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July Meeting 

Researching a prototype for the purpose of building a model railroad 

In this month's program, I will talk 

about trying to research and locate 

information on the old narrow gauge 

railroad that served the Cahaba 

Pumping Station of the Birmingham 

Water Works.  We will examine the 

history of the facility, the function of 

the railroad, how the railroad changed 

as the capacity of the facility was 

upgraded and the legend of a mule's 

gravesite.  We will also discuss the 

difficulty of finding resources and 

information from within the 

Birmingham Water Works, dealing 

with paranoid Water Works 

employees and why I love the archives 

at the Birmingham Public library. 

Come join us at 6:30pm in Meeting 

Room A&B of the Hoover Library on July 31st. We hope to see you all there! – Philip 

Future Meetings 

August 28
th

, 2014 

Hoover Library, Meeting Room A&B, 6:30 pm 

Topic: TBA 

Steel City Division Meeting 
Please plan to attend the next meeting on 

Thursday, July 31st, 2014 6:30pm 
Hoover Library, Meeting Room A&B 
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September 25
th

, 2014 

Hoover Library, Meeting Room A&B, 6:30 pm 

Topic: TBA 

October 30th, 2014 

Hoover Library, Meeting Room A&B, 6:30 pm 

Topic: TBA 

November 20th, 2014 

Hoover Library, Meeting Room A&B, 6:30 pm 

Topic: TBA 

Superintendent’s Office 

My Trip to the 2014 NMRA National 

Convention, Cleveland, OH 
 

By John Stewart, Superintendent    

 

I enjoyed the 2014 NMRA National Convention in Cleveland for a variety of reasons.  I enjoyed great fellowship, 
good clinics, contest models, the silent auction, prototype field trips, layout operations and of course the National 
Train Show.  I had an advantage in that I traveled with a group of three other friends.  But our “secret weapon” was 
the support and friendship of a couple of local model railroaders that my friends had gotten to know on previous 
operation trips to Ohio.  We owe many thanks to Denny Whitaker, Bruce Brintnall, Tom Businger and of course to 

their NMRA colleagues for the convention. 

It is a long trip from Birmingham, AL to Cleveland, OH, but it 
is much easier to make an enjoyable trip with three other 
friends from Prattville, AL:  MGB MRR Club members Brett 
Scott, Gary Moore and Joe Mashburn.  We shared driving 
for the entire trip and we shared two hotel rooms to save 
money.  A benefit is that they insist on finding good local 
restaurants so we enjoyed much better than average “road 
trip food” along the way.  These stops were also a good 
diversion from the drive. 

Several years ago, my traveling mates had made some 
friends in Ohio through their railroad operations 
experiences.  As a result we had friends in the Cleveland 
area 

that provided extreme hospitality even though they were busy 
with their own commitments to the convention and operating 
sessions.  Denny Whitaker, Bruce Brintnall and Tom Businger 
opened their homes and layouts to us, as well as providing 
information, directions and chauffeur services during our stay.  
I want to say thank you to them for making our convention trip 
even better than it would have been.  And I want to say thanks 
to the MGB gang for including me in their trip plans.  My 
convention experience was improved by these friendships. 

We left Birmingham on Friday morning, July 11, 2014 and 
traveled to our first hotel located between Cincinnati and 
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Columbus OH.  This gave us a good break and rest before landing in Cleveland on Saturday the 12th.  The MGB guys 
and Denny had arranged for us to visit with Bruce Brintnall and to operate on his layout which was an OPSIG layout 
as well as being a tour layout.  Our hats are off to Bruce for his hard work and hospitality.  We also got to visit Tom 
Businger’s layout; a new layout underway but still part of the operations program at the convention through the 
Operations Special Interest Group (OPSIG). 

Our layout operating sessions for Cleveland were arranged through 
the OPSIG organization in advance of the convention.  Although a 
part of the convention, the OPSIG is a separate “sign up” event for 
OPSIG members who chose to participate.  We had OPSIG sessions 
scheduled on Sunday afternoon, as well as Monday, Tuesday and 
Thursday evenings.  Our Sunday afternoon session was a visit to 
Bram Bailey’s Ontario Northern.  This is a large basement layout on 
two levels that utilizes a car card system for a variety of freight and 
passenger movements.  The layout was signalized and utilized a 
main yard and several intermediate yards.  It was fun and 
challenging to operate an ore train that included some local freight 
moves added on at the end of its run.  Although not “finished” in 

terms of scenery the Ontario Northern was a lot of fun to operate. Added fun was a train watching spot in the back 
yard! 

We returned to the convention Sunday evening after supper to get started on clinics.  I started with a 2 hour clinic 
about prototype coke operations which are represented on my railroad.  After a full day that included two good 
restaurant stops we were ready to turn in and get some rest. 

Monday was a full day for me.  I had committed to deliver 4 separate clinics at the convention and three of these 
were on Monday.  First I presented “Car Loads for Le$$” to a large and enthusiastic crowd who seemed to enjoy the 
presentation about making magnetic bulk loads for open top cars.  

Monday afternoon I presented Part I and II of my series on JMRI Operations which built off of the clinic that Craig 
Gardner and I gave in Atlanta in 2013.  These were very well attended and I was somewhat overwhelmed at the 
positive response and interest received.  Apparently a number of folks are interested not only in learning about 
operations for their railroad but also in the use of JMRI software’s operations module to assist in this process and 
potentially replace a car card system.  Through all of this we managed to have a good lunch at a bistro connected to 
the convention complex. 

Our Monday OPSIG crew call was at 4 pm.  The OPSIG 
group requires attendance at Crew Call to assure that 
everyone knows where they are going, to verify that 
those signed up are present and to see that all 
participants have transportation to the event.  Thanks to 
the OPSIG volunteers for a good job all around. 

