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RAILWAY LEGISLATION

FROM   AN ADDRESS DELIVERED BEFORE THE LEGISLATURE OF TEXAS, IN AUSTIN, APRIL 6, 1905
THERE are one or two things that I would like particularly to say in this chamber, and to the members of the Texas Legislature.  I received a copy of the resolution passed by your body, introduced, I understand, by ex-Minister Terrell, in reference to the passage of the Interstate Commerce Act.  I wish to thank you most heartily for what you did.  I think, Governor, Mr.  Speaker, and gentlemen, that the longer our experience in public office is, the more we realize that at least ninety five per cent, if not more, in importance, of the work done by any public officer who is worth his salt has nothing whatever to do with partisan politics.  The things that concern us all as good citizens are infinitely larger than the matters concerning which we are divided one from the other along party lines.  Fundamentally our attitude in our foreign affairs and in reference to foreign nations must in the long run, if we are to be successful as a people, be based upon certain common sense rules of conduct, the identical rules upon which every self-respecting citizen must base his private actions.

This is equally true as regards all questions dealing with capital and labor; and especially with those dealing with the great aggregates of capital usually to be found in corporate form through which so much of our business at the present day is conducted.  It is essential, in dealing thus by legislative action with corporate wealth, or indeed with wealth in any form, that we remember and act upon certain rules simple enough and commonplace enough to state, but not always easy to act upon.  Most emphatically we can not as good Americans bear hostility to any rich man as such any more than to any poor man as such.  My experience has been that the man who talks over loudly of his hostility to corporate wealth can not be trusted even to antagonize corporate wealth when it is wrong.  Let us be moderate in oar statements; but let us make our deeds bears out absolutely our words.

With this preliminary I would like to say in brief just what my position is as regards the particular question with which I had to deal and as regards which the Texas Legislature took the action I so much appreciate.

On the whole there have been few instruments in the economic development of the country which have done more for the country than the railroads.  I do not wish in any shape or way to interfere with the legitimate gain of any of the big men whose special industrial capacity enables them to handle the railroads so as to be of profit to themselves and of advantage to all of us.  I should be most reluctant — I will put it stronger than that — I should absolutely refuse to be a party to any measure, to any proposition, that interfered with the proper and legitimate prosperity of those men; and I should feel that such a measure was aimed not only at them, but at all of us, for any attack upon the legitimate prosperity of any of us is in the long run sure to turn into an attack upon all.  With that proviso (as to which I ask you to remember that I mean literally every word) let me further add that the public has the right (not a privilege, but in my view a duty) to see that there is on its behalf exercised such supervisory and regulatory power over the railroads as will ensure that while they get fair treatment themselves, they give it in return.  The proper exercise of that power is conditioned upon the securing of proper legislation, which will enable the representatives of the public to see to it that any unjust or oppressive or discriminating rate is altered, so as to be a just and fair rate, and is altered immediately.

I know well that when you give that power there is a chance of its being occasionally abused.  There is no power that can be given to the representatives of the people which it is not possible to abuse.  As every one knows, the power of taxation, which must of course be given to the representatives of the people, is the power of death, for it is possible to kill any industry by excessive taxation.  There must be a certain trust placed in the common sense and common honesty of those who are to enforce the law.  If it ever falls, and I think it will, to my lot to nominate a board to carry out such a law, I shall nominate men, as far as I am able, on whose ability, courage, and integrity I can count, men who will not be swayed by any influence whatever, direct or indirect, social, political, or any other, to show improper favoritism to any railroad, and who, on the other hand, if a railroad is unjustly attacked, no matter if that attack has behind it the feeling of prejudice of ninety nine per cent, of the people, will stand up against that attack.  That is my interpretation of the doctrine of the square deal.



