
FIFTY YEARS LATER 
WORKING AGAINST THE FORCES 

of gravity, an iron ore train 
powered by a half-dozen six-ax

le diesel locomotives grinds its way up 
the east slope of the Allegheny Moun
tains out of Altoona, Pa. Meanwhile, 
a trio of EMD GP40s speeds along the 
shore of Lake Erie with a train of new 
automobiles from Detroit heading to 
dealer showroom.e in New England. 
Over in Indiana, an elderly geep picks 
its way along an overgrown branchline 
with bad track on a train with more 
crew members (five) than freight cars 
(three). And in New J ersey, passengers 
on a station platform take a few steps 
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backward as a shiny, tubular aluminum 
passenger train str eaks by on an e:i.'Press 
track at an amazing 150 m.p.h. 

\Vhat do all of these vignettes have 
in common? They were everyday scenes 
on the modern mega-r ailroad everyone 
loves to hate - Penn Central. 

An Unlikely Marriage 
Railroads in the 1960s were facing 

unrelenting competition from trucks, 
airlines, and Inter9tate highway9. The 
Interstate Commerce Com.mission, 
created in 1887 primarily to regulate 
the railroads, was slow to permit rate 
increases and often rejected railroads' 

requests to abandon low-density, unprof. 
it.able branchli.nes. Employers began to 
move their manufacturing operations 
from the .northeast to the south as a 
cost-saving measure, eroding the traffic 
base of the eastern r ailroads. Mean
while, the Post Office was diverting the 
shipping and handling of mail away 
from raih-oads to a.ii· and truck tr ans
port, which doomed passenger trains. 

To combat all of this, some lines looked 
to mergers as a way t o reduce costs and 
stay in business. The modern railroad 
merger movement began with Norfolk & 
,vestern buying the Virginian in 1959. 
This was followed by the Erie and the 

Lackawanna joining forces in 1960; the 
Chesapeake & Ohio acquiring control of 
the Balt imore & Ohio in 1963; the N&W 
(again) acquiring control of the Nickel 
Plate and leasing the \Vabash in 1964; 
and Atlantic Coast Line merging with 
Seaboard Air Line in 1967. 

The unlikely merger of the Peuusylva
nia and the New York Central was more 
than a decade in the making. The two 
railroads first began discussing a possi• 
ble merger in 1957, but the talks never 
went a nywhere and broke off in J anuary 
1959. Shortly after, the Central attempt
ed to join the C&O-B&O merger, but was 
rebuffed. 

By the end of 1961, as the other rail
roads in the east began making their 
plans to pair off, PRR and NYC saw 
themselves among the last on the dance 
floor and resumed talks in earnest. The 
following year, the boards of directors 
from both railroads gave their approv
al to the proposed merger. The ICC 
approved the merger in April 1966, but 

LEFT: Symboll1lng the new merger Image, New York Central, Pennsylvania 
Railroad, ond Penn Central units teom up to leod o freight through Rotterdam, 
N.Y., In September 1968. The red HP" was a short-lived variation to the modern 
PC logo only applied In the spring of 1968. KEVIN EUDALY COLLECTION 

BELOW: Years of negotiations, hearings, and propaganda resulted In approval 
of the Penn Central merger to toke effect on February l , 1968. There wa s no 
hiding the tension between the two leaders as NYC President Alfred E. Perlman 
and PRR Chairman Stuart T. Sounders shake hands for the cameras. POSTlA EMILY 

opposition by othe1· railroads and the 
Department of Justice delayed the actual 
merger date until February 1, 1968. 

A Rough Start 
In a brief ceremony held just after 

mid.night at 30th St reet Station in Phil
adelphia, a car foreman walked up Track 
1 to a business car marked "CENTRAL" and 
peeled off a sheet revealing the word 
"PENN'' to a small group of gathered press 
and railroad officials. The simplicity 
of the event did not reflect the tw"'llloil 
behind the scenes. To wit, former 
New York Central President Alfred E. 
Perlman elected to remain inside his 
private car dw·ing the unveiling, while 
former Pennsy head Stuart T. Saun
ders wa9 nowhere to be found. It was an 
inauspicious start. 

The new company hoped to inte
grate the two raih-oads immediately 
and quickly realize some of the merg
er's e:i,q>ected cost-savings. Instead, Penn 
Central was in operational chaos almost 

from the start. Part of this was due to the 
in.compatible PRR and NYC computer 
system.e that could not talk to each other 
to exchange information about freight 
cars and shipments. \Vhile there was 
some advance planning between the two 
railroads, the plans were either outdat
ed by merger day or there was no time to 
implement changes because of the delay 
in merger approval. Some changes were 
never implemented due to lack of funds. 

