S Menon(HMS), GeneralSecretaryWesternRailway
EinnloveesUnion

A shortbiographicahote.on S Menon (HMS) GeneralSecretary, West
ern Raiway EmployeesUnion, interviewedon July 29, 2004,in Bombay

S Menonwasbornin a agriculturistfamily in a village called Naraduin
Keralaon 14 January,1932. His fatherwas a Panchayaemployee.

S Menonwas a brilliant studentand studiedupto matriculationin his
village school. Since his father could not bearthe expensef his collage
studies, S Menoncameto Bombayin searchof a job after 1950 sincehis
unclewas employedhere.

In thebeginning, S Menongotajob in amill andlaterwentto Gujaratas
a Railway clerk in 1953. He appearedn serviceexaminationand becamea
guard.He wasin Gujaratfor thirty years.

S Menonwasfluentin spokenEnglish, hencehe was askedto organise
theunion atBhavnagarthento Ahmedabad. S Menonhadjoinedtheunion
in 1954, just aftercomingto Gujarat.

S Menonwasbranchsecretaryin the beginningat Bhavnagaibut soon
becameGeneralSecretaryHe retiredin 1990.He becaméhe GeneralSecre
tary of the WesternRailway EmployeedJnion after Umrao Mai Purohit.

In Gujarat, S Menonwas activein variouswaysandwaspopular.The
seniormembersf the union soonspottedhim andtook him in the branch
from wherehe wastakento negotiationsHowever, S Menonemphasises
thathis unionremainednon-politicalunlike National Railwaymers union
led by GPI(M).

larifying his position, S saysthat his union getsinvolved in politics
sometimeandyetremainsfree. In 1960, whentherewas a major movement
launchedby entral Govermentmployeesn which railwaymenalsowere
active, S Menonhadno majorrolein it thoughhewasalsoa participant.

In Gujaratin fact no major movementadtakenplacein the railwaystill
1974,as S Menonsays. S Menonorganisedhe railwaymenfor the big
event. GeorgeFernandesvas the AIRF presidentand cameto Bhavnagarto
seethepreparationsAccordingto George therewasno possibility of a strike
in Gujaratandhe cameout with somesuggestionso S Menon.

Georgeobservedhatif somepeoplewere paidin advanceandbeaterup
in public, peoplewould get excitedand strike would take placeeasily. S
Menonrefusedo listento him. However,now it becamea challengefor S
Menonandhe acceptedt.

S Menon startedvisiting the homesof the railway employeesand dis-
cussissueswith them. The problemswereanalysedhreadbareandneedto
fight becameagenerallyacceptedact.-Therevascompletestrikein Bhavnagar
and it was shownevenin a BB programmeln JamnagarSabarmatiand



any other places,strike was successfulLater when the e ployees were
arrestedandkeptin jails, they did not stop their agitation.

In everyjail, theyfoughtfor quality food, newspaperstc. It wasonly after
theseagitations,that for the first tie, therewere ceiling fansinstalledfor
the prisonersn three onths, while theywerein jail theygotall their de-
ands acceptedC Menonwasatradeunionistwherevemhewent, organising
eetings andgiving speechesin Gujaratalone, 8000 courtedarrest.

The strike in 1974 was historic in teh sensethat nowherein the world,
twelve lakh railway en wenton strike. Thoughit was struggleto settleper
sonaland political scorefor GeorgeFernandesvith Indira Gandhiandthere
fore no invitations for negotiationswere accepted,the consequencewere
faced by the workers alone as they lost their jobs. George Fernandeshad
pro ised thathe would go on his kneesto beglIndira Gandhifor thosewho
would lose jobs, but after the strike he forgot the all. Evenwhen Geroge
beca e Railway Minister, he did not help a single worker.

It was the union alonewho fought for the worker. Out of 2000 drivers,
only 80 weretakenbackby Supre e Gourtorders.

Therehavebeenatte pts to disruptthe unionby for ing categorywise
unionslike locodrivers associationGuardcouncil, photographersassocia
tion thathasonly 24 e bers. However, the union hasre ained intact.
Everytwo years,a ove ent islaunched.The attitudeof thegover ent has
also changedafter they experiencedhe strengthof the railway workersin
1974.

Throughstrugglesthe workersgoottheirvariousde ands et. Nowhere
in tehworld, pensionergetahike butin Indianrailways, thesepensionsare
revisedtwice a year.D A is basedon variablerating. Thereis a per anent
negotiatingachinery thatnegotiatesvith the anage ent everytwo onths
andthe possibilitiesof a strike is neverruled out.

With odern technology, any workersarelosingtheir jobs that cannot
beresistedhroughanystruggle.Manpowers reducecever*vhereThe gow
ern ent is takingloanfro the World Bank that advisesthe to privatise
the unitslike Ghittaranjanfactory thatwas producingstea, dieselaswell
as electric enginesand were exportedtoo. E ployees Federationhas op-
posedit stronglyandfor so etie thegovern ent hasbackedout.

In theleadershipf G S Menon, therailway workersareinvolvedin social
ork too. Theyarethetop blooddonersin Bo bay now for threeyears.They
organisdutorial classedor the e ployees to studyfurther. Evenin riots, the
railway e ployees haveplayedan exe plary role.



