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UP No, 3985 has just pulled into the yards In Van Buren, Arkansas, on February 6, 2004, on the return trip to Cheyenne, Wyoming, after traveling to the Super Bowl in Houston, Texas.
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Union Pacific Challenger 4-6-6-4, No. 3985, heads south into Kansas pulling the Super Bowl Special to Houston, Texas, on January 11, 2004.





Introduction


Steam railroading in the twenty-first century remains as America’s largest mobile art form. A steam locomotive at 70 miles per hour speeding across the landscape is poetry in motion, So many parts of a steam engine are exposed for the world to behold. The panting of air pumps and the sound of exhausts make a steam locomotive seem alive like no other modern method of transport.


Railroads established the patterns of development across North America, Place names along the lines recall the glory of a vigorous nation reaching west to pursue its manifest destiny, Can there be anything more magical than hearing the names of towns and cities along a transcontinental mainline and imagining them stretched out on shining twin rails like a string of pearls? The names of Dodge City, Trinidad, Raton, Albuquerque, Flagstaff, San Bernardino, Pasadena, and Los Angeles sing a romantic song of the Southwest.


Some people lament the fact that they were born too late to have witnessed the spectacle of mid-twentieth century steam railroading. Railroads affected the lives of so many people in so many ways across North America.


I can barely remember the sounds of steam switchers in my hometown of Fort Smith, Arkansas, when I was four or five years old. But that smell of coal smoke remained in my mind until I was acquainted once again with steam railroading in the 1970s.


Even though I missed the heyday of steam, I feel fortunate to be alive to see remnants of it today, Modern cameras, film, and the digital revolution have given us ways to capture an image of steam railroading impossible for those who came before us. A pantheon of legendary rail photographers placed the bar high for those who follow, Railroad photographers like O. Winston Link, Dick Steinheimer, David Plowden, Don Ball Jr., and Phil Hastings are just a few who set the standards for creative railroad photography


But I wouldn’t go back to the 1930s or 1940s even if I could, Even to witness the Chief climbing Raton Pass in 1936, I wouldn’t, Those were tough times, Consider the state of medical care alone in those days, Polio confined thousands of young people to lives of disability, Children died of pneumonias that are easily treated today with outpatient antibiotics. Men and women died of heart attacks in their 40s and 50s with no offering of effective treatment. The wonders of CT and MRI scanners in medicine were the dreams of science fiction writers.


No, give me the present and the glories of steam railroading that persist Into modern times. I’ve experienced not only a Union Pacific Challenger climbing Sherman Hill and a snowplow clearing the Cumbres Pass narrow gauge, but I’ve also witnessed men walking on the moon, streamlined trains in Europe traveling 120 miles per hour, and the miracle work of a neonatal intensive care unit—where my grandson received treatment that allowed him to survive a premature birth. I look forward to taking him to Cheyenne someday in the future to see 4-6-6-4s climbing mountain passes.


May there always be people in this country who can’t forget that sound of a steam whistle in the night, the smell of hot grease, steam and coal smoke in an active railyard, and the feel of a giant engine vibrating the ground under their feet at trackside. May there always be people in the United States and Canada who can lovingly tend the great iron beasts from the past that provide us with these nations’ largest mobile art form.
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	Spokane, Portland & Seattle No. 700 Returns to the “Last Best Place”: Steam in Montana








“The Last Best Place” is how Montana editors described the Big Sky state in an anthology of literature celebrating their state’s centennial in 1989. For those enamored with big-time railroading under the broad canvas of prairies and rugged mountains, Montana once offered three main theaters of transcontinental action. The Great Northern Railway crossed the state along the northern tier of counties called the High Line. The Milwaukee Road (officially the Chicago, Milwaukee, St, Paul & Pacific Railroad) once brought railfans and photographers to the steppes of central Montana to witness mountain railroading with Little Joes and electric box cabs. The Northern Pacific (NP) served the southern part of the state along the old Lewis and Clark Trail beside the Yellowstone River.


Conditions had changed by the dawn of the 1980s. The Great Northern and Northern Pacific had already morphed Into the Burlington Northern (BN) Railroad. The Milwaukee Road disappeared altogether by 1985 due to bankruptcy, Architectural artifacts of this once vibrant transcontinental road vanished annually.


At one time in 1979, the state still supported two east-to-west Amtrak passenger trains, the Empire Builder across the High Line and the North Coast Limited from Billings, Montana, to Sandpoint, Idaho. The North Coast Limited did not survive Into the 1980s due to budget cuts.