Penn Central's attempts to consolidate 
interchange to on e location in areas that 
·were served by both NYC and PRR were 
often thwarted by connecting carriers. 
Traffic was often misrouted to the ·wrong 
location as the other lines were slow to 
update routing instructions, causing 
significant delays and "lost" cars. 

One of the many concessions agreed to 
was the inclusion of the bankrupt New 
York, New Haven & Hartford Railroad. 
The New Haven had grown through the 
19th and early 20th centuries by buying 
up most of its competition, dominating 
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ABOVE: Bound for Selki rk Yard, Penn Central 6331 leads 
Train HE-2 at lono Island, H .Y., In September 1970. Hew 
York Central slngle-trocked the former West Shore Rotlrood 
In the 1960s. ROBERT MALIMOSKI PHOTO, TODD MOVAK COllECTIOM 

RIGHT: The Central Headlight mode brief mention of the 
merger approval Inside Its ftnal edition, whlle Pennsy teased 
the news on Its last cover. The ftrst Issue of the PC Post was 
dated Morch 1, 1968, colling Itself " Mews for America's 
leading Railroad family." OTTO M. VOMDUK COUECllON 

rail transportation in southern New 
England. In the postwar era, its traffic 
was eroded by the collapse of the manu
facturing base, and the large number of 
duplicate routes and branchlines it oper
ated which became a huge drain on its 
meager resources. 

In addition, the New Haven was 
burdened by a large money-losing 
passenger operation , including inter
city and commuter h-ains between New 
York and New Haven, Springfield, and 
Boston. As losses piled up, maintenance 
was deferred. All of this left the New 
Haven with heavy debt, too many route 
miles, little freight traffic, and worn-out 
infrastructure. The result was bank
ruptcy in 1961. With no potential for 
turning the New Haven into a profitable 
enterprise again, its bankruptcy trust
ees successfully petitioned the ICC for 
inclusion into the PRR-NYC merger. 

Disagreement between Penn Central 
and the New Haven over the value of the 
railroad assets delayed the actual take
over of the New Haven until J anuary 
1, 1969. Adding the burden of the New 
Haven may not have been the straw to 
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break the proverbial camel's back, but 
it certainly did not help Penn Central's 
already precarious financial situation. 

Bankruptcy 
While the Penn Central was having 

its operational struggles, the compa
ny's executive suite was just as dysfu.nc
t ional, starting with its two top men -
Stuart Saunders and Alfred Perlman. 

Saunders had a backgrou.nd in law and 
had served as president of the PRR-con
trolled Norfolk & \Vestern from 1958 to 
1963, where he engineered its merger of 
the Virginian and laid the grotwdwork 
for the N&\V's acquisition of the Wabash 
and Nickel Plate. He was named presi
dent of the PRR in 1964, and his primary 
task was to ensure the PC merger was 
brought to fruition. This included nego
t iating with labor unions over job protec
t ion and utilizing his political connec
tions i.n \Vashingt-on, D.C., to convince 
labor unions and various departments of 
the federal government, along with the 
Supreme Cow-t, that allowing the two 
railroads to merge would be in the beat 
interest of the public. 

Perl:man, Saunders' cotwterpart at the 
New York Central, climbed the ranks 
at both Burlington and Rio Grande in 
their engineering departments, then 
was hired as president of the New York 
Central in 1954 by its chairman Robert 
R. Young who had successfully won a 
proxy fight for control of the railroad. 
Perl.m.an worked to cu t costs, reduce 
debt, and modernize the railroad, but 
was unable to avoid having to seek a 
merger partner for survival. 

On merger day, Saunders became 
chairman of Penn Central while Perl:man 
became the railroad's president, report
ing to Saunders. However, they hardly 
saw each other since Saunders worked 
out of PC's headquru-ters in Philadelphia 
and Perlman preferred to work out of the 
former NYC offices in New York City. 
They did not work well together nor did 
they trust each other. Such "Red Team/ 
Green Team" infighting between form.er 
PRR and YC managers trickled its ·way 
down through the ranks as time went on. 

In his push to get the merger approved 
at any cost, Saunders agreed to contracts 
with the labor unions t hat provided 

for lifetime protection for any worker 
whose position ·would be eliminated by 
the merger. Consequently, Penn Central 
was unable to significantly reduce its 
labor force and was hampered in its 
effort to eliminate duplicate facilities 
and t heir respective employees. 