S. Menon (HMS), General Secretary,
Western Railway Emnlovees$ Union

A shorttranscriptivenoteon C S Menon(HMS) General Secretary, Western
Raiway EmployeesUnion, interviewedon July 29, 2004,in Bombay

| wasbornin a agriculturistfamily in avillage calledNaraduin Keralaon
14 January,1932, My fatherwas a Panchayaemployee.

lwasa brilliant student&andstudiedupto matriculationin m}* village school.
Sincemy fathercould not bearthe expense®f my collagestudies,l cameto
Bombayin searchof a job after 1950 sincemy unclewas employedhere.

In the beginning,l gotajob in amill andlaterwentto Gujaratasa Railway
clerkin 1953.| appearedn serviceexaminationandbecamea guard.| was
in Gujaratfor thirty years.

| wasfluentin spokenEnglish,hencel was askedto organisethe union at
Bhavnagarthento Ahmedabad! hadjoined the unionin 1954, just alter
comingto Gujarat.

| was branchsecretaryin the beginningat Bhavnagarbut soonbecame
GeneralSecretaryl retiredin 1990.1 becamethe GeneralSecretaryof the
WesternRailway EmployeedJnion afterUmraoMai Purohit.

In Gujarat,l wasactivein variouswaysandwaspopular.The seniormem
bersof the union soonspottedme andtook me in the branchfrom wherel
was takento negotiations.However, our union remainednon-political un-
like NationalRailwaymers unionled by GPI(M).

My uniongetsinvolvedin politics sornetime.angletremainstree.In 1960,
whentherewasamajormovementaunchedoy CentralGovermenemploy
eesin whichrailwaymenalsowereactive,| hadno majorrolein it thoughhe
was alsoa participant.

In Gujaratin fact no major movementhadtakenplacein the railwaystill
1974.1 had organisedthe railwaymenfor the big event. GeorgeFernandes
wasthe AIRE presidentandcameto Bhavnagaito seethe preparationsAc-
cordingto George,therewasno possibility of a strike in Gujaratandhe came
out with somesuggestionso me.

Georgeobservedhatif somepeoplewerepaidin advanceto getbeaten
up in public, peoplewould get excitedand strike would take placeeasily. |
refusedo listento him. However,now it becamea challengefor | and| had
acceptedt.

| startedvisiting the homesof the railway employeesand discussissues
with them. The problemswere analysedthreadbareand needto fight be
camea generallyacceptedact. Therewascompletestrike in Bhavnagaiand
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otherplaces,strike was successfulLaterwhenthe employeesverearrested
andkeptin jails, they did not stop their agitation.



n everyjail, theyfoughtfor quality food, newspaperstc. t wasonh” after
theseagitations,that for the first time, therewere ceiling fansinstalledfor
the prisoners.n threemonths,while they werein jail theygot all their de-
mandsaccepted. was a trade unionistwherever! went, organisingmeet
ings and giving speechesn Gujaratalone, 8000 courtedarrest.

The strike in 1974 was historic in the sensethat nowherein the world,
twelve lakh railwaymenwenton strike. Thoughit was struggleto settleper
sonalandpolitical scorefor GeorgeFernandesvith ndira Gandhiandthere
fore no invitations for negotiationswere acceptedthe consequencew/ere
faced by the workers alone as they lost their jobs. GeorgeFernandeshad
promisedthathe would go on his kneesto beg ndira Gandhifor thosewho
would lose jobs, but after the strike he forgot them all. Evenwhen Geroge
becameRailway Minister, he did not help a singleworker.

t was the union alonewho fought for the worker. Out of 2000 drivers,
only 80 weretakenbackby SupremeCourtorders.

Therehavebeenattemptsto disruptthe union by forming categor}*wise
unionslike locodrivers associationGuardcouncil, photographersassocia
tion that hasonly 24 members. However, the union hasremainedintact.
Everytwo years,a movements launched.The attitudeof thegovermentas
also changedafter they experiencedhe strengthof the railway workersin
1974.

Throughstruggles,the workersgot their variousdemandsnet. Nowhere
in theworld, pensionergetahike butin ndianrailways,thesepensionsare
revisedtwice ayear.D A is basedon variablerating. Thereis a permanent
negotiatingnachinerythatnegotiatesvith themanagemergverytwo months
andthe possibilitiesof a strike is neverruled out.

With moderntechnology,manyworkersarelosing their jobs that cannot
beresistedhroughany struggle.Manpowerns reduceceverywhereThe gov-
ernments takingloan from the World Bank that advisesthemto privatise
the unitslike Chittaranjarfactory thatwasproducingsteam,dieselaswell
as electric enginesand were exportedtoo. EmployeesFederationhas op-
posedit stronglyandfor sometimethe governmentasbackedout.

My railwayworkersareinvolvedin socialwork too. Theyarethetop blood
donersin Bombaynow for threeyears.We organisetutorial classedor the
employeego studyfurther. Evenin riots, therailway employeesaveplayed
anexemplaryrole.
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