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History
	Montour Railroad

	



	Reporting marks
	MTR

	Locale
	Coraopolis, Pennsylvania to Imperial, Pennsylvania and West Mifflin, Pennsylvania

	Dates of operation
	1877 – 1984

	Track gauge
	4 ft 8½ in (1435 mm) (standard gauge)

	Headquarters
	Coraopolis, Pennsylvania


Montour Railroad (AAR reporting mark MTR) is a former short line railroad company operating passenger and freight service on standard gauge track in southwestern Pennsylvania. At its height in the 1930s, the railroad served 27 mines transporting nearly seven million tons of coal annually in Allegheny and Washington Counties.

The Montour Railroad Company was chartered in 1877 as a wholly owed subsidiary of the Imperial Coal Company. The first segment constructed extended from the Pittsburgh and Lake Erie Railroad line at Montour Junction, near Coraopolis, Pennsylvania to the Imperial Coal Company mines at Imperial, Pennsylvania. In 1901, the Pittsburgh Coal Company assumed control of the railroad. A major expansion, known as the Montour Extension, was undertaken in 1912 to reach new coal mines and factories. By 1917, the town of West Mifflin, Pennsylvania on the Monongahela River was reached. The Montour Railroad became an important feeder line and eventually all five major truck carriers in the southwestern Pennsylvania market were linked to the Montour Railroad. In 1946 the Pittsburgh Coal Company sold the Montour Railroad to the Pennsylvania Railroad and the Pittsburgh and Lake Erie Railroad (a subsidiary of the New York Central Railroad), who operated it jointly. The P&LE acquired sole control of the Montour Railroad in 1975.

The railroad's engine houses and shops were located at Montour Junction, near the Ohio River at Coraopolis, Pennsylvania. The Montour Railroad had passenger service in its early years from 15 stations along its route, but passenger service was abandoned by the mid 1920s. By the 1950s, most of the coal mines the Montour serviced had been worked out and the Montour began a slow decline. The Montour Railroad was down to just 23 miles of track between Montour Junction and Gilmore Junction when operations ceased in 1984 with the closing of the Westland Coal mine, the Montour’s last remaining major customer. In the 1990's large portions of the rights of way were acquired by the Montour Trail Council in a "rails to trails" program.

Keep in mind that one of the reasons the Pittsburgh Coal Company built the Montour Extension and, in particular, the Westland Branch was to avoid having to pay the confiscatory freight rates the PRR was charging the coal company. Once the extension was built, they opened the Hills shaft in 1914 and began shipping on the Montour. The Westland Branch captured the coal traffic that had been going out on the PRR Chartiers Branch from the Midland Mine.

Bob Ciminel
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This is an excerpt from "History of Allegheny County," by Thomas Cushing, published by A. Warner & Co., of Chicago in 1889.

"The village of Imperial was laid out by the Imperial Coal Company.  Prior to that, this site was the farm of Robert Wilson. The population is largely composed of miners and their families, and numbers about six hundred. Most of the houses are owned by the company. The town is superior in some respects to ordinary mining villages.

The company now operates three mines - two on Montour's run, in North Fayette Township, and one at Bower Hill, on the Pan Handle road. The two first named are operated by wire-rope haulage. The daily output of the three mines is one thousand tons. The company operates coke-works on the line of the Montour railroad, near Montour junction. There are 102 ovens here, and a coke-crusher, for preparing domestic coke, has recently been added.

The Montour railroad, though a distinct organization, is under the control of this company. Four hundred men are employed in the mines of the company, at the coke-ovens and on the railroad. The officers of the company are U. A. Andrews, president of the Imperial Coal company; William McCreery, of the railroad, and F. L. Shellenberger, superintendent of both."

In 2005, Gene Schaeffer writes: Today, enroute home from a day of railroading in the State of Ohio, I followed the Montour from the Washington/Allegheny County line at Champion, east through McDonald, Primrose, Peacock, Southview, Gilmore Junction, Cowden, past Montour #4 then up through Thompsonville and on home.

Exiting Route 22 at the McDonald/980 exit, I saw new concrete overpass pillars just west of the 980 exit. These pillars are part of the Airport connector expressway.


At McDonald Viaduct, a new waste water treatment plant has been built occupying the field adjacent to Montour's former McDonald Transfer trackage at Noblestown Road crossing.

At Peacock, the vegetation is so dense you can no longer see the right of way from the road.

At Venice, the open wound from the missing Venice Bridge at the Rt 50/980 junction is nothing more than a scar to me.

In Cecil, at the Muse-Bishop Road, the concrete tunnel has been removed and replaced by an overhead bridge. 
I remember a time in 1976 when a coal train derailment had 2 open top hoppers over the side of the hill.

At Montour #4, a townhouse type structure has been built where the tipple once stood. 


Then up at Rocky Ridge, east of Library Junction, new homes are being built in the valley that once had a wonderful panorama of the main track from McMurray Road.

Acre by acre, the property surrounding the Montour right of way is being developed and the picturesque environment of farms of long ago is dwindling, erasing the Montour that I once knew.
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Safety First
May 5, 1949.....7:45am
Terminal Foreman Snead.

While walking westward from the boiler room to terminal foreman's office, hostler started to move engine 27 off shop track, just as I was passing cylinder, left side, steam from cylinder cocks blew loose sand and cinders into my face, embedding several particles in right eye.
No time lost. Went to Dr.J.Edgar Kent, Coverdale Pa.
Release sent to GCH 5-5-49.

Which is why we wear safety glasses with side shields today.