As operations continued to :melt down, 
customers who h ad the option began 
routing their traffic to other railroads. 
The decline in revenue, coupled with the 
higher operational costs, were the exact 
opposite of what, on paper, the merger 
was supposed to bring. Meanwhile, the 

PENN CENTRAL. 
~---- ~ Oll'I M. ~Nol-MIIJ1tldJt-"'

ftllffl.Nofilffllllcial-,,_e/O/lltl'lisW-Pn.d.aila 

New York Central 
PennsytvamaRai/road 

-- NewHaven Railroad 

NYLB • New Yort & t.o,,g Bnn<:fl was a pifrlopenclon 
shared With the c ,mt,a/ Railroad DI New Jersey_ 

On the surface, Penn Central put forth the 
Image of a healthy transportation franchise 
with new locomotives, fresh point, ond flashy 
high-speed passenger trains. 

LEFT: A Metrollner train speeds through 
Ellzabeth, H .J. The high-speed roll program 
was a partnership between the Pennsylvania 
Railroad and the federal government. The first 
Metrollner trains entered service In 1969. KMM 

£\JDALY COllECTIOM 

BELOW LEFT: Fresh jade green paint brightens 
up a Peoria & Eastern boxcar. The P&E was a 
former NYC subsidiary that operated between 
Peoria, Ill., and lndlonc,polis, Ind. KMM EUDALY 

COllECTION 

BELOW: Penn Central GP30 3164 was bullt new 
In September 1968, and represented some of 
the first new diese ls to c,rrlve on the property 
following the merger, seen here at Toledo, 
Ohio, In August 1970. DICK VARTAIIEDIAN PHOTO, 

KEVIN EUDAl.Y COLLECTION 
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ABOVE: The Hudson Lin e was still an Important 
artery for freight traffic as well as a busy 
commuter corridor, as evidenced by the layover 
yard full of electric m.u. cars at Croton, N.Y., on 
December 2, 1973. Train VM•4 has fust made a 
set•out and Is resuming Its journey toward Mew 
York City. GEORGE HAM.UH PHOTO 

RIGHT: Weary electric m.u. cars In new and old 
point layover In the West Yard at Wilmington, 
Del., on June 21 , 1969. At Its peak, Penn 
Central operated 35 percent of the nation's 
po ssenger trains, and nearly two•thlrds of the 
service In the East. ROGER PUTA PHOTO, MEL AHZER 

COLLECTION 

company continued a PRR practice of 
in vesting in nonrail assets like pipe
lines, real estate, amusement parks, and 
an airline, diverting much-needed funds 
away from the railroad. 

On December 1, 1969, Perlman was 
replaced as president with Paul Gorman, 
who had retired the month before as 
president of Western Electric. Perlman 
assumed the role of vice chairman, a 
meaningless position that removed him 
from day-to -day control of the railroad. 
Meanwhile, the debt continued to mount 
on PC's balance sheet. Penn Central 
managed to successfully hide its finan
cial situation from shareholders and 
creditors for the first couple of years, 
even paying out dividends in 1968 and 
1969 despite losing millions of dollars. 

\Vinter 1970 was particularly bad for 
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Penn Central, and not just because of the 
weather. Iuflation, coupled with a retro
active wage increase , added to the rail
road's ongoing problems and resulted in 
an operating loss of over a million dollars 
a day for the first quarter of 1970. There 
was also $200 million in debt that was 
coming due by year's end. The railroad 
could no longer hide the truth from its 
shareholders, the banks, or the public. 

Financial institutions started to 
dump their Penn Central holdings while 
the r ailroad started seeking financial 

assistance from the federal govern
ment to stay afloat. The banks refused 
any further loans without a change in 
management. At a meeting of Penn 
Central's boa.rd of directors on June 8, 
1970, Saunders, Perlman, and Chair
man of the Finance Committee David 
Bevan were relieved of their duties, and 
Paul Gorman assumed the role of chair
man. However, the change in manage
ment did not delay the inevitable. After 
a last-ditch attempt to secm·e a govern
ment-guaranteed loan failed, Penn 

Central filed for bankruptcy protection 
under Section 77 of the Bankruptcy Act 
on June 21, 1970. 

Passenger Service 
One of Penn Ceotral's many problems 

was its e:,,."tensive passenger servicea, 
which lost millions of dollars per year 
for the struggling railroad. Before the 
merger, both PRR and NYC had cut back 
their intercity routes as much as the ICC 
would allow. The Central had even intro
duced "'Empire Service" featlll'ing short, 
frequent trains in the New York-Alba
ny-Buffalo corridor as a way to reduce 
costs. At the time of the merger, PC 
was operating trains from New York to 

Chicago, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and St. 
Louis, along with trains between Cleve
land and Cincinnati; Cleveland and Indi
anapolis; Philadelphia and PittsbW'gh; 
Baltimore and Harrisburg; Chicago and 
Louisville; Chicago and Detroit; Albany 
and Boston; Buffalo and Harrisburg; and 
two sets of trains between Chicago and 
Cincinnati . There was also e:i..-tensive 
intercity and commuter service on the 
PRR's electrified coITidor between New 
Yor k, Philadelphia, and \Vaahingt.on. 
The inclusion of the New Haven added 
New York-Boston, New Haven- Spring
field, Ma!!s. , and New York-Pittsfield, 
Mass., routes. 