Our Monday evening OPSIG layout was Dave Bitte’s 
Allegheny & Northern.  This basement layout appears 
complete and uses a unique approach to scenery.  The 
layout has flat black surrounds which create a number of 
“vignettes” separated on each end from the next 
“scene”.  This is a very interesting and effective means 
to extend the railroad’s apparent space and to create distinct locales for operations.  We used a combination of car 
cards and spreadsheet based switch lists.  A dispatcher coordinated our train moves for enjoyable operations on a 
very interesting layout set in the hardscrabble coal country. 

Tuesday morning I had my fourth presentation at 10:30 which provided a look at adding a steel mill to the layout 
and how to approach the operating scheme of the layout for the mill, materials movement and tying the steel 
theme to the rest of the layout’s “story”.  I was a bit intimidated to be placed on the “Steel” track of the convention 
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which generally is very serious and knowledgeable steel mill modelers.  Not to worry!  The presenter ahead of me 
was John Glaab, owner of Peach Creek Shops and a serious steel mill guy.  I found that his comments and 
suggestions about steel mill modeling provided a great opening and transition to my approach and point of view.  I 
had packed a great deal of information into the presentation and found that I ran long on time.  Fortunately, we 
didn’t have a presentation immediately following and most of the crowd stayed to complete the presentation in an 
extra half hour.  Again, I was pleased to find a lot of interest and feedback about the presentation. 

I was ready for a break after my lunch and attended a presentation about model railroad dispatching.  I enjoyed 
getting some fresh ideas about the dispatcher’s role as we use a dispatcher on the Birmingham District Model RR at 
home.  My other afternoon clinic presented information about the use of signaling on model railroads, a topic that I 
admit is still intriguing and confusing to this model railroader. 

Our Tuesday OPSIG session crew call came at 4 pm and we were 
bound for John Puch’s (rhymes with “much”) Union Valley MRR.  
This was a great layout located in a finished basement den that 
included a working jukebox and a 1950’s style diner booth.  Our 
host provided a challenging operations session as well as sharing 
his interests in local rail history and his interesting experiences as a 
rock music performer and writer.  The focus of this railroad was 
tight industrial switching in a series of towns which I felt reflected 
older industrial districts that would have been found adjacent to 
larger city’s heavy industry. 

Wednesday was my first prototype tour and I was really excited.  
We were going to a fully integrated steel mill located in Cleveland’s “industrial flats” on both sides of the Cuyahoga 
River (yep, the one that used to catch fire!).  This mill site dates back 100 years and was previously operated as a 
Jones and Laughlin facility on one side of the river and a Republic Steel facility on the other.  After a series of 
mergers and even shut downs, the complex today is owned by Arcelor Mittal (rhymes with “brittle”) and is a world 
competitor in the production of rolled steel coils ranging from about ¼” to about ¾” thick. 

Although we knew we wouldn’t be allowed to take pictures I was really excited to see the inside of a modern fully 
integrated mill.  We visited the BOF (basic oxygen furnace) department and then the continuous casting plant.  Our 
guide was a forty year veteran steel man who really did a good job.  We had safety equipment and personal sound 
devices so that we could hear our host’s comments.  After seeing red hot 9” thick slabs creeping out of the 

continuous caster, we moved to the rolling mill to 
see 9” thick slabs turned into rolled steel sheet 
about ¼” thick.  The red hot slabs enter a mill that 
is ¾ mile (!) long at a rate of about 3 miles per 
hour.  At the far end of the mill the now thin 
material is traveling at 35 miles per hour.  All I 
could say was “wow!”   (Photo from Arcelor Mittal 
web site.) 

 It was truly amazing to see how steel technology 
has changed and to understand how a “volcano” 

is confined and managed to produce a useful product sold around the world.  Modern technology has reduced the 
work force at this site from 15,000 “back in the day” to 1,900 today.  This plant is a world leader in producing 
quality steel with a metric of about “one man hour per ton” which is envied throughout the industry.  A look at the 
names on the hard hats of today’s workers clearly shows the heritage of America’s steel industry as the names and 
faces reflected many ethnic groups.  Although the technology has changed, these men and women are clearly 
excellent workers and continue the pride in American industry that made our country’s industries the envy of the 
world. 

It was hard to believe that we saw and learned so very much in our morning prototype tour.  We were back at the 
convention center by about 1 pm.  I grabbed a “brat” in the convention center and participated in the “Operations 
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Road Show” project for the rest of the afternoon.  The ORS is a project by dedicated volunteers who travel around 
the country and assemble a LARGE modular layout to teach and demonstrate time table and train order operations 
(TT & TO) to willing participants in a three hour operating session.  I had been exposed to TT&TO on a layout I visit 
in Atlanta, and frankly was a bit reluctant to learn more about it.  
But the ORS folks did a great job with a short training session 
followed by 2.5 hours of operating fun on the “Wabash RR” in 
1964. 

We worked in crews of two and my partner was from England!  
Once again the wonderful fellowship aspect of NMRA 
membership comes into play.  We also had a third unofficial 
crew member who was a new model railroader but friends of 
the ORS folks so he came along to assist and learn as well.  We 

had fun running two trains, 
swapping roles from 
engineer to conductor.  Our 
trains did switching, yard work and of course met other trains along the way as 
we learned to read the timetable, train registers, to “OS” (report location via 
telephone) at various train order stations.  We had fun, made a few mistakes 
and delivered our trains as required:  TT&TO ain’t so scary after all.   

