
Tower 17 
BY KEVIN EuDALY/ PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR 

SU~L\lER 1985 FOUND ME in Hou8ton in 
the midst of a major project study­
ing the efficiency of the r emoval 

of asbestos from schools in the Houston 
Independent School District. There 
is only one way to describe Houston 
summers - hot; well, actually two - hot 
and humid. l can tolerate hot , but humid 
usually gets the better ofme. It looked to 
be a long, miserable summer. 

But it turned out not so bad. The work 
schedule had a lot of free time built in, 
and that meant a fair share of railfan­
ning. During the stWllller I got quite 
familiar with the Houston rail scene, and 
among the photographs across the city, 
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I somehow found my way to Rosenberg, 
on Houston's far southwest side. Rosen­
berg at the time was where the South­
ern Pacific main line between Houston 
aud Sau Antonio (i.e. the Sunset Route) 
crossed the Santa Fe route between 
Galveston aud Temple. Additionally, 
there was an SP branch line that left the 
junction and headed southwest to Victo­
ria and a little-used branch that once 
went south a short distance through Guy 
to Damon known as the Damon Mound 
Branch. 

The 16 miles of branch line between 
what was called Guy Jnnction in Rosen ­
berg and Guy were abandoned in 1986, a 

ABOVE: The operator In Tower 17 is fulfllllng his 
duties with two trains at the lnterlocklng on July 
28, 1985. Already routed through the plant Is 
the second train of the day, a westbound Santo 
Fe freight behind SD40-2 5203 , C30-7 8062, 
ond F45 5952. Approaching In the distance Is 
a westbound Southern Pacific freight. Though 
geographlcally odd, Sonta Fe trains from Temple 
to Galveston were westbound, even though they 
generally went southeast. The points of the 
switch in the foreground will change once the 
train clears, routing the SP freight to Victoria, 
Texas, so the train orders ore for that route. 

year after I was there in 1985. The branch 
between Guy and Dam.on had already 
been gone for more than four decades. 

Through My Lens 
TRACKSIOE ADVENTURES AND MEMORIE S 

TOP: The first train of t he afternoon of July 28, 
1985, was o westbound drag behind SD45T-2s 
9223, 9361 , and 9385 . Thi s frei ght stayed on 
the Sunset Route. I'm standing on the porch of 
t he tower. 

ABOVE MIDDLE: Tower 17's panel was this 
folrly simple affair. This photograph was token 
between the SP freight at upper right and the 
Santo Fe train above. 

LEFT: SP westbound Train HOVID (Hou ston­
Victorlo Drag} ho s ea sed up to the Interlocking 
and Is waiting for the Santo Fe eastbound to 
clear so It can get routed past Tower 17. The 
train orders for the SP freight ore already 
hanging on the hoops to the left of the tower. 



But the real attraction at Rosen . 
berg in 1985 was Tower 17. Even from 
the perspective of 1985, I knew at the 
time this was a relic of the past. It was 
a 27-function electric plant with equip­
ment built by Taylor Signal Company, 
and it was opened for business on J uly 
23, 1903. Even better, this was the era 
when a camera-toting railfan could 
simply climb the steps, invite himself 
into the tower, strike up a conversation, 
and be greeted ,vith a friendly smile and 
information on what trains were headed 
toward the tower. I met two tower oper• 
ators, and both were friendly and accom­
modating. The towe1· itself was suffering 
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TOP: The Santo Fe westbound hos cleared and Southern Pacific westbound Train HOVID bongs 
across the diamond. The head-end crewman Is set to snag orders from the top hoop; the bottom 
hoop's orders wlll be grabbed by the conductor In the caboose. Power was GP20 4063 ond GP9Rs 
3317 ond 3733, easily the motive power catch of the doy. Shortly ofter passing Tower 17, this train 
took the southwest dlogonol to the bronch line to Victoria. 

ABOVE LEFT: Next up on July 28, 1985, wos o Burlington Northern eastbound cool train running on 
Santo Fe (timetable westbound) behind SD40-2 7925, U30C 5370, C30-7 5101 , SD40-2 7880, and 
C30-7 SS 10. A BM caboose trolled. 

ABOVE RIGHT: Aher t he eastbound BM cool train passed, this drag freight headed west on the 
Sunset Route with SD45T-2 9315 In the lead, finishing the day's action. Orders weren't necessary 
on the CTC territory on the main line. 

a bit from lack of maintenance - how 
much longer could it last, anyway? By 
1985, towers were fast becoming a 

disappearing piece of railroading's past. 
That first afternoon saw five moves 

th.rough the iuted ocki.ng controlled by 

Tower 17. I left with that "I gotta get 
back here" promise to myself. After the 
rest of the week shooting in Houston, I 
was homeward bound for a short break, 
and upon my return to Houston the first 
image was in Sugarland, Texas, on my 
way to Rosenberg, fulfillin g that promise 
to myself. I got t here late in the afternoon 
on August 14 with enough ti.me to shoot 

a pair of SP GP20Es parked Olla siding, 
and catch two Sant a Fe moves and one 
on SP. It was late in the day, and the 
images wer e less than ideal, except for a 
distant Santa Fe southbound coming out 
of the sun.set. 

The ne>..'t gap would be longer - I 
didn't get back to Rosenberg until later 
that yeai· on November 3, by now on 

assignment doing the follow-up testing 
after the asbestos removal projects were 
complete. Tower 17 was a serious draw 
for me, as train lineups from the friendly 
operators enhanced the e>..-perience. 

First up was a westbound (going 
geographically east through Rosenberg) 
Santa Fe manifest behind a pa.ii· ofF45s, 
which was enough to send me west up the 
line to intercept it coming in. The pair of 
F45s was a nice catch, but the crew had 
some work to do and switching with 
cowl units wasn't ideal. Both the head­
end crew and the crew on the caboose 
got copies of the order s, which was stan­
dard fare with interlocking plants with a 
tower operator. 

After the visits in 1985, it was 13 years 
before I managed to get back to Tower 17. 
Fortunately, it had gotten some mainte ­
nance in the interim, and even at that 
late date I managed an interior view of 
the 27-ftmction machine. 

LEFT: A Santo Fe crew had some work to do 
at Rosenberg on November 3, 1985, and the 
sharply dressed tower operator Is handing up 
orders to the crew os the power makes a reverse 
move bock to its train. The shadow of Tower 17 
Is ot left. 

BELOW: Just a bit eorller the two F45s, 5978 
ond 5962, power that some westbound Santa 
Fe manifest, coming Into Rosenberg from the 
northwest . 
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appeared on December 13, 1998. 

RIGHT: A Santa Fe westbound Is about to clear 
the Interlocking as the tower operator ambles 
over with orders to hand up to caboose 999757 
rolling past on November 3, 1985. 

RIGHT MIDDLE (AERIAL): A BNSF rock train 
behind ES44DC 7270 comes off BNSF's former 
Santo Fe route and heads eastbound on UP' s 
former SP Sunset Route on May 14, 2022. The 
mechanical bulldlngs Just to the left of the 
diamond ore where Tower 17 sat. 

RIGHT BOTTOM (AERIAL): This would be the 
view If you were on the roof of Tower 17 looking 
east. A southbound KCS lntermodal train behind 
ET44AC 5022 Is about to cross the BNSF main 
llne at the diamond In Rosenberg, and wlll take 
the diverging route once past the diamond to 
get onto KCS' route to Victoria and eventually 
Loredo. Thi s wos token on Moy 14, 2022, and Is 
nearly Identical to the view of SP Tunnel Motors 
taken from the porch of Tower 17 almost 37 
years before (page 27, top right) . 

FACING PAGE: On August 14, 1985, the 
headlight under the sinking sun Is Santo 
Fe SD40-2 5026 with what ls technically o 
westbound, though It Is traveling southeast 
toward Tower 17. Troillng EMD's standard 
high-horsepower freight locomotive of the era 
l s a pair of GP20s, 3007 and 3001. Tower 17 
lasted almost another two decodes ofter this 
wa s token . 

I've been back to Rosenberg several 
times in the last sever al years. and while 
Tower 17 no longer sits at the diamond 
regulating traffic, it was saved and is 
now a short distance to the east at the 
Rosenberg Railroad Museum. The rail­
roads through Rosenberg are still moving 
traffic, and BNSF Railway, Kansas City 
Southern, and Union Pacific freights 
regularly roll through. With good access 
on both sides of the railroad in Rosen­
berg, it's a pleasant place to spend a day 
track.side. □ 

Kevin EuDaly is the founder of White 
River Productions and the publisher of 
R~LFAN & R.~LROAD. 

Through My Lens 
TRACKSIDE ADVENTURES AND MEMORIES 
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S 0, WH...\T SPARKS A BOY'S Ir-.'TEREST in 
railroad interlocking towers? Is it 
his first sight of one in a 1955 Lionel 

toy t rain catalog, or in a moody Edward 
Hopper painting? Is it the distinctive 
boxy shape with the big overhanging hip 
roof and long stair to the second floor? 

Does he wonder what's inside as he 
passes by, or is it the vision of a lone oper­
ator in a lonely place in the dark of night? 
Does he hope that he will be greeted by 
a friendly operator who says, "Come on 
up!" Is it about the ancient tradition of 
copying dictated train orders and setting 
a signal? Towers may be second only to 
steam locomotives as instantly r ecogniz­
able symbols of American raih-oading. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, I had photo­
graphed towers as I ran across t hem, 
rather than actively seeking them out. 
After all, they were going to be around 
forever, right? It was not until reading 
an article in Tra ins about CSX's last 
string of active towers along the former 
Baltimore & Ohio Cumberland Division 
in West Virginia that I felt a sense of 
urgency; there's nothing like the threat 
of e::-..-tinction to get me moving. At the 
out set, my goal was to emphasize the hu ­
man element slowly disappearing from 
American railroading, for where else can 
an employee wo1·k an entire shift without 
a manager breathing down their back, 
their only contact with the outside world 
a remote voice link to a dispatcher or 
train crew? 

B&O had been slow to modernize its 
facilities , but when CSX took over, things 
would eventually change, with the tow­
ers being the first to go in a push to bring 
modern centralized traffic control to the 
entire system. This push began in 1983 
when the then-Maryland Division had 32 
interlocking tower9. Somehow, the four 
towers in eastern \Vest Virginia - the 
last string, or "Gang of Four" - with­
in 23 miles of each other, survived the 
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passes WB Tower In Brunswick, Md., on 
November 11 , 2021. The restored B&O Sfatlon 
Is on the leh. WB Tower has been preserved and 
was moved across the tracks to a new site In 
April 2022. 