 

I tell our new brakemen/conductors that every rule in the rulebook is there because someone was killed or injured by doing just the thing the rule says not to do.  The latest change on our railroad was a prohibition against rolling cars to spot them.  We had a track worker lose his right arm when he fell in front of a ballast hopper he was repositioning. 

Tim Sposato

Parker Plastics and the derailment...early 1990's...

I was at the Gas Company Crossing when the coal train crept off the Mifflin Branch.

After the 5 locomotives passed, I drove down 88 to Castle Shannon to watch him cross the bridge.

After waiting at Castle Shannon for about 15 minutes, fire sirens were heard in Bethel Park.

But no coal train...

So I drove back up 88 to see fire trucks ... and the stopped coal train.

I think there was 125 loads of coal in that train...

And turning up Valley Drive, there in the Parker Plastics parking lot was an upside down coal hopper.

Bethel Park Firemen were all over the place...

I still don't know exactly what all those firemen were going to do at the coal train derailment...

And they had the nerve to question me...about being there...

There were 3 firemen sitting on the destroyed roadbed right next to an upset coal hopper.
As one of the fireman grilled me about being there...

In my typical fashion I stood my ground as I told him he needs to worry about his own people...

With his dumbfounded stare...

I showed him that where his people are sitting, is right next to a derailed car truck that is standing on end...

And I asked him to show me what is holding that one set of railroad wheels in place...
Yes, the set of wheels that is dislodged from the truck frame...
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Yes, the same set that has no wedges or brake rigging in place that might hold it in place...

Yes, the same set of wheels that seemingly at any second could simply drop to the ground and crush his resting firemen who were directly underneath...

Quickly, 3 firemen scattered...

And I continued taking photos...

 

Then I became a witness for the engineer who was accused of speeding.

The engineer asked me to vouch to management when he came across the crossing, as to what speed he was doing...

Management didn't believe a 3 foot section of ball of rail broke and allowed coal hoppers to begin derailing...

The Sperry Car tested this same rail about a week before...

After the tapes were pulled from the SD-45's...speed was around 7 MPH, I believe...

And a broken ball of rail was found guilty...

And Sperry Rail service was called on the carpet, from what I was told, as to how this rail escaped detection...

Ahhh, this is railroading at its finest...

 

Gene Schaeffer
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Champion Coal Preparation Plant
In 1964, CONSOL coal celebrated its 100th anniversary and published a brochure on the modernization it undertook at Champion.  Gene Schaeffer was kind enough to send me one of those brochures, which I will someday scan and post in the files section.  In the meantime, here's what CONSOL had to say about the "new" Champion Prep Plant.
Enjoy,
Bob Ciminel

"LOCATION
Situated a short distance Southwest of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the modern Champion Preparation Plant is strategically located in the heart of Consolidation Coal Company properties. Established coal reserves in the area total over 130 million tons including the
combined tonnage of 56 million tons of Montour #4 and Montour #10.
Available, also, are other substantial coal properties which have not yet been designated as reserves. Consolidation Coal Company existing and future properties are Champion customers' assurance of a continuous supply of fuel far into the future.


Three different methods of transportation are readily available to ship the 13,000-ton daily capacity from this modern facility. The Ohio, Monongahela and Allegheny rivers offer economical and convenient barge service to destinations near and far. The area is
served by six railroads with trunk line interconnections that can reach virtually any rail-served point in the country. The railroad companies are: Montour, Baltimore & Ohio, Pennsylvania, Bessemer & Lake Erie, Pittsburgh & West Virginia and Pittsburgh & Lake Erie.
Primary highways and the Pennsylvania Turnpike are easily accessible from Champion Plant to provide truck delivery to customers not accommodated by river or rail transportation."

"DAILY CAPACITY: 13,000 TONS
Strategically located in the famous Pittsburgh Seam, Consolidation Coal Company's Champion Preparation Plant has long been famous for its high quality products. Since the plant was originally built in 1928, rigid quality control measures always have assured chemical and physical analyses to suit the many and varied types of burning equipment.

As demands increased and burning equipment changed through the years, Champion Plant was enlarged and renovated several times to keep abreast of these developments.

Once more, progress in coal burning equipment and transportation methods have necessitated change. And, again, Champion has modernized to meet the challenge. Recently, Champion Preparation facilities were completely renovated and equipped with the most modern coal processing machinery available. Champion Coal customers now receive the finest prepared coal available at the rate of 13,000 tons a day."

"WASHING, SIZING, DRYING, ANALYZING
Champion coal undergoes exacting care. From the time it rolls from the rotary dumpers until it reaches its ultimate destination, the very latest crushing, washing, sizing, drying and analyzing equipment meticulously process high quality coal for a variety of uses. The plant employs "prescription" loading to assure customers of exactly the right specifications and dimensions to meet their needs. Available are 
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the following coal sizes: 8", 4", 1.25", 1/2" and 5/16". Special services such as freeze-proofing and oil-treating are offered customers requiring them."

"IN-PLANT TRANSPORTATION
A network of conveyors quickly and efficiently shuttle coals of different specifications from one processing sequence to another and eventually to loading facilities. Standby equipment is ready to go into operation immediately in the event of a failure to assure a continuous flow to truck, train, barge or storage. This efficient in-plant transportation system is necessary to insure the annual production of 3,000,000 tons on which Champion's hundreds of customers depend."