We had an open evening on Wednesday night (no OPSIG slot for us) but there 
was an open discussion group for JMRI, particularly focused on the electronics 
side of JMRI.  My travel mates wanted to attend that so I opted for other clinics.  
I attended one on “Do It Yourself Timetables” which was part of the new NMRA 
EduTrain program of presentations.  This clinic was interesting and included a 
discussion of the steps required for getting the AP Certificate for Chief 
Dispatcher.  I followed this one with “Scratchbuild a Turnout in an Hour” which 
was a demonstration by the Fast Tracks folks on their wonderful jigs and tools 
for making your own turnouts.  I admit to nodding off in this one, not because it 
wasn’t interesting but because I was tired out!  Yes, the turnout was completed 
in less than one hour. 

On Thursday my travel mates were off to the General Electric locomotive plant in Erie, PA.  I had a day to myself 
and had a great time.   I found a slot on the Cleveland Terminal Station walking tour and literally had to walk to 
catch up to the tour.  Cleveland’s Terminal Station was actually a multi-million square foot office complex which 
included a Union Station and high rise office tower.  It was developed by the Van Sweringen brothers, who were 
known as “the Vans”.   We were treated to a tour of “Tower 
City” as it is known today.  Like many stations, Cleveland’s fell 
into disrepair with the demise of passenger service, although the 
adjacent offices survived albeit in need of a face lift. 

Today the renovated complex has been restored to elegance 
with a shopping mall, and the train station two levels 
underground serves as the hub of Cleveland’s light rail transit 
system.  We were treated to a visit to the 42nd Floor Observation 
Deck (private for us although generally open to the public for a 
fee) as well as a private visit to the 12th floor executive suite that 
included private accommodations for the Van’s and their 
business visitors in the roaring twenties.  Built in the grand style 
using polished oak from Sherwood Forest, these private quarters 
gave a glimpse of the opulence afforded to the business moguls 
of the 1920’s.  Like many the Van’s empire collapsed in the Great 
Depression as their various holding companies fell like a house 
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of cards. 

After a lunch in Tower City’s food court with new found convention friends, I decided to take off on my own and 
ride the light rail system.  This turned out to be a great break and several hours of fun for one fare of $2.25 
changing trains at will.  I rode the Red Line to the Airport and got a glimpse of Cleveland’s former industrial districts 
and neighborhoods riding alongside current Class I freights in the rail corridors adopted by the transit lines.  I 
changed trains and road the Green Line which I found was originally developed by the Van’s to exploit development 
of fine residential districts as part of the Van’s extensive real estate holdings outside the growing city of Cleveland.   
I got to see fine old residential districts and “streetcar village” style town centers that date from the WWI era.  
These neighborhoods still appear to be rock solid and very attractive – a tribute to the potential of urban transit 
today. 

Thursday night was our last OPSIG session and 
we drove to operate on Harley Smith’s 
basement empire.  This layout was really 
interesting as it dates from the early 1960’s.  
It utilizes brass rail with a mix of Australian 
command control with dispatching by cab 
control.  Individual switching districts operate 
in DC mode with tethered “walkable” 
throttles (as long as you don’t go far).  I took 
an assignment for Iron Hill switching district 
and spent an hour with a very challenging set 
of pickups from short and complex sets of 
industry tracks.  After assembling my pickups, 
I had to jockey them into a train, and swap 
them for a waiting cut of cars left by the way 
freight for my district.  This was a real 
challenge as the various tracks, crossovers and runaround tracks were short and tight.  But I got done and even 
blocked my outbound cars per the list just to see if I could do it.  Mr. Smith is quite an entrepreneur in that he had 
engines, rolling stock and vehicles for sale from estate sales as well as a thriving business selling a very broad range 
of ballast and bulk loads.  I bought six grades of HO scale coal as well as iron ore.  This gentleman over 80 years 
young!  After our evening’s work and purchases we slipped out about 9 o’clock as the week was beginning to catch 
up with us. 

Friday was another prototype tour day.  I went to the Charter Steel Company located very near downtown on the 
outer edge of the old “industrial flats” district along the river.  Charter is located on an old steel works site but has 
been completely rebuilt as a modern plant.  Billed as a rolling mill, we found that charter is a fully integrated mini-
mill producing steel from scrap to finished wire coils used throughout the world in a wide range of industry 

applications including automotive, heavy machinery and consumer 
goods.  Again, no pictures were allowed, but it was an extraordinary 
experience for me. 

By the way, the “no pictures” restriction is really a safety issue more 
than an industrial “secret” issue.  We learned that the real issue with 
picture taking is failure to pay attention to safety which would have 
put walking photographers in harm’s way. 

We got to see the charging of the electric arc furnace (EAF), which is a 
fireworks show not unlike a blast furnace.  At Charter no blast furnace 
is required as they are literally recycling steel such as old rails and car 
bodies.  From the EAF, we saw the intermediate treatment furnace 
charged and operated that is a refining step to obtain specification 
steel for various customer requirements.  Then, as we did at the Mittal 
plant, we saw the continuous casting machine at work.  Here, however, 
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the product was 7 inch square billets about 30 feet long, rather than 9” x (up to) 84” slabs some 30 feet long. 

It is absolutely fascinating to me to see molten steel being drawn from the bottom of a 100 ton ladle to a “tundish” 
(like a bathtub of molten steel) and then into the casting machine.  Some 100 feet downline, and literally 
downstairs, the red hot billets exit the caster at a rate of about 60” per minute, hour after hour, day after day.  
These billets are moved to the rolling mill to be made into various size rod and wire. 

As we had seen on Wednesday, the billets are reheated to red hot 
(about 2400 degrees) and then enter a series of rolling mills which 
reduce the cross section from 7 x 7 inches to a desired size of rod or 
wire to meet customer specs.  Again, the speed increases as the feed of 
a larger cross section changes continuously to a smaller cross section.  
Since “volume is conserved” the speed of the material through the mill 
must increase.  By the way, these pictures are from the Charter Steel 
website. 

