Bill Overton: When it come to this part about don't buy your tickets and theylooked up the
records that he didn’tbuy no tickets, there's no tickets reported. [laughs] [inaudible
00:00:20] was in the street. [laughs] Well said, but it was too funny. He was so good and
everything was all right up until then.

Interviewer: Hmm.

Bill Overton: Man kept his mouth shut. Then. Fine. But every--all the porters, | understand
that was doingthat, but this man was so well pleased he just killed him. [laughs] Yes. But,
uh, | was always in the, uh, diningcar and, uh, when| came back, uh, |, uh, first off, they
gave me, uh, re-relief jobs here or there. And, uh, then, uh, then theysent me to, uh, ona
diningcar, | gotto run on a diningcar and, uh, the bootlegging was going on.

Interviewer: Oh.

Bill Overton: So, from Montreal down to Portland, Maine, they had a café car and uh, this
crew on there was-was doing a land-office business. And it seems like they stored a lot of
liquor.In the café car they had one end, they called a parlor, in the middle was a smoker,
and at the other end was 18 seats of the diningcar. Well, in this parlor, having a Chesterfield
arrangement, the crew had got with the yard crew and made it a false bottom in itand was
storing theirliquorin there. Well, it was all right, except that in puttingitin, boy, it worked
for ages, the, uh, immigration, customs officers was ridingin there all the time, gettingfree
coffee and everythingwas lovely. So, one morning they wentdown here's, uh, a stream of
some kind of a liquid coming out in the middle of the floor. And of course, everybody
noticed and wondered what pipe was broken and there was no pipesanywhere near there.
[laughs] So whenthey saw it and the customer, was on that crew didn't come back. They
just keptright on and got off bought it, and they haven't seen him since. [laughs] Well, they
pulled me off the dining car and put me on there.

And when| saw what it was, | said, “You betterget somebody, ‘cause I'm not stayinghere.” |
knew that the pressure would be on you see, and in fact, it was because the next morning
you see it wentdown, stayed overnight. No, it doubled the road and, uh, as far as it went
from Montreal, and the next morning, the bootleggerthat suppliedthe liquor, he had heard
of it, but he'd come down thinkingthat he could-- he had an unfinished assignment, | guess
he had some around there. Oh no our ticket, oh no.I'm too goody goody for that thenand |
wouldn'ttake it but | got off of that and got on a run-- they switched me with a man that ran
from Montreal to Ottawa and | wenton the Ottawa run. Well on the Ottawa run, | was just
as bad because | was buying-- boughtthese little individual bottle of whiskeys out of the
commissary for 75 cents a dozen.

Interviewer: A dozen.

Bill Overton: [laughs] Yeah, man. The same ounce and somethingand | was buyingthem 75
cents a dozenfrom them and sellingthem. And of course, uh, they were, uh, 25 cents a
drink. Well, I did $1.60, isn't it? [chuckles] But anyway, uh, and, uh, | stayed on therefill, uh,
they pulledthe train off. It was a deluxe train. | think they called it the Senator Special or
somethinglike that. It was put on primarily for the, uh, po-political use. You see, the
politicians were going back and forth. They had this train, the train ran actually from Ottawa
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to Quebec, but the, uh, parlor car only wentas far as Montreal. And anyone goingdown to
Quebec, why, uh, there was a sleeperputon and they would go in the sleeper, it was on
the--and the train would go down and then that sleeperwas put on the Halifax train. See.
But, uh, | didn't stay there on Montreal to Ottawa very long. | got acquainted there. |, uh,
had some mighty funny experiences around me, but there was nothing serious that | know
of, uh, exceptthat story | just told you about carpet and-- but, uh, then I, uh, let's see, when
| got alongabout ‘29, | guessit was, there was, uh, trouble, uh, that is, uh, the union had got
pretty well settledin.

