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Membership

T his edition of the 
Locomotive Engi-
neers and Train-
men’s Journal goes 

to press as our Organization 
concludes its annual region-
al meetings. I would like to 
offer my personal thanks to 
the elected standing officers 
of each of the four regions, 
and also give my special 
thanks to the arrangements 
chairmen and their commit-
tees from each region for their 
efforts to provide a meaning-
ful and educational experi-
ence for all members who at-
tended.

The Southeastern Meet-
ing Association (SMA) was 
the first regional meeting 
this year, with Brother Troy 
Bryant serving as the Ar-
rangements Chairman in 
Richmond, Va. The event was 
well attended, but perhaps 
my favorite portion of the 
meeting was the presenta-
tion made by Virginia State 
Senator Donald McEachin 
during the opening cer-
emonies. Senator McEachin 
(D-9) was talking about our 
nation’s political gridlock 
when he expressed that just 
saying “no” to all efforts to 
make change comes at its 
own price. No truer words 
have been spoken and they 
also apply in the workplace 
and within our union. The 
only way to change the status 
quo is to make some change 
towards improvement, even if 

it is incremental and does not 
address every issue all at once.

We next traveled to Inter-
national Western Convention 
(IWC), where Co-Chairmen 
Oscar Burrola and Luis 
Chavez Jr. welcomed us to 
San Francisco, Calif. Atten-
dance was up this year and 
the IWC was truly a family 
event. We all know that the 
life of a BLET member and 
railroad operating employee 
is not an easy one, and it’s 
even more difficult without 
the support of one’s family. 
It was obvious in San Fran-
cisco that those members in 
attendance have the support 
of their families, and that is 

what makes our BLET family 
even stronger.

Within a few weeks of the 
IWC, we were welcomed to 
the Eastern Union Meet-
ing Association (EUMA) 
in Baltimore by Arrange-
ments Chairman Fred Cox. 
One of the most memora-
ble moments of the EUMA 
came during the opening 
ceremony, when representa-
tives of UNITE HERE Local 
7 addressed our open meet-
ing and thanked the BLET 
membership present for sup-
porting their efforts to rep-
resent the hotel’s workers. 
Solidarity is what makes the 
union movement strong, and 

that solidarity was evident at 
the EUMA this year. Balti-
more is also a city steeped in 
history, especially railroad 
history, and the opening re-
ception at the Baltimore & 
Ohio Railroad Museum gave 
all BLET members present a 
chance to learn more about 
the history of the industry 
in which we work.

The Southwestern Con-
vention Meeting (SWCM) 
was the final regional meeting 
this year, with Arrangements 
Chairman Arlin Todd wel-
coming us to New Orleans, 
La. This year’s SWCM was 
one of the largest in recent 
history, with over 375 mem-
bers in attendance. Those 
numbers included many 
senior members who have 
been attending the SWCM 
for years, if not decades. But 
there was also something new 
at this year’s SWCM, and that 
was the attendance of many 
members who took the time 
to attend their first regional 
meeting. Many traveled along 
with a senior member of their 
Division, showing the true 
strength of members men-
toring members. I was hon-
ored to personally visit with 
many of them and to get their 
thoughts and input about the 
issue that confront us today.

The direct one-on-one 
exchanges that our regional 
meetings provide are just 
one of the benefits afforded 
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2013 regional meetings a sign of good things to come

“The direct one-on-one exchanges that 
our regional meetings provide are just one 
of the benefits afforded to all who attend.”
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Putting their skills to the test
Safety Task Force completes training, accident investigations in first half of 2013

M embers of the 
BLET Safety Task 
Force (STF) suc-
cessfully com-

pleted rigorous training dur-
ing the first six months of 2013, 
and then put their knowledge 
to the test as they investigated 
three major derailments. 

In March, several STF 
members completed training 
through the National Labor 
College’s Rail Workers Haz-
ardous Material Training Pro-
gram (RWHMTP). The train-
ing included inspecting, 
wearing, and walking around 
with self-contained breathing 
apparatus, comparable to 
what emergency responders 
would wear at a hazardous 
material release. It was held 

at the Val Jahnke Fire Depart-
ment Training Academy in 
Houston, Texas, which is a 
satellite training facility for 
the NLC’s RWHMTP. 

Nineteen of the 24 STF Pri-
mary members were in atten-
dance at this dedicated class 

for the BLET. A special thank 
you was extended to Henry 
Jajuga, Director-RWHMTP 
(BMWED), for organizing and 
allowing our members access 
to this valuable training re-
source. A special thanks was 
also given to those who pre-

sented the material in the four-
day workshop, including sev-
era l  Ra i l  Labor union 
representat ives: Brenda 
Cantrell, former Director, 
RWHMTP; Rick Inclima, Peer 
Trainer (BMWED); B. J. 
Griegos, Peer Trainer, RWH-
MTP (BMWED); Kurt Poole, 
Peer Trainer, RWHMTP 
(TCU); Keith Mundy, Liaison 
to the RWHMTP (Interna-
tional Chemical Workers 
Union Council, ICWUC); 
Tom Frazee, Presenter (IC-
WUC); and Charlie Jones, Peer 
Trainer, RWHMTP (UTU). 
Funding for this event was af-
forded through a grant with 
the National Institute of En-
vironmental Health and Sci-
ences (NIEHS).

STF members and officers at the National Transportation 
Safety Board Academy workshop in May, 2013.

Safety Task Force members 
at the Val Jahnke Fire

Dept. Training Academy
in Houston, Texas. 



up front

www.ble-t.org BLET Journal      No. 2 • Summer 2013   5   

In May, STF members par-
ticipated in training at the Na-
tional Transportation Safety 
Board (NTSB) academy in 
Sterling, Va. Twelve of the 
BLET’s Safety Task Force 
members completed the work-
shop, titled “Investigating Pro-
cedures for Rail Professionals.” 
The training gave STF re-
sponders an overview of what 
to expect if called on to assist 
in an investigation, while pro-
viding them with the oppor-
tunity to meet NTSB person-
nel prior to an investigation.

“This is the type of educa-
tion and training that helps 
our Safety Task Force remain 
such an important part of our 
Brotherhood and one of the 
top investigative units in the 
rail industry,” said William 
C. Walpert, BLET National 
Secretary-Treasurer and STF 
National Chairman. 

The classroom training 
was put to use almost imme-
diately as members of the STF 
were dispatched to the scenes 
of three major rail accidents 
the month of May. 

For 13 years Cade never missed a day of 
school. He has shown the same dedication to 
his grades, earning three consecutive years 
on the Dean’s List, and to his work and ser-
vice hours, which have included volunteering 
through the local Lions Club. It is the same 
kind of commitment to helping others that 
Cade’s stepfather has shown as a union mem-
ber and officer.

Many children of union families are grate-
ful for good wages and health care, but Aman-
da cites another benefit that matters a great 
deal to her: time. Thanks to a union contract, 
good wages and vacation time, Amanda’s 
father was “able to make it to my tennis match-
es, cross-country meets, golf tournaments, 
band concerts” and more. With her father 
watching proudly, Amanda has thrived, grad-
uating first in her class. 

Union Plus Scholarships are granted to 
students attending a two-year college, four 
year college, graduate school or a recognized 
technical or trade school. Since starting the 
program in 1991, Union Plus has awarded 
more than $3.5 million in educational fund-
ing to more than 2,300 union members, spous-
es and dependent children. Recipients are 
selected based on academic ability, social 
awareness, financial need, and appreciation 
of labor. Union Plus also offers financial aid 
for those seeking degrees through the Na-
tional Labor College. 

In 2013 — the program’s 22nd year — more 
than 5,300 applications were received from 
union members and families in the United 
States. 

“I offer congratulations to Cade and Broth-
er Stark and Amanda and Brother Hare for their 
achievements,” BLET National President Den-
nis R. Pierce said. “A well rounded education is 
a goal for all Americans and I am proud of the 
BLET members and their children who pursue 
opportunities such as these.” 

For information on the 2014 
application process, please visit:
www.UnionPlus.org/Education

Children of BLET 
members awarded 

Union Plus scholarships
STF members in self-con-
tained breathing apparatus 
at the Val Jahnke Fire 
Department Training 
Academy in Houston, Texas.

Members! Please 
continue to utilize 
the Safety Task 
Force Hotline 
Call (800) 306-5414 to 
report major rail incidents 
involving: Passenger; Major 
Derailments; Evacuation of 
an Area; Hazardous Materials 
Release; or Major Media  
Attention. Remember, 
factual information is vital!

Two children of BLET members 
earned $1,500 in scholarships 

from Union Plus earlier this year 
in recognition of their scholastic 
achievement and union values. 

›› Cade Gamble of Angleton, Tex-
as, whose stepfather Jeremey L. Stark is 
President of BLET Division 776 (Galves-
ton, Texas), has been awarded a $500 
scholarship. 

›› Amanda Hare of Alliance, Neb., 
whose father Mark D. Hare is a member 
of BLET Division 622 (Alliance, Neb.), has 
been awarded a $1,000 scholarship. 
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letters editorto the
Brother Pierce:

Thank you for taking the time 
to respond to my concerns in re-
gard to Lac-Megantic. Your re-
sponse is commendable in terms 
of identifying what the public 
needs to know about the abso-
lute folly of one-man crews. No 
doubt the people of Lac-Megantic 
will mourn, rebuild, and re-
group; however, this tragedy need 
not have occurred. I also support 
whole-heartedly your outreach to 
the United Transportation Union 
(UTU) to stand united in unwav-
ering opposition to one-man crews 
on tonnage trains.

Fraternally, 
S.B. Gothreau
Local Chairman & Legislative 
Representative
Division 276
Allentown, Pa. 

Dear President Pierce: 
I recently met with Vice Pres-

ident Stephen J. Bruno and Long 
Island Rail Road General Chair-
man Michael J. Quinn, and was 
presented with a Teamsters Disas-
ter Relief Fund check in the 
amount of $500. 

I would like to express my grat-
itude and appreciation for this 
grant, which will be a great help 
to my family. My wife Rosemary 
and I will use these funds to pay 
down debt incurred while rebuild-
ing from the effects of Superstorm 
Sandy. 

The International Brotherhood 
of Teamsters has a long, deep his-
tory of helping their members dur-
ing difficult times. This is just an-
other example of the support and 
assistance your organization avails 
itself to the membership. 

While financially this is an 
enormous help, the show of sup-
port and genuine concern from 
our members for my family’s well-
being is a far greater gift. 

Fraternally yours, 
Brian P. McManus 
Division 269 
Long Island, N.Y.

To the Editor:
 The Lac-Megantic tragedy 

should be a wake up call to rail-
road executives and the Federal 
Railroad Administration regard-
ing the continued push for one-
man freight train operations in 
the United States. In my opinion, 
Montreal, Maine & Atlantic’s pub-
lic statements — laying sole 
blame on the engineer in this ter-
rible accident — is disgraceful and 
the coward’s way out.

 The railroad’s decision to 
leave a mile-long hazardous ma-
terials train on a steep mainline 
grade unattended is inexcusable. 
With no derail protection or qual-
ified employee to “babysit” the 
conveyance, it was an accident 
waiting to happen. Pinching pen-
nies for enhanced profits at the 
expense of safety never works in 
the long run.

It is said that railroad rule-

books are  written in blood. Giv-
en the enormity of this heart-
breaking incident, railroads and 
regulatory agencies should quit 
fantasizing about one-man crews 
and join the real world; freight 
train operations are unpredict-
able at best, with many scenar-
ios requiring two qualified em-
ploye e s  work i ng  toge t her 
in separate locations to ensure 
safe operation.

 God bless the bereaved and 
Lac-Megantic.

 
Fraternally,
Richard S. Prone
Retired 
Division 57 
Boston, Mass. 

President Pierce:
 This is just a short note to let 

you know that we played the 
BLET’s 150th Anniversary “Cel-
ebrating Our Heritage” DVD at 
our regular monthly meeting [in 
July] and it captured everyone’s 
attention. So much so I think that 
they walked out feeling better 

about the union than they 
did when they walked in. Great 
production!