RIGHT: Operator Don Moss Is seen through 
the door of NA Tower In Martinsburg, W.Va., 
on October 21 , 2000. NA wa s a single-story 
structure, making If stand out among the classic: 
two-story towers on the 8&0. Despite Its lower 
physical stature, It wa s no less Important. 

onslaught int o the 21st century. Miller 
(R) closed in September 2000, West Cum­
bo (W) in December 2000, Martinsburg 
(NA) in July 2003, and Hancock (HO) in 
September 2007. 

From 1995 to 2001, what began as a 
curiosity turned into 21 trips from my 
home in New Jersey to \Vest Virginia 
and Pennsylvania, totaling 86 days. I had 
caught tower fever. 
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I concentrated on five towers - from 
east to west, Martinsburg, \Vest Cumbo, 
Miller, and Hancock in \Vest Virginia, 
and Sand Patch in Pennsyl vania. \VB 
tower in Brunswick, Md., which closed 
in December 20 11, was the last manned 
tower on the former B&O, and escaped 
my attention because the other towers 
were closer together. Looking back on it, 
that was an oversight, which was correct­
ed during a visit in 2021. WB may have 

outlasted the other towers on account of 
MARC movements, as the MARC engine 
terminal is there. Since ibl closing, it ha,1 
been earmarked for preservation , and re­
cently relocated across the tracks to its 
new permanent home. 

The Gang af Faur 
The easternmost \Vest Virginia tower 

is NA in Mru.-tinsburg, which, along with 
\VB , is closed but still eA'iant . Unlike 

traditional tower design, it is a small, 
one-story structure, but still interesting 
as an architectural oddity. Its call letters 
"NA," which in B&O practice are usually 
displayed in black letters on white in a 
second-story window, are a holdover from 
the days of Morse code telegraphy. NA 
was easy to access , as all one had to do 
was knock on the front door . Operators 
Don Moss and Randy Beall had no prob­
lem with my presence. 

It is the duty of all operators to come 
out of the tower to give a "'roll by" inspec­
tion to all passing trains , looking for any 
obvious problems, and this provided an­
other opportunity for interesting picture 
possibilities. In the case of NA, that was 
good, as there were very limited possibil­
ities in the cramped interior . 

LEFT: Randy Beale Inspects an eastbound MARC 
commuter train as It departs Martinsburg on 
September 23, 2000. 

BELOW: At West Cumbo Tower, In Hedgesville, 
W.Va., on September 3, 2000, Carl Kief gives a 
friendly wave to the crewman on the caboose 
of a westbound train . At this time, cabooses 
were only used on locals. W Tower ls looking 
o llnle worse for wear In autumn 2000, bur 
unfortunately, It would not see a new coat of 
paint before Its demise. 



ABOVE: At West Cumbo, Corl Kief demonstrotes 
the use of the B&O's unique order board on 
August l , 1997. If o trnln Is to stop for orders, 
o red light Is turned on ond o red merol plate 
Is hung on the board. For orders on the fly, a 
yellow 11ght ond yellow plate are used. 

RIGHT: In towers thot did not have externol 
stolrs, o spl ral stolrway was used, as seen in W 
Tower on September 8, 2000. By this time, the 
only other tower to hove a spiral stairway was 
SA at Sond Poteh, Po. 

BELOW: CSX 84S3 Wert posses West Cumbo on 
November 4, 1996. The track on the left Is the 
Low Grode line, which will rejoin the main west 
of here at MIiier Tower In Cherry Run, W.Vo. A 
lone operator Is seen In the window of the tower. 

Moving wes t ward, t h e next tower 
was \Vest Cumbo (\V) at milepost 105 
in Hedgesville, built in 1913, that con­
trolled the east end of the Low Grade 
Line (which had been the original main), 
crossovers, and an industrial spur. Its 
clapboard siding, never having received 
a fresh coat of CSX gray and blue, still 
retained its original B&O faded yellow, 
bringing peeling paint to a high art. It 
did, however, have a new roof and floor 
tiles, which one of the operators speculat­
ed meant its closw·e was near. One of its 
unusual features was a cast-iron spiral 
stairway to the second floor . A personal 
touch was a bii·d-feedi.ng platform. The 
interlocking was electrically controlled 
via p istol-grip levers. 

I became friendly ·wl t h the fu·st trick 
operator, Carl Kief, who demonstrat­
ed the use of the peculiar-to-B&O order 
board - a wooden board with red and 
yellow lights mounted on the outer wall, 
on which the operator would hang either 
a red or yellow metal plate to indicate 
wheth er a train should st op for orders 
or pick them up on the fly. At this date, 
the board may have been obsolete. AE t he 
call-letter "W" on the west-side window 
h ad virtually disappeared with age, with 
Carl's permission I went to the local Sta­
ples office supply store and bought w bite 
poster board and a black broad-tip mark­
er , and together we made and put up a 
new sign. W also had a woman operator, 
Doris Sharar. 
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Next along was Miller Tower (R), the 
most secluded of the group, of all-wood 
construction built around 1912 at mile 
113.6 in Cherry Run. It controlled the 
west end of the Low Grade line, the con­
nection with \Vestern Maryland, and 
some cr ossovers. For me, it was the jewel 
of t he collection , a true anachronism as it 
·was a mechanical interlocking operated 
by 20 hand-thrown levers directly con­
nected to the switches by steel rods, some 
of which were more than a hundred feet 
long. One had to be strong of back to pull 
and push those lever s, hence the term 
"armstrong . ., 

At that time, there were very few 
American towers of this type. That build­
ing housed technologies spanning two 
centw-ies - hand-thrown levers and a 
computer. It was of classic B&O design, 
with distinctive miter ed shingles on 
it s second story. Miller never received 
the complete CSX gray and blue paint 
sch eme, showing some of its origin.al 
B&O yellow on its second story. The sto­
ry goes that the painters who were work­
ing on Hancock tower set the ladder too 
close to the track, and it was demolished 
by a passing train, so they couldn't use 
it to finish. Miller was a lso home to a 
stray cat. 

LEFT TOP: A relatively modern touch In the lost 
string was the pistol-grip levers at West Cumbo. 
Operator George Speis Is framed by a window 
there on August 2S, 2000. 

LEFT: In contrast to West Cumbo, the hand­
thrown " armstrong" levers of W Tower, also 
known os Miller Tower, ore o throwback to 
another era. Poul Swoln works the night shlh In 
Cherry Run an August 22, 2000. 

BELOW: Reflected In the model board at Miller 
Tower, Jim Yorgo seems to be reflecting on 
on uncertain future on July 20, 2000. Indeed, 
MIiier Tower would close Just two months later 
on September 24. 



The first trick operator was Jim Var­
go, a B&O veteran and a real gentleman 
who welcomed me upon my first visit 
on October 26, 1995. Little did I know 
that I would still be photographing him 
at work for another five years. My usu­
al routine wag to pick up a 8andwich at 
the Sheetz convenience store in Hancock, 
sleep nearby in the back of my car, then 
go to Miller to wash up and find out what 
trains were running. 

Jim is a woodworker by avocation, 
and his knowledge of the world was very 
wide. Indeed, I missed a few trains while 
we had discussiolli! on a number of dif. 
ferent topics! As my main focus was the 
human element, I am grateful for his 
generosity and patience in granting my 
requests. Vl/e became friends and still 
stay in touch to this day. 

Two other operators at Miller were Al­
len Brougham. and the late Paul Swain. 
Allen was the second trick operator and 
author of The Bull Sheet~ a monthly CSX 
newsletter. Paul was another great gen ­
tleman who always wore a dress shirt to 
work and looked like he could be presi­
dent of the railroad. 

TOP RIGHT: Tower operators would often odopt 
ond core for strays that showed up ot their 
doorstep. On November 7, 1999, MIiier Tower 's 
cot relieves the loneliness of on eight-hour shift, 
seemingly checking Jim Yorgo 's penmanship. 

RIGHT: At MIiier Tower on Augu st 25, 2000, 
Jim Vargo hands up orders too work train - an 
ancient rallroadlng ritual at on ancient locatlon, 
soon to become hi story. 

BOTTOM RIGHT: In o scene sponn lng the 
technologies of two centuries, Jim Yorgo enters 
data Into a computer against the backdrop 
of MIiier Tower 's ormstrong levers. That this 
practice still endured on August 2, 1997, late In 
the ero of technologlcol progress, was nothing 
short of ostoundlng. 

BELOW: On November 6, 1999, performing o 
ritual that would fade Into history along with the 
towers, Jim Vargo records the detolls of a traln's 
passage by MIiier Tower, o pract ice known os 
"OS" or "On Sheet .# Impeccable penmanship 
wa s a necessity and o point of pride. 
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Allen had presided over previous tower 
closings, and he was determined to make 
Miller's last day, September 24, 2000, a 
solemn occasion. He had composed the 
"29 Song" in honor of the westbound 
Capitol Limited, and assembled a railfan 
chorus, complete with libretto and gui­
tarist, to perform it as Train 29 passed. 
Fortunately, Miller was preserved and 
now sits in nearby Martinsbw-g. 

NeA'i up the line and last of the string 
of fow- was Hancock (HO), bu.ilt around 
1902 and another true relic - a me­
chanical plant with 28 levers. It oversaw 
crossovers and a small yard ,vi.th a weigh 
scale for silica sand cars coming off the 
Berkeley Springs Branch. A near-twin of 
Miller, HO was an.other B&O classic of 
all-wood construction, with a beltline of 
mitered shingles and an order board. Its 
levers controlled only the switches, with 
the signals controlled from a subsidiary 
panel. It did make it into the CSX gray 

and blue colors, which I like better than 
the old B&O sohd yellow. The operator 
there was Owen Stanley, the patriarch of 
a B&O family. 

HO's life was eJt.-tended because Han­
cock wasn't a choke point, so CSX didn't 
consider it a high priority for replace­
ment. Also, there was consideration that 
MARC might e:,.,.1:end commuter service to 

Hancock, which might also require eyes 
on the ground, but that never came to 
pass. Alas, having outlasted most of its 
brethren, HO closed in September 2007. 
Although there was some interest in 
preserving the historic tower, there was 
colli!iderable termite damage making it 
unsalvageable, so it was demolished in 
fall 2008. 

ABOVE: On July 7, 2000, the operator at HO 
Tower in Hancock, W.Va., gives o roll•by to 
Amtrak's westbound Capitol Umlted. HO Tower, 
like MIiier, was o " rod plant," and Its llnkoge Is 
evident here. 