At Charter, the end of the mill produces a giant red hot “slinky” of 
coiled but loose material that passes through a machine which enables 

controlled cooling before the coils are baled and readied for shipment to a customer to make a huge variety of 
materials including valve springs, washers, retainers, bolts, machine screws and the like.  Again, all I could say was 
“wow” and again, it was wonderful to see and hear a dedicated and young workforce of highly trained and skilled 
technicians and engineers operating a modern steel mill and earning top dollar wages for their families.  This non-
union shop stresses quality and safety as well as cooperation between workforce and management, plus the 
benefits of environmental compliance and customer satisfaction.  I learned that American manufacturing is alive 
and well, although the size of our American industrial workforce has dramatically decreased since the 1960’s.  We 
are competing successfully and leading successfully in a global economy.  Again, these young folks reflect a wide 
range of ethnic industrial heritage that is apparent reading the names on the hardhats and seeing the faces while 
touring the plant. 

It was now Friday midday and frankly I was getting tired out, but what a great way to get tired.  While I was off at 
Charter Steel the National Train Show had opened up for the convention attendees – and I wasn’t there!  I had 
planned for this however.  Did I mention that Charter Steel had fed us a full breakfast?  Knowing that we had a 
picnic at one of our local host’s home that evening I skipped lunch and went straight to the train show.  I had one 
target purchase in mind. 

My goal for the show was to buy a single locomotive at the best possible price.  So, my strategy was to go straight 
to each of the vendors who were selling “retail” trains and see how well I could do.  I made a fast tour of the show, 
asking each vendor in turn for my locomotive, an 0-8-0 steam switcher by Walthers, with sound decoder from the 
factory.  At the end of the tour I had several choices, and one vendor had offered me a 25% discount from MSRP.  
While it was not as good a deal as I had found for a similar loco last year in Atlanta, I made my choice knowing that I 
was “done” and didn’t have to pay shipping.  Only then did I slow down and make the rounds of all the wonderful 
supplier booths and display layouts.  It was a big show with a lot of layouts and many vendors. 

We were due to leave for our host’s picnic in the afternoon, so I 
located my travel mates, after sitting in on one clinic and 
nodding off a couple of times!  We went to our picnic and had a 
great spread of a real local treat once made famous in the 
Mash TV series by Corporal Max Klinger – Tony Packo’s 
Hungarian Hot Dogs, straight from Toledo!  Good dogs!  After 
our great picnic and a visit to our host impressive layout-under-
construction we returned to the convention for a couple of 
Friday night clinics on my mates “must see” list. 

These final clinics were a great way to round out our week, 
while showing how much our hobby’s technology has advanced.  These two clinics presented the latest methods 
and materials to produce computer controlled and coordinated sound as well as lighting for the layouts.  While 
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these techniques have been produced by talented modeler’s over many years, never before has the technology to 
control, blend and integrate these features into a layout’s story.  Imagine a “rolling sunset” moving across your 
layout’s landscape using LED technology in multiple colors.  Imagine a scene with both lights and sounds reflecting 
an activity, industry or event on the layout, which might be triggered as the evening local arrives in town.  The 
operator or viewer’s attention is drawn by the train, the scene AND by the sounds and special lighting effects 
designed and built by the modeler and controlled by the layout’s digital control system.  Hmmm, maybe the steel 
mill lights and sounds are really within my grasp!? 

We decided that we had enjoyed “all the fun we could stand” and agreed to head out at a civilized hour first thing 
Saturday morning.  We had been getting up as early as 5:30 one morning to meet our various schedules.  Saturday 
we left our hotel promptly at 8 am planning to drive straight through to home in one long day.  We made it safely 
with a lot of good story telling along the way.  And our “road food” travel crew had a good sit down lunch in 
Cincinnati at a unique local restaurant as well as a sit down supper in Cullman, AL, for some good Alabama BBQ.  
My wife met us at the interstate exit to take me home while the rest of the guys pushed on for Prattville.  What a 
week, and what a great experience.  It was fun; I shared what I have learned with others, participated in learning 
and operation fun and had a great experience with one of our great American industrial and rail cities with some 

wonderful people.  
Again, all I can say is 
“Wow”!  I am already 
trying to figure out 
how to get to 
Portland next year!  

– John 
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Clerk’s Desk 

Go(ing) Pullman 

By Jason Parham, Secretary 

 

Many an ad once proudly stated that phrase “Go Pullman” and from the 

founding of the company by George Pullman in 1862 and a little over 100 

years afterwards, first class rail travel was defined by the service that at its 

peak in the 1920s and 30s rostered 9,800 cars in its fleet; employed 28,000 

conductors, 12,000 porters; and gave sleeping accommodations to 100,000 

passengers every night. 

Unfortunately, those glory years would not last. In 1940, the United States Dept. of Justice filed an anti-

trust complaint against Pullman just as ridership and orders for new lightweight passenger equipment were 

growing. By 1944, an order came down from the US District Court ordering Pullman Incorporated to divest 

itself of either the Pullman Company (car operations) or the Pullman-Standard Car Manufacturing 

Company (car manufacturing). After three years of negotiations, the Pullman Company was sold to a 

consortium of fifty-seven railroads for around $40 million. In the break-up, the Pullman Company would 

continue to operate the sleeping cars but ownership of the cars themselves was now in the hands of the 

member railroads. Troubles continued in the post-war years as decline of rail passenger travel led to the 

final day of the Pullman Company’s sleeping car operations ceased and all leases were terminated on 

December 31, 1968. On January 1, 1969, the Pullman Company was dissolved and all assets were 

liquidated. While sleeping cars themselves would continue to run, the most visual change came with the 

removal of the Pullman name from the car letter boards forever.  