 
Charlie Sheets
Local Chairman
Division 13
La Crosse, Wisc.

BLET Editor’s Note:
A copy of the video is 
available at www.youtube.
com/user/BLETUnion

“I would like to express my gratitude and appreciation for this grant, which will be 
a great help to my family. My wife Rosemary and I will use these funds to pay 
down debt incurred while rebuilding from the effects of Superstorm Sandy. ”

— Brian McManus (right) pictured with BLET VP Steve Bruno

We welcome  
your letters
The Locomotive Engineers and 
Trainmen Journal welcomes  
Letters to the Editor. Please in-
clude your name, address, BLET 
Division number, email address, 
and/or phone number on  any 
submission. We reserve the 
right to edit your submission for 
grammar, punctuation, content 
and space considerations. 

Address letters to: 
Editor, Locomotive Engineers 
and Trainmen Journal,  
1370 Ontario St., Mezzanine, 
Cleveland, OH 44113-1702. 
Or email: Bentley@ble-t.org
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I n April, members of BLET Division 599 in Shreveport, 
La., celebrated the BLET’s 150th anniversary as part of 
their 6th annual Crawfish Boil. Also participating were 
several other BLET Divisions throughout Louisiana. 

BLET National Secretary-Treasurer William C. Walpert 
attended the meeting, 
along with Vice Presi-
dent Gil Gore and Vice 
President Rick Gibbons 
(who was serving as 
BNSF (former SL-SF) 
General Chairman at 
the time). Kansas City 
Southern General Chair-
man Sam Parker along 
with numerous elected 
Brotherhood officers 
were also in attendance. 

The Brothers and Sisters who organized the family-
friendly event rented inflatable slides and a “bounce house” 
for the children in attendance. Retired and long-serving 
BLET members were also honored at the annual event. 

Division 599 hosts 
6th annual crawfish boil

Cutline cutline: cutline cutline cutline cutline

T he BLET’s Oklahoma State Legis-
lative Board established a “Broth-
erhood Relief Fund” earlier this 
year to help victims of massive 

tornadoes that wiped out portions of the 
state in May. 

They collected enough money to donate 
$500 each to five railroaders who lost ev-
erything in the storm, including some fam-
ilies who had small children at home and 
had just minutes to escape the devastation. 

After helping these Brothers rebuild 
their lives with monetary donations, the 
Board found itself in the  position of hav-
ing money left over from the donations 
received. 

Terry Schulenberg, Chairman of the 
Oklahoma State Legislative Board, particu-
larly thanked several BLET members for 
their generosity, including: Terry Briggs, Tex-
as State Legislative Board Chairman; Divi-
sion 482 Secretary-Treasurer Bill Holliday 
and the members of Division 483 in Phila-
delphia, Pa.; and Barry Faulkner, Tennessee 
State Legislative Board Chairman. 

 “After asking these Brothers if it was 
OK with them, we were able to help out 

the Moore Public School System and the 
Moore Tornado Shelter Fund with the 
remainder of the funds,” Brother Schul-
enberg said. “The Tornado Shelter Fund 
will help put shelters in critical places for 
all the schools in Moore.” 

Brother Schulenberg reported that the 
BLET received a matching grant, so their 
$3,000 donation became a $6,000 donation. 

Ken Ealey III, Secretary-Treasurer of 

the Oklahoma State Legislative Board, 
presented the donations on behalf of the 
Brotherhood. The teachers and members 
of the School Board were incredibly ap-
preciative of the donations, Brother Schul-
enberg said. He also gave his sincere thanks 
to members of the Oklahoma State Leg-
islative Board, including Chad Nance, Don 
Douglass, Craig Fack, Lonie Pitner, Scott 
Cramer, and Terry Lynch. 

BLET donations help Oklahoma 
schools with tornado recovery efforts

Long-time and retired members were honored at the crawfish boil.

Brother Ken Ealey III (back row), Secretary-Trea-
surer of the Oklahoma State Legislative Board, 
with teachers and administrators from the 
Moore Public Schools. From left, Kevin Hixon, 
Melissa McKay, Carol Batty, Lynne Breton, Lau-
ra Atterbury, Tammy Glasgow and Amy Chase.

From left: Ken Ealey, BLET Oklaho-
ma State Legislative Board; Tammy 
Glasgow, second grade teacher 
with Moore Public Schools; and 
Dr. Robert Romines, Superinten-
dent of MoorePublic Schools.



This edition of the 
Locomotive Engi-
neers & Trainmen 
Journal goes to 

press shortly after Labor Day, 
so I thought I would share 
with you my thoughts on re-
building the Middle Class 
with good, union jobs.

I recently read a very in-
teresting article regarding 
rates of pay for workers in 
the retail industry. Typically, 
retail workers do not have 
the benefit of belonging to a 
great union like the BLET. 
The article was from CNN.
com, and it compared the 
wages of a worker at Wendy’s 
to a worker at Wal-Mart and 
at Costco.

The Wendy’s employee 
earned $7.35 per hour. The 
Wal-Mart employee earned 
$9.40 per hour. The Costco 
employee earned $22.80 per 
hour. Can you guess which 
employee belongs to a labor 
union? Here’s another hint: 
it’s also the only employee to 
have health care, a 401K and 
a pension, too.

Answer: It’s the Costco 
employee. Costco employs a 
unionized workforce as a 
wholesale warehouse store 
and is the second largest re-
tailer in the United States. 
And Costco is profitable.

Much has been made late-
ly about the War on Workers 
and attempts to limit unions 
in Wisconsin, Ohio and oth-
er states. Michigan and In-
diana have recently become 
“right to work” states. But the 
case of Costco versus Wal-

Mart and Wendy’s is some-
thing that really needs to be 
studied if you want to know 
how important unions are to 
America and its middle class.

One of the biggest social 
problems with Wal-Mart is 
the impact that its low wages 
has on American taxpayers. 
Wal-Mart typically does not 
offer health care benefits to 
its employees. I’ve read that 
Wal-Mart managers manip-
ulate work schedules to pre-
vent employees from working 
enough hours in a month to 
qualify for health care ben-
efits. Workers who depend 
on Wal-Mart for a paycheck 
are often forced to seek pub-
lic assistance to provide for 
their family’s medical needs. 
In other words, Wal-Mart is 
dumping its employee health 
care cost onto State and Fed-

eral governments.
So while you may save a 

few dollars by buying a cheap 
product from Wal-Mart, in 
the long run, it’s not benefi-
cial to American society as 
a whole. Your tax dollars are 
paying for the health care 
benefits of Wal-Mart’s em-
ployees because Wal-Mart is 
the definition of corporate 
greed. Wal-Mart is easily one 
of the most profitable com-
panies in the entire world, 
yet — instead of taking care 
of its workers — it spends 
billions of dollars on the 
company’s top executives, 
investors, and high-priced 
anti-union lawyers.

One way to overcome this 
problem is to organize Wal-
Mart and give its workers a 
bigger slice of the pie. If Wal-
Mart were to take a page from 

Costco’s book and offer bet-
ter pay and benefits to its em-
ployees, then America and 
its Middle Class would be 
stronger and we would all 
benefit.

This summer, there has 
been a backlash against Wal-
Mart and fast food chains 
like Wendy’s. Reports indi-
cate that Wal-Mart’s sales are 
down as it struggles to retain 
workers. Consumers are re-
porting difficulty in shop-
ping at Wal-Mart because 
some stores don’t have 
enough employees to keep 
the shelves stocked with mer-
chandise. Additionally, a se-
ries of protests and one-day 
walkouts have plagued Wen-
dy’s and other fast food 
chains throughout the nation 
this summer. Workers and 
activists are finally standing 
up to these corporate giants 
and demanding better pay 
and benefits.

Many in the labor move-
ment hope this uprising will 
lead to unionization at these 
traditionally non-union 
companies. Organizing the 
workforce at Wal-Mart and 
fast food chains like Wen-
dy’s would give the labor 
movement the shot in the 
arm it really needs to put 
an end to years of declining 
membership. It would also 
go a long way toward revers-
ing the declining middle 
class in America and Wal-
Mart’s game of burdening 
the American taxpayer with 
its employee health care 
costs. 

|||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||

by E . Lee  Pru i t t, BLET Fi r s t Vic e P r e si de n t

BLET
First Vice President’s Message

“One of the biggest social problems 
with Wal-Mart is the impact that its low 

wages has on American taxpayers. 
Wal-Mart typically does not offer 

health care benefits to its employees.”
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Winning the
War on Workers in the Trenches
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from the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics that the 
percentage of wage and 

salary workers who were 
members of a union was 11.3 
percent for the year 2012, 
down from 11.8 percent in 
2011. In the rail industry, ac-
cording to the Association of 
American Railroads, approx-
imately 86 percent of Class I 
rail employees and more than 
50 percent of short line em-
ployees are either members 
or are represented by one of 
several different unions.

The BLS reported that the 
highest occupational groups 
that are unionized are educa-
tion, training, and library oc-
cupations (35.4 percent) and 
protective service occupations 
(34.8 percent). A far cry from 
rail labor’s 86 percent.

The report also indicated 
that the union membership 
rate was 20.1 percent in 1983, 
the first year for which com-
parable union data are avail-
able. These statistics made me 
stop and ponder how BLET 
numbers compared to some 
of the national numbers. Here 
is what I found:

Comparing our database 
with numbers from the AAR, 
I determined that 48.87 per-
cent of train and engine service 
employees on Class I railroads 
belong to the BLET. Using sta-
tistics from a 1982 publication 
of the AAR and our archival 
records from the same year, I 
further established that 30.38 
percent of train and engine 
service employees on Class I 

railroads belonged to the BLET 
in that year. From this we can 
draw a few conclusions.

The number of train and 
engine service employees on 
Class I railroads is 50 percent 
of what it was 30 years ago, 
but our membership numbers 
are about the same. We have 
moved from representing 
about one third of the operat-
ing crafts to about one half. 
This is a significant and im-
portant change.

As I was reviewing our 
membership data, I found 
some interesting information. 
For example, the average age 
of a BLET active member is 
47.56 years. The state with the 
highest concentration of BLET 
active members is Texas, with 
8.84 percent of the member-
ship. This is followed by Illi-
nois with 6.26 percent, Cali-
fornia with 5.65 percent, Ohio 
with 5.09 percent, Pennsylva-
nia with 4.15 percent, Indiana 
with 3.91 percent, Missouri 
with 3.87 percent, and New 
York with 3.72 percent.

Of those states with the 
highest concentration of ac-
tive members, California has 
the oldest workforce, with an 
average age of 49.51 years. 
The youngest workforce of 
those high membership con-
centrations is Ohio, with an 
average age of 45.26 years. 
Not that many years ago, the 
average age of a member was 
much older. We are becom-
ing a younger organization, 
with progressive ideas, nec-
essary to meet the challeng-
es of the times.

The BLS report further in-
dicates that in 2012, among 
full-time wage and salary 
workers, union members had 
median usual annual earnings 
of $49,036, while non-union 
employees had median an-
nual earnings of $38,584. A 
recent report provided to my 
office indicates that the aver-
age annual earnings for Class 
I train and engine service em-
ployees in 2012 were $79,600, 
more than double the earnings 
of non-union employees.

What are the conclusions 
that can be drawn from these 
statistics? The inferences are 
somewhat esoteric in that we 
are experiencing a “good 
news, bad news” scenario. On 
one hand union membership 
and union jobs are declining 
overall. On the other hand, 
BLET membership is holding 
steady in the face of declining 
job opportunities in the rail 
industry. While union jobs 
on a national basis earn more 
than non-union jobs, insofar 
as our crafts are concerned 
the difference is remarkable. 
We earn twice as much as the 
average non-union worker.

While there are consider-
able challenges facing labor 
unions today — and rail labor 
specifically — there is light at 
the end of the tunnel. Not 
since the 1920s has Labor 
faced such formidable oppo-
sition as it now faces. How-
ever, with the bright and nim-
ble minds of many of our 
current Labor leaders, includ-
ing our own National Presi-
dent and Advisory Board, I 
firmly believe we are up to 
the challenge. 