LEFT: Situated In the Potomac River Volley, 
Honc:oc:k was often bathed In morning fog. On 
July 14, 2000, CSX 8134 West pa sses the c:losslc 
B&O c:olor position llght signals In o scene that, 
aside from the SD4Q.2 leading the troln, hadn' t 
changed much In decodes. 

Sand Patch 
Although it wasn't one of t he gang 

of fow-, Sand Patch (SA) Tower, on the 
Pittsbw-gh Line at the summit of the Al­
leghenies, had long held my interest as 
a special place, as it has figured prom­
inently in B&O lore. It was at the west 
end of Sand Patch tunnel, occasionally a 
helper base, and trains from both direc­
tions worked hard there. 

Unlike the other towers in this story, 
it was built of brick and tucked into a re ­
cess in the summit cut. Across the tracks 
is a cross-shaped cast concrete sign in the 
B&O style reading S UMMIT OF ALLEGHE­
NIES - ALTITUDE 2258. 

Replacing an earlier wooden structure, 
SA was built around 1912, following the 

RAILIIAN & RAILROAD 39 



ABOVE: On October 9, 2001 , on eastbound crests the Alleghenies at 
SA Tower In Sand Patch In o scene peculiar to B&O, which placed these 
concrete markers at mountain summits, stote lines, and elsewhere. Today, 
the tower resides In a londflll and only the marker remains. 

RIGHT: At dusk on October 10, 2001 , o color position fight dwarf and SA 
Tower ore both ltvlng on borrowed time at Sand Patch . Less than o month 
later, on November 7, the tower would close. 

completion of the Sand Patch t unnel. In 
contrast to Miller and Hancock , it had an 
80-lever GRS pistol-grip electric plant, 
which controlled crossovers and a help­
er pocket at the summit. In 1953, it took 
over the functions of the former Manila 
(GR) Tower, which was on the east side 
of the t unnel, wher e three track s nar­
rowed to two. 

Due to its tight fit in the mountain­
side, SA had a cast-iron spiral stairway, 
a space-saving feature. Another twusual 
feature was clear-glass blocks on its east 
and west sides. The operator t here, Ed 
Krufelt, was most accommodating, pro­
viding me with lineups so I could plan my 
shots. ltd.id occur to me that I might have 
been one of th e few, if any, visitors dw-ing 
his shift, and may have been a welcome 
re8pite from boredom. SA closed on No­
vember 7, 2001, and was subsequently 
demolished. 

Rec:ording the End of an Era 
What had begun as an effort to make 

some pictures of vani 8hing towers 
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RIGHT: Poul Swain Inspects o westbound at 
MIiier Tower on July 23, 2000. Any defecn he 
may flnd will be noted on his pod and reported 
to the dispatcher and train crew. Operators 
were on extra set of eyes, adding to the safe 
passage of o train. 

BELOW: In the company of pistol-grip levers, 
fusees, and track torpedoes- the porophernollo 
of old-time rollroodlng - Jim Vargo works W 
Tower through the evening hours of October 24, 
2000. 

BELOW RIGHT: It tokes more than brute force 
to operate o mechanical plant, as on operator 
comes to understand the "personality" of each 
lever, and how It con be coaxed, little by little, 
Into position. Jim Yorgo puts this technique Into 
practice at Miller Tower on July 13, 2000. 

BOTTOM: Poul Swain holds down the night shift 
ot West Cumbo on September 16, 2000, os the 
rolls glow with the headlights of a westbound. 
For me, In the end, lt comes down to this - a 
lone operator In a lonely outpost In the dork of 
night. 

gradually grew into a major labor-of-love 
project, a8 each visit presented new pic­
tw•e possibilities. I was also encouraged 
by the friendly reception from t h e oper a­
tors, who gladly accommodated me; the 
human element could not have been cap­
tured without their cooperation. To have 
four tmvers ,,rithin 23 miles was like a 
8tnorgasbord, as I could move from one 
to another to take advantage of the best 
lighting for a particulat· season and time 
of day. 

[ was, as is often the case, ju st a few 
steps ahead of the execu tioner, but now 
have a document of a bygone er a. These 
towers represented the technology of 
their day, which wo uld in turn be re ­
placed by another technology - electron­
ics, which railroads (some sooner than 
others) would ultimately embr ace. That 
these anachronisms escaped e~-tinction 
as long as they did is remarkable in an 
era of rapid modernization. 

Today, these locations are but icons on 
a dispatch er 's t ouch screen in Jackson­
ville, Fla. Where a person once coaxed a 
lever into place, a light finger's touch now 
throws a switch nearly a thousand miles 
distant. Efficient, yes. Romantic, not so 
much . My vision will always be of a lone 
operator, in a lonely outpost in t he dark 
of night. □ 
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Among this vast network of intersect­
ing lines around Chicago are the various 
routes of one of the largest commuter 
carriers - Metra, an arm of the Regional 
Transportation Authority. Comp rised of 
fallen flag operations from storied roads 
like Burlington, Rock Island; Chicago 
& North Western; Gulf, Mobile & Ohio; 
The Milwaukee Road; Illinois Central; 
and Wabash; Metra is responsible for 
running a reliable and on-ti.me network 
of lines that span si.-x counties around the 
Chicagoland area. 

While many miles of these steel rails 
a r e oper ated and d ispatched behind 
modern computer screens located in dis­
tant places like Omaha, Fort Worth, and 
Minneapolis, a few busy territories are 
etill right here in Chicago. Some are even 
operated from an actual manned tower, 
having avoided the cut-over to a central 
dispatching center (unlike many others 
have over the yeru·s). These towers still 
oper ate in a 24/7/365 capacity, and re­
main vital links to Metra's System Oper­
ations Management. 

Three towers are still continuously 
staffed by Metr a on two different dis­
tricts. Metra'e Rock Island District wins 
the count, with two of the three area 
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towers Ullder its care. The third is Ullder 
the direction of Met ra's Chicago Union 
Station District, which directs paseenge1· 
moves primarily on former Milwaukee 
Road routes. Each is unique in its own 
way, and all still serve as a vital link in 
Metra's suburban operations today. 

16th Street Tower 
Built in 1901, Metra's 16th Street Tow­

er stands at mile 1.1 on the Rock Island 
District, directly south of downtown Chi­
cago and LaSalle Street Stat ion. Here, 
the former Rock Island's Joliet Subdi­
vision has diamond crossings with the 

ABOVE: Rock Island District Train 509 deports 
Chicago LaSalle Street Station on September 
25, 2017, passing the aging 16th Street Tower. 
At the time, Electro-Motive F40PH-3 100 
was wrapped In tribute to the old baby blue, 
brown, and salmon colors originally used by the 
Regional Transportation Authority. 

LEFT: Westbound Train G88991 - 17 trodes 
Canadian Hatlonal's (former llllnols Central) 
Chicago Subdivision for the Freeport Sub at 
16th Street Tower. Now over a century old, the 
tower ' s unassuming appearance hos It " hiding 
In plain sight" among the high-rise residential 
lofts and buildings surrounding the near South 
Loop lnterlocklng. 

ABOVE RIGHT: Just shy of the midnight hour, 
16th Street Rellef Operator Madelyn Gonzalez 
Jots down the passage of the last Inbound 
Rock Island Di strict train of the operating 
day. Various pieces of technology work side by 
side here, from early plstol-grlp levers to more 
contemporary push-button hardware, as seen In 
the upper right of this November 2013 photo. 

St. Charles Air Li.ue and Canadian Na­
tional's Chicago/Freeport subdivisions, 
which change name designations here . 

Once manned by New York Central 
in its heyday, which had two of its own 
ma ins running from LaSalle Street 
Station to Englewood, the t ower was 

relinquished to Rock Island control when 
Penn Central moved the last of ite former 
NYC passenger trains to Chicago Union 
Station in October 1968. 

The ramshackle wooden tower stands 
in stark contrast to the surroundin g 
high rises and residences that have come 
about in gentrification of the near south 
side of the Loop. Inside, the 1901.vintage 
Taylor lever machine still lines some 
routes for the interlocking, where an av­
erage of 120 Metra moves and 10 Cana­
dian National plus a number of Amtrak 
trains rattle the tower 's foundation in a 
24-hour period. 

Aside from Canadian National and 
Amtrak cross-traffic, 16th Street is re­
sponsible for the funneling of three main 
tracks from th e Rock District's LaSal­
le Street Station do,,•n to two mains 
on its Joliet Subdivision. Because the 
4 7th Street Coach Yard is another cou­
ple miles to the south, all revenue and 
coach yard moves must pass the aging 
structure, with the operator working un­
der the direction of Metra's Rock Island 
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Terminal Dispatcher located at Metra's 
Consolidated Control Facility. 

Blue Island Tower 
A relatively "new" structure when com­

pared to the two others, the Rock's Blue 
Island Tower iB situated neru· the con ­
vergence of Metra's Beverly and Joliet 
subdivisions at mile 15.9. Operating con• 
tinuously since it was built new in 1968 
to replace an original 1929 structure, 
Blue Island Tower sorts Metra's Rock 
Island District traffic that splits toward 
two operating subdivisions to the city of 
Chicago. 

Blue Island Tower is situated near the 
convergence between the main line that 
provides e:~q>edited service to the stops 
west of Blue Island, and the high-r ider­
ship "Subw-bau. Line" which serves many 
riders from Chicago's resident ial Beverly 
neighborhood with closely-spaced station 
stops along the way. 

Adding to the activity, Metra has a 
medium-sized layover yard immediately 
east of the tower where local suburban 
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trains that serve t.he Beverly Subdivision 
are staged and serviced dw-ing the over­
night hours. Additionally, freight traffic 
from Iowa Interstate and Chicago Rail 
Link comes and goes from the old Rock 
Island Bun Oak Yard that sits adjacent 
to Metra's coach yards. 

A peek inside this facility, which sits 
between Vermont Street and Metra's 
Blue Island Vermont Street Station finds 
a 1960s-vintage route -style machine 
which was installed as part of a major 
project widening of the Cal Sag Chan­
nel. The tower controls train movements 
through four plants within a mile of the 
facility, and replaced a tower that housed 
the world's first all-relay interlocking 
plant dating back to 1929. 

With technology and signal enhance­
ments come change. In the near futw·e, 
the individual interlocking plants con­
trolled by "BI" will one by one be moved 
onto the control screens of the Rock Is­
land Road Dispatcher's territory, which 
is anticipated to be completed within the 
next year. 

