
George Thomas Dickerson 
Railroad Telegrapher and Freight Agent, NC&StL 

October 11, 1876 - April 19, 1943 
 
    George T. Dickerson was the son of William H. and Martha J. (Baley) 
Dickerson.  He was born in Tennessee on October 11, 1876 and lived in western 
Tennessee all of his life.  On November 28, 1897, he married Ellen Jackson 
Brewer, the daughter of James W. and Mary Ann (McCall) Brewer, in Buena 
Vista, Tennessee.  In the 1900 Federal Census, they were still living in Carroll 
County where Ellen was incorrectly listed as “Hellen J.”  By this time, they were 
the parents of James Leon Dickerson who was born on February 18, 1899, and had 
included George’s mother, Martha J, as part of their household since William H. 
had died around 1898 at the age of 45.  George was listed as a farmer. 
    Sometime during the early 1900’s, George went to work for the Nashville, 
Chattanooga and St. Louis Railroad (NC&StL).  In 1909, he took and passed the  
 

  
 
examination to become a Railroad Telegraph Operator.  During this period, he and 
Ellen had three more children: Wilbur Horace on December 7, 1901; Kate on 
September 19, 1904; and Deroy Odell on January 1, 1909.  A final child, Birdene, 
was born on July 19, 1911.   



    Sometime after passing his examination, George became a member of The 
Order of Railroad Telegraphers (ORT).  This union was a part of the American 
Federation of Labor (AFL) along with several railroad labor groups.  On October 
26, 1910, George applied for Life Insurance through the ORT’s Mutual Benefit 
Department and was accepted on November 14, 1910.  The certificate consisted of 
a nicely engraved cover page (below), 

 
 



and an application page shown below. 
 

 
This page provided a lot of personal detail about George that had been lost to 
history such as physical size and family health history. 



    By 1915, the NC&StL was already modernizing its communications to the point 
that an “INSTRUCTIONS Governing The Use of the Telephone in Train and 
Message Service’ was published. 

      
 
    During World War I, the nation’s railroads were taken over by the government 
to ensure maximum effort and efficiency instead of competition.  As a result, rail-
road unions had to deal directly with the United States Railroad Administration.   

   
 
    During this period, in addition to membership cards, the ORT was using ciphers 
to communicate with their members.   

     



George did not keep the cipher for these two documents, but he wrote the answers 
on the July to December slip as “Justice” and “Liberty.”  Therefore, eleven of the 
26 letters for the 1918 Key can be known; A=c, C=e, G=u, H=y, M=t, N=i, P=l, 
Q=j, V=s, W=r, and Y=b.  Using the method of Frequency Analysis and these 
known letters, the January to June password would be deciphered as “Patriotism” 
and the wire test would be “Hope.”   
    The Order of Telegraph Operators issued their “Unwritten Work” letter in 1917. 
 

 



 
This letter provided instructions for union meetings.  Initially, the Cipher Key was 
not available, but the letter can be deciphered using Frequency Analysis in less 
than two hours.  However, the Key was later found among George’s papers and is 
included at the end of the article.  Therefore, anyone wishing to decipher the 
Unwritten Work can try before given the answer key. 
    During the war, the American Red Cross held several fund raising drives and 
George contributed to the Second Red Cross War Fund in 1918. 

 
    Under the USRA, the unions had to present contracts dealing with hours, wages 
and concessions, directly to the government.  Therefore, union committees met to 
discuss and agree upon terms and provisions.  George kept three such letters. 
 

 



 
 

June 18, 1918 



 
 

February 28, 1918 



 
 

August 29, 1918 



    In addition to letters, George kept notices of Mutual Benefit Department 
Assessments such as shown below. 
 

 
 

 
 

    George sent the ORT $3 for this period and the ORT remitted $1.20 in a letter 
dated June 25, 1918, stating “we do not credit partial assessments.” 



    After the war, George continued to work along the Paducah-Memphis Division 
of the NC&StL and continued to live in Wildersville, Tennessee.  He received a 
letter from the ORT in 1924 for which only the envelope remains.  But it is a 
valuable envelope as it was postmarked by the “Nashville & Memphis R.P.O.” 
(Railroad Post Office). 

 
 
   In addition to letters, George kept many of his Individual Income Tax Returns. 
1922, NC&StL Agent Wages, $1,918.31  Express Commission, $150.00 
1923, NC&StL Agent Wages, $1,934.08  Express Commission, $165.58 
1924, Not found 
1925, NC&StL Agent Wages, $2,022.71  Express Commissions, $160.29 
1926, NC&StL Agent Wages, $2,051.14  Express Commissions, $155.00 
1927, NC&StL Agent Wages, $1,068.00  Express Commissions, $120.00 
(It is uncertain why his wages dropped so much in 1927.  However, it may be 
assumed that he did not work as much because his son, James Leon, died on March 
27, 1927, and his wife may have been sick since she died on February 29, 1928.) 
1928-1930, No tax returns were found. 
1930, NC&StL Agent Wages, $1,697.55 
1932, NC&StL Agent Wages, $1,377.48  Express Commissions, $90.00 
1933, NC&StL Agent Wages, $1,355.40  Express Commissions, $90.00 
The drop in wages is a direct result in the economic downturn of the country 
during the Great Depression.  And the strange part of the tax returns is that he 
listed his name as “G.T. Dickson.”  This change is not unusual, since 
correspondence with the ORT used several different spellings.  However, after 
1930, G.T. Dickson was used on most correspondence including membership 
cards. 



 
 
    In 1933, he received a calendar card from the ORT that included the following 
on the reverse. 
 

 
 

And in 1936, he received a copy of the ORT Constitution. 
 

    



    During his tenure with the NC&StL, George worked in Wildersville, Huron, and 
Puryear, Tennessee and Hazel, Kentucky.  In addition to the ORT Mutual Benefit 
Department, he had insurance policies with Woodmen of the World and the Mutual 
Benefit Health and Accident Association. 
 

 



    George T. Dickerson/Dickson died on April 19, 1943.  He never remarried and it 
is not known if he ever retired from the Nashville, Chattanooga and St. Louis 
Railroad.  He was buried along with his wife and son in Spelling Cemetery, located 
in Buena Vista, Tennessee. 
 

 
 

    As promised, here is the 1917 Cipher Key. 
 

 
 

(This biography was prepared by Stewart Wade, the husband of Linda Ozier Wade.  
Linda is the Great-Granddaughter of George T. Dickerson, Granddaughter of Kate 
Dickerson Ozier, and Daughter of William N. Ozier.  These papers were rescued 
from the burning of old family papers in 1970, by Stewart, mostly for the stamps.) 


