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Going Hungry O·n 

he Cotton Belt 
DOUG BRITTI /photos os noted 

I Jny 1978 the Bro ,herhood of Railway 
and. Air line Clerk on orfolk & West
ern oted to trike over issues of union 
jurisdiction and au mation protec ions. 
Having grown up in a union famil , I v as 
sympathe ·ic to labor issues. I enjo ed the 
benefits of United Transportation nion 
membe1·ship during several s1,unm.e1·s as 
a brakeman on outhern Pacific' Los 
Angeles Division while I was in college, 
and later teaching. Bu now I was a traf
fic represen ative on P in Long Beach, 
Calif. which is o sa , I was :MANAGEME 

SP practice for s rike coverage a he 
time wa , o ,end i , managemen and 
sales personnel to , he opposite end of the 
ystem so they could run trains and ork 

their way back home. 
Thu in late September, when a na

tional rail sfaike occurred, I found my
self, along \Vith a small ~am of other LA 
Divi ion folks, on a flight o Louis for 
wha appeared to be a long-haul trip west 
aero s the sys , em. We arrived a our ho
tel at 1: 30. 1 and were told to be in the 
lobby late1· that morning a 9:30 read 
to go to -ork. 

After a short night and quick break
fas a carr all picked u up for the ride 
to alley June ion where our tlu-.ee-per
son crew as met by he local trainmas
te1.-. Due to my experience I was a signed 
as conductor. Our engineer like was 
an assistant road :foreman of engines on 
the LA Division. Bob an assis an dis
tric sales manager, had never been in 
train ervice and was as igned as head
end brakeman. That lack of experience 
wa no ell..-pected to be an issue as .· he 
line as either double tt·ack or CTC-con
trolled, and we wouldn t be making any 
pickup or setouts. 

We ould. be aking Train APLA (Auto 
Parts Lo Ange es) one of the Cotton Belt 
( S'\\ )/SP's hottes J:'ains, as far as Pine 
Bluff Ark. 388 miles and three normal 
crew districts away. Our rou e would be 
down the issouri Pacific/ SW joint 
line as far a Dexter, Mo., and then via 
88\i rails from there • o Pine Bluff. The 
join line operated on MoPac 1~ails :from 

alle Junction for 12 0 miles to Simbco, 
Ill. jus sh011; of the Thebes b1idge ove1· 
the Mi sissippi Ri er. Dispatching v as 
handled b the oPac to Simbco and 
from there to Dexter o. (and beyond on 
the S W), by he Cotton Bel . 

We were advised hat he s rike wa 

ABOVE: In 1978, Doug Brittin was working In Southern Pacific monogement whe,n he wos sent ,east 
to work during a notiona l 1labor strike:, giving: him a cha nce to work on SP subsldtary Cotton Be·ft. A 
year later, one of Cotton Belt's n,ew EMO GP40-2 locomotlves was sitting in Pine Bluff, Ark., one of 
the terminals Brittin worked through. HARLEN WllS,ON PHOTO, KEVIN EUDALY co LECTIO 

fairly bi , er on he I oPac segment, wi h 
a few rock- , hrowing situa ,ion report
ed and a few minor d.e1·ailments so \.Ve 
should keep our eyes open. The1·e had yet 
been no such incidents reported on he 
Cotton Bel .. 

I asked fo1~ operating timetables for he 
MoPac Division as well as for SSW s Ill
mo and Jonesboro subdivisions. All that 
wa available wa a o-yeai·-old Co ton 
Belt cop and a Xerox cop comprising 
one page of he MoPac s Che er Subdi
vision (Illinois Division) but i sufficed 
to a · least le me know 'Where we were 
along the way and helped ensure that we 
complied wi ,h our train orders en route. 
I al o requested an SSW switch key and 
a caboose key. ei her was availab e, but 
a noted earlier, we weren' expected to 
be turning an switches o he former 
wa no really an is ue. We were old 
that meals would be provided along he 
wa which v; as good news a my hastily 
packed grip contained exactly one small 
thermos full of vending machine coffee 
and a 3 Muske eer cand bar. 

o ,rain orde1·s \.Vere is ued, as we 
would get those a few mile away at 
South Dupo for , he oPac segment. 
A carryall dropped me at he bay win
dow caboose at 10 :59~1 and then drove 
Mike and Bo o the head end. Climb
ing aboard, I fiddled with the batte 
witches until I as able o urn on he 

radio and marker light and then called 
the dispa che1·. After confirming our in-

1·uctions and clearance o proceed to 
South Dupo, I walked ahead o release 
an hand brakes. Finding none were se 
on he fu·s • eight cai·s, I retmned to he 

caboose checked to see that the wa er 
cooler was full and well-iced ancl waited 
to hear from Mike. 

Our power ha · day was SP 8441 and 
, hree SD40 . The . rain consisted of 76 
loads and 27 emptie totaling- 6 425 , ons 
and 1'95 feet. After Mike had se .led in 
I called for a b1·ake line te . The brakes 
were set a 11:25 and released a 11:30. 
Afte1· Mike no ified he dispatcher, we 
were moving at 11:35. 