Usually twice a week during the late 1970's the Montour loaded 2 sets of CONSOL hoppers at Champion Preparation Plant.
One of the sets was the 4000 series CONSOL gondolas carrying GSCX reporting marks.
The 2nd set was the 11000 series GSCX hoppers.
These two car sets typically ran at about 75 cars but not always all GSCX cars. Usually there were 5 or 10 or so CONRAIL system hoppers in these "unit" trains, which were 100 ton cars to fill out the needed tonnage.
These unit trains came empty off CONRAIL at McDonald and went straight to the preparation plant for loading.
Usually the 2nd Champion would get 3 SW-9's and would take the loads back to McDonald just as soon as half the train was loaded.

At one time the Montour was given an AEPX empty hopper train to load, which was all 100 tons hoppers with rotary couplers and loaded just as the GSCX train.
These unit trains were given priority at Champion Preparation Plant in loading.

The Montour from time to time loaded unit trains for BOW in New Hampshire also.

Gene P Schaeffer
Montour #10 and maybe half of the coal loaded at Montour #4 was "met" (metallurgical) coal.

When coal arrived Champion from Montour #10 and Montour #4, a phone call to the plant was made, identifying car numbers for the met coal. The coal company kept track of met coal and the cars in which it was loaded. The coal company made more $$$$$ on met coal shipments. 

Also for a while, around 1981, Westland was loading met coal. Unfortunately, that didn't last, as its quality was not where it needed to be and isolating met coal coming out of Westland was quickly forgotten.

Gene Schaeffer

 

Back in the early '50's Champion had a rotary dumper.  They would dump the hoppers, then let them coast down the grade into the yard.  I remember my grandfather showing me the rotary dumper, then we rode a couple of hopper cars down into the yard.

 

Bill Bigler
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Coal was unloaded one car at a time.  Each car was uncoupled, then turned upside down.

In the winter, sometimes coal would be frozen in the cars.  Unless it was slow at Champion, frozen coal was moved to sidings and stored until spring.  If it was slow, 5 or 10 cars of frozen coal would be spotted on the 10 car dump track allowing the heaters to thaw the coal. Usually this process burned off paint and burned up air hoses.

Gene P Schaeffer

The rotary dumper was a great invention as compared to unloading through hopper pockets.  Cars empty quicker and 100% of the load will be discharged in good weather conditions.  Champion use track heaters to get the car body to radiate heat quickly and then it would immediately be dropped into the dumper for the roll-over.
 

The heating caused damage that Gene mentioned and also, at times, the car droppers would spot the trucks on the heaters.  This would cause the friction bearing boxes on the older shuttle cars to ignite.  Now, if the journal boxes survived the heaters, they would then be emptied of the journal oil as the car turned upside down.  
 

Although I always enjoyed the dumping process anytime of the year, winter would prove to be the hardest.  Even though the mines would spray calcium with the coal during loading, the coverage was not always thorough and coal would freeze.  As the car dumped, very large chunks of frozen coal would fall in the pit and just roll around on the belts.  The dumper crew would turn on the high pressure water gun that was mounted by the pit and slice through those chunks.
 

I got to "cut coal" a few times using the gun.  It was amazing to see how that thin steam of water was capable of doing the job.  The pump created a pressure, if I recall correctly, of about 7500 psi.  The stream was about ¾ inch diameter.  They did demonstrate it cutting a 2 x 6 in half for me one time.  The gun would only aim downward for safety.
 

Just below the dumper was a wooden caboose body mounted on a railroad tie foundation. This was a retired Montour hack that was now used at the car repair shop/office.  The car knocker would inspect all the cars coming off the dumper hill for those burnt hoses, add oil to the journals, repack journals with fresh journal pads, look for off-center cars from hard couplings and any other defect.  He would repair or tag the car to be sent to the MRR Jct car shops for heavier repairs.  Champion Yard would produce several shop cars per day.  It could be a tough place on equipment.
 

Run-aways, would always be a time of excitement. The droppers would actuate a siren if one occurred.  Numerous times while working the yard office I would hear the siren.  A quick jump up to the window to see what was coming down the hill.  I would holler to the yard crew, if they were in the crew room and we all would stand out front to watch the car or cars hit the runaway track. If the track was empty the dirt embankment would muffle the impact.  I enjoyed if there was a car already in the bank from a previous incident.  The hollow booming metal sound of those hoppers coming together are unique to their own, not to mention them trying to climb the bank into the driveway.
 

Boy the potential for disaster was ever present in that configuration!!
Tim Sposato
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 I've attached a photo of the rotary dumper used at Champion.  The photo was taken in 1945-46 by P&LE.

Bob Ciminel


                                  

On the very right is the shanty for the rotary dump employees, an electric heater, a bench...and lots of reading material...dirt floor.

The cable and winch were used to pull cuts of coal into the dumper, if the car dropper stopped short.

Once the car was emptied, it was kicked out of the dump and away from the camera by another loaded car coming in for dumping.

The preparation plant itself would be on the right.

Champion Yard Office would be in front of you, about 25 or so car lengths away.

The Old & New Tracks would be behind the camera.

On top of the hopper was a clamp type device, that was lowered by cable when each car was turned over for dumping.  It held the car stationary while upside down.

On the very left of the hopper, the hopper laid itself up against a wall made of wood.

I can't tell you how many times I stood here and watched hoppers being dumped.

Between the winch and the shanty, there was a walkway that took you overtop of the dump where all of the coal went. I often stood on the walkway watching hopper after hopper being emptied and seeing the coal being fed into the Preparation Plant underneath.