One distinctive aspect of Blue Island's 
job, in addition to lining trains at the 
control points at CP Vermont, \Vestern 
Avenue Junction, Inte1·change, and Rob­
bins, is the operator's role in raising the 
crossing gates behind passing moves for 
street traffic at the neighboring gates on 
busy Vermont and Grove Streets. If one 
thing hinders the complete cutover of 
Blue Island Tower, it is this role of the 
operator 's duties, but Metra is confident 
it will find a solution. 

RIGHT: A relotlvely new structure by comparison, 
Metro Rock Island District 's Blue Island Tower 
sit s ot the confluence of two suburban servic e 
territories and a secondary coach yard which 
helps feed commuters from the popular Beverly 
neighborhoods Into the Chicago Loop. 

Metra 
Bl TOWER 

BLUE ISLAND, ILL. 
IDustration bratto M. vondnt 
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TowerA-2 
Last, but certainly not least in terms of 

importance and function to Metra's sub­
w·ban train operations, is the Chicago 
Union Station District's Tower A-2, lo­
cated almost three rail miles west of Chi­
cago Union Station. This tower, which 
sports a 1938-built Union Switch & Sig­
nal Model 14 lever machine, sits at t he 
crlL'\'. of several Metra lines that serve the 
west, northwest, and north suburbs, and 

is the centerpiece of Metra's North Joint 
trackage between Canal Street just north 
of Chicago Union Station and Tower A-3 
at the leads to Metra's Western Avenue 
Coach Yard. 

More complex than the diamond and 
crossover p lants on Rock Island, A-2's 
crossing of former Milwaukee Road and 
Chicago & Nor th Western lines is ex­
tremely maintenance-intense and un­
common on many accouuts. The eight 

ABOVE : Tim Vollquet gets his trolnsheet 
completed on Third Trick (overnight). Other 
paperwork on the desk Includes mark•up sheets 
for the normally nocturnal CSX moves that 
utllb:e M etro's Rock Island District between 
Blue Island's Interchange to Its home roll s west 
of Joliet, Ill., some 25 miles distant. 

LEFT: MP36PH-3S 406 deports Blue Island 
with on ohernoon train on Moy 14, 2014. The 
terminal of the Metro Electric District Blue 
Island Branch can be seen In the background. 
OTTO M. VOHDRAK PHOTO 

diamonds are movable point frogs that 
line the diamond crossings for one route 
at a time and eliminate stress on rigid 
frogs from the endless parade of trains 
using the plant. 

Adding to the complexity ai-e fow· mov­
able-point double-slip switches, which 
assist in any move between the CUS and 
Union Pacific districts. Further compli­
cating matters, all turnouts on the A-2 
(and A-3 plant) are moved pneumatical­
ly, a practice preferred by Pennsylvania 
Railroad with the plant's "moderniza­
tion" in the eru·ly 1930s. With this ar­
rangement, all points and frogs within 
the plant must be maintained to the high­
est of standards, as a faihu-e of any point 
or frog will result in trains wait,ing for 
a maintainer to address any problems. 
Because of this , all of the aforemen-
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TOP: On Metro's Chicago Union Station 
District, Tower A-2 Train Dlrec:tor Erik Johnson 
keeps the moves orchestrated as Levermon 
Alfred Kozmel lines up routes through the busy 
crossing between forme r MIiwaukee Rood and 
Chicago & North Western territories. Differing 
train movement hardware varies from CPU 
controls for CP Morgon Street to older "control 
box" controls for Tower A-3 {seen on the desk) 
to the 1930s-vlntoge Model 14 US&S lever 
machine In the far background. 

ABOVE: On Moy 30, 2009, westbound MIiwaukee 
West line Train 2719 head s post Tower A-2 with 
weekend service to Elgln, Ill ., under the core of 
aging EMO F40C 614. 

tioned switches lack any function of dual 
or local control to get indications, should 
they fail to line and lock in their intend­
ed position, which in essence can bring 
a busy rush hour to a grinding halt in a 
matt-er of minutes. 
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Wintertime brings additional challeng­
es, with freezing cold Midwestern tem. 
peratures and the associated issues they 
can present to a plant with so many mov­
able parts. To help combat the cold, gas­
fed lines are individually lit to keep each 
movable point warm. and free of ice. The 
wintertime practice is a thing of beauty, 
contrasting the cold, snowy rail scape 
with fire throughout the plant. 

Tower A-2 (colloquially known as 
"\Vestern Avenue" on the Union Pacific 

1/JustratJOnt,yDlloM. ~rat 
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side) was originally staffed by Milwaukee 
Road (and later Soo Line) operators until 
Northeast Illinois Regional Com.muter 
Railroad Corporation (the operating arm 
of Metra) took over staffing in May 1993. 
Back in the facility's infancy, To,ver A-2 
was jointly owned by The Milwaukee 
Road and Penn.sylvania Railroad, whose 
Panhandle line reached its final termi­
nus of Union Station from the north -
rather than the south- side of the depot 
as other Pennsylvania passenger traffic 

once did. Fast forward to t he present and 
the Pennsy is as faded a memory at A-2 
as the aging position light signals that 
were removed and upgraded in 2017, 
leaving UP as the only railroad provid­
ing any semblance of freight traffic there 
with a short local nwning most week ­
days. 

In pre-COVID traffic levels, at least 
358 daily (compared to 2022's 194 daily) 
revenue and equipment moves plied the 

points at A-2 from a variety of Metra op­
erating territories. Union Pacific's Cali. 
fornia Avenue Coach Yard is the daytime 
servicing point for its equipment serving 
all three former C&N\V lines, and equip­
ment moves to and from UP's downtown 
terminal at Ogilvie. Adding to the count 
are the revenue moves for Union Pacific's 
\Vest Line to E lburn, Ill 

To aid in the efficient movement of this 
traffic, UP has four tracks that feed the 

co1Tidor between Kedzie and its Ogilvie 
Passenger Terminal (former C&N\V Sta. 
tion) downtown. The "Milwaukee" side 
is no slouch either, with its three-track 
main line that comprises this section of 
its North Joint Trackage between Tower 
A-3 (which closed in 1961) at the east end 
of the \Vestern Avenue coach yard and 
the north end of CUS at Canal Street. 
Passenger traffic includes three sets of 
equipment from Metra's Heritage Corri­
dor every morning and evening, with the 
bulk of moves of equipment and revenue 
traffic from the Milwaukee West Line to 
Elgin, North Central Service to Antioch, 
and Milwaukee North Line to Fox Lake. 
Throw in Amtrak's Hiawatha Service 
trains and the appearance of long-dis . 
tance Empire Builder trains, and there 

LEFT: Afternoon light reflects off Tower A· 2's 
1932-bullt Union Switch & Signal lever machine. 
Blue stripes on the red-handled slgnol levers 
refer to the blue foreground signal timer lever, 
which Is used when a signal needs to be token 
away from on Impending move ln the control 
point. 

BELOW: Metro C&NW heritage unit FS9PHI 
90 leads on M7901-07 passenger extra Into 
UP's Colifornlo Avenue Cooch Yard, situated 
just west of Tower A-2 . The purpose of some of 
the plant's double-slip switches Is shown In this 
westbound move from UP Track 2 Into the Fence 
Track for the ycrd. 
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TOP: 16th Street Tower 's unique Taylor pistol­
grip machine Is seen In the foreground with 
Operator Madelyn Gonr.olez recording train 
movements through the plant ot her desk. 

ABOVE: The gos-fired switch heaters ore doing 
their Job as westbound Metro Chicago Un ion 
Station District West Une Train 222S posses the 
boy window of Towe r A-2 during a winter snow 
event on February 15, 2021. 

RIGHT: To prevent the buildup of snow and 
Ice on vulneroble switch points, gos llnes 
provide the fuel for flame heaters designed to 
keep trains moving during the rough months 
of Midwestern winters, such os the evening of 
January 31 , 2021. 
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are more than enough passenger wheels 
picking their way through t he A-2 points 
on a daily basis. 

A-2's complicated traffic patterns 
require two tower operators working 
together in the facility on day and after­
noon shifts each weekday. At the desk 
sits the train director, who is respon­
sible for movements, radio calls, and 
train orchestration, while the leverman, 
who essentially acts as the train direc­
tor's hands, lines switches and signals 
on what is no w a 42-lever machine, 
as routes and directions of moves are 
called out. During weekday rush peri­
ods, it's a constant symphony of clacking 
tracks and dinging annunciator bells, as 

Metra's CUSD Operators make moves 
responsible for getting thousands of com ­
muters into or out of Chicago in a safe, 
efficient manner , day in and day out, in 
any type of weather. 

What Does the Future Hold? 
At the time of this writing, t he future 

of each of the three towers is constantly 
bordering on the point of eA-tinction, al­
t hough some factors prohibit their obso­
lescence altogether. Rock Island's 16th 
Street and Blue Island Towers, original­
ly slated for closure in the 1990s, have 
thumbed their noses at modernization 
and miraculously continue their intend­
ed day-to-day functions. The tower at 
16th Street is currently in the middle of 
a South Loop renaissance that has the 
swTounding areas constantly under con­
struction for new development. Canadi­
an National's decision to single-tr ack its 
Freeport to Chicago Sub occwTed a fe w 
years ago, further slim.ming down and 
simplifying the trackwork in the plant. 
A long-term St. Charles Au· Line project 
has kept tt-ain traffic off those diamonds 
for several years , and the line has been 
reduced to single ti:ack across t he Rock 
Island District. Rumors abound that 

ABOVE LEFT: 16th Street Operator Dennis 
Frotamlco makes an HOS" on his trolnsheet . An 
OS {"On Sheet") Is t he recorded t ime a train 
makes a move post his location. All passing 
t imes will be provided to Metro's Rock Island 
terminal di spatcher for Its timekeeping records 
during th e course of every shlh. 

BELOW: On June 21, 2016, Amtrok Train 332, 
Hlowotha Service from MllwCJukee, covers the 
lost couple of miles to Chicago Union Station, 
passing over Union Paci fic 's Geneva Subdivi sion 
on movable-point diamond crossings. Red 
safety-st riped cob cars on commuter sets Inside 
UP's California Ave nue Yard are staged In the 
background during the usual midday layovers In 
th e city. 

the lift bridge carrying the Air Line over 
the South Branch of the Chicago Riv­
er is currently forced to stay raised and 
needs extensive work to make the early 
1900s-vintage span again usable for rail 
traffic. If one were to hedge bets, both 
towers on t he Rock Island District could 
be retired ,,'lthin a year's time. 