Forty-five years have passed since the Pullman Company’s flag fell, and you would think that experiencing 

the Pullman travelling experience could only be done vicariously through your imagination or, if you’re old 

enough, by reliving some fading old memories. Surely being able to experience that level of personal 

service and attention to detail would be impossible in 2014, right? Well, maybe not…. 

Earlier this year, my wife Stacey thought it would be a neat idea to go to Chicago for our 5
th

 wedding 

anniversary. Neither of us had ever been there, and she also thought I would enjoy getting their via 

Amtrak’s City of New Orleans. Back in April, I saw a clip that ran on the CBS Sunday Morning program 

talking about a fairly new operation called Pullman Rail Journeys that offered to once again offer the 

traveling public an experience not seen 

nearly a half a century (You can see that 

story here: 

http://www.cbsnews.com/videos/pullman

-rail-cars-a-detour-back-through-time/). 

President of Pullman Rail Journeys Ed 

Ellis stated on the program “You can’t go 

back to 1955, but it you could this has 

got to be as close as it was.” Needless to 

say, my interest was piqued. 

After checking into the available dates, 

we discovered that a promotional period 

was going on offering essentially a half-

off discount of the regular fare. Much to 

our surprise, due to that sale we actually 

wound up with a double bedroom 

http://www.cbsnews.com/videos/pullman-rail-cars-a-detour-back-through-time/
http://www.cbsnews.com/videos/pullman-rail-cars-a-detour-back-through-time/
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accommodation for just a smidge UNDER the fare we paid for the Amtrak Superliner Roomette 

accommodation for our return trip. Yeah, we couldn’t believe it either. 

So the plan was set and 

Stacey’ parents agreed 

(who, along with most of 

her family, live outside of 

Jackson, MS) agreed to 

keep our 2-year-old 

daughter for a few days. 

Since distance limits their 

time spent with what is 

right now their only 

grandchild, you can 

imagine this arrangement 

didn’t take any arm 

twisting in the least. While 

the City of New Orleans 

does stop in Jackson, MS, 

we would need to get to 

New Orleans to check in 

and board the Pullman Rail Journeys (PRJ) cars. Stacey’s aunt graciously volunteered to shuttle us to down 

south to the “Big Easy.” We arrived at New Orleans Union Passenger Terminal a little after noon on July 

3
rd

. Immediately I noticed the two cars that would be on our trip sitting out on track #4, though at this point 

the rest of the train had not yet backed onto them. Those two cars would be Chebanse (a 10-roomette, 6-

double bedroom sleeper originally built for the Florida East Coast Railroad) and Adirondack Club (a 1946-

built sleeper-diner-lounge-observation of C&O and later B&O heritage). Both of them were gleaming in 

Illinois Central chocolate and orange colors with “P U L L M A N” proudly displayed on the letter boards. 

Around 12:30pm, the PRJ conductor appeared in the station’s waiting room, introduced himself, and, along 

with a porter, offered to check our bags and put them in our rooms to be waiting on us once we boarded. By 

12:45pm, the rest of 

the train had also 

backed down onto 

track #4 and within a 

few minutes, the PRJ 

conductor reappeared 

in the waiting room to 

escort us to the cars. 

 Once inside, it was 

quite evident that a 

considerable amount 

of time and money 

had been spent to get 

these cars in tip-top 

shape. They weren’t 

over the top luxurious 

like the cars once used 

in the American 

Orient Express, but 

again, that isn’t PRJ’s 

intent. The goal is to 

Adirondack Club and Chebanse waiting for their train on Track #4 at NOUPT 

Looking into Double Bedroom “E” of sleeper Chebanse with our luggage waiting on us 
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recapture the authentic “Pullman experience” and that they did. Basically, the cars looked as if they were 

recently delivered from the Pullman erecting bays. In fact, I believe Adirondack Club’s restoration was 

only completed in 2013, so the car has only been on the road for less than a year. It has been said that the 

restoration of the cars ran from $750k to $1.2 million each and I would believe it. 

As nice as Chebanse was, 

the real draw was the 

lounge area in the back of 

Adirondack Club and it 

didn’t take long for 

everyone to migrate there 

for some pre-departure 

meet & greet along with 

some libations. The 

lounge consisted of 14 

nicely cushioned and 

comfortable cloth chairs 

in alternating goldenrod, 

gray and blue.  The 

passengers (12 of us total 

for this trip) were from a 

variety of backgrounds, 

ranging from a middle-

aged couple from Slidell, 

LA, another couple from 

Connecticut (also on an 

anniversary trip), and one 

more from Australia. 

How’s that for diversity? 

As departure time neared, 

we piled in the three 

dining tables for a light 

lunch. By this time the 

regular Amtrak 

passengers were walking 

down the platform and as 

you can imagine our two 

cars got more than a few 

curious looks. As we 

rolled out right at 1:45pm 

as scheduled, I had a tasty 

club sandwich and Stacey 

got chicken salad served 

atop a tomato. Dessert 

was delicious strawberry 

shortcake. 

As the towns of 

Hammond, McComb, 

Brookhaven, Hazlehurst, 

and Jackson passed by, I 

My wife Stacey and I sitting in back of Adirondack Club prior to departure 

The rear observation lounge with the etched glass partitions separating the dining area. 
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also found something else you won’t find on ANY Amtrak 

train (or even the NS steam excursions)…open vestibule 

dutch doors!  

