
eliminate the firemen'’s job on all vard and
freight service. For the 2300 firemen on the
(PR, this plan struck directly 2t their jobs and
thetir union. As union spokesman W.E. Gam-
bl stated before thae federal concliation board
reviewing the issue, the plan waaled rean that

“fipemen are o give uptheis jobs, see their oraft
die and their organization disappear.” The
Brotherhood of Locometive Firemen and
Engincmen claimed that the Gremen were
essential to public safely becruse, as appren-
tice engineers, they were the CREIReErs -
pilot.” The CPR was ﬁ.;u&l!y determined bofake
full advantage of the lower operating costs
offered by the new technotogy. With Bhve Eii T
duction of diesel locomotives on all trains, the
covmprany coeld e an estmated 5115 mitliaon
por vear The UPR argued that the firemen,
whi were once required io stoke the engine by
Rand, had been made redendant by clhanging
technodogy. Hand- find locomotives gave way
to sutomatic stokers, oil-fired steam enpnes
and finally the diesel. The company offered fo
find other fobs for most of the fisemen, but
thsir bong history with the railways of Canada
had e 1o an emd.

Wiih both umndics and management adamant
in these positions, a long disruplive strike was
feared. Through the efforts of the Canadian
Labour Congress and the federsl minisler of
Labour, however, a temporary seiuticn was
found. The firemen would return o work, the
CPR would delay its plan and the federal gov-
ernmenl would establish 2 Royal Commission
undes Supremi: Court ]usl;u-r "R.L. Kellock to
examine e “diesel issue” and s effect on
]:iu blic zafeiv.

e Buoyal Commission on Employment of
hre-men on Diesel Locomatives in Freight and
Yard Service on the Canadian Pacific Railway
conducted an extensive investigation from Jan-
wary to Movemnber 1957, hearing the teslimony
of 119 witnesses and visthng European coun-
tries 1o examune their experience with diese]
locomotives. Although the decision of the
Ei;ﬂ:.!l ommmibssinn wWas mit hli'idtl‘lﬁ oy bk
party, ils decision did shape puiblic epinion.
O February 4, 1958, Kellock issued his report.
The firemen, the Commission concluded
were ot necessary on the dicsel locomaotive
and the TR plan would not endanger pulilc
safety. The company offer to find other jobs oz
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the CPR for the current firemen was judged to
be fair compensation for the employees.

The decision was a severe blow to the union.
Unable to accept its demise without a fight, the
Brotherhood launched a second strike in May
1958. With public opinion against the firemen
and the trade union movement offering only
weak support, the CPR kept its lines operating.
After three days, the union called off its strike.
The failure of this strike was important, since
the CPR example was soon followed on other
North American railways.

The archival record created by this dispute
provides a good source for the historical study
of technological change. The union case is
found in the records of the Brotherhood of
Locomotive Firemen and Enginemen, now
part of the United Transportation Union rec-
ords (MG 281219} and of the Canadian Labour
Congress records (MG 28 I 103). The govern-
ment records relating to the “diesel issue” are
found in the Department of Labour (RG 27)
and in the transcripts and exhibits of Kellock's
Royal Commission on the Employment of Fire-
men on Diesel Locomatives (RG 33/37).

For many Canadians in the 1950s, the “diesel
issue” illustrated the problems surrounding

the introduction of new technology. Thirty
years later, technological change has taken a
new form, but the social debate about its
implications remains constant.
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