Closing Tower A-2 is another major 
engineering feat altogether. The costs as­
sociated with a flyover, which has been 
suggested to the east of A-2 near Noble 
Street, are so extensive that any sort of 
progress in eliminating the level cross­
ing at A-2 is still nothing short of an ul­
timate dream to transportation planners 
and Metra officials. Recent development 
on the near northwest side of the Kinzie 
Industrial Corridor has brought new life 
to neighboring areas just west of Ogilvie 
and Union Station, and enhanced joint 
station facilities between UP's \Vest Line 
and Metra's Chicago Union Station Dis­
trict in that area may be the catalyst for 
the eventu al closure of Tower A-2. 

Until such time, two Metra operating 
districts will continue with the tradition 
of staffing three unique locations tasked 
with th e sole pw-pose of moving fleets of 
silver bilevel coaches through some busy, 
congested chokepoints in Metra's vital 
commuter system. 0 

The author extends special thanks to 
Dan Marinellie, Jon Roma, Tim Pitzen, 
and R ich Oppenheim for their help in pre­
paring this article. 
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OPPOSITE: Eighteen minutes off the adverti sed, the westbound 
Western Pacific Callfornla Zephyr passes MIies Tower on Saturday, 
March 22, 1969, gliding toward a 2:38PM station stop In Fremont. 
One year later to the day, a slgnlffcantly delayed Train 17 called 
at Fremont for the final time. While lead un it 805D lost the red 
feather nose point applied to WP pa ssenger cobs in a previous 
shopping, the FP7 compenS<1ted for Its decorative deficit with a 
Nathan S50 air chime - hands-down the most melodic horn on 
the railroad . 

TOP: It's 6:35PM on Tuesday, October 29, 1985, and all seems 
right with the world as Southern Pacific' s Hayward Turn picks 
up orders at NIies Tower. SP 3841 basks In the glow of five 
synchronized flashbulbs, fresh paint belylng a harsh reality 
lurking In the autumnal darkne ss. Two nights from now, MIies 
will Issue Its flnol train order; Direct Train Control In non-CTC 
territory around Son Francisco Boy will toke effec;t ot midnight on 
November 1. Two-and-a-half months later, dispatcher cont rol of 
the MIie s Interlocking plant will close the tower for good. 

FOR HOPELESS ROMA .. KTICS unable t o accept the demise of 
Sout hern Pacific's "Golden Empire" in the early 1980s, 
Niles Tower was a dream come true. Erected in 1908 by 

West ern Pacific, interlocking tower Number 8 protected the 
intersection of \VP's First Subdivision between Oakland and 
Stockton , Calif., with SP's Niles Subdivision, 17 miles north 
of San J ose. Entering full operation with the beginning of WP 
revenue freight service on December 1, 1909, Niles Tower stood 
watch across Alameda Creek from its namesake community for 
t hree-quarters of a century, outlasting its parent organization 
by three years. 
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The tower's strategic location ensured 
a long life for the facility. Beginning in 
1910, Niles Tower played a key role for 
SP operations in the south San Francisco 
Bay ar ea. Paired with a tower in nearby 
Newark, the Niles plant channeled traf. 
fie between two Oakland-San J ose main 
lines , funneling freight over Dumbar­
ton's bridge route connecting San Fran­
cisco, Oakland , and the San Joaquin 
Valley. Though own ed and operated by 
Western Pacific, WP towermen lar gely 
ignored the home road. SP paid 80 per­
cent of the costs and at times seemed to 
r un 99 percent of t he trains . By 1931, SP 
employee timetables listed Niles Tow­
er as a 24-hour train order and register 
station. Fifty years later, it was har d to 
imagine the fac ility as anything bu t SP 
p roperty. 

TOP: Mick Lobo reads bock cn order to SP's Roseville-Coost dispatcher 
directing Extra uE-X-T-R-A 7555 figure Seven trlple Five West W-E-S-T" to 
operate from Miles Tower to West Oakland via Mulford on October 21, 
1975 . 

ABOVE: Repeating a tcsk performed thouS<Jnds of times over the course 
of his career, Niles Tower operator Laba slips running orders for SP's West 
Colton- Oakland Manifest into the double slip-knotted string of a train 
order fork on October 21 , 1985. 

RIGHT: Skilled fingers fly over the keyboard of on Underwood all•cops 
billing typewriter as Mick Lobo copies a running order for SP Extra 7555 
West a, Miles Tower on Monday, October 21 , 1985. 
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BELOW: Mick Lobo posts train orders for the conductor of SP's East 
Pleasanton Turn at NIies Tower on July 18, 1982. 

BOTTOM: Engineer Bob Wolcott snags his orders off the stand at Niles 
Tower as Southern Pacific 's East Pleasanton Turn deports for NIies Canyon 
and aggregate plants In the Livermore Volley on Monday, May 21 , 1984. 
The East Pleasanton rock Job was the lost regular train to run over the 
origlnal transcontinental main line between Sacramento and Ocklond. SP 
began operating over the former WP east of MIies Tower In foll 1984; 
Miles Canyon Railway excursion trains use the historic SP line today. 

Acr oss seven decades of service for 
Niles Tower, t h e only con stant was 
change. \Vhile \VP was effectively die­
selized by 1953, Sou thern Pacific steam 
continued to thunder over the diamond 
t h.rough 1956. Tower logbooks from the 
late 1950s reveal the passage of an in­
triguing array of locomotives, ranging 
from aging Harriman 2-8-0s to war baby 
Cab-forwar d s and demoted Daylight 
4-8-4s. SP 4449's excursion visits in 1975 
and 1984 mer ely added to t he legend of a 
celebrated GS-4 whose first logbook en ­
tries appeared in 1950. 

RAIL91AN 4 RAILROAD 55 



56 JULY 2022 • RAILFAN .COM 

ABOVE: Wrapped In the comfonlng arms of evening, HIies Tower glows bright against the all­
encompassing darkness, the world of 1984 fading Into memories of twenty thousond yesterdays. 
For o split second the clock s:tops, and o greater truth sinks In - this Is o time and place too pure to 
be preserved as anything beyond Imagery. Years from now, tong ofter the bulldlng and Its servants 
hove turned to dus:t, the witness: wlll look bock, and realize what a bles:slng NIies Tower truly was. 

OPPOSITE TOP: " NIies Tower, copy three west." Nick Lobo prepares to fulfill o request from 
Southern Pacific's Roseville-Coast dispatcher on October 21 , 198S. 

RIGHT: HIies Tower 's Interlocking plant wos o picture of slmpllclty, catering to the needs of Southern 
Pacific trains. The homemade CTC machine replaced on " ormstrong" mechanical frame In the 
late 1940s, governing routes to SP's Centerville and Tracy lines. As such, the foclllty was ripe for 
replacement by UP dispatcher control when new connections to SP were Installed In 1984. 

The diesel era at Niles was equally 
exciting. Sou t hern Pacific p rovided a 
seemingly llllmite a1-ray of wakes and 
models compared to WP's limited roster 
of four-axle units dominated by EMD. 
While SP's diesel-hydraulics won the 
award for "most exotic," WP had the h on­
or of sending the first diesel power past 
the tower - Burlington's barnstorming 
Pioneer Zephyr in summer 1934. 

Two generat ions of diesels found an 
ever-changing set of waybills coupled 
to their drawbars. As three million new 
residents moved to the region in the 35 
years following \Vorld War II , the eco­
nomic focus shifted from agricultura l 
products and manufactured gooilll to in­
termodal transport and automobile man­
ufacturing. Increasing fuel costs, cheap 
imported vehicles, and the rise of Silicon 
Valley cast a pall over local car loadings 
by 1980 - computer chips didn't ship in 
a uto parts boxcars. Mergers, route con­
solidation s, a nd changing technology 
sealed the tower's fate. 



Niles Tower issued its last t r ain order 
at 9:01PM on October 31, 1985. Control 
of the interlocking plant was handed to 
Union Pacific disp atchers two months 
later. \Vhen operator Nick Laba went 
off-duty at 7:15AM on January 16, 1986, 
the door to history locked behind him. 

Two arson fires that summer ended 
any hope for preservation. Laba took his 
pension without working another day in 
the operating department , passing away 
in 2020 at age 88. Three-dozen years lat­
er, photographs and memories of Niles 
Tower are all that remain. (:] 
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OPPOSITE TOP: Mid-afternoon ot NIies Tower finds operator Nic;:k Lobo 
keeping on eye on Union Pac;:Jftc 's Hayword Local rolllng Into Fremont on 
May 21, 1984. Gtven the surroundings, It Is hard to dec;:lde whic;:h antique 
was the most rare - the slant-nosed E-unlt on the Missouri Padftc;: 
perpetual c;:olendor, the c;:oboose on the UP freight, or the tower Itself. All 
ore IJving on borrowed time. 

LEFT: Southern Podflc 4-8-4 4449 takes 30 years off the calendar os 
the legendary Limo leads a 13-car New Orleans Worlds Fair Daylight 
exc;:urslon po st ~lies Tower at 1:01PM on Moy 8, 1984. This Is the third 
time the resurrected GS-4 has trmersed the lnterlock1ng plant ot NIies 
following two visits on the American Freedom Train In 1975. 

ABOVE: Moonset at Niles Tower. October 21 , 1985. 

RAIL~AN 4 RAILROAD 59 



ERIE LACKAWANNA 

TOWER TALES 
AS TOLD BY ARTHUR J . ERDMAN /PHOTOS AS NOTED 



PREVIOUS PAGES: Two tra ins meet at busy UN 
Tower at Port Morris, N.J., In October 1974. At 
far right Is the Dover Drill (also known as "The 
Sussex LocolH}, while t he westbound freight Is 
Train HBJ (Hoboken, N.J.-Blson Yard, Buffalo, 
N .Y.). JIM MARDI GUIAH PHOTO 

ABOVE: As seen from the window of Denville 
Junction Tower, on Erle Lockowonno piggyback 
t ra in po sses the sta t ion at De nville, H.J., In 
1974. The statio n was demolished ln 1992 ofter 
a ft re. JIM MARDIGUl.t.N PHOTO 

RIGHT: The re's a lull In activity ot De nville 
Junction on October 26, 1969. Denville wa s 
where the fo rmer DL&W Morri stown l ine 
crossed the Boonton Une. TOM NEMETH PHOTO 

k FTER THE ERIE LACKAWAA'NA merger 
m April 1960 that combined Del­

ware, Lackawanna & Western 
with Erie Railroad, the eastern anchor of 
the combined new system was the busy 
New York Division, which encompassed 
the main line from Port Jervis, N.Y., into 
the waterfront intermodal passenger ter­
minal at Hoboken, N.J., plus the associ­
ated freight yards aro1.Wd Newark and 
west toward Scranton, Pa. Not only did 
dispatchers and tower operators have to 
contend with a busy rush hour commuter 
schedule (and remaining long-distance 
train!! to Chicago), but also a variety of 
hot priority and local peddler freight 
trains as well. Throughout my career, I 
had the catbird seat for all of the action. 