We were about o leave town when we 
were informed of a se of derailed ·oPac 
units up ahead. \ e d have to navigate a 
number of yard rack to get around the 
uni s and a oPac yardmaster boarded 
to help us get hrough. That delayed u 
m01~e han an hour .. Finall , a , 1: 18P 1 

after topping again at the South Dupo to 
be handed up a se of three train orders 
con is ing of slow orders and piked spur 
switches I called ·ilrn o le him know 
we we1·e cleared and we headed ou of 
the yard and onto the southbound main. 
We had gone a whopping .1 miles. Abou 
, hen I began sense tha · it was going to 
be a long day. 

With clear signals ahead we shortly 
gained 1·ack speed down he long an
gen south of Dupo .. The top speed on the 
Chester Suh was 60 mph, bu in mo 
cases we did not exceed 50. As the ca
boose speedometer was inoperati e, I 
, imed milepos s to gauge om· peed. The 
line down he eas , side of the ri e1· was 
mostly double ,rack lm even in he sin
gle-track segm.ent here were numerou 
lengthy sidings. 

The afternoon 'Was pleasan wai~m, 
and sunny as we cruised along and I 
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enjoyed the early autumn scenery. Near
ing Val, I began to catch whiffs of brake 
shoe smoke, although we were main
taining speed and the train line gauge 
had not moved. Ctu·ving through Val, 
I scanned our train and now noticed a 
faint hue of blue smoke from a car about 
20 lengths ahead. Con.fu-ming with Mike 
that he had not made a brake applica
tion, I suggested we make a stop so I 
could walk up and check to see if a hand 
brake was set. 

We came to a stop at milepost 28, north 
of Fults. I checked the hand brakes on 
the cars ahead of the ones I'd done at Val
ley Junction, and all were clear. When I 
came to Lehigh Valley boxcar 34471, 24 
cars from the caboose, it was evident I'd 
found the culprit. The hand brak.e wasn't 
engaged, however, so there was a prob
lem with the brake cylinder itself. 

I knew it could be bypassed, but as 
I had only done that once d tuing my 
brakeman training school days seven 
years pt•ior, I decided to go back to the ca
boose and call Mike to walk me through 
the steps and ensm·e I didn't dump the 
entire train line. After successfully com
pleting the process, we were moving 
again at 2:30PM. 

We met only two northbound MoPac 
trains and noted another derailed unit in 
the small yard at Gorham. Passing Simb
co, we slowed for the slight climb and 
sharp curve to the west onto the Thebes 
bridge. I had anticipated a scenic r iver 
vista on this route, but om· only view 
of t h e river was along a short stretch 
through Chester. ow we were crossing 
over the river on a historic structm·e and 
entered SSW rails. 

The bridge opened in 1905, and at al
most a half-mile in length and situated 
high above the water, was quite an ar
chitectm·al marvel when completed, and 
it certainly impressed me that day. We 
crossed it at 5:20P~I, and I afforded my
self the lrun1ry of what was surely a once
in-a-lifetime opportunity. A few minutes 
later we rolled to a stop adjacent to the 
small yard in Illmo, Mo., to await our 
SSW train orders. 

As we held the main, our thoughts be
gan to turn to that food we were promised 
about seven hours earlier. My candy bar 
and coffee were long gone. Unfortunate
ly, the Cotton Belt's dispatcher advised 
that we might have to wait until we got 
to Dexter, 50 miles ahead, as he needed 
us to clear the main ASAP. 

By this time we had been stopped for 
around 10 minutes, with t h e caboose 
about 20 ca.rs short of a grade crossing. 
Our train was also blocking another 
crossing at the west end of the yard. Driv
ers were beginning to honk, and I noticed 
a few people getting out of their vehicles 
and climbing over the couplers ahead. 
Suddenly, we lost om· air. Mike imme
diately called to ask if I had dlllllped the 

air. I advised him of the pedestrians, and 
we concluded that someone might have 
cut the train line. Th e only solution was 
for me and Bob to grab spare air h os
es and a wrench and start walking the 
length of the train from each end. As I 
had to pass by that first crossing, I decid
ed to walk up the north side of our consist 
and stay out of sight from the now fail·ly 
il·ate drivers on the south side. 

H alfway between the two crossings, 
I spotted the reason for our emergency 
brake set - someone with knowledge 
and skill had climbed onto a coupler and 
stomped down on the glad hand connec
t ion, deftly avoiding the dangerously 
whipping hose ends as we lost our air. 
This was certainly easier to cotTect than 
replacing a broken hose. By the time Bob 
arrived I had remade the connection, and 
I told him what to tell Mike, letting him 
know he could begin pumping the air 
back up. 

My trudge back to the caboose was 
not a pleasant one. I was intercepted by 
an angry sheriff's depu ty, who demand
ed to know why the crossings had been 
blocked. There was a high school football 
game that evenil,g and we were prevent
ing fans from getting to the field ill tilne 
for the start. He yelled ill no uncertain 
terms that if I didn't get on my "gosh 
darn" caboose immediately and get that 
train out of town, he would arrest me 
then and there. Respectfully, I told him 
that if I was arrested, the train wouldn't 
be leaving any faster. That seemed to 
work. 