They had the agreement of 27, which was their first railroad agreement, but the, uh,
Brotherhood of Railroad Porters, the, uh, Randolph faction were of interested in the Grand
Trunk tryingto put them inwith them, which was CPR. And, uh, the CPR had theirown, see
that made--that is the CPR was with the trainmen, a White group, but Randolph had this
segment of the porters. He was doing well in the States. And of course, uh, there was a lot
of our trains ran into the States, but the Grand Trunk, we had a Canadian organization and,
uh, we didn't come anywhere as near getting the conditions that the Randolph did and next,
they-they got me interested.

Of course, first off was secretary. Then | opened my big mouth then| go from one thingto
another. | was president of the union here once and then | was, uh, local chairman. Now the
local chairman is the man who is nowadays called a shop steward. He’s the, uh, in between
man, the men and the managementand, uh, whatevercomes or goes, why he is the
spokesman. And we were working 240 hours a month and, uh, no holidays off and, uh, no
extra pay, straight pay. If you were late, you didn't get any extra pay for it. No matter-

Interviewer: If you're late getting into-- if the train’s late, gettinginto-

Bill Overton: Stations, some, and of course on long trains, like to, uh, Winnipegor
Vancouver, sometimesthere was two or three days late, but all they got was straight pay.
Well, we managed to get some of that. They got, uh, it down so that they put hours for our
assignment, uh, like Toronto to Hamilton and the regular, uh, tariff for time. And, uh, it had
to be over a certain amount of period before you could catch-- collectovertime. | thinka
two-hour difference orsomethinglike that. That's when they first began to get conditions
and it went on from 240, then, uh, they got me into itand | attended the, uh, conventionin
Ottawain ‘42.

There was one thing came up on the docket of, uh, my first convention too. And, uh, came
up, uh, about, uh, someone tried to introduce a resolutionto do- do somethingabout the
conditionsdown inthe Bahamas, in regards to unions down there, or it beingallowed down
there that the natives were paid a dollar a day. And, uh, the unions were demanding S5 a
day for imports and paying all expenses and they wanted to kind of equalize that. [chuckles]
| can remember president Mozer [unintelligible 00:09:48] He says, "l don't know what we
want to do about that, but, uh, oh yeah, brother Overton, uh, you ought to know something
about this. Let, uh, Mr. Discrimination tell us what to do with this thing.” And I told him, |
said, "Before you start working in, uh, the Bahamas, letus clean up some of this trash
around here." | said, "We sat here for a half-hour, the Scotchman complainingabout
conditions of discrimination down here in this, | don't know, PointSaint Charles or
somewhere where it's a French district. And still, you wanted to go down to the Bahamas on
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something.” | said, "Let us straighten up this discrimination” because the man wasn't paid
right.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: And it was discrimination, he on the job was one of the workers of
maintenance. But on histime off, he was sentinto the, uh, baggage room to assist in the
baggage room.

Interviewer: This would be a Porter or this would be a French?
Bill Overton: Thisisa White.

Interviewer: This is a Frenchman?

Bill Overton: Yeah. A Frenchman, a Scotchman.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: And | says, “Now a Frenchman doing the same work as a maintenance and
when he went into the baggage room, he collected extra pay, now why? And you're talking
about going to the Bahamas. We don't need to go down there to have any problems.” You
know, that was just my attitude. That's when he called me Mr. Discrimination. But, uh, it
worked out that, uh, | think that | really had enough, uh, what you would call stubbornness,
uh, insolence to gain their attention because they-they-they were stuck on a-a basis of
prejudice. And | was out on the road and they called me off my work to send me to
Montreal, called me into Montreal, to tell them what to do about it.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: | wentthere and they told me what it was and they, uh, asked me how they
could solve that problem. So, | told them how.

Interviewer: What was the problem?

Bill Overton: The problem was they wanted to have the Whites and the Blacks, uh, have
seniority, butthey would be Group One and Group Two.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: And Group One would be given a choice of area they worked on.
Interviewer: And who would make up Group One?