During our 150 years of 
existence, the BLET and its 
predecessors have demon-
strated remarkable resource-
fulness and courage. We are 
entering an era when we must 
once again draw upon the in-
sight of those who have gone 
before, making imaginative 
and innovative decisions as 
those who oppose us contin-
ue their efforts to deter and 
dispirit our struggles. 

by Wi l l i a m C. Wa lpert, BLET Nat ion a l Se c t r et a ry-T r e a su r e r

BLET National
Secretary-Treasurer’s Message 
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Bill Walpert with Scott McKinley, a young engineer 
who serves as President of BLET Division 42 (St. Louis, Mo.). 

Getting younger 
With an average age of 47.5 years, BLET members rising to new challenges
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by Ja m e s P. Hof fa, T e a m st er s Ge n er a l Pr e si de n t
& Joh n Mu r ph y, Di r e c t or, T e a m st er s R a i l C on f er e nce

Guest
Columnists

Working people 
struggle and fight 
to form unions so 

their children can have better 
lives than they do. For many, 
that means sending their sons 
and daughters to college.

Higher education has long 
been the stepping stone to a 
better life.  But that stone is 
being swept away by a tide of 
student debt.  

The numbers tell a fright-
ening story: As many as 30 
percent of borrowers may be 
delinquent on their student 
loan debt. More students are 
borrowing than ever before, 
and they’re borrowing more 
— the average loan has in-
creased by 49 percent, to 
$24,803, since 2005. Today, 
the average student in this 
country graduates with 
$26,600 in loan debt.

That’s hardly a way to get 
started in life when good jobs 
are scarcer than ever for re-
cent college graduates. 

American labor unions 
believe strongly in supporting 
education for our next gen-
eration. That’s why the Team-
sters started the James R. Hof-
fa Memorial Scholarship 
Fund, which has given more 
than $4.7 million to 1,500 
children and grandchildren 

of its members since 2001.
President Obama wants 

interest rates to vary from year 
to year depending on the mar-
ket rate, but would lock the 
percentage in for the life of 
the loan. The House passed 
a Republican plan that would 
tie interest rates to the market 
— increasing student borrow-
ers’ interest payments. 

And Democrats are large-
ly calling for an extension of 
the current 3.4 percent rate 
for the next one or two years 
to give Congress a chance to 
revamp the federal student 
loan system.

Sen. Elizabeth Warren, 
D-Mass, points out the fed-
eral government makes a 
profit off student loans — 
$51 billion this year, accord-
ing to the Congressional 
Budget Office. As she said 
recently, “Have we become 
a people who will support 
our big banks with nearly 
free loans, while we crush 
our kids who are trying to 
get an education?”

Fraternally,

James P. Hoffa
Teamsters General  
President

Your help is needed! 
The Republicans in 
the House have taken 

a whack at funding for Am-
trak and eliminating funding 
for high-speed rail.

They want to cut federal 
spending on Amtrak by 29 
percent and eliminate fund-
ing for high-speed rail. The 
National Association of Rail-
road Passengers said the bill 
is “threatening Amtrak’s very 
existence.” Amtrak President 
Joe Boardman said it puts ev-
ery one of our services at risk.

Will you take a minute to 
tell Congress that you want 
full funding for Amtrak and 
high-speed rail? Go to this 
link to send a message to your 
members of Congress: www.
teamster.org/content/rail and 
click on the Ask Congress To 
Fund High Speed Rail and 
Amtrak link.

National Freight 
Advisory Committee

The U.S. Department of 
Transportation (DOT) has 
established a National Freight 
A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e 
(NFAC). The NFAC will pro-
vide recommendations to the 
Secretary on matters related 
to freight transportation in 
the U.S.

The Rail Conference is 
proud that General President 
Jim Hoffa and BMWED Safe-
ty Director Rick Inclima are 
a part of the Committee. 

A healthy economy re-
quires a transportation net-
work that is always improv-
ing. About 48 million tons of 
freight are transported across 
America each day, and every 
improvement to our freight 
system can make a tremen-
dous economic difference. 

By 2050, America will be 
home to more than 100 mil-
lion additional people — re-
quiring us to move more than 
8 billion extra tons of goods 
per year. That means our 
freight system — which is al-
ready the strongest in the 
world — will need to become 
even stronger.

The DOT has an ambitious 
freight agenda, and we are ex-
cited about the challenge. 
Over the next two years, 
NFAC will provide recom-
mendations that the DOT can 
consider as we look for ways 
to improve freight movement.

John F. Murphy
Director, Teamsters  
Rail Conference  
and International  
Vice President

James P. Hoffa grew up on picket lines and in 
union meetings. He is the only son of James R. Hoffa, 
former General President of the International  
Brotherhood of Teamsters. On his 18th birthday,  
Hoffa received his own union card and was sworn  
in by his father.

About the Authors:

John Murphy has been an Eastern Region 
Vice President since 1998. He spearheaded merger 
negotiations with the Brotherhood of Locomotive 
Engineers and Brotherhood of Maintenance of  
Way Employes and now serves as Director of the  
Rail Conference. 

Ask Congress 
to fund Amtrak 

and high-speed rail

Congress needs 
to take action to keep 

college affordable
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Compare monthly costs. 
Get the best value from the BR&CF.

Daily Benefit 
Level

$100  
($102*)

$150 $200 
($201*)

Difference on 
$200. With 
BR&CF You 

Save.
BR&CF $38.00 $57.00   $76.00

LECMPA (*) $59.50 $87.50 $117.25 $41.25 every month

UTU $66.00 $99.00 $132.00 $56.00 every month

There is a 
difference.

The BR&CF is the least expensive protection when disciplined 
for eligible occurrences and is committed to remaining 
affordable. You could save up to $672 each year. The 
BR&CF offers you the best price, value and service.

The BR&CF is a not-for-profit organization with a proven 
track record of giving back to members and the rail labor 
community. The BR&CF created the North American Railway 
Foundation to help make things better for all of us.

Compare apples to apples.  
It’s clear the BR&CF works for you. 

To apply for membership and become a part of the BR&CF... act 
today... ask a BR&CF member where you work for an application 
or visit our web site at www.brcf.org or call us toll free at

   800 233-7080

LECMPA and UTU rates are accurate 
and effective on date of print. 



12   BLET Journal      No. 2 • Summer 2013 www.ble-t.org

Seventeen years ago, on 
February 1, 1996, we 
sat, heard and lived 
through a terrible trag-

edy — a train crash that took 
the life of two of our co-work-
ers and ended the career of a 
third crew member.

Why do I visit the crash site 
on holidays, anniversaries, 
birthdays? Why after 17 years 
do I still visit the site and try 
to pass on the safety message 
to everyone? Why do I care so 
much about what we do and 
how we do it? Why does it 
bother me when I hear about 
the incidents we have?

Some of you may already 
know but Gil Ortiz and I 
served 4-1/2 years in the Ma-
rine Corps together. We had 
a special bond that some may 
never know unless you served 
not just in the military but 
served in the Marines.

After my time in the Ma-
rines, six of us that served to-
gether hired out and worked 
together in California at the 
BNSF. All six of us became Lo-
comotive Engineers. We es-
tablished a special bond in the 
Marines and we carried it over 
and continued that bond on 
the railroad.

Not many know this story 
but I will share something per-
sonal with all of you about my 
experience.

In October 1995 I was pro-
moted to engineer, and Feb-
ruary 1, 1996, was the first 
time I worked as an engineer 
on my own. No instructor. I 
was on my own, putting ev-
erything I had learned in the 
previous six months to the test.

I took train Mlacbar1-
31A from Los Angeles to Bar-
stow, Calif. It was a cold, rainy 
dark night. As I climbed up the 
3.2% grade at 3 o’clock in the 
morning at a speed of 15 miles 
per hour, I knew Ortiz was 
heading my way on train 
Mbarlac1-32A. A few days 
prior to this day, Ortiz and I 
had spoken about his daughter 
and plans for baptism. As I 
reached summit, I met Ortiz 
going in the opposite direction. 
I had just gotten to the top of 
the mountain. He was on top 
of the mountain starting his 
journey down the mountain. 

That night we saw each 
other as we passed by the top 
of the summit. We flickered 
the lights as a sign of acknowl-
edgement towards one anoth-
er. We exchanged a few words 

over the radio about get-
ting together in a few days. 
The last thing I said was, “OK, 
see you Sunday.” About a min-
ute later, over the radio I heard 
what was the worst conversa-
tion — one that I will never 
forget: “Dispatcher we are in 
emergency doing 25 mph and 
our train is not stopping.” Af-
ter a couple of more minutes 
of sitting there listening to 
more terrifying words over 
the radio… there was noth-
ing but silence. I was four 
miles from the spot that I had 
just passed and spoken with 
my friend Ortiz and now I just 
sat waiting to hear any news. 
Two hours later and 50 miles 
away I got to my destination 
in Barstow. Still, I hadn’t heard 
any news. All I knew was 
Mbarlac1-32A was miss-
ing. Ten hours later I got the 
news that two crew members 
did not make it. My friend Gil 
“Wegee” Ortiz did not make it.

I couldn’t sleep for months. 
I had nightmares of what had 
occurred. I was afraid to walk 
through my locomotive in the 
dark. I couldn’t close my eyes 
without seeing images of the 
train crash. I would walk into a 
dark locomotive and smell the 

About the Author: 
Born in Texas in 1970, Rudy A. 

Borrego II credits his mother and 
father for teaching him and his 

two sisters some of the most 
important values in life — hard 

work and honesty. Brother 
Borrego graduated from high 

school in May of 1988 and joined 
the U.S. Marine Corps in 

December of 1988. He 
participated in Desert Shield in 

the early 1990s along side Gil 
Ortiz. Both men would hire out 

together with the Atchison, 
Topeka and Santa Fe railroad 

after leaving the Marines in 1993. 

Brother Borrego and his wife 
Sally have been married for 22 

years. Their oldest son Daniel, 21, 
hired out on the BNSF Railway as 
a conductor in February of 2013. 
Son Andrew, 18, graduated high 

school in June of 2013. Their 
youngest child, Samantha, is 14. 

On February 1, 1996, Brother 
Borrego joined the BLET where 
he currently serves Division 662 

as Local Chairman in Los 
Angeles, Calif. “My wife and kids 

are very understanding and 
patient in dealing with railroad 
hours and the time I spend in 

doing and handling union 
matters,” he said. 
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by Ru dy Bor r e g o
L o c a l Ch a i r m a n, Di v ision 662, L o s A ngel e s

Guest
Columnist

Remembering a
fallen brother

“About a minute later, over the radio I heard what 
was the worst conversation — one that I will 

never forget: ‘Dispatcher we are in emergency 
doing 25 mph and our train is not stopping.’”

The Borrego Family (from left):
Daniel, Rudy, Samantha, 

Sally and Andrew.



scent of cigars which Ortiz 
loved. I would picture that he 
would be sitting there in the 
locomotive when I walked in.

One night I had a dream. 
I walked into the cab and saw 
Ortiz sitting there. I got 
scared and tried to wake up. 
He told me, “Stop. Don’t run 
away from this. Let’s face it 
together.” Next thing I knew 
— just like in the movies — 
Ortiz and I were standing in-
side the engine. The crew in 
there could not see or hear 
us. We could see and hear 
them but they couldn’t see us. 
We were traveling down the 
same mountain that took his 
life. He explained to me what 
took place and, just like that, 
it was over and I woke up.

So yes, I do take safety se-
riously. We live in a world that 
is full of rules and regulations. 
If rules aren’t followed peo-
ple get hurt. People get killed. 
Families pay the price of los-
ing a loved one because some-
one took a short cut to save 
five minutes.

Stop and think about it. 
Stop and look at your co- 
worker. Ask yourself, “If he/
she got hurt due to my neg-
ligence, could I honestly live 
with that on my conscience?”

Not just an injury. A per-
son’s job. You, by not doing 
your job correctly, could get 
your crew in the kind of trou-
ble that could cost you and/
or him your jobs. At the end 
of your shift, someone would 
go home and tell their fam-
ily, “I lost my job.”