I made it back to the caboose, wh ere 
the Illmo opera.tor was waitillg ,vith my 
set of SSW train orders, and I called 
Mike for another set and release. We 
were movillg again at 6:35PM, and as 
we passed the crossillgs, I was greeted 
"warmly" by those waitillg. 

But once again otu journey was not 
a long one, as we headed illto the long 
siding at Q.uruTy, six miles a.way . There 
we met five northbounds ill fail·ly quick 
succession. At 8:14P,I, we were moving 
agaill as our empty stomachs contillued 
to complain. 

At Delta, the main line turned to 
the south and we made good tilne. Al
though the ma.xilnlllll a llowed speed for 
an authorized fast freight was 65 on this 
stretch, we rarely exceeded 45-50. As 
we passed a stopped TOFC train in t he 
siding at Randles, I was startled to see 
the nlllllber of trailers with door s torn 
open and items of lading strewn a.long 
the right-of-way. The train had obviously 
been there for some tilne. 

Sustenance was not to be had at Dex
ter, as the dispatcher advised that there 
was no one to pick up something for us at 
a restam·ant. He couldn't hold us there 
as he needed to keep the main clear for 
a nlllllber of MoP ac trains coming off its 
line from Poplru· Bluff. But he did say 
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bottom, doillg his ilnper
sonation of an order hoop, 
and I crooked my right 
arm and squeezed the bag 
hard, doing my best iln
personation of an RPO 
mail hook. He shouted 
something unintelligible, 
I yelled my thanks, and 
we were gone. 

-

ABOVE: Some 46 years later, Doug Brittin still 
has the paperwork from his trip across th e 
Cotton Belt - one where he nearly went hungry 
along with t he rest of his management crew. 

that we would stuely get some food ill 
Jonesboro (75 miles), or possibly Brink
ley (149 miles)! By now it was 9:40P'.\I. 

At Jonesboro, our hopes were dashed 
again, but the dispatcher assured us we'd 
get fed in Brinkley. After more than 12 
h om·s on duty, the water diet was weru·
illg thin. True to the dispatcher's word, 
when we were about 40 miles north of 
Brmkley, the operator there called us, 
and gave us om· options - burgers, on
ion rillgs, fries , pies, and coffee. I select
ed "all of the above." As we approached 
the station, Mike slowed so Bob could 
grab their bag on the engineer's sidestep. 
Mike told me he would pick up speed a 
bit but then slow back down to a.bout 5 
mph as the caboose neared the station. I 
hung my lantern ill the crook of my left 
arm and descended to the bottom step at 
the front end of the caboose and waited to 
catch my goodie bag. But as we got closer, 
and the station came into view ahead, we 
didn't seem to slow down. I could make 
out the operator standing trackside and 
jiggled my lantern to let him see where 
I was. By this time, I estimated we were 
still going at least 15 mph. The operator 
held up a large brown paper bag top and 

As I climbed back up 
the steps, hot liquid ran 
out the bottom of the 
bag - I 'd grabbed so 
hard that the lid had 
popped off the large 
Styrofoam coffee cup 
inside. But that cof
fee- soaked burger , 
fries, rings, and apple 
pie tasted exquisite. By 
now it was l:30A.\I and 
any food was good. 

We had multi
ple meets in the 65 
miles from there to 
Pille Bluff. Just below 
Humphrey around 
3:30_.._l\l, we sat on the 
main for well over 
an hom· in a wooded 
area, and a dense fog 
had settled ill. I kmd 
of wished I had that 
caboose key then , 

ilnagining all sorts of swamp crea
tures lm·killg. At 5:00AM, we got word 
that the strike was over as President 
Cru-t;er had called for a cooling-off peri
od. We entered the huge Pine Bluff yard 
and rolled to a stop at 5:25A.\I, and the 
carryall picked me up at 5:59, exactly 19 
hours after boru·ding the caboose. We'd 
covered those three crew districts and 
388 miles ill that tilne, not exactly chal
lenging the SSW/SP's Blue Streak Man
ifest scheduled tilne of seven and a half 
hom·s. Apparently, the Hom·s of Service 
Law of 14 hours for train crews was not 
ill effect for us. 

After a quick but much-needed shower 
at another Holiday Inn, and about tliree 
hom·s of sleep, the phone rang, and I was 
told to be ill the lobby ill an hour for a 
ride to the a.irpo11; for my flight home. I 
was back ill Los Angeles eight and a half 
hom·s later, less t han half the time the 
previous day's jottl'lley had taken. After 
catching up on some sleep on Sunday, I 
was back ill the office Monday morlllllg, 
dealmg with my shippers and consignees 
who were anxious to track down their 
shipments. 

Alas, SP, Cotton Belt, and Missouri 
Pacific, as well as TWA and the L-1011 
on which I flew home, ru·e now long gone. 
But 111 never forget my adventm·e as a 
conducto1· on the joillt line. And I nev
er did filld out who won that football 
game. □ 
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