Steam railroading had been absent from Montana since the 1950s, but this was about to change with a spin-off shortline from the BN.
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Spokane, Portland & Seattle (SP&S) No. 700 rounds a bend south of Helena, Montana, en route to Bozeman pulling the Montana by Steam special on October 13, 2002.
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SP&S No. 700 leaves Bozeman, Montana, under a veil of steam and smoke on the morning of October 14, 2002.





Citizens of communities along the old Northern Pacific probably feared the worst when the BN proposed giving up its southern route to a shortline operator Residents of Livingston, Montana, were especially uneasy when their massive locomotive shops appeared to be headed toward extinction.


In spite of these worries, Montana RaiLink (MRL) came into existence in 1987 and emerged as one of the more vigorous Class II operations in the United States, Because of MRL management’s openness to private operation of excursion passenger trains, steam finally returned to the “Main Street of the Northwest” in 2002


Marcia Pilgeram, a Montana native from Trident, grew up close to the old NP, “I rode trains all the time when I was a kid,” she said, “When I worked for Montana RaiLink, I used to organize special business trains.”


A consortium of investors, formed in the mid-1990s, became Montana Rockies by Rail Tour Group, Marcia Pilgeram left MRL to become president and CEO of the rail passenger company based in Sandpoint, Idaho, With a streamliner consist and motive power supplied by MRL, the company offered first-class excursions from Sandpoint to Livingston. On special occasions the train traveled all the way to Billings, Montana.


In the year 2000, Pilgeram’s chief mechanical officer, Ken Keeler, suggested that the company approach the Pacific Railroad Preservation Association (PRPA) about using Spokane, Portland & Seattle (SP&S) No. 700 for a steam trip, All parties involved—-the BN, MRL, and the PRPA—-thought the trip was a good idea.
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SP&S No. 700 storms up Bozeman Pass in southern Montana early on the morning of October 14, 2002. The passenger special is en route to Billings, Montana under a cloudless canopy in the Big Sky state.
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SP&S No. 700 disappears into a cloud of steam and smoke at a grade crossing on the western climb up Bozeman Pass in Montana on the morning of October 14, 2002.





When Montana Rockies by Rail considered using a steam engine for a special tour, it “originally wanted to run during the winter months,” according to Pilgeram. “But concerns about a breakdown out in the mountains and what you would do with a trainload of passengers in that situation lead us to split the difference and settle for October.“”


Locomotive No. 700 traveled from her home base in Portland, Oregon, to Sandpoint, Idaho, and the Montana Daylight by Steam, tour pulled out eastbound the morning of October 12, 2002. About 200 passengers were onboard the train at any one time. By trip’s end, some 660 people had ridden the steam special as the train traveled over the Continental Divide, down the Yellowstone River, to Billings, and back again.


Noted rail authors Karl Zimmerman and Al Runtes joined this historic train for lectures along the way, Bill and Jan Taylor, who were Missoula residents, authors, and Northern Pacific history experts, served as tour guides and offered their knowledge to the passengers who came from all over the country for this once in a lifetime event.


This steam excursion over the Yellowstone Park Line, as the former NP line was called, reminded passengers and observers of the railroad’s close association with the country’s first national park in 1872. People along the line turned out in crowds to watch an event that had been absent from their hometown tracks for 50 years.
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SP&S steam locomotive No. 700, a 4-8-4 Northern type has exited the tunnel at Mullan Pass and is drifting downgrade over the graceful, curved bridge called Skyline Trestle on October 13, 2002.
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Montana Rockies by Rail picked the right week for a steam train excursion. A storm front blew through the night before departure and deposited fresh snow on the mountains. Then the skies cleared to a deep blue, and visibility became the usual 75 miles or greater. The aspens, cottonwoods, and larch provided a golden aura in the autumn sunshine.


No. 700 pulled a flawless trip both east-and westbound, Whether it was steaming over such landmarks as the elegant curved bridge called Skyline Trestle, storming up Bozeman Pass, or pausing at preserved depots in Helena, Bozeman, Livingston, and Billings, No. 700 became the star in creating classic images from the past.


At the end of the rail excursion, Pilgeram called the trip “perfect,” She recalled, “I can’t tell you how thrilling it was to hear the stories of people riding that train, People would show up at the stations and cry when they saw the engine, as they remembered riding trains along this line long ago.” Steam returned for a season to the rails of the Main Street of the Northwest through Montana.
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SP&S No. 700 prepares to leave Missoula, Montana, on the morning of October 13, 2002.
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A curious resident of East Helena, Montana, watches for SP&S No. 700 as she leaves the capital city of the Big Sky state on October 13, 2002.
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	An Arkansas Shortline Survives: Celebrations on the Dardanelle & Russellville








On a Sunday, August 21, 1994, the Dardanelle & Russellville (D&R) Railroad celebrated its 111th birthday by offering passenger train rides over the entire railroad system. The special train made four or five roundtrips in one afternoon. This spunky railroad Is not only the oldest surviving shortline in Arkansas, but also perhaps the shortest at 4.8 miles in length.