Bill Overton: Whites.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: Group Two was Black.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
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Bill Overton: The old Grand Trunk-- You see now it's Canadian National this period. And, uh,
there was a lot that happenedin the railroad when the takeover came from the-- when the
Grand Trunk was taken over by the Canadian National.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: It's like the Shoemakeron the corner taking over the big factory and he takes
all his insignificant helpinthere and put 'em in master positions. ‘Cause | saw some of them,
they brought out the Canadian National and put 'em incharge here it was ridiculous.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm. So that Group One, which was the-the White-
Bill Overton: The White.
Interviewer: was-was put in charge over-

Bill Overton: -charge over and no Blacks, of course, come in, except now there were some
Blacks in the Canadian-- on the Canadian National, before they came into the, they took
over the Grand Trunk. And inorder to impress everybody, these Blacks that came in had
seniority overthe Blacks that was-was there.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: And, uh, of course, uh, right herein Toronto, | think there was about 21 of
them came over, Jerry Hart and, uh-uh, no, not Bill Hart. Uh, Jerry Hart and Garaway and uh,
well the sleeping car porters, because the Grand Trunk had no sleepingcar.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: See at that time, Grand Trunk didn't have any sleepers. The Pullman Company
did all theirsleepingcar work.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: So, all the Canadian National porters came in, they even made them Porter
Instructors, the little guy around there didn't know anythingabout a dining car come in and
try to tell you how to run your buffetcar, your diningcar. And the discrimination at that
time was, uh, | in charge of a buffet car was called a porter in charge.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: Group Two. Group One in charge of a buffet car he was called a Stewart
Waiter. | received $100. He would receive $125.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
Bill Overton: Same work.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm, and you had had the previous experience.
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Bill Overton: | had well, previous experience and nothingelse all my life, buta waiter, this
guy just come out. Some couldn't evenspeak English.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
Bill Overton: And knew nothingabout food at all.
Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: And it was so, and this isnot just to, uh, to emphasize a fact, but it is a fact that
there was travelers who would wait for a coloured crew on the dining car rather than the
White crew, if it was at all possible because there was a difference inthe food.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: There was that difference.|’ve-I've seen some on, the man that was on the
Queen Special this Mother Queen now, when she came through and the man that was on
the diningcar that served those people on, or one of the diningcars on there, | would really
starve to death if | had to eat anything he cooked, because he was so filthy.

Interviewer: Really?

Bill Overton: And I've seen him do it. And whenyou see a man do it to not just a shelf, but
just,in all of the food in the kitchen, you know, you can't eat in that.

Interviewer: This is the man that was on the-

Bill Overton: On the Queen Special.

Interviewer: Is that right? Thiswould've beenabout 1935 or so.
Bill Overton: | guess itwas '39, was it? Somethinglike that.
Interviewer: Somewhere in there they came.

Bill Overton: When they made all that tour and special trains and this guy was put on it. |
don't know where he is now.

Interviewer: Were there any, um, any Black men on the-the tour?

Bill Overton: Oh yes. They had some of them on there, but, uh, and uh, | could have beenon
it. You, they-they wanted, uh, of course, they had to screen you and if you wanted to go, but
here's the point. | have a family and who wants to go out for six weeks around on that kind
of atour, there'snothing extrainit.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: It's only for the pleasure saying, uh, “l worked for the-- served the-- not even
servedthe queen, was on the Queen Special. That's all you got out of it.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
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Bill Overton: And they'dfire you just as quick, but there was no extra pay. No--they did
after they got through and got back. Those that came back, then they gave them a week off.
No pay.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: Just gave ‘ema week off. In fact, at that time, when you were working, don't
ask to get off, unlessit's your mother that's dead and they got to know it's your mother
that's dead, or they'll fire you.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: |, uh, negotiated with the railway for the first, uh, week vacation. We had it all
passed and everything one week, no matter whetheryou was with the country, company,
uh, I think you had to have a five year qualification. And, uh, if you'd been with them 50
years, the same thing, you only got one week.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: | was in Montreal and helpedto negotiate that. And then when | got back, the
superintendent here says, "Uh, well, uh, Bill, when do you want yours?" | said, "l guess|'ve
already had it. I'll take mine at that time.” | was down there because I-- that's the only way |
could get any extra money.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm. Would this be a vacation with pay or justa vacation?
Bill Overton: Yeah. A vacation with pay.
Interviewer: Pay. Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: In other words, it was time, pay and you couldn't get it. For instance, you
couldn't work and get paid, vacation time.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: In other words, you couldn't say, well, uh, worked the whole month and I'll
take the first week as my vacation and get that paid. No, | wouldn't have that because
they'd all be doing that.