The railroad tried to stem its losses 

Haven's Inclusion Info Penn Centrol , equipment 
was already being reassigned . A pair of former 
New Hoven dual-mode EMO FL9s leod a mix 
of ex-New York Central heavyweight and 
lightweight coaches on o Grand Central-bound 
commuter train os It roars through Mott Hoven 
Junction In the Bronx In Morch 1969. DAN POVE 
COLUCTIOH, COURTESY MIKE IIOBB IHS 

LEFT: The United Alrcroh TurboTraln was on 
attempt to bring high-speed service to the New 
York-Boston corridor. A westbound train ducks 
under Interstate 9S as It approaches Bridgeport, 
Conn., In 1970. The federally funded highway 
paralleled the former Mew Hoven line, allowing 
truc ks to siphon owoy freight traffic while 
the modern lightweight train was no match 
for decodes of deferred track maintenance. 
MIKE SC"4FER PHOTO 

from intercity passenger service by 
consolidating and downsizing stations 
and discontinuing what routes it could, 
though many attempts to eliminate 
h'aius were rejected by the ICC, includ
ing Penn Central's attempt in March 
1970 to get rid of all trains west of 
Buffalo and Ha.iTisburg. At this time, 
politicians in Washington, D.C. , were 
already working on how to remove the 
passenger train burden from the freight 
railroads. PC's subsequent bankrupt
cy added a sense of W'gency, culminat
ing in the passage of the Rail Passen
ger Service Act in October 1970. This 
legislation led to the creation of Amtrak, 
which ultimately relieved Penn Centi-al 
(and most of the rest of the nation's rail 
roads) of its intercity pas!!enger trains 
on May 1, 1971. 

Besides the long-distance services, 
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ABOVE: It looks like Penn Central, but we are 
one year Into the Conrail era. A couple of ex-PC 
GP38s lead a freight cross the old Monon and 
Erle Lackawanna lines at Hohman Junction, 
Ind., In Aprll 1977. LOU GERARD PHOTO 

RIGHT: Bright green cabooses provided a relief 
from the somber black diesels of the Penn 
Central era. PC 19180 Is a former PRR class 
N-5 cabin car, orlglnolly built between 1914 
and 1917 among some of the first all-steel cars. 
LOU GERARD PHOTO 

Penn Central was responsible for oper
ating hundreds of commuter trains each 
weekday in metropolitan areas across its 
system . The largest con centration of PC 
commuter service was New York City, 
with trains coming into the city from 
all directions over all three predecessor 
railroads. Philadelphia, home of Penn 
Central's headquarters, also had e:i..-ten
sive electrified commuter operations. 
The ew Haven added in its com.mut
er service serving the Boston area. 
Smaller commuter operations included 
Ann Arbor-Detroit, Balti.more-\Vash 
ington , and the Chicago-Valparaiso, 
Ind. , "V alpo Dummy_,. There was even 
an intern ational nw operated in coop 
eration ,vith the Toronto , Hamilton & 
Buffalo between its namesake cities. 

\Vhile these trains were vital to 
the commuters who relied on them to 
get to work every day, t hey were just 
another financial burden to the cash
strapped Penn Central, which spent as 
little money as possible to maintain the 
equipment or improve service. Countless 
horror stories abounded over the years 
as trains would run late, be annulled, 
break down, derail, and in a few cases, 
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even catch fire. This was despite the 
involvement of local government agen
cies that provided subsidies, equipment, 
and in some cases purchased or leased 
the commuter lines and contracted their 
operation back to Penn Central. 

One bright spot in Penn Central's 
passenger service was the Metroliner. 
This eA-tra-fare, high-speed train service 
on the former PRR electrified corri
dor between New York and \Vashing
ton had its origins with the passage of 
the High-Speed Grotwd Transportation 
Act in 1965 that established a partner
ship between the U.S. Department of 
Commerce and the PRR to design, build, 
and operate high-speed trains. While 
PRR was trying to get out of the passen
ger rail business at the ti.me, Stuart 
Saunders saw the Metroliner project as 
a way to help obtain government favor 

for his proposed merger with the NYC. 
The fil'St revenue service trip ran 

on January 16, 1969. 'fhe trains soon 
became wildly popular with the public 
and ridership grew. The Metroliner 
program proved that improved equip
ment, fast schedules, aggressive market
ing, and a focus on customer service 
could beat ou t the airlines in similar 
markets , and also encourage passen
ger travel systemwide . The success of 
Metroliner h elped pave the way for the 
creation of Amtrak. 