As we pulled into Yazoo City, MS we were surprised to see 

that Stacey’s family waiting on the platform to see us come 

through and they even brought our daughter to see us pass 

through. Not long afterwards, the dinner bell rang and it was 

time for some good eating. The smell that had been spreading 

from the galley was fantastic and I asked what it was and 

Jack, who served as the attendant told us it was the tomato 

and red pepper relish sizzling in the skillet for the salmon 

filet. At our table was two types of salad dressing: a Pullman 

vinaigrette and an Illinois Central dressing, a relish tray 

complete with sweet pickled watermelon cubes, olives and 

celery. All of these items and recipes were allegedly from old 

dining car recipes too. Stacey and I were quite interested in 

trying PRJ’s take on the IC dressing as we had previously 

made a batch from a recipe we had found online. As it turns 

out, it looks like we were pretty close. If you’ve never had it, 

it is very similar to a Thousand Island dressing with a bit of a 

kick to it. I couldn’t resist that sizzling aroma from a few 

minutes earlier so I ordered the blackened salmon filet which 

came with some sauted green beans and potatoes romanoff. 

Stacey got the Beef Pepper Steak with a brandy-peppercorn 

sauce. 

After dinner, there were a few more cocktails served along 

with a few beers, several of which were some local Chicago 

microbreweries. Our friend from Australia loved the Goose 

Island Matilda (one of the local Chicago brews). Seriously, I think he knock down about 4 in a row. By the 

way, on PRJ all beverages are included with your fare, and once we got to Chicago we saw several 

Wind in your hair at 70mph!!! Seriously, I now 

understand why dogs enjoy this so much. 

The way rail travel used to be: Linen table cloths, fine 

silverware, real china, glasses made of…glass, relish 

tray, and real flowers on the table. When was the last 

time you saw any of this on an Amtrak train?  Nope….definitely not Amtrak 
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restaurants with Matilda on the menu ranging from $7-8 per bottle. I’m still kicking myself for not ordering 

a bottle (or two or three) on the train myself for free. 

After Memphis, we retired to bed and this is where the one fault I found in the trip manifested itself. In all 

fairness, it really isn’t PRJ’s fault either. When we got on in New Orleans, I was initially pleased that we 

had Bedroom “E” in Chebanse as it was nearly in the middle of the car which where the better ride exists. 

In fact, several railroads used to order their sleepers with the more expensive accommodations placed in the 

middle of the car for that very reason. Unfortunately, Canadian National (who now owns these former 

Illinois Central tracks) has not exactly put forth the effort to fine tune these tracks for passenger comfort. 

Of course, freight cars don’t complain about a bumpy ride. So while the middle of the car tends to offer a 

smoother and quieter ride, if the whole car is getting thrown around on rough track it really doesn’t matter 

where you are in the car. I found that a 

rough ride has been a common complaint 

for this route on Amtrak discussion boards 

for several years now and the ride on the 

Superliner Roomette we had on the return 

trip was no better, so while we did get 

some sleep it wasn’t exactly ideal. 

The next morning found us leaving 

Kankakee making a gradual transition from 

the very flat corn fields of northern Illinois 

into the suburbs of Chicago as we enjoyed 

a nice breakfast. While we had some delay 

(20 or 30 minutes) in the outskirts of New 

Orleans due to slow orders for track work, 

we had made upthat time by Jackson, MS 

and we were making excellent time on the 

rest of the trip. In fact, we backed into 

Chicago Union Station 20 minutes early. 

Alas, this meant our PRJ journey had come 

to an end, but this meant a start to a great 

stay in Chicago including a visit to the 

Chicago Museum of Science and Industry 

and the 3,500 square-foot model railroad 

that they have. Perhaps, we’ll discuss it 

next month. 

Would I do it again? In a heartbeat! Back 

when I was a broke college student a few 

years ago, I used to love to see the 

American Orient Express come through 

town on their 1-2 visits through the 

southeast per year. I always wished I could 

ride aboard but that $3000 price of 

admission was well out of my reach. Of 

course, by the time I had gotten out of 

school and making a little scratch the 

America Orient Express had ceased 

operations in 2006 and it’s successor GrandLuxe threw in the towel two years later. In my opinion, the 

AOE and GrandLuxe were a bit overdone and as a result, overshot much of their target market that really 

would have enjoyed those trains (including me). Pullman doesn’t shoot to those lofty heights, nor do I think 

Flying through some northern Illinois corn fields before breakfast 

Backed into Chicago Union Station 
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they need to. In fact they even have a car in their roster to offer base-level accommodations in open 

sections complete with curtains (go watch “Some Like it Hot” if you need to refresh your memory) but 

unfortunately they don’t come with Marilyn Monroe. From there, you can go up to a Roomette, a Double 

Bedroom, or a Master Suite depending on how far your wallet can go.  So no, Pullman Rail Journeys is not 

another American Orient Express, but it doesn’t come with the AOE’s stratospheric price of admission 

either (though it is still not cheap). To use Goldilocks as a comparison, Amtrak is a bit cold and AOE, 

while I’m sure it was quite tasty indeed, came to the table scorching hot. To me, PRJ comes in just right 

going great lengths to recreate first class rail travel as it existed half a century or more ago without too 

much opulent “fluff.” They do go to great lengths to reproduce all the Pullman paraphernalia, from 

uniforms to soap wrappers to the vintage wooden coat hangers in our Chebanse bedroom with “Pullman” 

branded on them. 

But, as Fred Frailey of Trains magazine pointed out in his blog post (read his PRJ review here: 

http://cs.trains.com/trn/b/fred-frailey/archive/2013/08/04/product-review-pullman-rail-journeys.aspx), there 

is another reason I recommend this trip “you never know” what the future holds for this operation. 

“You never know whether Pullman Rail Journeys will become popular and financially self-

sustaining. You never know whether Iowa Pacific Holdings has the willpower and financial 

wherewithal to wait out the coming of popularity. You never know whether Amtrak will remain a 

cooperative host. There’s just a lot we don’t know. So my advice would be not to wait for ‘some 

day’ but to enjoy the blast from the past soon, very soon.” (Fred Frailey, Trains Magazine) 

Fred it right, as there have been many who have tried the “private luxury train” market and failed, but then 

again there are those who have succeeded as well. I point to the Rocky Mountaineer as an example. Then 

again, those who wish to place American Orient Express and GrandLuxe in lists of the failure forget that 

train did operate for nearly 20 years so they must have done some things right along the way. Keep in 

mind, Pullman’s Ed Ellis, has been a railroad man his entire career and was even VP of Amtrak for nearly 5 

years, so he does know railroading, the passenger business, and how Amtrak itself works from within. 

