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Merging Lines is a revised and updated version of the author’s
1978 volume, The Railroad Mergers and the Coming of Conrail. The
earlier work was rated as a perceptive and lucid analysis of the sub-
ject. The 2001 revision is even better. The narrative is expanded by
nearly 20 percent and is bolstered by informative material relating
to individual railroad companies, the decline of passenger service,
post-World War II problems, and industry leaders. It is more acces-
sible to the general reader because arcane railroad terminology is
translated into ordinary English. The new volume includes twice the
number of maps (although maps on pages 88, 133, 361, and at the top
of page 61 incorrectly label the systems depicted). Saunders has soft-
ened some of his earlier criticisms of industry leaders, regulators,
politicians, and rail labor.

Of particular interest to Indiana readers is the extensive cov-
erage of the decline of the Pennsylvania and New York Central rail-
roads and their merger into Penn Central, whose collapse in 1970
placed one-half of the state’s rail mileage in bankruptcy.

Saunders’s emphasis on mergers should not deter readers seek-
ing a broader understanding of railroads during the 1900-1970 peri-
od. He incorporates essential information about the political economy
in which railroads functioned, explains key milestones in public pol-
icy, and conveys what industry executives were thinking and why
they acted as they did. Although the historical literature on this leg-
endary industry is extensive, twentieth-century coverage is domi-
nated by individual corporate histories. Only a handful of books
effectively capture in a balanced fashion the important themes and
issues of American railroading during these crucial years. Merging
Lines is one of them.

Some readers may wonder why the author stopped at 1970,
because the post-1970 round of mergers eclipsed what had gone on
before. But Saunders points out (p. xviii) that his earlier version
quickly became dated owing to “the classic danger of writing histo-
ry too soon after the fact.”
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Pullman Porters and the Rise of Protest Politics in Black America,
1925-1945. By Beth Tompkins Bates. (Chapel Hill: Universi-
ty of North Carolina Press, 2001. Pp. xiv, 275. Illustrations,
notes, bibliography, index. Clothbound, $45.00; paperbound,
$17.95.)

In the decades following the Civil War the ratification of the
Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth amendments seemingly guar-
anteed equal rights to all Americans. Yet before the civil rights move-
ment, African Americans rarely found equality in the United States,
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whether in the North or the South. How they voiced their rejection
of this situation—how they protested—is the focus of Beth Tomp-
kins Bates’s significant book. In the early twentieth century, Bates
contends, protest was handled by black leaders who made “individ-
ual appeals to white patrons” for the amelioration of the poor condi-
tions that faced African Americans. By the end of World War II,
however, black protest politics used a wholly different approach, as
groups of people made demands supported by the threat of collective
action.

Bates analyzes this vital change in protest politics by concen-
trating on the development of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters
(BSCP), a union representing African Americans who worked as Pull-
man porters, and the connections of their union to the larger black
community in Chicago. Bates does not forget, however, that African
Americans did not organize in a vacuum. In the case of the BSCP, this
is especially important, since the Pullman Company had considerable
influence, particularly through connections with leading ministers,
the press, and political leaders. By linking all three of these power-
ful actors—the Pullman Company, the BSCP, and the larger black
public—DBates illustrates that activism must be studied within the spe-
cific environment surrounding it. Challenging the Pullman Compa-
ny involved far more than organizing workers on the shop floor: it
required the BSCP to have community-wide support.

Highlighting the historical development of mass-based protest
among African Americans, Bates’s study makes two main contribu-
tions. First, she more clearly aligns the development of the civil rights
movement with prior patterns of black activism. Second, she illustrates
how the civil rights movement, and many other forms of protest
among African Americans, were clearly connected to grass-roots orga-
nizations that are often forgotten.

While the title of this work suggests that Pullman porters are
its subject, they rarely appear in the narrative. Instead of focusing
on porters and their actions, Bates centers her analysis on their work-
ing conditions and their union. This is not to say that Bates does not
tell a crucial story, only that the title suggests a cast of characters
different from those in the play. This point aside, Bates has produced
an important work that deserves a wide readership. Not only does she
convincingly illustrate that the actions of black organizations, in this
case the BSCP, cannot be studied in isolation, she also traces a vital
change in the history of African Americans—how they protested dis-
crimination—in a specific time and place.
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