Freight Service 
Despite being bankrupt for most of its 

existence, Penn Central was v-ital to the 
transportation system of the Northeast 
U.S. It served every major industry in the 
northeast - steel mills in Youngstown, 
Pittsburgh , Cleveland, and northeast 

Indiana; auto manufacturing in Detroit; 
coal :mines in Pennsylvania and south 
ern Indiana; agricultural customers such 
as grain elevators and feed mills in the 
western half of t he system; and scores of 
others. It also served as a connection for 
shipping fruits and vegetables to East 
Coast markets. 

Both merger partners were heavily 
into the piggyback trailer business, 
with the PRR's "TrucTrain" service and 
NYC's "Super-Van" services. While PRR 
carried almost exclusively h-uck trail
ers, NYC primarily hauled Flexi-Vans, 
a predecessor to the modern intermodal 
shipping con tainer. Penn Central intro
duced the "TrailVan" brand for its inter
modal services in late 1968. Seeking 
to cut costs, the pioneering Flexi-Vans 
were phased out in favor of traditional 

t railer- and container-on-flatcar service. 
Several modern hump yards across 

Penn Central's system helped classify 
its freight traffic. Hump yards built by 
the New York Central before the merger 
included Elkhart and Avon (near Indi
anapolis), Ind., and Syracuse, N.Y., 
while Pennsylvania hump yards includ
ed Conway (near Pittsburgh) and Enola 
(near Harrisburg). Construction on 
Alfred E. Perlman Yard in Selkirk, N.Y., 
began in 1966 under New York Central 
and was completed in 1968 under Penn 
Centa-al. Finally, PC built a hwnp yard of 
its own about ten miles west of Colum
bus, Ohio. Construction on Buckeye Yard 
began in 1968 and was completed in 
1970. 'fhis yard allowed PC to eliminate 
several smaller yards around Columbus 
and take some of the burden off Avon 

Yard by classifying eastbound traffic and 
letting Avon focus on classifying west
bound traffic for western connection s at 
St. Louis. 

Motive Power 
Compared to its competition , Penn 

Central's motive power was not the most 
colorful. The dark paint schemes of the 
PRR and NYC continued under Penn 
Cen'tral, but ,vith modern lettering and 
a futuristic logo t hat, to this day. is still 
referred to as "worms in love." Attempts 
to add some color to the monochrome 
PC image with red Pe or orange Cs were 
short-lived. After the bankruptcy, new 
president 'William Moore decreed that 
predecessor logos still found on loco. 
motives should be immediately painted 
out and replaced with a PC logo. With 
m oney for r epainting motive power in 
short supply, many locomotives would 
keep this interim "paint-out" image until 
Conrail. 

\Vhat Penn Central lacked in paint, 
however , it made up for in variety. Penn 
Central rostered almost 4 ,100 locomo
tives at t he merger, which included 
diesel models from EMD, General Elec. 
ti-ic , Alco , Baldwin , Li.ma-Hamilton, and 

LEFT: The former New York Central Collinwood 
Yard outside of Cleveland remained a busy 
hub for Penn Central Into the 1970s. Today, 
Cleveland roughly marks the division between 
Norfolk Southern and CSX portions of the 
former Conrail system. JAMES SEMON PHOTO 

BELOW: With thousands of former Penn Central 
locomotives to repair and repaint, many units 
were hastily patched HCR u and pressed back 
Into service In the early Conrail era. HAAOI.D 
ZIEHR PHOTO, KEVIN EUDALY COLI.ECTIOH 
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Fairbanks-Morse. PC's roster included 
some relatively rare locomotive models 
such as the Alco T6, RS27, RS32, and 
Century 430, and the Baldwin DRS4 -4-
1000. For a couple of years, it even oper
ated a high-hood Alco HH660 switcher 
inherited from the New Haven. 