Pullman is also seeking to expand to a Chicago-New York route with some test trains to run later this year. 

If the New York trips do come to pass, I think they will be very successful (and perhaps smoother track to 

run on). From talking to the crew onboard, it seems that business is picking up and many of the trips are 

sold out though the remainder of 2014, so things are looking hopeful for their future. Keep your fingers 

crossed! – Jason 

 

News from the NMRA Headquarters 

National News  

The new NMRA website went online during the National Convention.  The new site has a modern design, 

usable on smartphones and tablets as well as computers, updated navigation, and members restricted 

service areas throughout.  Visit the new website at www.nmra.org. 

Steel City’s John Stewart, Central Savannah River’s Steve Prevette, and Piedmont’s Peter Youngblood, 

MMR and John Stevens are presenting clinics at the Cleveland NMRA National Convention.    John 

Stewart’s four clinics are available on his website, www.bhamrails.info on the model railroading page. 

Peter is also a member of the “Modeling With The Masters” team. 

SER News 

2014 SER/MCoR Convention Update   

Congratulations to Mike Fleming and the Rails Across the River team for hosting a successful 2014 joint 

SER/MCoR convention.  Highlights from the convention include: 

http://cs.trains.com/trn/b/fred-frailey/archive/2013/08/04/product-review-pullman-rail-journeys.aspx
www.nmra.org
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Elections 

Results of the 2014 elections were announced at the Annual Meeting.  The following members were 

elected to the Board of Directors: 

 President - Glen Hall, MMR 

 Vice President - Alan Mole 

 Secretary - George Gilbert 

 Treasurer - Sally Bando 

 Director - Paul Voelker 

 Director - Howard Goodwin 

Awards and Recognition 

Joe Gelmini, MMR, NMRA Eastern District Director and former SER President, received the Vern 

Yarbrough Award, the SER’s highest award for service to the hobby. 

John Stewart, Steel City Superintendent, received the Dave Muller Award for Individual 

Achievements and Volunteerism. 

George Gilbert received the President’s Award for ten years of service as Achievement Program 

chair. 

Contests  

Danny Head won Best-In-Show and first place in the Display category for Friday’s Crossing. 

Bill Griffith won the Mike Callahan Award and first place in the Freight Cars category, for his On3 

Freight Car.  

Scott Matherly won first place in the Structures category for his On30 Engine House. 

Nine Merit Awards were earned by SER members. 

2015 SER Convention 

Registration is open for Palmetto Excursion, the 2015 SER Convention, hosted by the Palmetto Division.  

For more information about the convention, visit www.palmetto-excursion.org. 

2016 SER Convention 

Membership approved Rocket City Rails, the 2016 SER Convention to be held in Huntsville, AL and 

hosted by the Mid-South Division. 

2014 Mini-Meet 

This fall's mini-meet will be held September 27th in Huntsville, AL and hosted by the Mid-South Division.  

The mini-meet will include clinics and layout tours.  Anyone registered at the mini-meet hotel will receive 

discounted admission to the U.S. Space & Rocket Center.  Look for additional information in future e-

newsletters. 

Division Happenings 

 The Central Savannah River Division is planning its annual business meeting for October 2014.  

Also, 2014 is an election year.  The division must have at least a Treasurer and a Chairman, and can 

also staff the Vice Chair and Secretary positions.  If you wish to volunteer to be an officer, or have 

someone else you wish to nominate, please contact the division nominations chair, Don Barnes, at 

aikenair@aol.com.  
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 The Tuesday night operators (OFRRA) continue their operating sessions, and have plenty of 

openings for new operators.  Contact Steve Prevette at prevette@atlanticbb.net for information on 

division activities and operating sessions!  

 July 26th.  The Piedmont Division is participating in Railroad Rendezvous at the Southern Museum 

of Civil War and Locomotive Technology in Kennesaw, GA.   

 July 26th.  The Land O’ Sky Division’s next meeting will be held July 26 at 9 a.m. at the Deerfield 

Retirement Complex, Asheville, NC. 

 July 31st.  The next Steel City Division meeting will feature member Phillip Griffith giving a 

presentation on developing information for modeling a small prototype narrow gauge mine RR that 

was local to Birmingham.  The Steel City schedule is published on the SER website,ser-

nmra.org/division/steel-city. 

 July 31st - August 2nd.  Illinois Central Historical Society annual meeting, Hattiesburg, MS.  

Scheduled activities include a self-guided tour of Hattiesburg and Gulfport, presentations, a train 

show and banquet.  For registration information, visit the Magnolia Division page,ser-

nmra.org/division/magnolia. 

 August 16th.  The Piedmont Division will hold its Summer Boy Scout Merit Badge Clinic Day at 

the Southern Museum of Civil War and Locomotive Technology in Kennesaw, GA. 

 August 23rd.  The Piedmont Division will hold its next Train N’ Camp Session at Hobbytown USA 

in Kennesaw, GA.  This session’s topic is “The NMRA Achievement Program.”  Train N’ Camp 

sessions are open to all NMRA members, and best of all, the sessions are free.  Visit the Piedmont 

Division website for additional information, www.piedmont-div.org. 

 August 30th and 31st, September 6th and 7th.    The Cumberland Division will participate in Day 

Out with Thomas at the Tennessee Central Railway Museum.  For additional information, visit 

www.tcry.org. 

 September 5th - 14th.  The Cumberland Division will display its HO layout at the Tennessee State 

Fair. 