We are here for two rea-
sons. One, to earn a paycheck. 
Two, to support our family. 
You can’t do that without a 
job. You especially can’t do 
that without a heartbeat.

Please, let’s learn from 

other peoples’ mistakes. The 
railroad is a great job, but at 
t he  s a me t i me i t  i s  a 
very dangerous, unforgiv-
ing job. No one has ever got-
ten in trouble for going too 
slow and being extra care-
ful. Equipment can be fixed. 
Equipment can be replaced. 
You can’t. Your family needs 
their Dad, their Husband, 
their Son. Take your time 
and do your job carefully 
and correctly.

For all the above reasons, 
I visit The Site often. I never 
want to hear what I heard on 
the radio that night. I never 
want to have to go visit one’s 
family that has just lost a 
loved one. The Site is not just 
a reminder of what happened, 
but a reality of what can oc-
cur if we don’t do our jobs 
correctly. By taking a short-
cut to save a minute, you may 
be placing someone else’s job 
in danger. There are differ-

ent assumptions regarding 
the contributing factors of 
that accident that night. But 
that doesn’t matter. What 
matters is that we lost two 
great guys that night and we 
did not have to.

It’s better to lose one min-
ute of your life than to lose 
your life in one minute.

Slow down. Do your job 
safely and correctly.

Your family depends on 
it!!!! 

Guest 
Columnist
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Cajon Memorial: A memorial to
Kevin Williams (a USC football star) 
and Gil Ortiz (a USMC veteran) 
at the curve along the Cajon Pass 
where the fatal accident happened 
on February 1, 1996.



T he BLET bid a heartfelt 
farewell to three long serv-
ing and valuable members 
at a retirement party in 

Cleveland on June 11. 
The National Division hosted 

a joint farewell party to honor Na-
tional Vice President Willard 
Knight, Special Representative Jim 
Bradford, and Special Representa-
tive and Coordinator of Education 
and Training Ken Kroeger. 

The event was well attended by 
members from all throughout the 
United States. Collectively the 
three men have 135 years of rail-
road experience. 

Vice President Knight, a mem-
ber of BLET Division 511 (Ports-
mouth, Ohio), hired out in 1969 
on the Norfolk & Western Rail-
road. He began serving his Divi-
sion as Local Chairman in 1979, 
and was then elected General 
Chairman of the Norfolk South-
ern–Eastern Region GCA in 1992. 
He was promoted to the BLET’s 
Advisory Board on April 24, 2009, 
and was reelected by acclamation 
in October of 2010. Brother Knight 

bravely battled esophageal cancer 
and related complications for sev-
eral months prior to announcing 
his retirement. 

Brother Bradford, a member of 
Division 566 (Del Rio, Texas), 
hired out on the Cotton Belt in 
1962. He began work for the Na-
tional as a part time Special Rep-
resentative in 1978, and then on a 
full time basis in 1980. 

Brother Kroeger, a member 
of Division 28 (Tucson, Ariz.), 
hired out on the Southern Pa-
cific Railroad in 1973. He began 
serving the National Division as 
a Special Representative and Co-
ordinator of Education and 
Training in 2001. 

“It was a bittersweet farewell, 
but I am happy they will be able 
to enjoy the fruits of their labor 
after so many years of dedicated 
service,” BLET National President 
Dennis R. Pierce said. “On behalf 
of the Advisory Board and the 
entire Organization, I thank these 
three Brothers for their service 
to our Organization and our 
members.” 

focus
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at special farewell event

Retiring Brothers
honored

From left: Ken Kroeger, Jim Bradford, Dennis Pierce and Willard Knight.
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R ichard C. (Rick) Gibbons was pro-
moted to the office of National 
Vice President effective July 1, 

2013. He fills the vacancy created by the 
retirement of Vice President Willard E. 
Knight (see page 14 for more informa-
tion). Immediately prior to his elevation 
to the Advisory Board, Gibbons served 
as General Chairman of the BLET’s Bur-
lington Northern Santa Fe (former SL-
SF)/MNA General Committee of Ad-
justment, a position he held for 12 years. 
He was elected Alternate Vice President 
at the BLET’s Second National Conven-
tion in Reno, Nevada, in 2010. 

His railroad career began in 1972 on 
the former Illinois Central Gulf in Slater, 
Mo. He earned promotion to locomotive 
engineer  in 1973 and first joined 
the Brotherhood on November 1, 1973. 

He was a member of BLE Division 8 
in Slater until 1993 when he moved to 
Kansas City, Mo., and joined BLE Divi-
sion 502. After joining the Brotherhood, 
he was elected to numerous  offic-

es throughout his 40-year career, includ-
ing Division President, Local Chairman, 
Legislative Representative, and First Vice 
Chairman  (GCA).

Vice President Gibbons comes from 
a long line of railroaders, including his 
grandfather, mother, aunt, uncle and 
great uncle. 

He and his wife Anna were married 
in the fall of 2012 and they now live in 
Gladstone, Mo. The couple has three 
sons and two daughters with four grand-
children. 

As National Vice President, Brother 
Gibbons will be assigned to assist the 
General Committees of Adjustment rep-
resenting members at the Norfolk South-
ern Railroad, Wheeling & Lake Erie, 
New England Central, and a number of 
other short line railroads. 

Gibbons newest BLET Vice President 

Megan Mead and Jason Wright
join National Division staff

The National Division of 
the BLET welcomed two 
BLET members to its 

full-time staff effective July 
1, 2013. President Dennis R. 
Pierce also announced the ad-
dition of two part time Special 
Representatives. 

Joining the full-time staff 
are Megan Mead and Jason 
Wright. Fulfilling part-time 
duties are Matt Kronyak and 
Kevin Sexton. 

Mead, BLET Division 197 
(San Antonio, Texas), was ap-
pointed to the position of Spe-
cial Representative. She will 
also take over the day-to-day 
administration of the BLET’s 
Short Term Disability Trust 
Plan. She replaces long-time 
Special Representative Jim 
Bradford. Immediately prior to 
her appointment, Sister Mead 
worked as Secretary-Treasur-
er of the BLET’s Union Pacif-
ic-Southern Region General 
Committee of Adjustment. 

Wright, BLET Division 502 
(Kansas City, Mo.), was ap-

pointed Special Representa-
tive and Coordinator of the 
BLET Education and Training 
Department. Wright assumes 
the title and duties formerly 
performed by Ken Kroeger. 

Kronyak, BLET Division 
235 (Union City, N.J.), will 
serve as a part-time Special 
Representative with an em-
phasis on assisting with the 
staging and planning of the 
BLET’s various regional meet-
ings and workshops. 

Sexton, BLET Division 269 

(Long Island, 
N.Y), will also 
serve as a part-
time Special 
Representative 
with a focus 
on auditing the 

books of various BLET Divi-
sions. 

“I am proud to welcome 
these Brothers and Sister 
Mead to our National Division 
team,” President Pierce said. 
“They bring a wealth of knowl-
edge and a high-level of en-

thusiasm to the 
table and I have 
every confi-
dence they will 
do an excellent 
job in their new 
positions.

“Also, I wish to express 
best wishes to Willard 
Knight, Jim Bradford and Ken 
Kroeger during retirement, 
and thank them for their many 
years of hard work and dedi-
cation to the Brotherhood and 
its membership.” 

Megan Mead and Dennis Pierce Dennis Pierce and Jason Wright

Kronyak Sexton



M embers of BLET 
Divisions 421 and 
382 in Buffalo, 
N.Y., put their 

union pride on display for the 
city’s annual St. Patrick’s Day 
parade earlier this year. 

The members built a hand-
crafted, one-of-a-kind parade 
float — a miniature diesel lo-
comotive with working head-
lights and ditch lights. It was 
painted in a unique BLET 
paint scheme that recognized 
the Brotherhood’s 150th an-
niversary. 

According to Brother Mar-
cus N. Gillebaard, President 
of Division 421, General 
Chairman Jim Louis (CSX 
Northern District/Conrail 
SAA GCA) had advised the 
members for the past few years 
that the members of Teamster 
Locals 375 and 449 had in-
vited BLET members to march 
with them in Buffalo’s annual 
St. Patrick’s Day parade. 

In 2012, Brother Gillebaard 
accepted the Teamsters’ invi-
tation and was surprised by 
what he experienced. “We were 
treated very well by Teamsters’ 
Locals 375 and 449,” he said. 
“I was impressed by the major 
presence that unions had in 

Buffalo’s St. Patrick’s Day pa-
rade, but I asked myself, why 
— with Buffalo’s long railroad 
history and large workforce 
— were there no rail workers 
present?” 

Determined to rectify this 
situation, Brother Gillebaard 
worked to get other members 
of BLET Divisions 421 and 
382 involved for the 2013 pa-
rade. After securing enough 
interest — and a very clever 
idea — from BLET members, 
Brother Gillebaard attended 
a Teamster meeting to plan 
for the 2013 parade. 

“The Teamsters were 
thrilled to have us join them,” 
Gillebaard said. “I asked if we 
could bring a float. They were 
very supportive and asked 
what we would bring. I re-
sponded that we were Loco-
motive Engineers and the 
logical thing for us to bring 
was a train engine!” 

Brother Gillebaard and 
Gregory W. Lund are lifelong 
friends and fellow members 
of BLET Division 421. Both 
men are “do-it-yourselfers” 
who have experience working 
together on building unique 

projects. So it was only a mat-
ter of putting their skills to 
work to create the BLET lo-
comotive.

The men constructed and 
painted the locomotive in 
just under two weeks in Gil-
lebaard’s garage/shop/man-
cave. The BLET model loco-
motive is constructed out of 
out of 3/4-inch medium den-
sity fiberboard, half-inch 
plywood, and 3/16-inch 
hardboard. 

“A good friend, Al Leteste, 
is a retired GM electrical en-
gineer and was the master-
mind that created our work-
ing headlights and working 
ditch lights (yes, they do flash 
alternately),” Gillebaard said. 

There was a great deal of 
interest in the locomotive and 
many people asked if the paint 
scheme would reflect CSX or 
Norfolk Southern. 

“I simply replied, ‘Neither 
— it will be painted for the 
Brotherhood of Locomotive 
Engineers and Trainmen!’”

The paint scheme proud-
ly reads: “Brotherhood of Lo-
comotive Engineers and 
Trianmen,” “Est. 1863,” and 
“150th Anniversary.” The left 
hand side of the locomotive 

focus
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union
Proud

to be

“I responded that we were Locomotive Engineers
and the logical thing for us to bring was a train engine!”



is Number 421 and the right 
hand side is Number 382 in 
honor of the two different 
BLET Divisions. 

Gillebaard’s son, Joshua 
(a member of BLET Division 
375), drove the van that 
pu l led t he  locomot ive 
through the parade, while 
Gillebaard’s daughter, Emma 
(age 12), sat in a chair along 
side the float throughout the 
parade. A delegation of 13 
BLET members and their 
families marched with the 
BLET float during the St. Pat-
rick’s Day parade. 

Brother Gillebaard report-
ed that the float was well-re-
ceived by the community. “I 
personally can attest that by 
parade’s end my hands were 
sore from all the high fives I 
got throughout the entire pa-
rade route,” he said. 

The float was also put into 
use on June 19 at the Divi-
sions’ annual Membership 
Appreciation Picnic, and 
there are plans to use it again 
at future events. 

“The long term plan for 
Engine Number 421/382 is 
to maintain its status as the 

official mascot of the Buf-
falo, New York, Divisions of 
the Brotherhood of Locomo-
tive Engineers and Train-
men,” he said. “It is an ongo-
ing project and we plan to 
add new details each year, 
along with continued avail-
ability for union functions 
and display.” 

Plans include adding 
drawbars, couplers, grab irons 
and railings. “The grab irons 
and railings are next on the 
work report,” he said. 

A framed photo of the 
model locomotive was sent to 

BLET National President 
Dennis R. Pierce, who ar-
ranged to have it put on dis-
play in the Historical Museum 
exhibit at the BLET’s 150th 
anniversary celebration in 
Detroit. 