DON'T STAB PHOEBE 
I almost nailed Train 1, the Phoebe 

Snow, good at Denville (N.J.) Tower one 
morning in June 1966. I was covering 
the first trick at Denville Tower. It was 
around 10:40AM and things began to con­
verge on this junction with the Morris & 
Essex Line and the Boonton Branch. It 
had always amazed me that when there 
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is more than one train on the railroad, 
they seem to meet where one has to wait 
for the other. 

Train HS9 (Jersey City-Scranton) 
was approaching Rainbow Lakes on the 
Boonton Branch with a big set-off for 
Den ville, and I had 25 cars for them to 
pick up off Track 3. Dover Tower report­
ed Train SC2 (Scranton-Cro~-ton, N.J.) 
following Train 620 on Track 2 with a 
set-off in the East Side (General Box) at 
Denville. The Phoebe Snow was due at 
Denville at 10:55.~,i and I had to keep a 
"hole" open for the pride of Erie Lackawa. 
nna. HS9 had two GP35s and two U25Bs 
for power. I instructed HS9 to put his set. 
off in the Hole Track and leave enough 
room for an engine and three coaches 
on the west end for Train X-64 (Dover­
Hoboken equipment train) to tlll"D. on the 
wye later in the afternoon. 

Train HS9 cut off the set-out and I let 
him pull up west to the signals at Estling 
Lake. There were 30 cars in the set-out, 
and after I lined HS9 to the Hole Track, I 
was unable to raise the crew on the radio 
to back up. Morristown Line Train 620 
went east at 10:01.-\).J. After I raised the 
cro8sing gates I tried HS9 on the radio 

track to put him on. 
Suddenly , Signal 

L40 tripped and HS9 
was shoving back. 
Tnin I lit up the ap­
proach circuit on the 
model board. Phoebe's 
engineer called me on 

