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THE NOISELESS REVOLUTION
fy Carl Watner

Noventer 18, 1883, 1s a <¾y that should go down in
voluntaryist history. I t marks what 1s possible for
people to achieve when t h ^ are le f t to themselves to
solve their own problems. I t shows what 1s possible when
social change depends only on proprietary justice and
respect for Individual rights. I t was on that day that
the standard time zone plan was put Into effect over
nearly a l l of North America. What 1s so voluntaryist
about this achievement 1s that the whole program was
acccnplished without the benefit of legislation; no
compulsion was threatened or used. Some Individuals and
camirrities, as well as the federal goverrment and a
small umber of local railroads refused to use the new
time, but no one was threatened with j a i l or penalty.
The Idea of reducing the nu l t ipUdty of local times 1n
use througjhout the continent was largely generated out of
the railroads1 desire to sinplHy their operating sched-
ules. The standard time plan was a voluntary arrangement
Inpiemented by their General Time Convention. Adoption
of standard time was unique 1n that 1t was carried out by
private ini t iat ive and 1t surely demonstrates the rela-
tionship of the general habits and usages of the popula-
t ion, public opinion and the real world. The purpose of
this article 1s to describe the history and background of
this event, because 1t proves that free, unmolested i n -
dividuals are quite capable of both recognizing social
problems and Inplementing creative solutions, without the
need for any government whatsoever, A runber of other
related Issues wil l be examined, such as the acceptance
of Greenwich Mean Time 1n England (there also a railroad
motivated usage), and the use of the Greenrich meridian
as an international geographical reference point. Even
these subsidiary points reinforce the voluntaryist con-
tention that the existence of government 1s not necessary
to the smooth functioning of a voluntary society.

Prior to the early 1880's, mean sun time, or what was
referred to as local time, was commonly used by most
people througjhout North America. Before the coming of
the railroads, the distances travelled were not usually
large enough or traversed fast enough to make an/ s1gn1f-r
leant difference with respect to time between different
parts of the continent. Due to the earth's shape and ro-
tation and I ts place 1n the solar system, when the sun 1s
directly overhead 1n one place (thus being noon according

to a local sun d ia l ) , i t is not noon in places sane 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 m iÿ t
røry several minutes from the eastern-most part to the
western-most part of the city. What this geographical
fact presents 1s the question of how to determine noon,
or ary exact time over a sigrlfleant portion of the
earth s surface.

The use of a nul t ipUdty of local times presented no
real problems until the growth of the railroad Industry
during the middle of the 19th Century. Smaller camuni-
ties had traditionally used the time of their larger
neigjhboring cit ies and 1n the large c i t ies, local time
was usually designated by sun time at city hall or some
other desigiated point. The larger railroads used the
time standard of their home terminals. For instance, the
Pennsylvania Railroad 1n the East used Philadelphia,
which was f ive minutes slower than New York time and five
minutes faster than Baltimore time. The Baltimore and
Ohio Railroad used Baltimore time for trains out of
Baltimore, Colinbus time for trains 1n Ohio and Vincemes
time for trains running west of Cincinnati. Most of the
railroads running west and south of Chicago, used Chicago
time and those running west from St. Louis used St. Louis
time. In short, the railroads had a problem coordinating
their schedules and travellers had a problem in knowing
the actual arrival or departure time of trains, since
there were l i tera l ly hundreds of canamities using dif-
ferent local times. Railroad industry records indicate
that there were probably at least 100 different local
times 1n use by the railroads prior to the adoption of
standard time.

In larger c i t ies, i t was not unccmnon to see three or
four clocks 1n the railroad station, al l 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), Colinbus 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 cortmodiìy that people
willingly paid for, in the larger c i t ies, l ike New York,
the Western Union Telegraph Corrpary provided a subscrip-
tion service to commercial customers; sending them a time
signal every dqy at noon. Time balls were not an uncom-
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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