“I thank these Brothers 
and Sisters for their pride in 
our 150-year-old Brother-
hood,” President Pierce said. 
“I commend them for their 
efforts to portray our union 
and craft in a positive light 
throughout their commu-
nity and encourage them to 
keep up the good work.” 
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From left: Al Leteste, Greg Lund, Emma Gillebaard, and Marcus Gillebaard.

The Division 382/421 train under construction (lower left) and in the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in Buffalo. 



A s the BLET National 
Division celebrated 
its 150th anniver-
sary this year, the 

members of BLET Division 
622 in Alliance, Neb., marked 
their 110th anniversary by 
creating a permanent display 
for their most important his-
toric artifacts. 

Division 622 was founded 
on July 25, 1903, and marked 
their 100th anniversary 10 
years ago. To celebrate their 
100th anniversary in 2003, 
then-Local Chairman Mike 
Theillen commissioned a 
group picture of the current 
officers, which replicated a 
photo of the Division’s origi-
nal officers taken in 1903. 

“At the time the 2003 pho-
to was taken, we discussed 
how fascinating it would be 
for us to wear the ceremonial 
collars and sashes that the 
original officers wore in their 
photo,” said Mike Pancost, 
Secretary-Treasurer of Divi-
sion 622. “We thought those 
items were long gone.” 

Fast forward to May of 
2005, and as the Division was 
moving to a new office, Broth-
er Pancost discovered an old, 
dusty box while cleaning the 
back recesses of a storage clos-
et. It contained the original 
collars and sashes worn in the 
1903 photo, along with sev-
eral other important union 
artifacts dating back to the 
origin of the Division. 

The box contained all five 
black velvet collars, decorated 

with gold stars and the letters 
“BLE” and four sashes (one 
white, one red and blue, and 
one black. “These were worn 
by our original officers Dan 
Fitzpatrick, Clyde Gleason, 
Gus Holden, Sam Franklin, 
Henry Reanneau, John Berry, 
Harry Hamilton and Charley 
Hancock in the 1903 photo,” 
Pancost said. 

He also found a wooden 
“black ball box” along with 
marble-sized white and black 
clay balls, which were used to 
vote on union matters. The 
clay balls appeared to be 
hand-formed and painted. 
The box also contained 12 
ceremonial lapel ribbons that 
are reversible (blue on one 
side, black on the other) dec-
orated and embossed with 

gold and silver lettering and 
an image of a steam locomo-
tive. Pancost also uncovered 
a leather-bound bible, mem-
bership applications and 
transfer cards spanning the 
entire 20th century, and a 
framed picture of Mrs. W.A. 
Murdock, the founder of the 
original Grand International 
Auxiliary in 1887. 

The Division members vot-
ed to display these items at 
their annual Christmas party. 
It was there that Verge Nolda, 
a retired member attending 
the party, stepped forward af-
ter seeing these historic items 
and indicated he had been 
safeguarding the Division’s 
original minute book, which 
recorded Division meetings 
from 1903 to 1917. 

With this wealth of his-
toric memorabilia, the Divi-
sion members were faced with 
the dilemma of deciding what 
to do with it. They wanted to 
preserve and display the im-
portant artifacts in a profes-
sional manner. In conjunction 
with the BLET’s 150th anni-
versary, the decision was 
made to have the Alliance 
High School Woodworking 
Department build a display 
case and have it mounted in 
the Division’s meeting room, 
which is shared with several 
other unions. 

“We are hoping that by dis-
playing these historical items, 
it will instill a sense of union 
pride in our Brotherhood,” 
Brother Pancost said. 
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Showcase Historical

Display case built by the Alliance High School woodworking 
class. From left: Cassidy (Bubba) Kramer, shop teacher; 
Mike Pancost, BLET Division 622 Secretary-Treasurer; 

and Logan Dietrich, wood working student and grandson 
of Willie Dietrich, a retired member of BLET Division 622.
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Update
Legislative

by John P. Tolman
Vice President & U.S. 
National Legislative 
Representative

One of the most important 
issues that we, as union 
leaders, face every day is 
to work to improve safe-
ty in the workplace and 

to make sure our members come home 
from work safe to their loved ones. It rips 
my heart out every time I hear about one 
of our members brutally injured or in-
volved in a tragic accident where members  
for innocent people are killed or injured. 
Having worked as a locomotive engineer 
for many years and as a member of the 
Safety Task Force, whenever an accident 
happens it takes only milliseconds for all 
these negative memories to return.

One of the most unfortunate things 

that I have seen over my years in the 
railroad industry is that it sometimes 
takes a horrific incident or accident to 
induce change in the industry. As a 
union, we can advocate for change, pro-
vide evidence of the necessity for this 
change, and even try to negotiate with 
the railroads. Tragically, however, far 
too often it takes a tragic accident where 
lives are needlessly lost before legisla-
tors, regulators, the railroads, and the 
general public will push for action. It 
could be a much safer industry if the 
railroads would sit down with labor and 
correct some of these unsafe conditions 
together without intervention from Con-
gress or the regulators.

We have seen this situation play out 
time and again. For example, the BLET 
and the National Transportation Safety 
Board (NTSB) have long advocated for 
Positive Train Control (PTC) on the 
railroads. We have provided evidence 

and advocated for its implementation, 
and we even got it introduced in rail 
safety legislation. Sadly, in the process, 
some of our members were sacrificed 
to the cause. It was only after the trag-
edy in Chatsworth, Calif., that PTC was 
enacted into law. What many people do 
not know is that before the Chatsworth 
accident, the Rail Safety Improvement 
Act of 2008 was not moving towards 
passage. It was going nowhere, and the 
provisions regarding PTC were left to 
a bill that was on the shelf, gathering 
dust. It took Chatsworth for the change 
to happen, and unfortunately it was only 
when we experienced another horrible 
accident that the Federal Railroad Ad-
ministration (FRA) and the industry 
paid attention.

We hope the railroads will someday 
become wiser and realize that putting 
profits before people’s lives and safety 
is unacceptable, and that change must Ph
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BLET

on two-man
  crews

leads the way

Safety First: The BLET has successfully lobbied Congress to introduce legislation that would require
two-person crews on all freight trains in the U.S., including those such as the massive Soo Line oil train shown here.
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happen in the industry before more 
incidents, like those we have seen over 
the past several months, occur. The 
real tragedy is that the issues raised by 
these incidents are often the same ones 
the BLET has been forewarning about 
for many years.

One of those issues is the necessity 
for two-person crews running on 
freight railroads nationwide. On July 
6, the tragic accident in Lac-Mégantic, 
Quebec, brought the issue to national 
and international headlines again. 
More than 20 tank cars derailed, 
crashed, and exploded, killing 47 peo-
ple. The BLET has long been caution-
ing carriers, regulators and legislators 
that tragedies like this were possible 
if action was not taken to ensure that 
there were two crew members in the 
locomotive cab.

One the principal players in the trag-
edy in Quebec is Edward Burkhardt, 
the Chief Executive Officer of Rail-
World, the parent company of the Mon-
treal, Maine and Atlantic Railway, which 
was the railroad involved in the crash. 
Burkhardt is a long-time executive for 
several different railroads, and has been 
both celebrated for his railroad leader-
ship and condemned for the unsafe con-
ditions that his policies create.

After the incident in Quebec, 
Burkhardt placed blame for the accident 
on everyone from the firefighters who 
put out an earlier blaze on the train to 
the lone train crew member. While these 
may have been factors in the crash, 
blame also should rest on Burkhardt’s 
decision to operate trains on this rail-
road with a single person train crew.

This was not the f irst time in 
Burkhardt’s railroad career that he has 
taken the risk of operating trains with 
a single person crew. Prior to founding 
RailWorld, Burkhardt was the chair-
man and president of Wisconsin Cen-
tral Ltd., at a time when several rail 
companies, including Wisconsin Cen-
tral, were experimenting with the use 
of one-person crews.

His experiment, and a March 4, 1996 
derailment of a Wisconsin Central 

freight train in Weyauwega, Wis. — in 
which 14 derailed propane tanks forced 
the evacuation of 2,300 residents with-
in a two-mile radius of the crash for 19 
days — resulted in legislation being in-
troduced and unanimously passed in 
the Wisconsin legislature in 1997 to 
prohibit this practice. Parts of that leg-
islation were struck down in court due 
to federal preemption, and the BLET 
recognized the need for a federal law or 
regulation to prohibit this practice.

The BLET has never given up on pass-
ing more state and federal legislation 
forbidding this practice. As recently as 
2009, the FRA declined a petition filed 
jointly by the BLET and the United 
Transportation Union to mandate two-
person crews. After the Quebec inci-
dent, we have redoubled our efforts to 
prevent this practice.

The BLET is currently working on 
legislation to require two-person crews 
on freight trains. At press time, members 
of the U.S. House of Representatives, led 
by Representative Michael Michaud (D-
ME) and Representative Chellie Pingree 
(D-ME), introduced legislation, H.R. 
3040, which would end the practice of 
one-person operations on those trains, 
and the BLET is working to gain support 
for the bill. A two-person crew could 
better ensure a train does not roll away 
and provides better judgment when a 
manager tells a train crew to take an ac-
tion that might be unsafe. When a crew 
ties down a train, it is supposed to set a 
sufficient number of hand brakes on the 
train so it will not roll away in the event 
that the air brakes leak off. This takes 
time. The crew must apply the air brakes, 

then go back to put hand brakes on, and 
finally release the air brakes to see if the 
train rolls. For a 72-car train like that 
involved at Lac-Mégantic, this process 
could take two hours with a one-person 
crew, but only about twenty minutes for 
a two-person crew.

The FRA has taken steps to address 
some of the other contributing factors 
to the tragedy in Quebec through an 
emergency order, and we were disap-
pointed that FRA did not take this op-
portunity to address the two-person 
crew issue. The emergency order ad-
dressed hazardous materials being left 
unattended on sidings and mainline 
tracks, applications of hand brakes and 
the removal of reversers or locked lo-
comotive cabs. Anyone who works in 
the industry knows you absolutely do 
not need a reverser to move a locomo-
tive. The FRA needs to focus on the 
locking of locomotive cabs, not on an 
issue that sounds good to the unin-
formed. Let’s not forget, we do not know 
all of the facts regarding this tragedy, 
but we do know the major steps that 
could have helped prevent it.

At press time, the Rail Safety Advi-
sory Committee (RSAC) was scheduled 
for an emergency meeting on August 
29, 2013, to discuss several issues, in-
cluding the Transport Canada directive 
requiring that two-person crews oper-
ate trains carrying hazardous materials 
on main track. FRA has said it believes 
initiatives to require a minimum of two 
crew members for over-the-road trains 
could enhance safety, and will also con-
sider the formulation of a task statement 
regarding appropriate train crew size 

“The BLET is currently working on legislation to require 
two-person crews on freight trains. At press time, members 
of the U.S. House of Representatives, led by Representative 

Michael Michaud (D-ME) and Representative Chellie Pingree 
(D-ME), introduced legislation, H.R. 3040, which would end 

the practice of one-person operations on those trains, and the 
BLET is working to gain support for the bill.”

— John P. Tolman

Legislative

Update
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for an RSAC working group to con-
sider.

Additionally, it will consider appro-
priate types and quantities of hazardous 
materials that should preclude trains 
transporting such materials from being 
left unattended on main track and sid-
ings. Emergency Order No. 28 current-
ly specifies certain types and quantities 
of hazardous materials that trigger re-
quirements regarding train attendance 
and securement procedures, but FRA 
would like to explore the issue further 
in conjunction with the Pipeline and 
Hazardous Materials Safety Adminis-
tration (PHMSA); and also various cri-
teria and evaluation processes railroads 
have used, or intend to use, to formulate 
plans they may choose to adopt that iden-
tify locations where it is safe and suitable 
to leave trains unattended and secured 
on main track or sidings outside of yards 
or terminals. This emergency RSAC 
meeting will focus exclusively on the 
Canadian accident and discussion items 
outlined above rather than normal RSAC 
Committee business.

