
Port Leader of the Year has Seen Plenty of Change

When a young 
Horace Alston 
began working 
on the Baltimore 

docks, he had to join longshoreman’s union
Local 858, the black union. Whites had a
different union, Local 825.
 Alston worked in the ship’s hold and, 
with other African Americans, handled the 
cargoes that whites didn’t want — pig iron, 
for instance, that had to be carried one bar at 
a time. It was two small for two men to carry, 
but very rough, heavy and awkward for one 
man alone. And fi shmeal in 100-pound bags 
that “smelled sooooo bad,” he recalls.
 It wasn’t until 10 years later, in 1974, that 
a discrimination case was successfully fi led, 
leading to a merging of the two locals into 
Local 333.

 After that, Alston says, everyone report-
ed to the central hiring hall on Clinton 

Street, where work was assigned 
based on seniority.

 But the passing of anti-
discrimination laws is not 

the biggest change Alston 
has seen in his 42 years
at the Port. That honor is 
reserved for automation.
    In 1970, he says, “About 

8,400 people worked at
the Port of Baltimore and in 

the Cambridge, Md., port com-
bined. Now the Cambridge port 
is closed and we’re down to 

about 2,200 people total. It used to take one 
man an hour to move a ton of cargo. Now, 
with containerized cargo and cranes, you 
can move 80 tons of cargo in three minutes 
— moving a 40-ton container off the ship 
and another on. It was good for the shippers, 
but it put lots of people out of work.”
 Alston had an inauspicious start for 
someone who has become such a well-
known leader in the Port of Baltimore com-
munity, where he won the Baltimore Junior 
Chamber of Commerce’s Port Leader of The 
Year Award for 2005.
 The Port Leader of the Year award is 
given annually to honor an individual who 
has made distinguished contributions to the 
Port of Baltimore community. Nominations 
are accepted by the Port community at large 
and voted on by a peer panel.
 He was born and raised in Franklin 
County, N.C., and came to Baltimore in 1957. 
He’d just gotten out of the Army and was en 
route to New York, where he intended to live. 
Alston made a stop in Baltimore on the way, 
though, to visit a certain young lady named 
Bernice, whom he had met while in the ser-
vice. He never did make it to New York.
 After his marriage to Bernice and working 
various jobs, “Someone asked me if I’d like to 
work on the docks,” Alston remembers.
 It sounded pretty interesting, so he gave 
it a try.
 His rise was rapid: from the hold, he 
worked his way up, “making friends along 
the way and always learning from the
person next to me.”
 He learned crane operations and be-
came a gang leader. He was asked to run 
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