Interviewer: Right.

Bill Overton: That would only be just one weekin the year that you would get double pay.
Interviewer: Right.

Bill Overton: Well, that, wasn't what we were fightingfor. We were fighting for time off.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
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Bill Overton: See? And when, uh, you work along for six or eight months, uh, you can't take
a time off why, it's ridiculous. And I meant-- when | say time off, Sundays and Mondays,
holidays as well.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
Bill Overton: Holidays was our most busiest time.
Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: In fact, the nextyear | had two weeks’ vacation, we'd negotiated and got two
weeks’ vacation. And | went in after we had negotiated and went to the superintendent,
say, "l want mine, the last weekin June, and the firstweekin July. My familyis having a
homecomingin Denver, Colorado, and | would like to spend a little time out there.” All right.
You know, the night| came in, the inspector on duty says, "Well, Bill,  haven't anybody to
relieve here." Isaid, "l don't care whetheryou have or not. Here's your keys." He says, "You
wouldn'tdare." | said, "Wouldn't I? If | dropped dead you'd find somebody.” And I’'m gone.
So, the-the agent was sitting there and he says, "Bill, uh, what's the trouble?" | says, "l've
made arrangements to get off tonight and I'm off. Here's the keys."

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: He says, "Well, couldn't you make another trip? Not one more trip, sir?" | says
"This is all negotiated.” “Well, | have nobodyto relieve you." “That’s all right. Car go out
withoutanybody then | guess. | haven't seenone go out yet withoutsomebody." He says,
"Well, uh, I'll have to call up." | forget who was the superintendent? I said, "Sure, do that.
Let me talk to him. I'd like to talk to him. No one know what's going on here.I'm not acting
anything." "But you know, Bill, nobody gets off inthe summer time." | said, "Why? Can you
tell me one good reason why | should have to wait for November, Decemberto get offor
January for holidays? Who wants to get off then, where can | go?"

Interviewer: Mm-hmm. So, it was really a matter of taking a stand since you had no
[unintelligible 00:21:42].

Bill Overton: Only | could have taken it.
Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: 'Cause anyone else would've got fired.
Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: Now, eventhough I'm retired since 1954, there's some of those retired
inspectors around there look on the Black man as dirt. They feel that way about, they show
it.

Interviewer: Is that right? Mm-hmm.

Bill Overton: They think that you have no right.
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Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
Bill Overton: Not equal right to anything.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm. And this has been-- | suppose, this was your attitude, always been
theirkind of attitude.

Bill Overton: They justgrew up. Excuse me. | rememberthe attitude of, uh, some of our
poor workers, White and Black on trains, and there was one time coming from--1was on a
parlor buffet during the war and business was extra heavy so that they had an extra man
assisting us, a porter. And he would be looking after the parlor car passengers, seeingthem
detrainor get on and off and uh, and kind of keep the car cleaned up while I was looking
after the meal service and all and running the car ingeneral. And this train man, because
this parlor car was on the tail end, wanted to take over the vestibule, keepitopen. And my
assistant, working right there, refusedto let himdo it. Well, there was almost a fist fight
about it.

Interviewer: The vestibule, would that be like the, uh--?
Bill Overton: Entrance from the--you come up on a vestibule and theninto the car.
Interviewer: Oh, right.

Bill Overton: See. And it was one of those blind end cars. The vestibule-the vestibule was
onlyon one end. Now, if the vestibule end was on the end of the train, that would've been
all right, but as that was inthe middle, we can't have that vestibule open. People are going
through the train.

Interviewer: Right.