~~ f>l,0696 

~~~ .. 
the radio and said he had an "approach" 
on the distant signal to Denville. Now I 
was really in a panic. 

HS9 slowly shoved east toward the 
Hole Track as I dropped the crossing 
gates for Train 1. I positioned myself at 
the sv.'ltch levers. The second the s,vitch 
indicator lights lit, and I thl·ew the 
switche8 over. Train 1 was !!lowly com­
ing around the curve as I operated the 
last switch and displayed the signal for 
the train. As the signal cleared, the three 
EMO E8s on Train 1 revved up and accel­
erated past Denville Tower. 

I was warned about not depending on 
the radio by the older towermen I broke 
in with, and this proved it. 

-,..., 
Otiffille 

DLW -Oeldware, Lact,wanna & western 
ERrE -ErieRai/road 
EL• Ene U c/cawaMa 
NJNY- New Jersey & New l'b,t 

EL Towers East: 
1966-1976 
1/lustration b)' Dito M. vomtrat. Nol al lines and facilities shown. 
NfJtan omtialmap. 4'Z011WhiteRiverProductiOnS 

WIRES DOWN 
I dreaded covering the third trick at 

HX Tower in East Rutherford, N .J ., on 
bitterly cold nights. Walking across that 
bridge into the north wind really took the 
stuffing out of me. Plus , the nails that 
held down the wood planks of the walk­
way would work their way out and wait 
for an unsuspecting employee to trip on 
them. I h-ipped over a nail one night and 
my lunch went tumbling into the Hack­
ensack River as I fell down. On really bad 
nights, at least I could stop at the bridge 
operator's cabin and warm up for a min­
ute. One night, we had a really rough 
time with the wind and cold. 

It was February 1967. I was ordered in 
to cover the third trick at HX Tower on 
a \Vednesday and Thursday night . That 
Wednesday, the wind was really howling 
out of the north. I made it to the tower 
without freezing to death. NY99 (Jer­
sey City-Chicago) was over an hour late 
leaving Cro~'ion; a broken rail at Co1.Wty 
Road delayed doubling the train togeth­
er. After NY99 cleared the bridge, I gave 
the bridge lock to the signal maintainer 
out on the bridge; on third trick, the sig­
nal maintainer operated the cb.·awbridge. 
I was just about to sit down at the desk 
when the small code machine for Bergen 
Junction started to click away. I watched 
as , simultaneously, circuits for both 
track 1 and 2 lit up and a big flash and 
e::-.."J)losion lit up the sky down by Col.Wty 
Road. I reported thi8 to Train Dispatch­
er Jim Crelin, who called out the signal 
maintainers. 

An how· later, I get a call from the 
sign.al maintainer from The Boxcar (the 
Y ardmaster's office at County Road). The 
maintainer reported that a set of Pub­
lic Service Electric & Gas high-tension 
wires came down right across the tracks. 
High voltage got into the relay cases and 
fried many of the signal relays. At this 
point, it was just before l:00A.:\t and rush 
hour would start in less than four hours. 

I 1·eported all of this to the traiu dis­
patche1·. Jim must have sounded the 
ala.rm as signal forces from all over de­
scended on County Road. A line crew 
from PSE&G showed up and got the 
,vires off the tracks, but the damage was 
done . Since I was unable to display the 
signals at the east end of the bridge, we 
were looking at a serious issue for the 
morning rush. 

LEFT: EL 909 leads o commuter train past 
HX Tower ot Rutherford, H.J ., via the HX 
Drow bridge, which connects Secaucus to East 
Rut herford over the Hockensock River, on Moy 
13, 1966. VlCTOR HAHO PHOTO, COU RTESY C£HTEll FOR 
RAILROAD PHOTOGRAPHY & .t.RT 



ABOVE : As seen from HX Tower, a pair of Geeps 
leads a westbound commuter train consisting of 
steam-era Stillwell coaches over HX Drow on 
Se ptember 14, 1974. Secaucus con be seen In 
the background, and In the distance, the World 
Trade Cente r In lower Manhattan. 

RIGHT: Commuter trains flll the yard at Suffern, 
N.Y., In 1970. The freight yard at HIiiburn con 
be seen In the distance. 
JIM MARDIGUIAH PHOTOS 

Russ Robinson, the fll'st trick man, ar­
rived at HX on Train 1150 from Suffern 
around 7: 15. I suggested that I remain 
at HX to help by running up and down 
the stairs giving the trains verbal per­
mission past the stop signals at the east 
end of the bridge. The train dispatcher 
approved, and that's what we did. All the 
signals were treated as "stop and pro­
ceed" from HX to Bergen Junction and 
the rush hour was in sham.hies, but at 
least the trains moved. 

We later found out that PSE&G had 
recently etrtwg those high-voltage wires 
across the raih-oad using a new type of 
splice that could not hold up to the bit­
ter cold. They let go and down came the 
wires. 

Although I was allowed to work only 
nine hours due to the Hours of Service 
Law, I stayed two hours past my relief 
time and that paid off for the train move­
ments. I was glad to hit the pillow when 
I got home. 
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HAPPY NEW YEAR 
On Stwday, December 3 1, 1966, at 

8:45PM, I was getting dressed to attend a 
New Year's Eve party at a friend's house 
when the teleph one rang. It was Carl 
Hansen, the second trick chief train die­
patcher in Hoboken. Carl, almost apol­
ogetically, asked me to cover t he third 
trick at Denville Tower. Being a fairly 
new extra operator, I dared not turn 
down an order to work. I reluctantly said 
I would cover t he job. It was almost 9:00 
so I decided I would leave my home on 

NEW roa IIMSIIIII --.. &::-.:::.---

Long Island and head t.o Denville in my 
new 1967 Ford Mustang. 

I arrived at Denville at 10:30, gave 
Jimmy Morris an early relief, and set­
tled in for the night. At midnight, a few 
fu·eworks went off down by Estling Lake 
to welcome in the New Year. I decided to 
add to t he celebration by sotwding the 
tower emergency whistle. I went over to 
the interlocking machine and pressed the 
button for the whistle. When I pressed 
the button, something inside the mech­
anism broke and I could not stop the 
whistle from blowing. The din from the 

whistle was overpowering. I frantically 
tried to pull up the button but it would 
not budge. 

Suddenly, the low air pressure alarm 
sounded, adding to the din (maintaining 
constant air pressure was the only way 
to throw the switch machines powered 
by compressed air). Then all the home 
signals went to "stop., as the air pressure 
went below 415 potwds. I was panicking. 
How will I explain this to my boss? I fi. 
nally took out my pocket knife and was 
able to pry up the button, and the whis­
tle thankfully stopped blowing. The only 
so1.md was the air compressors dutifully 
pumping up the depleted air system. 

Train rn, The Owl carrying ma.ii and 
e"'--press, was due any minute. All the 
home signals were still at "stop." But the 
air pressure reached 45 pounds and the 
clicking relaya signaled the home signals 
retW'ning to "clear." Train 15 lit the ap­
proach circuit and I lowered the crossing 
gates at Estling Road for the train. As 

Train 15 passed Denville Tower, I re­
alized I had broken out in a 8Weat. The 
first day of 1967 was almost my last day 
on the railroad. 

Another time, I was passing through 
Hoboken Terminal when I decided to stop 
and get a haircut. It was the morning of 
New Year's Eve 1971; I was ona 1·est day 
but scheduled to work New Year's Day. 
There was a barbershop on the second 
level, at the top of the stairs in the back 
of the waiting room. I was in the barber's 
chair getting my hair cut when I hap­
pened to look in the mirror and outside 
was Assistant Chief Dispatcher George 
Wright, looking in. 

George came into the barbershop and 
said, "So there you are! I have been trying 
t.o call you. I need you to cover the Becond 
trick Morris & Essex dispatching district 
today." I was trapped. I said okay, and 
there went my plans for New Year's Eve 
- one of the «pleasures" of working the 
ex-tra list. 

PHOTO, JIM MARDtGUIAN COlUCTION 

LEFT: WJ Tower ot Ridgewood, N.J., on July 17, 
1970. TOM NEMITH PHOTO 

ABOVE: BJ Tower at Rutherford, N.J., os seen 
on January 29, 1968. RtCH UYlDR PHOTO 

LIKE RIDING A BRONCO 
I got a call from George \Vright , t he 

assistant chief diBpatcher, instructing 
me to report to Rutherford Junction (BJ) 
tower in Rutherford, N.J., to poet and 
qualify so I could cover the first trick 
there when John Tulino went on vaca­
tion. It was October 1967 and I had four 
days to complete my training. 

I qualified and then reported at 5:30 . .:\.M 

on that Monday to open the tower. BJ was 
only open Mondays through Fridays with 
two shifts. The first trick was an early re­
port at 5:30.4...\I, made interesting because 
the fast freights made a run for Crox"ton 
Yard ahead of the rush hour, just as you 
opened the tower and went to work. At 
that time, there were fom· tracks between 
HX and BJ. Passenger t.rains stopping at 
Rutherford crossed over at BJ from the 
Bergen Cotwty Line to Track 2, and ex­
press trains went east on Track 4. F reight 
also used Track 4 to HX. 

RAIL .. AN A. RAILROAD 65 



BJ had two signal maintainers, John 
Hanley and Andy Arendas . J ohn was the 
lead maintainer and a crackerjack signal­
man. He was an older man and very gruff, 
but a lot of fun to work with. During rush 
hours, John sat in the northwest corner 
of the tower by the casement window. He 
chewed tobacco and spit out the window 
in such volume that there was a stain 
down the side of the tower that remained 
for yea.rs after his retirement. 

When rush hour ended, John would 
ask for a lineup of trains so he and Andy 
could take their motor car to HX to de­
liver company mail and check out the 
signal equipment. MC 69, the motor car, 
had a history; one night, kids broke the 
chain securing it to the shed and pushed 
it onto the tracks. NY99 came along and 
whacked it, sending it into the lot ne>..'1. 
to the railroad. It was repaired, but from 
then on it had a nasty habit of derailing 
occasionally. 

I got John the lineup from the dis­
patcher to go east. John and Andy set 
MC 69 on Track 2 and went east to HX. I 
placed a block on Track 2 behind them to 
protect them coming back. 

A couple of hours later, the block line 
rang and I answered it. It was John and 
MC 69 ready to go back to the shed. 1 
lined them up over the crossovers and 
gave them the signal to proceed. I was 
watching them negotiate the crossovers 
when suddenly MC 69 derailed, botwcing 
along on the ties until it finally stopped. 
I saw John doubled over so I ran dovm­
stairs to see if he was injured. 

RIGHT TOP: You'd hardly know Hoboken was 
an electric terminal with all the diesel.powered 
trcln s coming ond going In thi s scene from 
Termlnal Tower In 1976. The GE U34CH diesels 
and Pullman-Standard HCometH coad,es were 
financed by MJDOT and arrived In 1970. 
JIM MARDIGUIAH PHOTO 

RIGHT BOTTOM: The center ponel of Hoboken 
Terminal Tower as seen in 1977. 
MARTIN K. O' TOOLE PHOTO 

BELOW: Terminal Tower at Hoboken, N.J., os 
seen on the afternoon of February 16, 1969. 
TOM. NlMETH PHOTO 
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When I got there, John was doubled up 
laughing. Poor Andy was clinging to the 
handrail with a look of horror on his face. 
John looked at me and said, "Why did you 
throw the switch under me?" I said, "I did 
not throw the switch!" He laughed and 
said, "I know you didn't; we just derailed. 
It was like riding a bronco." John and 
Andy got some wood blocking and soon 
MC69 was back on the track. 

John told me that when the frame of 
MC69 was straightened out after NY99 
hit it, the motor car must not have been 
set square so it would sometimes derail 
on a switch frog. It was just a little excite. 
ment to spice up a day at BJ. 

POSTING AT HOBOKEN 
By July 1967, I was really getting the 

hang of working the towers on the New 
York Division. I was intrigued with the 
complexity of Hoboken Terminal so I 

asked my boss, Joe Conboy, the chief 
train dispatcher, if I could "post" (get 
training) at Terminal Tower. Terminal 
Tower had a 15~.lever electro-pneumatic 
interlocking machine that was operated 
by three levermen under the direction of 
a train director. The train director called 
out the moves, which the levermen per­
formed to move the trains. 

Joe said that the training period for 
Terminal Tower was 90 days. Since I was 
qualified in most of the towers, he might 
have to divert me to cover other towers so 
he couldn't guarantee that I would have 
90 uninterrupted days posting; I said 
that I could handle it. Joe wrote a letter 
of introduction to first trick Train Direc­
tor Frank Reagan, and I reported to Ter­
minal to begin my training. 

I worked at Hoboken Grove Street 
Tower many ti.mes with Frank; he knew 
me and we got along well. Grove Street 
reported eastbound trains to Terminal 

and Terminal reported the westbound 
train.a to Grove Street. There was a b·a­
dition at Terminal Tower that when a 
poster reported there on his first day and 
was offered a cup of coffee, he was "in." If 
he was not offered coffee, he may as well 
turnaround and walkout the door. When 
I arrived at 7:00AM my first day, a cup of 
coffee was waiting for me. 

The first two weeks , I started my 
training beginning on the west end of 
the machine. I was just ready to start 
the middle of the machine when I got 
pulled out to cover first trick at NJ Tower 
(Newburgh J unction, N.Y. ) for a week. I 
then went back to Terminal for one more 
week when I was again pulled to cover 
the third trick at MQ Tower (Campbell 
Hall, N.Y. ) for a week. It went this way 
for most of the summer until early Sep­
tember when I was ready to qualify on 
the entire machine. Frank said I was 
1·eady and made arrangements with Joe 

Conboy to have a b·ainmaster report to 
Terminal to qualify me. 

The day arrived. It was on a Friday 
and I reported early at 6:30.-\M. Around 
7 :30Af.1, Train.master Bob Casper came 
into the tower and said he was going to 
watch me work the rush hour. He asked 
me which part of the machine I was com. 
fort.able with. I told him the entire ma­
chine. He then asked Frank, "Which is 
the most difficult?" Frank replied, "The 
middle of the machine," and that is where 
I was told to work. 

I was particularly happy he did that 
as I liked working the middle of the ma• 
chine. The rush hour went pictlll'e-per• 
feet that morning. After Train 6, The 
Lake Cities, arrived and t.he yard crew 
pulled its train out of Track 12 to release 
the engines; it was 9:00A..\1. Bob Casper 
said to Frank that he felt I was qualified, 
and Frank agreed. 

I was now qualified at the busiest and 

TOM. NlMETH PHOTO 

LEFT: An outbound train of electric multiple­