 November 1st. Soule' Live Steam Festival and Meridian Railroad Museum Railfest weekend. A 

model train show starts early Saturday morning and will be complimented with visiting prototype 

equipment displayed adjacent to Union Station. For more information go to 

www.soulelivesteam.com. 

 November 22nd - 23rd.  The 2014 Pensacola Model Train Show will be held at the Hadji Shrine 

Temple, 800 West Nine Mile Road, Pensacola, FL.  For additional information, visit the Gulf 

Division page at ser-nmra.org/division/gulf. 

Photo of the Month 

Joe Gamble correctly guessed the location of last months twin railroad tunnels to be those along the 

Warrior Southern’s line between Holt and Kellerman, AL. Originally built by the Mobile & Ohio Railroad, 

the line past Fox (on the outskirts of Holt) were sold to the Twin Seams Mining Co. Twin Seams continued 

to operate the line with a rag-tag collection of 3-truck Shay locomotives until December 29
th

, 1962 when 

trestle #12 collapsed under a train bound for the interchange with the GM&O. With the impending 

construction of Holt Lock & Dam on the Warrior River which would flood part of the right of way anyway, 

the company threw in the towel and called it quits. However, the tunnels still do exist. 

Bob Beaty has accused me of having a caboose fetish in the past and I have to say that I resemble that 

remark. Truth be told, I do love interesting looking cabooses and I also love the make-do atmosphere of 
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many down south shortlines. Fortunately for me, you’ll find that those two paths cross quite a bit. Case in 

point is this month’s photo of the Fernwood, Columbia & Gulf caboose #14. 

 

This photo was taken by a friend of mine Ed Stohl who currently lives out in Texas. This car appears to be 

an ex-Illinois Central transfer caboose which that road built from old outside braced wooden boxcars. After 

their “Second lives on the IC, several of these cars also went on to live third lives on short lines like the 

Mississippi Central. Ed caught FC&G #14 in December 1972 at Fernwood, Miss. 

Until next month…... – Jason 

PS: I’m always on the hunt for interesting photos to use. If you have one you would like to volunteer for 

future use (either vintage or present day), please let me know.  

Steel City Swap Meet 

Got something you’re looking for or trying to sell? Drop me a line at gmo1515@comcast.net and we’ll 

include it free of charge for as long as you need. Make sure to include a good description with prices (if 

selling), your name, and contact info. 

For Sale: Set of 6 - HO scale 1960's 70-ton wood chip hoppers, N&W road name, with loads, $50 

Preiser HO figures, Set #10071 - reclining sunbathers , $9 

Athearn RTR HO loco, GE Dash9-44CW, CSX #9009, w/Digitrax decoder and operating ditch lights, $75 

Craig Gardner 

979-2666 

jcgard@bellsouth.net 

For Sale: Shinohara #4 wye switch, $10; NC Bridge Co. 56' wooden truss bridge kit, $10; Colorado Tree 

Co.60' low trestle kit, $11. 

Joe Gamble 

969-2478 

jggjwg@att.net 

mailto:gmo1515@comcast.net
jcgard@bellsouth.net
mailto:jggjwg@att.net
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Steel City Division Officers 

 

Superintendent  John Stewart 205-901-3790 jstew@bhamrails.info 

Assist. Superintendent Mark Stone 205-637-6733  mark.stone@kbr.com 

Secretary   Jason Parham 205-534-6529 gmo1515@comcast.net 

Treasurer   Carey Ketchum 205-871-5495 cketchu1@bellsouth.net 

If you can receive your 
“Coupler” via 

e-mail, you can help save 
printing costs.   Send your 

e-mail address to 

gmo1515@comcast.
net 

 

Timetable 

Second Annual Railroad Rendezvous 

July 26
th

, 2014 9:30 a.m. until 5 p.m. 

Southern Museum of Civil War & Locomotive History 

2829 Cherokee Street 

Kennesaw, GA 30144 

The family-friendly event will feature a range of indoor and outdoor events, including operating model 

train layouts, a variety of games and a hobo jungle. Attendees will also have the rare chance to climb 

aboard the General locomotive (for a separate fee) made famous during the Civil War’s Great 

Locomotive Chase. 

http://www.southernmuseum.org/2014/06/southern-museum-to-host-second-annual-railroad-rendezvous/ 

Big Wally’s Swap Meet  
August 9, 2014  

Helena Baptist Church  

Helena, AL 

47th Atlanta Model Train Show  
August 9, 2014  

North Atlanta Trade Center  

Norcross, GA 

Atlanta Railroads Prototype Modelers Meet 
Friday & Saturday, September 19 & 20, 2014 

The Southern Museum of Civil War and Locomotive History 

2829 Cherokee St., Kennesaw, GA 30144 

(For more information, visit http://srha.net/ or contact Frank Greene 901-487-5782 frgreene290@comcast.net) 

Southeastern Region Mini-Meet 
September 27

th
, 2014 

Huntsville, AL  

Hosted by the Mid-South Division 

Manchester Railroad Days  
Oct. 17 & 18, 2014  

Manchester Mill  

Manchester, GA 

Big Wally’s Train Show  
November 8, 2014  

Helena Baptist Church  

Helena, AL 

Greenberg’s Train & Toy Show  
Saturday & Sunday, Nov. 15 & 16, 2014  

Cobb Galleria Centre  

Atlanta, GA 

Steel City Division Meetings for 2014: 

7/31, 8/28, 9/25, 10/30, 11/20 (Later dates TBD due to change in venue) 

mark.stone@kbr.com
mailto:gmo1515@comcast.net
http://www.southernmuseum.org/2014/06/southern-museum-to-host-second-annual-railroad-rendezvous/
http://srha.net/
mailto:frgreene290@comcast.net