I remember how lucky the coal company was when a car dropper was bringing in the Old Track for dumping one snowy winter’s night. The Old Track held 16 cars. Those 70 ton hoppers got away from the car dropper.

All 16 loads passed through the rotary dump at maybe 5 or 10 MPH, coupling into 4 empty hoppers on the opposite side of the rotary dump... 

Then everything came down the empty hill...out of control, and into the Run-A-Way they went.

The 4 empty hoppers jackknifed all over the place.  A few of the loads derailed.

The coal company was lucky that the rotary dump was in position for the loads to pass through.

What a mess it would have made if the dumper was turned over when the loads ran-a-way.

Gene Schaeffer
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The coal freezing inside the hoppers is still a problem today.  However, there are some tricks they use.  An anti-freeze solution is added to the coal when it's loaded at the mine.  Another way of dealing with this is to heat the outside of the car with torches.  Today's aluminum hoppers can't take the torch method and other equipment is used to heat up the side to, but not exceeding 250 degrees.  I think using dynamite would be fun to watch.

Kurt Anderson

If you thing frozen coal was a problem, pity the poor sand house worker. 
When I was there, the top of the sand storage was open and the sand would freeze solid. 
It was then necessary to use a pick to break it up. 
Foot note--we would fill burlap sacks with this sand and carry it in our car trunks. Good for ballast and if stuck under the wheels.
Does any one else remember doing this? 

Carter Roth

We didn't mention, in the dumping process, down inside the cavity of the rotary dump were large (perhaps 12 inch) steel poles that covered the cavity to the conveyor and were spaced so large clumps of coal would be broken before reaching the conveyor. If those clumps didn't break up at that point, Tim mentioned the follow up process to break down the larger clumps of coal.
On occasion, knuckle pins, knuckles, brake shoes, anything not secured to the car that could come out, would fall off and would end up inside the dump.

If these large steel items weren't caught in time, damage inside the plant would occur resulting in down time for repairs.

The empty hill Tim and I have been talking about was a "live" track.

Technically, the empty hill was not a track a car inspector was permitted to make repairs on, unless he shut down the rotary dump. The Montour Car Knocker was only supposed to make visual inspections of cars coming out of the dump. 
The dumping process occurred every few minutes.

Empty cars were constantly coming out of the dump and unless there was a real problem...perhaps a car off center...or brake rigging down...

The car inspector was not permitted to be in or under railroad cars while on the empty hill.

The empty hill also had retarders. I never seen the old one used nor after rebuilding of the empty hill and shove up, a new car retarder was installed on the empty hill, but for what ever reason, it also was never used.

Car retarders would of prevented/saved the coal company time and money in the event railroad cars coming out of the dump didn't have operative hand brakes. If the brakes didn't work, the car or cars would/could run away and into the empty hill they went often resulting in damage.

In bad weather, both rain and snow, empty cars would slide on wet or snowy rail. The empty hill was steep and if several hand brakes weren't applied, away they would go into the run-a-way. Car droppers often sanded the empty hill rail by hand when the weather was wet or snowy.
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As Tim and I mentioned, run-a-ways were an ever present danger at Champion. The entire operation was built on grade so coal company car droppers could spot cars by gravity using hand brakes. In addition to the empty hill, I remember one Monday morning, working daylight Yardmaster. 
The shove-up track had about 25 or 30 coal for dumping on it. The 1st Champion crew had a single P&LE SW-1500 which was often left at the west corner of the Yard Office when the crew was caught up, as the crew took a break.

The shove up had 1 dirt driveway crossing, and 1 walkway crossing that needed kept open at all times. On this particular morning, the stop off coal on the shove up track stretched down near the run-a-way track which was only a few car lengths from the Montour RR Yard Office.

 

The Champion Job had just pulled the empty hill, and one of the brakeman had removed the d-rail from the shove up as they were going to shove it up for dumping in about half hour after pulling the empty hill.

 

The Champion job had switched the empty hill, and took a short break, leaving the P&LE engine in its typical spot near the west corner of the Yard Office.

A few minutes had gone by when I heard a gigantic bang. Thinking it was an empty hill run-a-way, and not being able to see the dump from the office because the shove up was blocking the view, I started to walk to the office window to look and see if I could observe what the bang was all about.

 

At that very moment, I heard that familiar sound of flanges of loaded hoppers biting rail head. The Champion Job wasn't shoving coal to the hill as that sound is so familiar from the office when coal loads start through the curve, over the empty hill switch, and on up the shove up.

 

At that very moment, in complete disbelief, the stop off coal on the shove-up came rolling down the shove-up all by themselves accompanied by that ever familiar sound of flanges biting rail head as the run-a-way cars started past the Yard Office, Westbound.

 

The 1st Champion Job Engineer on this date was a P&LE Man, Jim Davis. 

Jim came running out of the Trainman’s side of the Yard Office trying to get on his SW-1500 before the run-a-way loads struck the engine. 

The loads weren't running fast, but they were on the move...and they were moving on their own.

Jim mounted the SW-1500 and inside a second I could hear the independent releasing and the throttle advanced just as the loads struck the SW-1500.

 

I don't remember exactly how many loads came off the shove-up that morning on their own, but it’s safe to say there was at least 20 cars loads of coal that struck that P&LE SW-1500 with a vengence.

 

After the run-a-way stopped, inspection of the SW-1500 revealed its drawbar on the cab end was driven through and out of its pocket underneath the locomotive frame. 