In addition, all three PC predecessors 
contributed electric locomotives to the PC 
roster. From the Pennsylvania came the 
famous GGl and the brawny E44 freight 
motor, along with si....: Bl electric S\\ri.tch
ers and a 1910-built DDl used in wire 
train service. New York Central's elec
tric locomotives were all used in its elec
trified passenger service territory out of 
Grand Central Terminal. These includ
ed 14 T-moto1·s and 14 S-motors, along 
with 21 ex-Cleveland Union Terminal 

RIGHT: After deregulatlon, Conrail was free to 
abandon thousands of miles of excess track ond 
duplicate routes. A scrap train harvests roll at 
Broolo-llle, Ohio, In 1983. BRAD MCCLEl.1..AHD PHOTO 

BELOW: Small HPRR" logos began to appear 
on former Conrail locomotives that were 
transferred to Norfolk Southern after the 1999 
split. JERRY VI', JORDAK PHOTO 

BOTTOM: Twenty-three years later, the Penn 
Central mNger was undone when substantial 
portions of the former NYC and PRR llnes 
were split between CSX and Norfolk Southern. 
JERRY W. JORDAK PHOTO 
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P2a and P2b motors u sed ou the Hudson 
Line south of Croton-Harmon. Upon its 
inclusion into Penn Central, New Haven 
contributed 11 ex-Virginian E33 freight 
motors and eight E40 passenger elec
trics, along with its 60 unique dual-mode 
FL9 cab units that could operate under 
both die!!el and third rail electric power. 

Penn Central's Legacy 
The bankruptcy of the Penn Central 

was the largest in history at that tiine. 
\Vhile since eclipsed by far larger corpo
rate failures such al! Enron (2001) or 
Lehman Brothers (2008), Penn Central's 
bankruptcy brought similar sw-prise, 
shock, and anger and led to the destabi
lization of t he rail network in the North
east. Bankruptcy protection relieved it 

from having to make payments to other 
railroads, such as for joint-u!!e facili 
ties charges and per diem car fees , yet 
other railroad!! were still required to 
wake similar payments to Penn Central. 
Coupled with the decline of the region ·s 
industrial base and the devastating 
effecb of Hurricane Agnes in 1972, one 
by one the remaining solvent railroads 
of the Northeast joined PC in bankrupt
cy. Lehigh Valley was controlled by PC 
and declared bankruptcy a month after 
its parent in 1970. Reading followed in 
1971 , Erie Lackawanna and Lehigh & 
Hudson River in 1972. 

Government leaders in ,vashing
ton realized that they could not let the 
rail network grind to a halt and began 
working on a way to save it. Congress 

passed, and President Richard Nixon 
signed, the Regional Rail Reorganization 
Act of 1973, which created the United 
States Railway Association to develop a 
plan to build a new consolidated rail.road 
system from the profitable pieces of the 
bankrupt carriers. The result was the 
Consolidated Rail Corporation, better 
known as Conrail, which began opera
tions on April 1, 1976. 

The first few years of Conrail seemed 
like a more colorful version of Penn 
Central. Si.nee PC owned more loco
motives than all the other predeces
sor roads combined, the early Conrail 
locomotive munbering scheme more or 
less followed PC practice. Headquar
ters were established in the former PC 
offices in Philadelphia. Many PC exec
utives and managers continued on 
into Cow·ail. More wonisome to many, 
Conrail continued Penn Central's streak 
of annual losses through 1980, despite 
millions in goverwnent investment in 
repair and recovery. 

,vhat helped Cow-ail turn the corner to 
profitability was the pa!!sage of the Stag
gers Act in 1980. This legislation deregu
lated the indush'y by allowing railroads 
to set rates that would recover capital 
and operating costs and adjust rates as 
the market demanded. It also allowed 
railroads to abandon 1mprofitable or 
duplicate routes. Under the leadership 
of L. Stanley Crane, Conrail abandoned 
or sold off thousands of miles of track. 
The following year, Congress passed 
the Northeast Rail Act of 1981, which 
allowed Conrail to exit the com.mut
er passenger business and turn over 
these operations to local transit opera
tors such as Southeastern Pennsylvania 
Transportation Authority, New Jersey 
Transit, and Metro-North. 

\Vith these two acts of Congress, 
Conrail was given the tools to succeed 

that Penn Central never had. Even if PC 
had avoided its post-merger operation
al problems, without shedding the dual 
albatrosses of excess track and passenger 
service, the Penn Central story very likely 
would have ended with the same 1·esult. 

Back to the Future 
Meanwhile, the Penn Central Corpo

ration continued to exist, since Conrail 
had merely pw·chased the railroad 
asset s it wanted to operate as dictated 
by the USRA's "Final System Plan." The 
company continued to sell off its remain
ing real estate, settle any lingering liti
gation, and eventually focused its efforts 
ou its insurance business. Shedding the 
old railroad image once and for all, the 
company changed its name to Amer
ican Premier Undenvriters in 1994, 
and today is a part of Cincinnati-based 
American Financial Group. 