It is our sincere hope that through 
BLET’s efforts in the collective bargain-
ing, legislative, and regulatory arenas 
we will advance the level of safety for 
our members and help prevent future 
injuries and loss of life.

This is just one issue that we are 
working to address, and there are many 
others that we confront each day. It is 
unfortunate and unconscionable that it 
takes tragedies like those in Quebec and 
Chatsworth to spur action on needed 
safety improvements, and  “because they 
can” is not acceptable as an excuse for 
companies — and rail companies in 
particular — to put profits ahead of 
lives. We need to make the rail industry 
safe before accidents and tragedies oc-
cur, not simply as a reaction to them. 
We need to continue to stand up and 
demand that our members’ lives come 
first. We need to stop the railroads from 
evading their moral duty to their em-
ployees and the public until it is too late, 
and to hold them accountable for not 
operating safely. 

Update
Regulatory

Recent accidents point to need
for more safety improvements

Regulatory 
challenges more 

important than ever

by Vincent G. Verna
Director of  
Regulatory Affairs

Recent accidents in the railroad 
industry, both in the U.S. and 
abroad, have shed light on the 
need for better safety regula-

tions, while at the same time the indus-
try touts its safety progress.

There were three separate incidents 
in May 2013 in which the BLET Safety 
Task Force was given party status to the 
investigations. The first was a raking 
collision between two Metro-North 
commuter trains in Bridgeport, Conn. 
More than 70 people were injured in the 
May 17 incident. The second incident 
happened on May 25 with the collision 
of a BNSF train and a Union Pacific 
train at an interlocking at Chaffee, Mo. 
The collision destroyed a nearby high-
way overpass and seven people were 
injured. On May 28, a garbage truck 
went into the path of a CSX train at a 
grade crossing, which caused a derail-
ment followed by an explosion and a 
large fire.

These accidents and the severity of 
the tragic incident in Lac-Megantic, 
Quebec, on July 6, 2013, underscore the 
continuing need for new laws and stron-
ger safety regulations in the industry. 
Many of these regulations will be pro-
mulgated with input from the Rail Safe-
ty Advisory Committee (RSAC). This 
RSAC process has been detailed in pre-
vious issues of the Journal. Among the 
pending regulations currently in the 
RSAC process are many that would pos-
itively impact the safety of our members 
and would save lives. These include: 
Emergency Escape Breathing Appara-
tus; Critical Incident Stress Debriefing; 
Risk Reduction, which includes the Fa-
tigue Mitigation Working Group; Dark 
Territory; Railroad System Safety; En-
gineer Qualification and Certification 
Revisions; and Safety Glazing Standards 
on Tier III passenger equipment. As an 
organization, BLET will continue to 
emphasize the importance of placing 
the safety of our members ahead of the 
profits of Wall Street investors.

A key pending regulation is the fi-
nalization of the positive train control 
(PTC) implementation process. Among 
the issues still pending are changes to 

“These accidents and the severity of the tragic incident 
in Lac-Megantic, Quebec, on July 6, 2013, underscore 

the continuing need for new laws and stronger 
safety regulations in the industry.”
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Update

the de minimis exemptions to the routes 
on which PTC will be installed. The in-
dustry is attempting to get clarification 
on exceptions for when there are en route 
failures (either systemic failure or failure 
of a locomotive’s onboard equipment). 
The railroads are also pushing for a leg-
islative change to the implementation 
date for the regulations. BLET has long 
advocated for PTC because of its poten-
tial to prevent catastrophic collisions 
and save lives. BLET made this point 
clear at the PTC Forum on February 27, 
2013. The BLET wants the implementa-
tion to follow the schedule included in 
the regulations and the law. While we 
realize that the world is not perfect and 
things do not happen overnight, we also 
know that the technological tools that 
PTC would give a train crew cannot 
wait. Congress gave the rail industry 
seven years to comply with a mandated 
deadline of December 31, 2015. One of 
the Class I Railroads has been working 
on PTC since before passage the Rail 
Safety Improvement Act of 2008 (RSIA). 
This railroad plans to meet the deadline 
and should be commended for doing so. 
Other rail carriers have taken too long 

to become serious about expending the 
time and resources necessary to meet-
ing the deadline. Instead, they have wast-
ed valuable time, energy and resources 
on fighting the adoption of PTC.

Fatigue remains a significant prob-
lem in the industry and needs to be 
further addressed. The RSAC is exam-
ining the possibility of utilizing com-
puter models to aid in the scientific 
identification and documentation of 
fatigue in the industry. There are dif-
ferent versions of computer modeling 
programs from a variety of sources. 
Although the BLET does not favor a 
particular model, we have realized that 
their use can be a good way to access 
the variables of irregular call times and 
the role that unpredictability plays in 
exacerbating a person’s fatigue levels. 
Our members understand this person-
ally, anecdotally, and it is fully observ-
able at work. The fatigue models give 
a scientific basis confirming what we 
already know.

Many of the problems associated 
with increased fatigue in the railroad 
industry have proven to be difficult to 
resolve for a myriad of reasons. BLET 

has a vital stake in the efforts to reduce 
fatigue and increase predictability of 
our members’ on-duty times. The rail 
carriers have been resistant to change 
with regard to issues of fatigue and thus 
the issue was handled by Congress with 
the passage of the RSIA. The BLET is 
now trying to advise FRA on how to 
enact the mandate so that it actually 
provides a safety benefit to our mem-
bers, including discussion on: schedul-
ing practices (or the lack thereof) and 
their influence on predictability; rest 
facilities; and cab conditions, such as 
temperature and whole body vibration, 
and their effects on train crew mem-
bers. While our hope is to achieve a 
regulation that ends up fulfilling the 
goal of reduced fatigue, in the RSAC 
forum we need to be ever-mindful of 
keeping flexible enough so that the reg-
ulation can work within the boundar-
ies of our collective bargaining agree-
ments made by our general committees. 
Our goal is to empower our general 
committees to use the fatigue mitiga-
tion strategies and tools that work best 
for them at their location with their 
particular railroad.  

Due to the retirements of several key individuals 
who serve on the various RSAC Working Groups 
and Task Forces, BLET National President Dennis 

R. Pierce is working with Vice President & National 
Legislative Representative John P. Tolman and myself to fill 
these vacancies. It has been encouraging that so many 
members have come forward and expressed their desire to 
step up and fill these vacancies. By press time, we will have 
wished happy retirements to two Brothers and leaders in 
our movement who have been great assistance to us — Bill 
Verdeyen and Dan Lauzon. Their help and insight on the 
Passenger Working Group, Fatigue Mitigation Working 
Group, Risk Reduction Working Group, Engineering Task 
Force, Locomotive Safety Standards and many others have 
been invaluable to our Organization. They have served our 
members with heart and fortitude and deserve our thanks. 
Thank you Brother Bill and Brother Dan. If you see them, 
thank them and salute their long service to BLET, and wish 
them a happy, healthy retirement.

BLET RSAC
vacancies

Bill Verdeyen, Indiana State Legislative 
Board Chairman, completes his Last Run. 

Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) and Dan Lauzon, 
Massachusetts State Legislative Board Chairman. 



Last Runs>>

When handed his rule book, 
time table and switch key 
on May 23, 1977 in Rich-

mond, Va., his Seaboard Coast Line 
Railroad trainmaster asked newly hired 
brakeman, Doug Riddell, if there were 
any other questions he had before he 
was made available for his first tour of 
duty. “Yes, where do I go to join the 
union?” Riddell replied.  

Brother Riddell, who concluded his 
35-year railroad career when he climbed 
down from the cab of Amtrak’s Mi-
ami- bound Silver Star from Washing-
ton, D.C., at the Staples Mill Road Sta-
tion in his home town on December 
17, 2012, kept a promise he’d made, 
that if ever afforded the opportunity 
to work in an industry where he had 
the privilege of paying union dues, he’d 
not only be a member, but he would 
take an active role. 

The eldest son of a local officer in 
the Communications Workers of 
American, employed by AT&T, Rid-
dell, a former broadcaster with a BS in 
Mass Communications from Virginia 
Commonwealth University, entered 
engine service on the SCL in 1979 and 
was promoted to the position of loco-
motive engineer the following year. He 
was a vice local chairman and served 
as a member of the Virginia State Leg-
islative Board with the United Trans-
portation Union before being directly 
employed by Amtrak in 1986. There, 
Brother Riddell became a charter mem-
ber of BLE Division 14 in Washington, 
D.C., was elected its first local chair-
man and became alternate eastern re-
gional chairman of the Amtrak GCA. 
He subsequently also served as presi-
dent of Division 14.

Armed with knowledge of passenger 
rail service in Virginia gleaned as a small 
child accompanying his grandfather, a 
Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad conduc-
tor, in the early 1970s, Brother Riddell 
convinced Amtrak to redirect its Tide-
water, Virginia to Chicago train to the 

northeast at Richmond. In doing so, the 
service, a candidate for certain discon-
tinuance, instead became one of the 
company’s earliest and most successful 
new routes. For several years, Doug was 
a pioneering member of the joint Am-
trak/CSX Partners In Performance ven-

ture. His signature appears as a repre-
sentative of labor on the original Amtrak 
Operation Red Block agreement. Broth-
er Riddell also helped negotiate and 
signed the agreement under which Am-
trak engineers manned Virginia Railway 
Express commuter trains when that 
service was inaugurated 20 years ago. 

Combining his love of railroading 
with his prior career as a journalist, 
Doug became known nationally as a 
contributor to Railway Age, Progres-
sive Railroading and other publications, 
as well as being a columnist in Passen-
ger Train Journal, RailNews and Trains 
Magazines. He also authored the 1991 
book, “From The Cab, Stories From A 
Locomotive Engineer,” spinning hu-
morous tales about the lives of working 
railroaders. Never without his camera, 
Brother Riddell’s timeless images have 
been featured in countless publications.

Doug Riddell, Brooks Woodward 
Memorial Division 14, Washington, DC

Brother Doug Riddell, who hired out in 1977, 
safely completed his Last Run on December 17, 2012.

Riddell (left) with 
U.S. Vice President Joe Biden.
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William A. “Billy” Thomp-
son, a long-serving officer 
of the Conrail and Norfolk 

Southern General Committees of Ad-
justment, retired from railroad and 
Brotherhood duties on May 8, 2012. 
His railroad career spanned 35 years, 
and he dedicated 34 of those years to 
honorably representing the BLET and 
its members. 

Brother Thompson hired out as a 
fireman for Conrail in Pitcairn, Pa., 
on August 5, 1976. A quick learner 
and a safety conscious leader, Brother 
Thompson earned promotion to lo-
comotive engineer on January 28, 1978.  

He initiated into BLET Division 
325 (Wilkinsburg, Pa.) on July 1, 1977, 
and held continuous membership for 
35 years until he retired. Thompson 
began serving his fellow union Broth-
ers and Sisters almost immediately 
after joining the Brotherhood. He was 
elected to serve Division 325 as Local 
Chairman effective March 1, 1978, a 
position he held until 1982. He served 
as a District Chairman for the Conrail 
General Committee of Adjustment 
(GCA) from June 1, 1982, to June 1, 
1999. He also served as Alternate Con-
rail General Chairman from Septem-
ber 1, 1986, through June 1, 1999. 

Norfolk Southern’s purchase of 
Brother Thompson’s portion of Con-
rail became effective June 1, 1999, at 
which time he began serving as Vice 
General Chairman of the Norfolk 
Southern-Southern Lines GCA. He 
held that position until he retired on 
May 8, 2012. He also served as GCA 
Secretary-Treasurer from December 
1, 2008, until he retired. 

Prior to the start of his railroad 
career, Brother Thompson served in 

the U.S. Army in Fort Carson, Colo., 
from May 1971 to February 1973. 

Brother Thompson and his wife, 
Teresa Lynne, were married on June 
28, 1975. The couple has two children, 
William Jr. and Daniella Rea. Brother 
Thompson followed in his father’s foot-
steps in the railroad industry. His fa-
ther, Frank Rea Thompson Sr., was a 
conductor for the P&LE Railroad from 
1946-1954. 

