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THE NOISELESS REVOLUTION
By Carl Matner

Noverber 18, 1883, is a day that should g down in
voluntaryist history. It marks what is possible for
people to achieve when they are left to themselves to
solve their own problems. It shows what is possible when
social change depends only on proprietary justice and
respect for individual rights. It was on that day that
the standard time zone plan was put into effect over
nearly all of North America. What is so voluntaryist
about this achievement is that the whole program was
accamplished without the benefit of legislation; no
compulsion was threatened or used. Some individuals and
camunities, as well as the federal government and a
small nuwber of local railroads refused to use the new
time, but no one was threatened with jail or penalty.
The idea of reducing the multiplicity of local times in
use throughout the continent was largely generated out of
the railroads’' desire to sinplify their operating sched-
ules. The standard time plan was a voluntary arrangement
implemented by their General Time Convention. Adoption
of standard time was unique in that it was carried out by
private initiative and it surely demonstrates the rela-
tionship of the general habits and usages of the popula-
tion, public opinion and the real world. The purpose of
this article is to describe the history and background of
this event, because it proves that free, ummlested in-
dividuals are quite capable of both recognizing social
problems and inplementing creative solutions, without the
need for any government whatsoever, A number of other
related issues will be examined, such as the acceptance
of Greerwich Mean Time in England (there also a railroad
motivated usage), and the use of the Greerwich meridian
as an intemational geographical reference point. Even
these subsidiary points reinforce the woluntaryist con-
tention that the existence of government is not necessary
to the smoth functioning of a voluntary society.

Prior to the early 1880's, mean sun time, or what was
referred to as local time, was cammonly used by most
people throughout North: America. Before the caming of
the railroads, the distances travelled were not usually
large enough or traversed fast enough to make ary signif-

icant difference with respect to time between different -

parts of the continent. Due to the earth's shape and ro-

tation and its place in the solar system, when the sun is

directly overhead 1n one place (thus being noon according

to a local sun dial), it is not noon in places same dis-
tance to the east or west. The time varies approximately
one minute for every thirteen miles, or one second for
every 1,140 feet of longitude. So for exanple, in a city
of the size of New York, noon time based on the sun might
vary several minutes from the eastem-most part to the
western-most part of the city. What this geographical
fact presents is the question of how to determine noon,
or ary exact tim over a significant portion of the
earth's surface.

The use of a multiplicity of local times presented no
real problams until the growth of the railroad industry
during the middle of the 19th Century. Smaller commumi-
ties had traditionally used the time of their larger
neighboring cities and in the large cities, local time
was usually designated by sun time at city hall or some
other designated point. The larger railroads used the
time standard of their home terminals. For instance, the
Pemnsylvania Railroad in the East used Philadelphia,
which was five minutes slower than New York time and five
mirutes faster than Baltimore time. The Baltimore and
Ohio Railroad used Baltimre time for trains out of
Baltimore, Colunbus time for trains in Ohio and Vincennes
time for trains running west of Cincinnati. Most of the
railroads running west and south of Chicago, used Chicago
time and those rumning west fram St. Louis used St. Louis
time. In short, the rajlroads had a problem coordinating
their schedules and travellers had a problem in knowing
the actual arrival or departure time of trains, since
there were literally hundreds of comunities using dif-
ferent local times. Railroad industry records indicate
that there were probably at least 100 different local
times in use by the railroads prior to the adoption of
standard time.

In larger cities, it was not uncommon to see three or
four clocks in the railroad station, all reading dif-
ferent times. For exanple, at Buffalo, New York, there
were clocks set to New York City time (for the New York
Central Railroad), Colurbus time (for the Lake Shore and
Michigan Southern Railroads), and to local Buffalo time.
In Pittsburgh six clocks were seen in the terminal build-
ing. Since accurate time was a canmodity that people
willingly paid for, in the larger cities, 1ike New York,
the Western Union Telegraph Compary provided a subscrip-
tion service to camercial customers; sending them a time
signal every day at noon. Time balls were not an uncam-
mon sight. These were large balls (sometimes 3 or 4 feet
in diameter) mounted on spires at the top of prominent
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buildings in the larger cities. At noon every day, the
time ball would fall, signalling- to the populace the
exact arrival of noontime. Campetition between time
standards and in the provision of time was left to the
free market, as can be seen in the case of Kansas City.
There, the leading jewelers (who sold timepieces) all had
their own standards of time, and no two standards
agreed. Sometimes the variation in jewelers time was as
much as 20 minutes. Every jeweler took his own reading,
thereby hoping to prove the accuracy of his own merchan-
dise. Each jeweler had his own customers who set: their
watches according to their jeweler's time and swore by
it. ‘According to one account, "the people of Kansas City
never did have accurate information on the arrival and
departure of trains, except such as was gained by going
to the edge of the hill and Tooking down at the railway
station." The babel of clocks in Kansas City was eventu-
ally solved by the adoption of the time ball system.