A final :U'ony to the Penn Central story 
came with the breakup of Conrail in 
1999, as CSX Transportation acquired 
most of the former New York Central 
and Norfolk Southern took over most 
of the former lines of the Pennsylvania 
Railroad. This "un-merger·• of the Penn 
Central was reflected in the two limited 
liability companies created to manage 
the transition: Pennsylvania Lines LLC 
for NS and New York Central Lines LLC 
for CSX. Conrail freight cars that would 
be transferred to CSX were relettered 
with "NYC" reporting marks, while loco
motives that would become NS proper
ty were renumbered and sub-lettered 
"PRR." In the end, Al Perlman finally got 
his merger with the B&O and the C&O, 
while the Pennsy joined up with its old 
N&\V and \Va.bash assets. 

In the years following the Conrail 
breakup, it seemed that Penn Central 
went from being a raih-oad that was 
universally scorned to one that was 

Hlstorlcal Society toured historic Buffalo 
Central Terminal during their 2016 Annual 
Convention. JERRY w. JORDAK PHOTO 

LEFT: Norfolk Southern's Penn Central heritage 
lo<:omotlve S070ACe 1073 takes a spin on the 
turntable at the North Carolina Transportation 
Museum on July 4, 2012. JERRY w. JORDAK PHOTO 

"interesting" and "cool" to many people. 
Perhaps it was due to the motive power 
variety of PC's tiine that is long-gone 
t-Oday, or the mainlines and branches 
through cities and towns that lost them 
under Conrail, or maybe a new gener
ation of railfans saw Penn Central as 
an unique period in time, on the border 
between classic and modern railroading. 
Model railroad manufacturers, that for 
the most part would not market anything 
lettered uPenn Central" for fear of a 
lack of sales, now produce a multitude 
of high-quality cars and locomotives in 
several scales for the PC modeler. 

Railfall.9 also began to take interest 
in remembering Penn Central through 
equipment preservation. Today, there 
at·e several museums at·ound t he country 
\\ri.th preserved or restored PC rolling 
stock. The.re's even a Penn Central Rail
road Hi!!t.orical Society, a group I'm 
proud t-o say I helped organize in 1999, 
and that is still going strong today. 

Probably the greatest acknowledge
ment came when it was announced that 
Penn Central would be one of the rail
roads represented in its fleet of heri
tage locomotives painted for Norfolk 
Southern's 30th anniversary. On June 
25, 2012, NS SD70ACe 1073 rolled out 
of the Progress Rail plant in Muncie, 
Ind., in dark green paint and white Penn 
Central lettering, a sight that most 
peop le would have considered impossi
ble in the 21st century. 

Perhaps it is true - at least in the 
case of Penn Central - that time really 
does heal all wounds. CJ 

Jerry W. Jordak grew up along the 
Baltimore & Ohio Lake Branch but still 
somehow ended up a Penn Central fan. 
He lives in ~Macedonia, Ohio, next to a 
former PC line (now Norfolk Southern), 
and also models PC in HO scale. 
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The Picturesque 
PENN CENTRAL 

" I T'S HARD TO BELIEVE that the Penn 
Central is now history. One 
wonders what future genera

tions of railfans will think of when the 
topic of the Penn Central is brought up; 
sw·ely bankruptcy, the Red Team vs. 
Green Team struggles, bad track, and 
that hopelessly uninspiring black paint 
come to mind. That's a pity, too, because 
even with its bad press and negative 
public image, the Penn Central had a lot 
to recommend it. Any railroad that could 
claim the heritage of the lordly New York 
Central and the awesome Pennsylvania 
must have had a lot to work with ... " 

When J im Boyd penned his introduc
tion to "'The Picturesque Penn Central" 
in the Summer 1976 issue of R>\ILFAN, no 
one knew for sure what the future would 

46 FEBRUARY 2018 • RAILFAN.COM 

hold for the railroads of the Northeast. 
Penn Central had become a symbol for 
failure as it dragged down the entire 
raih-oad network into a colossal crisis 
that threatened to cripple an ah-eady 
weak national economy. React.ions in the 
railfan community were mixed. Some 
turned their backs on PC completely, 
saving their valuable Kodachrome for 
colorful railroads with brighter futures. 
Of course, those who kept the faith 
simply ignored the somber black paint 
and instead continued to journey track
side to capture their favorit-e scenes. 

Conrail came on the scene in 1976 and 
covered the Northeast in a sea of blue. 
Paying tribute to the failure of Penn 
Central was the furthest thing from 
anyone's mind at the time. 