Yes, that SW-1500 was now Out of Service.
I don't remember if the brakeman removing the d-rail was acceptable at that point, because if he would have left it applied, chances are several of those loads would of d-railed and probably tore out the shove-up/empty hill switch, and perhaps laid a few of those loads over on their side right there at the Yard Office !

 

Over the years, there were all types of run-a-ways at Champion. At the east end of Champion in 1976 a train of B&LE hoppers ran-a-way at the East End destroying about 6 of them. In 1979 another train of coal left on the Runner, ran-a-way early one Monday morning as the First Coal Run was going down the 
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main along side of it and reported it moving.

 

In the empty yard one rainy night, on #2 track, I was helping the 3rd Champion do their work. They spotted about 5 empties on the empty yard lead, and I dropped them down to the d-rail for them and the car dropper. 

#2 was out of empties and the shipper kept telephoning, he needed empty hoppers on #2...

And they needed to be clean. So after finding 5 clean "o.k." hoppers for #2 coming off the empty hill, I had the 3rd Champion switch these 5 in.

Funny, with 2 working hand brakes and 5 empty 70 ton hoppers, on very wet rail, those 2 working hand brakes could NOT slow those other 3, and away I went with all 5, right over #2 empty yard track d-rail. The stop was so soft, smooth and gentle. BUT, the east truck was now completely off the rail.

 

The 3rd Champion Conductor was great. After working the loaded yard, we went down into #2, and that errant d-railed truck, with just a couple wood blocks came back up on the rail with little fanfare.

Since it was a Yard Master error, no accident report was completed and no 2 hour arbitrary was turned in by the crew.

 

Back to the Champion Car Inspector, cars with defects would be shopped as Tim mentioned. 

Many were tagged Montour Shop, but as time progressed, many P&LE cars were tagged Return and were sent to McKees Rocks for repairs. There were now 2 different types of shop tags being used at Champion, Montour Home Shop tags and P&LE Return tags. I'm guessing this also applied to foreign cars coming off the Union, PRR and B&O prior to 1976 if the defects were severe enough to require heavy repairs, they were sent home for repairs.
Gene Schaeffer
 

Conversation here recently was on Champion and some of the associated dangers that existed there.

Champion was built so coal company car droppers could, via gravity, spot cars for either unloading or loading. 
The shove up to the Old & New tracks were on grade so when Montour crews spotted stop off coal, car droppers could bleed off the air brakes, then using hand brakes bring loads in on the dump track for un-loading.

The same went for the empty and loaded yards.

Montour crews would spot empties and car droppers would drop them under the tipple where a steel cable would be attached and using winches, cars could be regulated for loading via a coal company employee located

under the plant, where he could observe loading.

 

Montour had 2 long tracks at Champion that were used each and every day.

The Runner which held about 55 70-ton hoppers and the Siding that held about 57 hoppers.

 

The Runner in the last years of operation at Champion was in better shape than the Siding, so it would be used for loads. Clean coal coming from the plant, or stop off coal coming from the mine. Most often though, only on weekends would the Runner be used for stop off coal set offs.

 

Thus on a Saturday morning in September 1979, a westbound crew was instructed to set their train off on the Runner. I think that train was a 3 unit, 33 car train of coal.
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Two mornings later, as the 1st Coal Run was passing through Champion, the crew reported to the Train Dispatcher the Runner was moving...and if there was a crew ahead of them...which being the first coal run, they were the only crew out and unless it was a very early Champion Yard crew, there were actually no other crews out.

 

Anyhow, this first road crew approached the East End Champion very cautiously.

Since the train of coal on the Runner was moving, it was expected the d-rail at the East End would d-rail the errant cars...as it did.



 

In this attached scene, P&LE 70 ton hoppers are jackknifed at the East End Champion after running away off the Runner. The First Coal Run was then instructed to shove back, to the West End Champion, and after the arrival of Superintendent J.E.S., they would head in the Runner and pull the rear of the train back. 
I was lucky to arrive at Champion as all of this was being done. Daylight had arrived prior to the move and I have photos of the First Coal Run pulling the rear of the train back, then rerailing one of the derailed loads with Superintendent J.E.S. orchestrating....

 

Another moment in the daily life of the Montour Railroad Company
Gene P Schaeffer
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A unique perspective of an accident at the East End McAdams.

Stop off coal set off at McAdams early 1979, with one load over the derail.

I think this car sat like this for several weeks.

GENE P SCHEAFFER
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Living in Muse

J Soma relates what it was like to be in a miner’s family at the village of Muse, where the mine was serviced by the Montour Railroad.