He plans to spend more time with 
his family during retirement, visiting 
his daughter in London, England, and 
his son and daughter-in-law in Vir-
ginia. Brother Thompson also enjoys 
hunting, fishing, golfing, biking, and 
mowing the lawn. He will also devote 
more time to taking care of the San-
tiago Veterans Honor Roll during re-
tirement. 

“Serving the members and this 
Brotherhood was a passion and a priv-
ilege,” Brother Thompson said. 

Billy Thompson: 
‘Serving the members and 

this Brotherhood was 
a passion and a privilege’

In 2009, at the invitation of newly 
appointed Amtrak president Joseph 
Boardman, Doug began a special duty 
assignment in the company’s Govern-
ment Affairs and Corporate Commu-
nications Department at their Union 
Station headquarters in Washington 
as its company photographer. Before 
returning to the craft in early 2012, 
Riddell traveled throughout the system, 
photographing scenes distributed by 
the railroad to media outlets worldwide 
through a digital image library he 
helped establish. His final project was 
to help write and produce “Amtrak, 
An American Story,” the company’s 
official 40-year history, which is now 
in its second printing. 

While he’ll no longer be an active 
employee, Brother Riddell will never 
be far from the railroad. He plans to 
resume writing, photographing, con-
sulting and speaking professionally 
about trains. He and his wife of 33 
years, Sandy, a retired educator, hear 
the horns of passing trains at their 
home on the outskirts of Ashland, Va., 
north of Richmond, where Amtrak 
and CSX trains constantly ply the dou-
ble tracked main line of the former 
Richmond Fredericksburg & Potomac 
Railroad that bisects the picturesque 
college town. And just to their east, 
CSX trains hustle empty coal and grain 
hoppers from Hampton Roads back 
to the mines of Appalachia and the 
prairies of the Midwest over the former 
C&O Piedmont Sub (now the Buck-
ingham Branch Railroad). 

Nor will Doug ever lose touch with 
his friends and coworkers at Amtrak, 
for accompanying him on his last trip, 
handing down his father’s grip upon 
that last arrival in Richmond was his 
son, Ryan Riddell, 28, an Amtrak en-
gineer, who began his career at age 18. 
On the platform, Brother Doug Rid-
dell handed his son the gold Hamilton 
Railway Special 992b, the pride of his 
grandfather, C&O conductor J. E. Bea-
zley, which accompanied Doug on his 
first day on the railroad as well as his 
last. A symbol of a love of trains, it is 
now passed down to another genera-
tion of this railroad family. 

>>Last Runs

Brother Thompson
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Several long-time and retired Broth-
erhood members were honored at 
BLET Division 191’s annual holiday 

party in Fitchburg, Mass. 
Among those being honored were: 

Gary P. Willis; Hank G. Williams; and 
Warren E. White. 

Brother Willis first joined the Brother-
hood on May 1, 1979, and retired effective 
May 29, 2009. Brother Williams joined the 
Brotherhood in 1989 and retired effective 
August 11, 2010. Brother White, age 92, 
joined the Brotherhood in 1973 and retired 
from active duty effective April 30, 1986. 

Brother Tom K. Herrick of BLET Divi-
sion 57 (Boston) also attended the gather-
ing. Herrick joined the BLET in 1993 and 
retired effective September 1, 2012. 

Active duty members of Division 191 
in attendance included: National Vice 
President Mike Twombly; his son Jason 
Twombly; and Dave Grimm with his 
wife Pat. 

Division 191 honors retirees 
at annual holiday party

Gary P. Willis

From left: Division 191 members Jason M. Twombly and Howard (Hank) 
Williams. Brother Williams is a past Secretary-Treasurer of the Division. 

From left: Gary Willis, VP Mike Twombly, Jason Twombly,
David Grimm and Hank Williams. 

Pat and Dave Grimm. Brother Grimm 
is a past Local Chairman of Division 191. 

From left: Warren White, Division 191, and Tom Herrick, Division 57.
Brother White is a retired Boston & Maine Engineer. 

Last Runs>>
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>>Last Runs

On December 31, 2012, Brother 
James E. Ussery of BLET Divi-
sion 834 (Mineola/Longview, 

Texas) retired after 34 years with the 
Union Pacific Railroad.

He was a hard working and dedi-
cated union Brother during his more 
than three decades of active member-
ship. Brother Ussery held several elect-
ed offices in the BLET during his 32-
year tenure.

He started his railroad carrier as a 
brakeman for the Union Pacific in 1978, 
went into engine service as a fireman 
and joined the BLE on May 1, 1979. He 
earned promotion to engineer in 1980.

Brother Ussery held continuous 
membership in BLET Division 834 for 
more than 32 years at the time of his 
retirement.

He actively served the membership 
in various elected officers for 32 years. 
He served his Division as alternate Sec-
retary/Treasurer, Legislative Represen-
tative, and Secretary/Treasurer for 25 
years. He also served the Division as 
Alternate Delegate and Delegate to the 
National Convention. He was an active 
member of the Texas State Legislative 
Board, serving as 2nd Vice Chairman, 
1st Vice Chairman and Secretary-Trea-
surer for 10 years. 

During retirement he plans to get 
started on his wife’s “honey do” list that 
he has had on the back burner for 30 
years.

Brother Ussery and his wife Diane 
were married on January 9, 1965, and 
are looking forward to celebrating their 
50th wedding anniversary in just a cou-
ple of years. They have four sons: Mark, 
Jack, Jim and Scott. The couple also has 
seven grandchildren: Lauren, Braden, 
Britni, Kyli, Christiana, Colton and 
Aidan. They range in age from 1 month 
to 19 years old.

“I have enjoyed my career on the 
railroad and all of the many friends 
I have become acquainted with on 
the job and in the BLET,” Brother 

Ussery said. “I have attended 14 
SWCM Conventions, two State Leg-
islative Board Chairmen Conventions, 
five State Legislative Board Conven-
tions, two BLET National Conven-
tions, three AFL-CIO State Consti-
tutional Conventions and the State 
Democratic Convention in 2008.

“As I end my railroad career, I would 
like to give a special thanks to all of the 

National BLET officers and staff for 
their hard work and dedication to keep-
ing our great union running. And I 
would like to give a special thanks to 
the BLET Education and Training De-
partment and to Dr. Elaine Reese, Di-
rector of Compliance. Without their 
help — keeping us educated and on track 
— the Secretary-Treasurer’s job would 
have been an impossible task.” 

Ussery served BLET members 
for over three decades
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Brother Ussery at the crew change point at Longview, Texas, where an 
important safety message has been posted reminding train crews that 

they are needed somewhere other than on the railroad.

Brother Ussery with Texas State Legislative Board Chairman Terry Briggs.



The BLET publishes Last Runs for members who have retired, and recognizes members with 40 years or more of membership 
in Honor Roll articles. If you are planning to retire soon, please let us know! For details, contact: John Bentley, Editor,  
Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen Journal, Email: Bentley@ble-t.org, 1370 Ontario St., Mezzanine, Cleveland, OH 44113-1702

Fred W. Waldsmith, a member of 
BLET Division 415 (Roseville, 
Calif.), safely completed his Last 

Run for the Union Pacific Railroad on 
December 15, 2012. 

His retirement comes following a 
41-1/2 year railroad career that began 
in Eureka, Calif., in June of 1971, when 
he hired out on the Northwestern Pa-
cific Railroad as a brakeman. After 
being cut off from the railroad, he went 
to work for the Southern Pacific at Ros-
eville, Calif., in February of 1972. 

In fall of 1972, he went to Los Ange-
les as a brakeman on the SP’s system 
seniority agreement, and entered into 
SP’s hostler program in March of 1973. 
He made it to “real” engine service as a 
fireman in July of 1973, earning promo-
tion to locomotive engineer in March 
of 1974. He first joined BLET Division 
5 (Los Angeles) on May 1, 1976. 

Under the tutelage of Division 5 Lo-
cal Chairman Barney Mahoney, Wald-

smith worked all jobs in the Los An-
geles area. In 1981, he relocated to West 
Colton, Calif., and became a member 
of Division 56 under Local Chairman 
D.W. “Bill” Hannah. 

In July of 1990, he answered the ad-
vertisement for a seniority trade with 
Engineer J.D. Slade. He then went to 
work in the Oakland area, transferring 
his BLET membership to Division 283. 
He became involved in Division 283 

from an officer’s point of view, serving 
as Vice President. In 1993, after Al Mc-
Clary wished to give up the position, he 
took the Local Chairman’s job on an 
interim basis. He was elected Local 
Chairman in October of 1994. 

“I became involved in the Union 
Pacific-Southern Pacific merger nego-
tiations, where I enjoyed working with 
then-General Chairman Lee Pruitt,” 
Brother Waldsmith said. 

In 1999 he moved to Roseville fol-
lowing the UP-SP merger and joined 
Division 415, under the direction of Lo-
cal Chairman N.C. “Craig” Carstenson. 
He worked out of Roseville as an en-
gineer until his retirement became ef-
fective on January 1, 2013. 

For his last run, he worked as a lo-
comotive engineer from Dunsmuir to 
Roseville, Calif., on train QPDRV-13.  

“The BLET has made my career very 
exciting even in this time of job losses 
and corporate greed,” he said. 

Waldsmith’s Last Run follows 
41-1/2 years with UP, SP in California

President Pierce  
message  
Continued from  
page 2 •
to all who attend. Equally 
important is the opportu-
nity to meet and share fel-
lowship with Brothers and 
Sisters from across each 
region, who all have com-
mon goals and interests. The 
friendships that members — 
young and old — strike up 
at our regional meetings are 
friendships built on common 
ground, and they are friend-
ships that will last a lifetime.

All in all, it was truly 
rewarding to see the par-
ticipation and involvement 
common to all of this year’s 

regional meetings. The re-
gional meetings all came on 
the heels of our 150th An-
niversary, which also drew 
members from all across the 
country to Detroit. Our goal 
at the 150th celebration was 
to honor and recognize those 
that came before us, but it 
was also part of an overall 
effort to increase the partici-
pation of all members of our 
great union. This union is 
your union, and it is in large 
part what you and the other 
members who choose to par-
ticipate make of it.

Whether it be at a regional 
meeting, or at a meeting of 
your Local Division, General 
Committee of Adjustment or 

State Legislative Board, there 
is a part for all members. Al-
though my travel schedule 
can be grueling, I will con-
tinue to make every effort to 
be out in the field meeting 
with the membership at these 
meetings, and will attend as 
many of our Education and 
Training Classes as my sched-
ule allows. As I have said time 
and time again, participation 
is the key to a strong union, 
and together we can make a 
difference.

I invite each and every 
one of you to join me at one 
of these meetings. Our Re-
gional Meeting Associations 
have selected their locations 
for 2014 and I look forward 

to seeing you there. The SMA 
will meet in Savannah, Ga., 
the IWC will meet in Min-
neapolis, Minn., the EUMA 
will meet at the home of our 
National Division offices in 
Cleveland, Ohio, and the 
SWCM will meet in St. 
Louis, Mo. Next year also 
is an important year for the 
BLET National Division as 
our Third Quadrennial Con-
vention will convene in Las 
Vegas on Monday September 
29, 2014. Our delegates will 
assemble to set the course 
for the coming years, and I 
invite any and all of you who 
can join us to travel to Las 
Vegas to see our democracy 
in action. 

Last Runs>>
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Brother Waldsmith



>> BLET Auxiliary

BLET Auxiliary awards 
$10,000 in scholarships for 2013-14

by Lawana W. Poss
National Secretary

The BLET Auxiliary has award-
ed 10 $1,000 scholarships for 
the 2013-2014 academic school 
year. We are very proud to be 

able to provide this funding to students 
of BLET and BLET Auxiliary members. 
Most of the fundraising for the BLET 
Auxiliary Scholarship Program takes 
place at the four regional meetings each 
year. We also receive contributions 
throughout the year from our local aux-
iliaries and memorial fund contributions. 

The BLET Auxiliary administers the 
IWC Scholarship Program; however, the 
funding comes to us directly from the 
IWC each year. The IWC awarded 11 
$1,000 scholarships for 2013-14. 