Norfolk Southern's Heritage Locomo
tive program was initiated in 2012 to 
help celebrate the 30th anniversary of 
the union of Norfolk & Western with 
Southern Railway. lncluded in that heri
tage were the colorful components of 
Conrail, which NS acquired pai-t of in 
1999. Rumors swirled through the spring 
of 2012 as to which railroads would be 
commemorated. Some were surpri9ed 
when SD70ACe No. 1073 emerged from 
the Progress Rail plant in Muncie, Ind., 
in fresh Penn Central paint. Once again, 
the railfan community was divided. I 
doubt Boyd could ever fathom such a 
tribute to the much-maligned PC. Love 
it or hate it, Penn Central is a part of our 
colorful railroading history, and it's here 
to stay. -Orro M. VoNDR.,VC 

RAILFAN SUMMER 1976 

ABOVE: The mighty Hudson River Is responsible 
for some of the best scenery along the old 
New York Central l ines. A northbound freight 
on th e old West Shore route posses under the 
Bear Mountain Bridge, crossing the t restl e over 
Popolopen Creek In 1968. The d ty of Peeksklll, 
N .Y., con be seen In the hazy distance under 
the bridge. JIM BOYD PHOTO, KEVIN EUDALY COllETIOH 

LEFT: Norfolk Southern's Penn Cent ral heritage 
unit round s o curve west of Henrietta, Mo., at 
sunri se on March 24, 2017. The locomotive Is 
leading Train 239 on o Joint trackag e segment 
NS shores with the BNSF Morcellne Subdivision 
cost of the Kon sos City oreo. This former 
Santo Fe fine commonly hosted engines from 
PC, ond lotcr, Conroll on run -through freights. 
ZACH PUMPHERY PHOTO 
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ABOVE: Led by o former New York Central 
EMO ES, nameless Train 427 passes the 
Iconic mill and dam along the Quaboog River 
In West Warren, Moss., on a worm evening In 
June 1968. Through passenger service on the 
aid Baston & Albany line was limited ta a pair 
of round-trips at the time of the Penn Central 
merger. JIM SHAUGHNESSY PHOTO 

RIGHT: Norfolk Southern's Chicago Line from 
Cleveland to Chicago features a few New 
York Central-era signals dotting the malnllne. 
Two of the most notable were the bracket 
signals Just outside Swanton, Ohio. On April 8, 
2017, Train 21G thunders west with a loaded 
double-stock container train. Sadly, these 
pieces of history were token down ofter new 
signals were activated a few months later. 
CARLOS FERliH PHOTO 

48 FEBRUARY 2018 • RAILFAN.COM 

TOP: Penn Central heritage ventured Into New 
York Centro l ' s eastern territory on Moy 4, 2014, 
leading CSX Train K-011 through the Junction 
at Solvay, N.Y., Just outside of Syracuse. These 
empty oll tonks originated from the Port of 
Albany. AMANDA OAKES PHOTO 

ABOVE: Norfolk Southern showcased Its 
Heritage Locomotives In grand fashion on July 
2, 2012, at the North Carolina Transportation 
Museum at Spencer, N.C. Locomotives were 
thoughtfully grouped by .. family," Including this 
lineup of Pennsylvonlo, New York Central, and 
Penn Central tributes outside the Bob Julian 
Roundhouse. OTTO M.. VOHDIW( PHOTO 

LEFT: On July 28, 2013, NS Train 65R awaits 
a crew to become BNSF U-NSDELU0-69T and 
continue west at Western Avenue. The iconic 
Chicago skyline featuring the Sears/Willis 
Tower provides a backdrop. DON JCALKMAH PHOTO 
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TOP: On June 29, 2013, Norfolk Southern Train 64R pa sses the shuttered 
Alto Tower In Altoona, Po., on Its way eastbound to Reybold's Delaware 
City refinery with a long train of crude oil tonks. Penn Central and Illinois 
Terminal heritage units team up on this day. DUSTIH FAUST PHOTO 

ABOVE: Beauty Is where you find lt, and o quartet of classic Pennsy MPS4 
m.u.s driving through o Moy thunderstorm at Princeton Junction, H.J., 
on o westbound Trenton Local could easlly qualify. HEMRY POSHER Ill PHOTO 
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LEFT: Tradltlonal Pennsytvanla Railroad-style 
position fight signals guide Norfolk Southern 
Train 64J on August 23, 2012, through 
Leetsdale, Po . The unit trosh train Is bound for 
Oak Island, H.J. HARRY GAYDOS? PHOTO 

BELOW: The Pennsy electrlflcotlon saw much 
more than Just urban scenery, especially on the 
lines In the Susquehanna River volley at Safe 
Harbor, Pa. A polr of ex-Virginian rectifiers pass 
trestlework that Is reminiscent of the climb out 
of Elmore as they head north on the Columbia 
& Port Deposit line. Overhead Is the Atglen & 
Susquehanna freight main from Harrisburg to 
points eost. TOM Kl[CEC PHOTO 
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