unit cars built In 1930 trundles past Hoboken 
Grove Street Tower In Movember 1973. Grove 
Street sorted passenger movemenrs between 
Terminal Tower and West End Tower, and also 
controlled access to th e Hoboken freight yard. 
MICHAEL FINFElt COUECTION 

BELOW LEFT: A local freight wi th EL 920 In the 
leod posses MO TowerotCompbell Holl, M.Y., on 
November 21 , 1970. located on what was t hen 
the freight-only Groham Une, MQ controlled 
the crossing of the branch to Montgomer y ond 
Pine lslond. Today, thi s Is operated os Metro­
Monh's Port Jervis Une; only the branch to 
Montgomery survives. TOM NEMETH PHOTO 

most complex tower on the railroad. After 
that, I got lots of work at Terminal Tower 
(and made a lot of money, too ). 

ROLL-BY INSPECTIONS 
Early in my career as an operator on 

the New York Division, I carefully ab­
sorbed like a sponge everything I was 
told. Early on, I recognized the impor­
tance of obeying the rules and procedm·es 
to ensure the safety ofmy fellow employ­
ees and the equipment. One important 
procedure I followed religiously was in­
specting trains passing the tower; this 
was particularly important for passing 
freights. I also counted the freight cars 
passing the towers, so if I observed some• 
thiug amiss I could tell the crew the exact 
location of a defective cai· or other unusu­
al observation. 

One night in summer I 967, Train 
DN90 was passing me at MQ Tower 
around 2:00AM when I observed a wheel 
and brakes on the west truck of a boxcar 
glowing cherry red and making a racket, 
61 cars from the engines. DN90 had to 
be traveling at least ~O mph and I called 
them on the radio and reported what I 
had observed. DN90 had three U25Bs 
and good radios, so they were able to 
act on my report and set off the car with 
stuck brakes in Clark's Siding. I remem­
ber the car was there for at least two 
weeks, so it was not an ordered Ford car. 
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Morris, M.J ., as a local freight passes by on 
September 11 , 1974. JIM MARDIGUIAH PHOTO 

RIGHT: The lever machine Inside UM Tower, 
January 24, 196S. 

BOTTOM RIGHT: Train 1, the Phoebe Snow, 
speeds post UM Tower on January 23, 1966. 
RICH TAn0R PHOTOS 

In late 1968, I was covering the first 
trick at HX Tower when the afternoon 
Westbound Ordinary was passing the 
tower. It was just before 3:00P)! and I was 
COlWting cars when, 87 cars from the en­
gines (two new SD45s) , was a man's body 
on an empty flatcar. I called the train 
on the radio and reported it to the train 
d ispatcher. Bob Wands was the train 
dispatcher and he could see the evening 
rush hour on the Bergen County Line go­
ing south in a hw"ly. 

Covering the first trick at Hoboken 
G1·ove Street Tower one Saturday, just 
at noontime, I had an eastbound multi­
ple-unit train passing the tower when I 
noticed the pantograph on the ne,-..-t-to­
last car folded across the roof of the car. 
Quickly notifying Terminal Tower, they 
stopped the train before it entered the 
train shed and really did some damage. 
That set off a panic on the M&E Lines to 
find where that happened so the catena­
ry wires could be inspected. 

Many other events ended favorably 
due to inspecting and colWting cars, but 
it would take too long to note them. In 
today's centralized operation of the rail­
roads, with all the towers and stations 
closed, no one is out in the field to look 
over the trains. I guess that is called 
"progress 

MEET AT GREENOELL 
I was covering the second trick lever­

man's job, middle machine, at Hoboken 
Terminal Tower near the end of October 
1968. This position was off on Satur­
days and Sundays. I was having dinner 
arotwd 6:00PM on a Saturday when the 
telephon e rang. It was Rudy Appeld, 
the chief train dispatcher in Hoboken, 
asking if [ could cover the third b-ick at 
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Port Morris (UN) Tower that night. I had 
nothing going on, so I agreed. 

I left my home at 9:30 and headed for 
UN. Getting off Route 46 and onto Inter­
state 80 outside Denville, I noted that fog 
was settling in. By the time I got off I-80 
at Ledgewood, it was a real pea soup fog. 
Passing Lake Hopatcong, I barely made 
the turn for the road to UN Tower; if it 
were not for the two big concrete arch 
bridges of the Lackawanna Cutoff and 
the wye, I would have missed the dirt 
road to the tower. I pulled in behind UN 
and went up the stail·s to relieve the sec­
ond trick man. 

Since it was Satw-day night, Ti--ain 15, 
The Owl, did not run. Ti--ain 17 operated 
in its place, departing Hoboken with U.S. 
Mail piggyback trailers that were loaded 
at the Henderson Street ramp. Because 
of the piggyback cars, Ti--ain 17 operated 
via the Boonton Branch from West End 
to Denville. This night, Train 17 was late 

out of Hoboken due to a problem with se­
citrement of one of the trailers. 

Train 17 and eastbound Train 10, 
the New York Mail, normally met at 
Stroudsburg, Pa. This night, since Ti--ain 
17 was running late, the M&E Train Dig­
patcher told me to meet trains 17 and 
10 at Greendell, N.J. That was fine with 
me, but I became con cerned with the 
heavy fog blanketing the Cutoff. I called 
Stroudsburg and asked the towerman to 
tell Tram 10 that I was putting it into the 
passing siding at Greendell to meet Train 
17. I told Train 17, which had two GP7s 
that night, that it would hold the main 
track at Greendell and meet Train 10. I 
further advised the crew to be careful in 
this dense fog. 

It was about 1:45AM and the two oppos­
ing trains were closing in on Greendell. 
I was watching the CTC machine that 
controlled Greendell like a hawk. As soon 
as Traiu 10 cleared \Vest Greendell, I 

immediately thi·ew the switch and lined 
up Ti--ain 17. Train 17 took longer than 
usual to pass West Greendell, but with 
the fog you could not blame them. I lined 
Ti--ain 10 out the east end of the siding 
and cleared the signals all the way to UN. 

After the trains made the meet , I 
breathed a sigh of relief, and I am sm·e 
the crews on 10 and 17 did the same. 

THERE'S A FORD 
IN YOUR FUTURE 

When the Ford Motor Company as­
sembly plant opened at Mahwah, N.J. , 
in 1955, Erie Railroad had a lucrative 
business handling automobile and truck 
parts from the Midwest. New cars and 
trucks were also shipped out on Erie. 
Some of the 177 acres purchased by Ford 
to build the plant were sold to them by 

the second trick operator at SF Tower in 
Suffern, N.Y .• who owned a tract of land 
needed t-o build the complex. 

Ford Yard in Mahwah was a large 
freight yard built to serve the assem­
bly plant. A five-track staging yard was 
built in Hillburn, N.Y., half a wile from 
For d Yard, to handle additional cars. 
The layout of the Ford plant was built 
to accommodate rail delivery primarily 
from trains arriving from the west. This 
aITangement went very well until 1974. 

Erie Lackawanna inherited the Ford 
business after 1960. All was going fine 
until Hurricane Agnes struck in June 
1972, and the resulting floods dealt a 
mortal blow to EL (although it took until 
1976 to close the coffin). Between 1972 
and 1974, EL filed for bankruptcy and 
embarked on a program to single-track 
the Delaware Division between Port Jer­
vis and Binghamton, N.Y., and between 

Port Jervis and MQ (Campbell Hall, 
N .Y.), to reduce operating costs. Most 
freights , including the Ford Mahwah 
traffic, would be run via Scranton, Pa. , to 
Cro::-..'ion Yard in Secaucus, N.J., and then 
timetable west to Mahwah. While the 
single -track program was progressing, 
Train DN90, the dedicated Ford train out 
of Bison Yard in Buffalo, N.Y. , still oper~ 
ated via Port Jervis. When the required 
track and bridge work was completed, 
DN90 was rerouted via Scranton. Ford 
was not happy with this routing. 

Train DN90 was operating on the new 
Scranton route for about a week and was 
arriving at Croxton in the early morn­
ing hours. But one \Vednesday in 1974, 
DN90 hit a brick wall when it passed 
Slateford Junction and entered the Lack­
awanna Cutoff at 3:30PM. Facing the up­
coming evening commuter rush hour, we 
had no other choice but to hold DN90 at 
Port Morris (UN). 

I had just come off my rest days on the 
second trick chief train dispatcher's po­
sition in Hoboken. As I took the transfer 
D:om Chief Joe Conboy, I knew we were 
in trouble. One of the first phone calls I 
received when I sat in the ch air was Ford 
Traffic at Mahwah. They were furious, 
but I e::-..-plained to them what we were up 
against and told them I would get DN90 
to them as soon as I could, probably 
around 10:00PM. Not good enough they 
said, but I told them that was the best 
we could do. 

LEFT: With long -di stance passenger trains 
canceled In 1970, EMO ESs were demoted to 
commuter service, usually handling the trains to 
Port Jervis, os seen on August 8, 1971 . 

BELOW: A commuter tra in roll s post West 
Arlington, M.J ., on September 1, 1970. WR 
Tower Is built Into the depot, which dosed In 
1966 and burned In 1976. TOM NEMETH PHOTOS 
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the Delaware River with loaded automobile 
carriers at Mlllrlft, Po., on February 6, 1966. 
VICTOR HAND PHOTO, COURTESY CENTER FOR RAILROAD 
PHOTOGRAPHY & ART 

RIGHT: Looking south over HIiiburn Yard In 
Suffern, N.Y., on September 4, 1970. The New 
York State Thruway crosses over at the for end 
of the scene. TOM NEMET11 PHOTO 

Train DN90 had three U36Cs and 85 
cars for Forcl. Those three big GEs would 
not have any problems over the grade at 
Great Notch, but I was concerned with 
that big t rain going around the ew 
Loop and possibly string~lining the long 
cars on the sharp CW"Ve. I knew our crew 
would do its best. I discussed the plan 
with the Morris & Essex {M&E) and East 
End dispatchers and we decided to take 
a chance and run DN90 to Denville and 
be in position to go east on the Boonton 
Branch after Tt·ain 1013 - one of the 
last evening rush how- trains departing 
Hoboken - cleared. 

Train 1013 cleared Denville right 
on time at 8:07PM and off went DN90. 
I made arrangements with Croxton to 
hold HB3 (Jersey City-Buffalo) in the 
yard until DN90 arrived. Train 1043 ar­
rived at Great Notch at 8:57 and DN90 
cleared with just a five-minute delay to 
the commuter run. I had a Port Jervis 
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crew standing by at Cotwty Road to step 
on DN90 and take it to Mahwah. DN90 
made it around the New Loop, recrewed 
at County Road, and off it went up the 
Bergen County Line. Arriving at Suffern 
around 10:00PM, the train was now fac­
ing the wrong way to enter Ford Yard so 
it had to be slowly yarded from the east 
end, a cumbersome operation. Ford was 
incensed. \Ve did the best we could, even 
risking the tail end oft.he commuter run, 
but it did not soothe Ford. 

The very ne::-..rt day, Train DN90 was op ­
erating via Port Jervis again, from which 
it never should have been diverted in the 
first place. 

PENN CENTRA(S PELLETS 
During the last few months of Erie 

Lackawanna's life in 1976, conditions 
were quickly deteriorating on the rail­
road. Headquarters in Cleveland, Ohio, 
stopped purchasing supplies unless they 
were vital to operate trains. such as fuel 
oil. Since conveyance day to the new fed­
erally funded Consolidated Rail Corpora­
tion on April 1 was quickly approaching, 
t h e company did n ot feel t he need to 
spend any more money than it had to be­
fore Conrail and Uncle Sam would start 
paying the bills. This created a prob­
lem one night in March 1976 at Croxton 

Engine Terminal. 
I was covering the second trick chief 

dispatcher's position that Tuesday night 
in Hoboken. We barely had enough 
road power to run the regularly sched­
uled freights. After NY99 left, 1 had two 
SDP45s left to run Advance Cro,._1:on 99 
(ACX99) to Chicago. The nearest road 
power was at Suffern on Train DN90, 
and it was down in Ford Ya.rd at Mahwah 
delivering ordered production ca.rs for 
the assembly p lant. DN90's power would 
turn to run Cro,-ton 99 (CX99) later in 
the morning. I was keeping my fingers 
crossed that ACX99's power would not 
develop any problems. 

Around midnight, I got a call from 
Paul Segrow, the engine foreman at the 
Croxton roundhouse. One of the SDP45s 
for ACX99 developed a radiator leak and 
could not go out on the road. I asked Paul 
ifhe could put a box ofleak-plugging pel­
lets in the radiator so we could use the 
engine. Paul replied that he would have, 

but he had no pellets left - or any other 
supplies, for that watter. 

\Ve were down to one SDP45 for 
ACX99. I thought about it for a while and 
I called the Penn Central engine foreman 
at the Meadows enginehouse in near­
by Keruny, N.J. The foreman answered 
the phone and I told him who I was and 
asked if we could borrow a box of radi­
ator pellets for an 8D45. He said sw-e, 
come on out and pick t hem up. My relief 
walked in at that moment and I gave him 
the transfer. I got in my cat· and drove out 
to the Meadows. 

\Vhen I arrived at Meadows, I met the 
foreman - who, coincidentally, would 
later become an engine foreman I worked 
with on New Jersey Transit - and got 
the big box of pellets. I drove to the Crox­
ton 1·oundhouse, delivered the radiator 
pellets, and drove home. 

The neA"t day, I was working the third 
trick chiefs job. I was talking to the chief 
at Hornell, N.Y., and asked him how last 

Suffern, as seen In 1974. 
JIM MAROIGUIJJ,i PHOTO 

ABOVE: SF Tower sits In the shadow of the New 
York State Thruway on April 23, 1972. 
TOM MEMET11 PHOTO 

LEFT: Pulling loaded outomoblle carriers from 
the Ford Yard at Mahwah, H.J., In 1974. 
JIM MARDIGUl.4H PHOTO 

night's ACX99 made out. He told me that 
when they arrived at Hornell, one of the 
units blew out a radiator pipe and they 
had to swap power with another freight. 

Oh, well. At least EL's ACX99 made it 
as far as Hornell on Penn Central's pel­
lets. □ 

Born in 1947, Arthur Erdman grew up 
near Lang Island Rail Road in Queens, 
N. Y. H anging around the railroad and 
getting many cab rides, he eventually 
hired on with Erie L ackawanna in 1966 
as an extra operator, working various 
towers in the New York Division. He was 
promoted f.o train dispatcher in 1969, and 
chief train dispatcher in 1974. He would 
go on to work for Conrail and N J Tran­
sit, holding various management roles. In 
2001 , he became an operations inspector 
for the Federal Railroad Administration, 
retiring in 2008. Since then, Arthur has 
authored several books about LIRR, EL, 
Conrail, and NJ Transit. 
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