Many thanks to everyone who do-
nates items for our raff les; the golfers 

who continually buy mulligans (al-
though we know they don’t really need 
them); BLET National First Vice Pres-
ident Lee Pruitt for always making sure 
our golf bags are filled with BLET items; 
and the many other vendors who donate 
bags, golf balls, photos, golf clubs, base-
ball tickets, and a plethora of other items 
that go on our raffle tables. We could 
not do these fundraisers without your 
help and support.

Finally, we are grateful to the many 
BLET members, auxiliary members, and 
convention guests for supporting our 
fundraising efforts by purchasing raffle 
tickets and mulligans. We truly appreci-
ate your participation and generosity, for 
without you, we would not be able to 
award so many scholarships each year.

Congratulations to all of this year’s 
winners! 
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Apply for next 
year’s Auxiliary 
Scholarship
Program

The BLET Auxiliary Scholarship 

Program provides $1,000 scholar-

ships to the sons or daughters of both 

Auxiliary and BLET members, with 

at least two years of concurrent mem-

bership.

Requirements to qualify for a 

BLET Auxiliary scholarship also 

include the applicant’s acceptance 

or enrollment in an accredited uni-

versity, college, or institution of 

higher learning. Recipients are cho-

sen on the basis of academic record, 

leadership, character and personal 

achievement.

Established in 1981, the scholar-

ship program was set up with a strong 

financial base and the number of 

scholarships awarded continues to 

grow with each passing year.

Deadline for the 2014-2015 schol-

arship program is April 1, 2014.

Applications and instructions 
for scholarships may be ob-
tained from your local Auxil-
iary Secretary, or by visiting:
www.bletauxiliary.net

2013-2014 IWC Scholarship Recipients Lane Quick, son of Michael (Division 133) and Steffiney Quick, 
is attending University of Minnesota, Morris. Remick Kawawaki, child of Keith (Division 758) and Nicole Kawawaki, is 
attending Yale University. Ashlee Riehl, daughter of Eric (Division 28) and Jennifer Riehl, is attending University of 
Arizona. Ha Fai Tang, son of Clarence (Division 727) and Wai Logan, is attending Pennsylvania State University. Austin 
Scharff, son of Gerald (Division 104) and Rita Scharff, is attending University of Puget Sound. Jessica Smith, daughter of 
Samuel (Division 94) and Nicole Smith, is attending Sheridan College. Brandon Mooer, son of Alan (Division 180) and Mary 
Mooer, is attending Creighton University. Taylor Archuleta, son of Mitchell (Division 676) and Lori Archuleta, is 
attending Southwestern Oregon Community College.



>>BLET Auxiliary

www.ble-t.org

About the Auxiliary: 
The BLET Auxiliary exists to support the interest and welfare of 
the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen (BLET) 
Auxiliary and railroad families, especially the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen, and the organizations of 
the International Brotherhood of Teamsters Rail Conference, our 
members and their families throughout the United States. Learn 
more about joining the Auxiliary at: www.bletauxiliary.net 

Purpose: 
The overall purpose of the Auxiliary shall be to provide support 
and promote issues that effect the health, safety, welfare and 
quality of life of railroaders and their families, to promote higher 
education with the families of its full members, to give assis-
tance to widows, widowers, sisters and brothers, when needed, 
especially during times of duress, and to render assistance 
whenever and wherever needed to further our mission.  
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Auxiliary Scholarship
& IWC Scholarship:
Melanie Wilmesher, 
daughter of James and Kay 
Wilmesher, Kay is a Member-
at-Large and James is 
Chairman of Colorado State 
Legislative Board and a 
member of Division 256. 
Melanie is attending Colora-
do State University, Fort 
Collins, Colorado.
 

Auxiliary Scholarship
& IWC Scholarship:
Rachel McWilliams, 
daughter of Rob and Kathy 
McWilliams, Member-at-
Large, Rob belongs to Division 
126. She is attending Fresno 
State University in California. 

John O. & Brenda Casteel 
Scholarship:
Ariel Johnson, daughter 
of Owen and Beate Johnson. 
Owen belongs to Division 212 
and Beate is member of 

Crossroads Auxiliary 212. 
Ariel is attending the 
University of Houston. 

Auxiliary Scholarship
& IWC Scholarship:
Allyson Booth, daughter 
of James and Anne Booth. 
James belongs to Division 28 
and Anne is a Member-at-
Large. Allyson is attending 
the University of Colorado 
Denver, Anschutz Medical 
Campus. 
 
Leona A. Louis 
Memorial Scholarship: 
Kyle Willard, son of 
Kenneth and Kathy Willard. 

Ken is in Division 122 and 
Kathy is a Member-at-Large. 
Kyle is attending Michigan 
State University. 
  

Auxiliary Scholarship:
Mariah Burrola, 
daughter of Oscar and Susie 
Burrola, He is in Division 839 
and Susie is in Nor-Cal 
Auxiliary 39. She is attending 
Seattle Pacific University. 
 

Auxiliary Scholarship: 
Kyle Radtke, son of James 
and Marme Radtke. James is 
a member of Division 548 
and Marme is a member of 
Pride of 548, Auxiliary 48. He 
is attending Trine University.  
 
Auxiliary Scholarship:
Alexander Evans, 
son of James and Nancy 
Evans. James belongs to 
Division 527 and Nancy is a 

member of Helen Gould 
Auxiliary 235. Alexander is 
attending Pittsburg State 
University.
 

Auxiliary Scholarship: 
Mark Willard, 
son of Kenneth and Kathy 
Willard. Kenneth is in 
Division 122 and Kathy is a 
Member-at-Large. Mark is 
attending Calvin College.

Auxiliary Scholarship:
Morgan Rossow, 
daughter of Peter and Beth 
Rossow. Peter is a member  
of Division 421 and Beth  
is a member of Niagara 
Auxiliary 3. Morgan is 
attending Niagara County 
Community College. 

2013-2014 BLET Auxiliary 
Scholarship recipients



BLET web store
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150th Weston Polo Shirt 
— BLT-0146
Stylish and sleek is this polo shirt, 
which has moisture wicking 
properties to help keep you cool and 
comfortable. It features a full-embroi-
dered 150th logo on the left chest. 
Available in black; sizes medium 
to 3XL. $35.00

150th Anniversary Ball Cap
— BLT-0143
The perfect addition to your cap col-
lection — this is definitely one you 
will wear with pride. This six-panel 
‘prostyle’ cap has contrasting visor 
that complements a gold sandwich 
visor. The colors complement the 
full color embroidered logo on front 
while the side shows our 150-year 
dates and the back boosts our 150th 
anniversary. A buckle slide closure 
completes this cap. $20.00

150th Collectors 
Edition T-Shirt
— BLT-0145
This is a must-have addition to your 
BLET wardrobe. 100% cotton black 
tee with a full colored left chest 
screen-printed 150th logo and a full 
color back screen print that features 
the past and the present of our 
heritage. 
Available in sizes Medium to 4XL.
$15.00

Men’s 150th Limited
Edition Time Piece
— BLT-0148
This watch is a true treasure that 
you will pass on to loved ones for 
years to come. The dial is a gorgeous 
acid-etched rendition of the 150th 
logo. To make your watch truly spe-
cial, we have numbered the backs 
of the watches. Only 500 men’s 

Proud to be American T-shirt  
Available in red (BLT-0118) 
and athletic gray (BLT-0119)
Sport your Union Pride in our BLET gear! 

100% cotton 
Union made 
t-shirt with a full 
back screen print 
of our Proud to be 
American logo. 
The front features 
a one color image 
of the BLET logo. 

Available in sizes: medium thru 3X 
Med-XL  $10.00, 2X $11.25, 3X $12.50

Hooded Sweatshirt  
– BLT-0120
It has never been a better time to show your pride 

in America and your 
Union! Shout it out 
loud while you cozy 
up in our new 80/20 
blend Union made 
hoodie. It features 
a full screen print 
of our Proud to be 
American logo and a 

one color image of the BLET logo. 
Available in sizes: medium thru 3X 
Med-XL $27.50, 2X $29.95, 3X $30.95 

Ladies Cut T-Shirt 
Union Pride never looked so good! For the ladies, 

a t-shirt that is 
flattering and 
cute. Cut for a 
woman is this 
6.1 oz. 100% 
cotton tee. It 
features the full 
back Proud to 
be American 
logo and the 

one  color image of the BLET logo. 
Available in red in sizes medium thru 3X 
Med-XL $12.00, 2X $13.50, 3X $15.00

get your BLET 150th anniversary gear!
watches will be manufactured, so 
engraved on the back you will see 
1 of 500, 2 of 500 etc. This makes 

each watch 
truly a special 
keepsake. 
Engraving is 
available for 
an additional 
cost of $10.00 
per watch. 

(Women’s watch also available, 
product number BLT-0149) $100.00

150th Anniversary 
Coffee Mug
— BLT-0144
Recycled acrylic coffee mug in 
earthy red color with a curved 
handle that conforms to your grip. 
A screen-printed full color logo is 
proudly shown on the front.  Grab a 
pair — these won’t last. $8.00

150th Anniversary 
12-Pack Cooler Bag 
— BLT-0142 
This functional and sturdy cooler 
bag can be used for many things. 
Great for your lunch, or snacks and 
drinks for your kid’s soccer game. 
Insulated with a heavy-duty leak 

proof lining, sturdy 600D fabric that 
is easy to wipe off while showcasing 
the 150th logo on the front. $15.00

150th Anniversary Clock 
— BLT-0147
This special timepiece will be a 
treasured keepsake for years to 
come. What a wonderful way to cel-
ebrate 150 years strong! Embossed 
150th logo dial placed on a sturdy 
rosewood and brass mantle clock. 
It also comes with a gold plate that 
is placed at the bottom of the clock 
and includes 4 lines of engraved 
type. (NOTE: 35 characters per 
line max. All engraving is done in 
capital letters for optimal viewing.) 
This is a limited item and will not be 
around forever. Be sure to get yours 
soon! $139.99

You can also shop for BLET
items online: Go to www.bletmerchandise.com
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Proud to be American    proud to be union

Ordered by:                 Date of order:______________________

Name (Please print)

Address

Method of Payment: 

VISA - (3 digit VI # __ __ __  from back)       MasterCard    Discover    Amex   

Check

Credit Card Number

Please provide contact numbers below:

Day  Phone:  ( )

E-mail:

ORDER TOLL FREE
1-800-272-5120

...or FAX 1-585-295-8004

Write in color and size for the item that you want, then the quantity you want of that item and the total cost based on QUANTITY MULTIPLIED by  (x)  UNIT PRICE. 

ITEM NO. DESCRIPTION                                  COLOR       SIZE        S - XL                 2X                   3X           x QTY.      = TOTAL

ONE PRICE ALL SIZES

CUSTOM ENGRAVING  -                                                                                                         $10.00 per item 

Item # (s) for Engraving:

Copy:

Total Merchandise Price:   M

Add Shipping & Handling From Left:   M

Subtotal: M

NY Residents Add New York Sales Tax for your County :      M

Grand Total (US Funds ONLY) :

BLET GEAR • ORDER FORM
 

Credit Card Expiration Date

Shipping & Handling Charges for Continental US :
Under $50.00 - $9.95  •  Over $50.00 - $11.95

Over $100.00 - $13.95  •  Over $200.00 - $18.95
Over $500.00  -  Mulitply order amount X .05

( FOR ALASKA & HAWAII, ADD $25.00 ) 

Return this completed form to:

TEAMSTER  WAREHOUSE  c/o American Products
1600 North Clinton Avenue • Rochester, NY 14621

With check or credit card information made payable to: American Products, Inc.
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For students attending a community college, 4-year institution
or a technical/vocational program, age 23 and younger, who
are children or grandchildren of Teamster members.

The James R. Hoffa
Memorial Scholarship Fund

2013 Essay Contest

Teamster Kids and Grand Kids

Win Ca$h for Class

ToPiC: What would you say to

someone who says the following?

“Unions were important at one time,

but we don’t need them anymore.”

For an application, contact your Teamsters Local Union office or visit www.teamster.org
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