A genuine smoke-belching, fire-breathing steam locomotive powered the passenger train, while the railroad’s diesel sat Idle. The shortline obtained locomotive No. 4 from the Reader Railroad and subsequently lettered the engine for the D&R.


“We leased No. 4 from the Reader in 1993,” said owner of the railroad, Bill Robbins, as he recalled how a steam engine returned to the D&R, “The locomotive did not ever run at Reader,” said Robbins, “We completely overhauled her here in our shop,”


The birthday-party passenger train trundled out to the Union Pacific (UP) Railroad’s mainline connection with the D&R in downtown Russellville. The return trip brought riders back to the D&R home offices on the north bank of the Arkansas River, across from the town of Dardanelle, Arkansas, the other part of the railroad’s namesake, Private owners of rail speeder cars were invited to join the party, and they traveled along behind the train.
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Railfans come out to the offices and shops of the Dardanelle & Russellville Railroad to help celebrate the 111th anniversary of the shortline railroad. Locomotive No. 4 of the D&R is in steam and giving rides to downtown Russellville.
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Dardanelle & Russellville steam locomotive No. 4 steams past one of the vintage concrete posts that supports the railroad crossing signs in Russellville, Arkansas, in August 1994
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Railfans gather around the Dardanelle & Russellville steam locomotive No. 4 on a Sunday afternoon in August 1994 as the railroad celebrates its 111th anniversary.





Baldwin Locomotive Company built the D&R No. 4 in 1913 for the Laurel River Lumber Company of West Virginia, For unknown reasons, the steam engine—a 2-6-2 Prairie type—was returned to Baldwin in 1914, W T, Carter and Brother Lumber Company in Camden, Texas, purchased the locomotive, and she moved to the piney woods of east Texas in 1914.


For the next 60 years the locomotive hauled logs from the woods to lumber mills. In 1973, Richard Grigsby of Malvern, Arkansas, brought four of the lumber company’s steam engines up from Camden to Arkansas, Two were for use on his newly purchased Reader Railroad, and two were for steam enthusiast Robert Dortch of Scott, Arkansas, Bill Robbins assisted in this move and became acquainted with No. 4 before he owned the railroad to which the locomotive would one day come.


The steamers that Grigsby brought up from Texas were No. 1 and No. 201. A cabbage stack wood burner, No. 1 ended up on Dortch’s Scott and Bearskin Lake Railroad and eventually was moved to the Eureka Springs & North Arkansas (ES&NA) Railroad. The second locomotive, No. 201, also came to the ES&NA where it remains today, Grigsby lettered No. 2 and No. 4 for his Reader Railroad.
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D&R No. 4 originally came to the shortline from the Reader in southern Arkansas. The locomotive is found between trips under steam in August 1994 at the offices of the Dardanelle & Russellville Railroad, on the north bank of the Arkansas River.
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Dardanelle & Russellville No. 4 steams back into the yard area of the railroad on the north banks of the Arkansas River across from Dardanelle, Arkansas, in August 1994.





Coal became king in the land between Dardanelle and Russellville, Arkansas, at the turn of the century, A railroad was needed to haul the semi-anthracite coal from the mines and haul miners to the coal. The Dardanelle & Russellville Railway first formed in 1893 and reorganized under its current name in 1900. The D&R filled the need for coal-related transportation for the next 50 years.


Bernice Anthracite Coal Basin and the Pittsburg & Midway Coal Mining Company provided traffic for the D&R in the early years of the railroad’s existence. The D&R also owned the pontoon bridge spanning the unruly Arkansas River between the Russellville side on the north and Dardanelle on the south bank, This bridge carried people, wagons, and motor vehicles only, Workers came across this bridge for the mines, and they rode the trains of the D&R to work.


The advent of automobiles and the public clamor for better roads sounded a warning for the D&R’s passenger traffic. In 1920, the shortline carried 99,902 passengers along its 4,8-mile-long route, in 1927, the Arkansas Highway Department completed a new steel bridge over the Arkansas River that replaced the D&R’s pontoon toll bridge, D&R passenger traffic dropped to 13,000 that year. The coal mines shut down in the 1950s, and the last passenger train operated over the railroad in 1960. Today, the D&R continues hauling freight to the Union Pacific Interchange in Russellville.
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