I was four years old when my family moved to the coal mining village of Muse, Pennsylvania during the depth of the depression of the 30's.  My father was fortunate in getting a job with the H.C. Frick Coal Co. since there were many people unemployed at that time.  
Only miners who had a job in the mine could live in Muse, because it was built for the miners only.  The whole village was owned by the coal company, streets, red dog roads, company store, service station, everything, including their own private cops who had much more power than private security has today.  
The village of Muse was situated on three hills with a baseball field in the middle of the valley, bordered by two orange creeks.  These creeks flowed through the village killing everything they came in contact with.  Nothing lived in that flowing mixture of sulfur and iron oxide.  Most of the streams in western Pennsylvania were in the same condition.  A large white house used by the mine superintendent, overlooked the ball field.  You knew it was the boss's.  The common miners’ houses were painted various shades of gray.  A small shed, called a coal shanty was in the rear of the lot on the alley.  It stored coal for cooking and heating.  Outsiders commonly mistook them for out houses.  Actually the village had one of the most modern sewage disposal plants in the whole area.  
There were 150 gray duplex houses in the village for the working miners.  Each side of the duplex contained four rooms.  Only half of the basement was dug out.  Most people dug the rest out by hand. There wasn't any furnace for central heating, since gas was not supplied to the homes.  Coal hetrolas and coal cooking stoves were used to heat the house.  No hot water.  With a modern sewage disposal plant, they never installed bath tubs.  Think about that.  A commode was in the basement.  Electricity was installed in the homes with one light bulb in the middle of the ceiling.  There weren't any receptacles in the house.  A 30 amp fuses were the only fuse in the fuse box. To operate an appliance, we would take the bulb out and installed a plug adapter.  Most miners installed their own receptacles.  The kitchen had a sink with a cold water spigot.   A coal cooking stove was in the kitchen.  Some time when things got a little tough and the electric wasn't paid, you would get your electric shut off.  It happened to some of the miners.  
Two large mine tipples stood out on top of the hills.  One tipple was situated near the bath house so the miners could change into work clothes and go down the "cage", which the elevators were called, and get to the bottom of the mine to go to work.  A string of empty coal cars, called a mantrip, were waiting on the bottom of the mine to take them to the working face further into the mine. 
The second tipple was used to load coal into coal cars outside the mine. Railroad tracks were laid to this mine tipple.  A coal burning steam engine pulled coal cars to and from the tipple.  Waste products such as slate poor coal and other waste products were dumped all around the mine creating what was called a slate dump.  It burned, smoked, smoldered and stunk up the town.  It was also a hazard to the public, the granddaddy of all pollution. There were no pollution laws in those days.  
Once a twelve year old boy died from the fumes after lying down on the dump, trying to keep warm one winter and not knowing the dangers.  
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The large red building in the center of the town was the "company store".  It was the only store in town.  Prices were very high.  You were under the impression that if you didn't buy there you might not be working there. They sold everything such as mine tools picks, shovels, large crowbars. augers,  brass checks for blasting powder, hard hats, furniture, clothing, jewelry, guns, etc.  They also gas and tires in the service station. They greased your car too.  
There was one problem though.  Nobody made any money in those days.  Everything was sold on credit.  It was deducted from your pay at the mine.  A lot of paydays you got nothing.  More was spent than made.  In fact, most miners in those days were in the minus column after working for the coal company for a while.  The company managed to do this by working you only one, two, or three times a week, keeping you broke.  It didn't take long to go in the hole.  
There was a curfew whistle that blew at 9:00 pm, and all the kid had to be off the streets.  The company coal and iron police (company cops) would patrol the streets and if they were caught on the street, the kids dad would be called into the super's office.  You can bet when he came home somebody would have a hard time sitting down.  
Five o'clock was an important time in the life of the miner. That was when the whistle would blow if there was work tomorrow.  No whistle, no work. Needless to say, they liked to hear the whistle.  There weren't any drugstores, movies, swimming pools or restaurants, but some considered themselves lucky anyway.  We had six bars, speakeasies, and etc. just across the village line.  On pay day that that part of town looked like the wild west.  Occasional gun fire could be heard.  
As kids we walked to Canonsburg (three mile away) to go to the movies or swimming pool, if we could get a dime somewhere.  Money was hard to get.  There were five two room school buildings on the hill where the present school now stands. I helped to open it up in 1937.  These building had a coal furnace in each room.  The upper grade boys did the coal shoveling.  It was kind of hard for the teachers in the lower grades.  There were about forty students in each class.  Some classes had two grades.  Paddling?  Sure. Some teachers were more generous then others.  You remember the most generous ones the longest.  Ink wells were built into the desk.  You were issued replaceable pen points. It was really tough to write with that pen.  No cafeteria.  The rest rooms were out side.   Nobody wasted any time there in the winter.  We played street hockey with tin cans and sticks, soft ball with a home made rag ball, out door basketball, or just plain roaming the fields, picking apples, berries, choke cherries and nanny goat turds.  Most everyone had to do chores.  I spent a lot of time in the garden, weeding and planting.  Firewood had to be gathered.  Coal had to be picked on the slate dump put in burlap sacks, loaded in the wheelbarrow and pushed about a quarter of a mile home.  It was real tough for a kid in the hot summer.  We had to make sure we didn't run out of coal.  That was called the good ole days.                            
                                                                                 
J Soma
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Operations
Some questions have been asked about operations on the Montour Railroad.
Servicing the mines was really a simple responsibility.
Every 8 hours, at the end of each shift, each "shipper" from each mine would telephone in the past 8 hours loading to the train dispatcher. A little homemade tablet divided up for Montour 4...Westland and #10 was maintained with each shift/mine's loadings along with an accurate "empty" hopper count.
The train dispatcher maintained this and was responsible in having crews called far enough in advance to move empties to the mine and remove the loads. I usually used a 6 hour window meaning it took a road job 6 hours from the time they went on duty at Montour Junction to the time they arrived at the mine...which usually was slightly overkill, but gave you the insurance from keeping the mine from either blocking up with loads or running out of empties.

The train dispatcher had to order empties from either the B&LE via the Union at Mifflin Junction (practice ended in 1975)... Chessie via Snowden...the P.R.R. via Hills Transfer or the P&LE.

Montours SW-9's were rated at about 1,100 tons per locomotive... reduced when raining or heavy snow.... and the typical locomotive consist was 4 SW-9's.

Brookside Lumber could be switched from the east or west...
But preferably eastbound crews was the proper method so crews could shove each move...westbound crews out of Mifflin or Salida had to "drop" loads into the spur which was dangerous for the locomotives had to speed up and runaway from the loads so they could line the switch into the spur... then back east and shove/spot the loads with the locomotives.