The railroads were cognizant of these problams. As one
newspaper of the era put it, "The confusion of time
standards was the source of unceasing anngyance and
trauble." Not only did various time standards pose a
problem for travellers, who often might miss trains be-
cause of using a standard differing from the railroad
standard, but the multiplicity also presented a safety
problem because of the risk of crews misinterpreting
which time standard was to be used and of dispatchers
ordering trains out on the same track at the wrong time.
In Mgy 1872, an association of railroad superintendents
met in St. Louis to discuss summer train schedules. This
meeting led to the formation of a permanent organization
successively known as the Time-Table Convention, the
General Time Convention, the American Railway Associ-
ation, and finally the Association of American Railroads.
However, the Time Convention had been preceded by a con-
vention of railroad personnel in New York in October
1869. There they had listened to the presentation of
Charles Ferdinand Dowd of Saratoga Springs, New York, who
proposed a plan of standard time zones based on a merid-
jan passing through Washington, D.C. .
Dowd, who was principal of a girl's seminary in upstate
New York, had himself experienced and perceived the prob-
lem faced by the railroads of the country. In an effort
to come up with a solution to the problem of so many con-
fusing time standards, he proposed 4 hourly time zones

for the continent (Washington time for the Atlantic
states, one hour slower for the Mississippi Valley
states, 2 hours slower for the Rocky Mountain states, and
3 hours slower for the Pacific states). Sparked by the
appointment of a conmittee of railway superintendents who
were to review his plan, Dowd authored two studies in
1870, published under the titles of “System of National
Time for Railroads" and "National Railroad Time". Al-
though his plans were treated favorably, the railroads
were slow to act. The first formal meeting of the Time-
Table Convention took place on October 1, 1872, in
Louisville, Kentucky. The following year, Dowd embarked
on a program of obtaining written pranises fram railroad
executives, which provided for the introduction of his
standard time plan as soon as a majority of the execu-
tives of the country had agreed. The financial panic of
1873 disrupted interest in his plan, so that it was not
until the early 1880's that the railroads were in a posi-
tion to renew their efforts on behalf of time standardi-
zation. However, through the remainder of the 1870's,
the issue did not entirely drop out of sight. Sanford
Fleming, a Canadian railroad engineer, became interested
in time reform and published several intermational
articles on "uniform or terrestial time", as he called
it. In 1878, he presented his plan for a 24 hour terres-
tial day to the Canadian Institute. Fleming's plan was
based on a meridian 180 degrees fram Greerwich. Various

_papers adwocating such ideas as decimalization of daily

time and the dual use of standard and local times were
delivered before various cultural and scientific groups.
Such groups as the American Metrological Society, the
American Association for the Advancement of Science and
the American Society of Civil Engineers al1 supported the
call for a new timekeeping system.

In 1881, the General Time Convention met again and
appointed William Frederick Allen as a conmittee of one
to investigate Dowd's and Fleming's suggested time zone
plans. Allen came from a prominent railroad family and
had been for many years the secretary of the General Time
Convention and also managing editor of the OFFICIAL GUIDE
OF THE RAILWAYS. Allen's favorable report was finally
presented on April 18, 1883, to the meeting of the
Southern Railway Time Convention meeting in New York
City. Allen's plan differed fram Dowd's in that instead
of basing the time zones on the: meridian passing through
Washington, Allen chose to base his zones on the 75th and
90th meridians. By spacing the zones 15 degrees of long-
itude apart, he provided even hour differences between
them. As Allen realized, it was an added advantage to
his plan to use zones based on a reference point' to the
Greerwich meridian, because similar plans had already
been proposed by scientists and scientific societies for
time systems which were designed to include the whole
world. He referred to this as "a gratifying but not a
convincing argument in its favor fram a railway stand-
point." Nevertheless Allen was not intimidated by scien-
tific authority or the existence of goverrment boundar-
ies, for he wrote that:
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