Bill Overton: The porter and this trainman was having their problems. Well, [chuckles] the
porter’s now dead and he-heis, uh, he's very quick-tempered, uh, and all, and he was within
his rightsto insistthat, that vestibule be closed. So anyway, whenwe getinand the, uh--
another thing, the porter has to put all the bags inthat end to put any passengers off, that's
getting off. You see? When we get inunloadingthe passengers, why, he's got to unload
that. Well, here's this trainman justtrying to be as nasty as he could around and one thing
and another, and this porter getting hotter by the minute, 'cause he's interfering with him
making his nickels and dimes. So anyhow, that was all right. And they got all done. And the
uh, porter's quarters now, in the Union Station, was separate. The lockerroom was separate
from the train mens’.

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.
Bill Overton: So, in--
Interviewer: Keepin mind the trainman is White.

Bill Overton: Is White. Yeah. So, whenthe porter comes down, thistrain man chooses this
[chuckles] porter, right inthe locker room of our boys, dining car department. And this
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[chuckles] this porter took care of him. He come out of there all bloody. So of course, uh,
the stationauthoritiesreported right away to the superintendent. And, by that time, | had
remitted and went to the office and said, "There's some trouble down in the locker room." |
wentdown there. | said, "What happened?" He come in here carrying all that foolishness.” |
said, "Oh-oh." I said, "Keep still." Soanyhow, this-this guyis bloody as mischief. So, uh, when
they, uh, police was around there and had him, you know, and uh, all, but they didn't have
the porter. See, they was taking a statement of this train man and another. So, uh,
superintendent says to me, he says, "Uh, Bill, what happened on the way down?" |
explainedto him, | said, "Now, this man is asked forit." And| says, "This porter’s beenvery,
very much forgiving of all the things he did, took an awful lot of insults, more than |
would've." And | says, "l expected that that's what would happen." He says, "Bill, but tell me
this, what did he hit himwith?" [chuckles] | had to laugh 'cause he's a West Indian. And he
put the old head on him.You know the one—when the West Indians they hit you, they butt
you.

Interviewer: Uh-huh.
Bill Overton: They’ll splityour head wide open.
Interviewer: But that's what he put on him. [laughs]

Bill Overton: 'Cause the superintendentsaid, "I neversaw man of bloodyin all my life." And
he-and that was uh, God | don’t rememberat all.

Interviewer: No. Toronto in the early days.

Bill Overton: Yeah. Toronto in the early days, uh, it was rare that you saw a halfa dozen
coloured people outside of goingto church or from church or inchurch. Everything was
there was-- they were scattered around, there was hardly any districts, | guess at that time
that you couldn't go into, but you couldn't eat inevery place in Toronto. Uh, there was a
Baltimore lunch down, | think on King Street about the only place, you get a decentcup of
coffee, because in Canada at that time in Toronto especially, it was tea. If you went to get
coffee, yougot, um, itlooked like dishwater nobody-- but nobody drank coffee.

And uh, oh that is--that is sold it in restaurants. | don't know about these better class
people, places, restaurants, that | was able to go to why it was is, uh, main dishes, eitherfish
and chips. And that's somethingyou see very little of now, but that was all that was all
around. And your best meal outside of that was of course the beefand Yorkshire pudding
and the meal was 15 cents. But, uh, | know I, uh, have, uh, eaten, uh, plentyin the Baltimore
lunch and that wasn't too, uh, they weren't too eager to serve a Black person. And to go into
the theater, why a Black man had to go upstairs. There was no, uh, the onlyjobs around
Toronto inthe early days outside of railroading, was a Boot Black and they scattered one or
two on the city, the shops and, uh, | think the richest, but, uh, then, uh, there wasn't too
many coloured families here, that was permanent residence. The-the-the coloured camein
the spring and wentaway inthe fall.

Interviewer: Is that right?
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Bill Overton: And, uh, there'd be car loads of them would come in. The men would
[intelligible] were pretty good with the school French as an interpreter, you know, while
they were in the diningroom eating. And | don't know-

[00:30:19] [END OF AUDIO]
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