I've noticed the switch machines in all the postings were the manual type, were there any electric machines? On freezing cold days, I would think it's nearly impossible to free up the spring mechanism inside. 

The company I used to work for made switch machines that had snow/ice melters inside to thaw up the mechanism under such circumstances..

Bill C
No, the MTR had no electrically operated switches, all manual type. These were always cleaned and salted as soon as the snow was falling.  In the fall months the section gangs would "crib out' between the ties on all the switches the length of the switch points.
 

The idea would that the snow would fall into the "crib" and not build up in the points.  This did help some, but the switches still would require a brooming and salt, around the machine and points.  We would also sweep out the frog and guard rails.
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The ice problem was dealt with using the oxy/act torch for a quick meltdown.
 

I recall a few older kerosene heaters lying in the tool shanties, but never saw them in use.
Tim Sposato
The car shop was a great place, the department as you would have remembered was quite large at that time.
I only saw the scaled down version of the 70's.
 

Do you recall approximate number men of the different departments at the Jct when you were there?  I understand the big layoffs occurred in the 50's, as the steam locos retired and the mines slowed up. 
 

Were the shops still operating 3 shifts in 1957?
 

Thanks for your recollections
Tim Sposato
Tim S.  Thank you for the kind reply.  I'm not the writer that Gene is but sometimes I give it a try.  In response to your questions,  When I started work as a warehouse man there was myself, Clarence Thompson, [the boss] and Charles " CHICK" Lanagan and later a fellow by the name of John Chopp.  Also I believe the purchasing agent was Bill Dugan.  Gene knows Bill.  There is a picture of Chick chapter 6 Genes book.  

There was a fair amount of work in the shops but pretty sure only one shift.  Our locker room was in the long bldg [page 48] as I remember not over crowded less than fifty.  

By the time 1957 came around John Chopp was gone Chick was messenger boy and I was it for warehouse labor.  Plus I was laid off from time to time.  At this time I could have bumped to weightmaster but the thought of long cold nights alone with a string of coal cars did not sound like fun and at this time I thought the Montour was done for.  Had I known it was to go on I would have stayed.  

As a passing thought,  the warehouse was located next to the two story bldg were Gene worked.  To get material to the shops we had a push cart on rails that we shoved thru the machine shop, out the back door, then around the back in a big loop to the car shops.  We delivered stuff like rivets, brake shoes, bolts, air brake parts, etc. 

In the winter we had to break a trail thru the snow.  With two men it was tough but with just me it was *&%$#.  There is a picture of our cart in "THE BOOK" taken Jan third 1981.  Just looking at that shot gives me chills, but this was what we worked in all day.  

We had to put our lunches it the dispatcher’s bldg or they would freeze solid.  

Carter Roth
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Ok, I see it all the time.  2, 3, and 4 engines all linked up together to pull extra large loads.

How is this done?
I realize that today these units are linked electronically to operate in sync with each other. 

Was it done the same way in many of the Montour shots?
Was there only one operator for all of the linked units?

Thanks, 
M 
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The MU cable has 27 pins that allow all connected engines to run as one. In fact, five engines MU'd together are considered one locomotive.  There are switches inside each engine that allow individual engines to be shutdown to save fuel or because of mechanical problems.  I'm not that familiar with the newer engines, our railroad can't afford them.  Somewhere, I have a list of what each of the 27 pins does.  When I locate it, I'll post it. 
Tim Sposato

Bryan asked:
My "Railroad 101" question for today.  Did the Montour have a policy for how they positioned their locos when MU'ed? 
 Did they run long hood forward or cab forward?  Elephant style or back-to-back? [or front-to-front]
Most of the pictures I have seen seem to indicate a back-to-back, long hood forward consist, but was that a given rule?
 



The general rule was "long hood" forward when 2 or more engines were in the consist, but it would change if the engines used were all facing the same direction, this rarely occurred, but did occur.   
Trains from MRR Jct. were stopped at North Star and wyed to get them in the correct direction.
 

North Star was used a lot to rotate the engines direction on a regular basis to help even out the wheel wear.  Most time this would consist of a train stopping and wyeing the engines consist and tieing back on the train. The engineer would then "trade ends" and set the once trailing unit into the leader.  The shop foreman would make a note of the unit numbers and date turned and arrainge another turning at a later date, thus allowing equal wheel & flange wear.
 

Library Jct was another location that this reason for turning happened.
I recall numerous #10 coal trains being shoved clear of the east wye switch on the main and the engines running through the west wye before tieing back on.  
Tim Sposato
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How do you double head two steam engines and have them both work for you effectively? 
Does the second engine run slightly slower than the first? 
Ifit wasn't slower then the second would be pushing the lead engine and then pulling the remaining cars behind. You don't see many double headed steam photos as you do diesels lash ups. 
Most of the steam shots show just one engine.

Anyone know how this was set up running?

Ken Caine
Ken, 

The art of double steam is a harder one to explain, the trick is, the engineers must know what’s going on.  They take in account of the type of engine, tonnage, and track geography.  They both have to work as if two engines are one, constantly feeling by the "seat of their pants" what is taking place.
 

Starting the consist and decending  on grades require a steady hand and veteran knowledge to avoid trouble.
 

Hand signals from cab to cab was the norm back then and even today I will "job brief" the second engineer of what hand signals will be used.  We do have radios in the engines, but because of the additional noise of steam they can be harder to use, not to mention having a free hand to operate the radio.   Quicker to hand signal out the window!
 

Steam locos are run by their sound and the feeling of the load.
You're watching the speed, stack sounds, rod sounds, not to mention what is ahead on the tracks, always watching steam consumption against water and coal usage.
 

I had run countless double headers, even a few triple headers over the years, and each would be run 
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differently than the others.  The basics remain the same, but your thinking cap must be on!
 

Even trickier is rear end helpers, especially on a lot of curves.
Once again the engineers’ knowledge come into play.
 

Attached is an enlargement from one of the 1939 aerial photos.  This shows a coal train about a mile east of Montour No. 4 probably heading to Mifflin Junction.  It has a helper engine pushing at the rear of the train.  The coal is probably coming from Champion, but could also be run-of-mine coal from No. 4 or one of the mines west of there. 

Tim Sposato
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I had many visits with the older steam men, to pick their thoughts regarding Montour operations and mechanical issues.

One was that a helper would assist the 1st Library Run, then would also assist the 3rd Coal Run out of Hills on its  westbound trip back to Montour Jct.      

The Extra Helper would also do other jobs as needed and there was an occasional helper shove eastbound from Library Jct. to Jewell, depending on sizable coal orders to Conneaut Oh.
 

An interesting note shows that 5 different steam engines were used by all the crews at Montour Jct and 3 different steam engines used out of Mifflin Jct.  
 

 

Diesel units #73-76 are used on the 1st & 2nd Champion and the two Extra Champion crews deadheaded out to relieve them.    Also the diesels # 74-75 are used on the 1st Coal Run turning at Westland and the Extra Coal Run also turned at Westland.       

At this time only these four diesels were on the property.
 

Hope this adds a little more to the average daily operations in 1952.
 

It’s fortunate that some of these papers and files and the recollections of employees exist to help see the past.    
I for one would have enjoyed sitting at the passing siding at Jewell to watch the meeting of an east and a west bound at dusk.  
Hopefully the eastbound would have had that helper on the rear!
 

Tim Sposato
 

Bill Bigler's query on the Montour's practice with steam helpers is an interesting one that penetrates deeply into my heart and soul.  Coal trains coming up the grade from Hills, through McMurray, seemed to practically always have forty loads, with a Mike on the head end and another one shoving at the rear.  
One would often see these helpers drifting back down light, tender first.  It was not unheard of to see them shoving tender first.  
On the other side of Hills, on the climb up through Hendersonville to National Tunnel, I could be wrong, but it seems like the drags there were more often double headed than run with rear end helpers.  
As for the Library Branch, I never witnessed those operations.  Surely, though, it would have taken two engines to get anything up out of there on that 2% plus. 

 

As one looks at the sawtooth profile of the Montour and the steepness of the grades, it is evident they must have used helpers all over the railroad in every conceivable operating pattern in steam days.  
What a railroad!  It was sad, in my case, that it had to take a back seat to the P&WV.

 

Bill
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To add to the discussion of double headed steam.
A gentleman named James May moved to a house on Brookwood Rd in
McMurray in the early 1950's, and in those days his home’s location gave a view of the Montour's grade up through Rocky Ridge towards Bethel. 
Jim well remembered the glowing fireboxes on the engines, and told me this detail: When the weather was bad in the winter, it was common for the first engine to uncouple from the train and run light up the hill and back, then coupling on and the whole train proceeding. 
He was not sure of the reason, my thoughts were to sand the rails and maybe knock off some snow and ice on the rail. When I suggested this, Jim seemed to think it correct, mentioning yes, they spread salt, sand , something like that.
While there may be a few missing details to add, Mr May would not make this up, knowing him 20+ years, if he described it, it happened in some form.
To this day I regret not paying more attention to the Montour. I considered it my hometown railroad, and figured those SW's would be around for a long while. 
#4's flooding brought that idea to a crashing halt.

Brian Budeit
He's right, and we still do it today. The railroad I work on down here in Georgia will often uncouple from the consist and run up the hill sanding the rails. 

Then we'll back down to the train, couple up, and start pulling. 

We have to do it in the summer too when the weed sprayer doesn't periodically kill the kudzu vine growing along the tracks. We've stalled halfway up the hill and slid all the way back, even with the train brakes fully applied. 

Once she stopped on the level, We'd set handbrakes, cut off the engine, and then go back up the hill sanding and grinding the kudzu off the rails. Makes for a long day when you have to do that two or three times in a 40-mile trip.

Bob Ciminel

Brian, you are correct.  As high schoolers, we rode many trips in the early 70's from Jewell into Mifflin and several times, mainly during the wet winter months, the engines running light would sand the rail up to and just across from Al's Cafe.    

We would make our presence be known by lighting our lanterns and the crew would allow us to jump on board for the trip back to get the train.  So this practice dates back many years before we were even thought of !
 

This added more to our ride, which of course, we thoroughly enjoyed.
 

Tim Sposato
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The mine entries were in the hillside at an elevation about 1100 feet above sea level. That's where the coal seam outcropped. They were all drift mines, so they went into the hillside at the same elevation as the coal seam. They would have used chutes to transport the coal down to the tipples. The tipples would have been at track level. The map on the homepage shows where the main entrances were located, although the mines were probably closed and sealed by the time the maps were drawn. You can compare the roads on the map with the older roads in the area before all the development began. Those would have been: Cliff Mine Road, which paralleled the Montour tracks, and Enlow
Road and Mahoney Road, which went up the hill to Steubenville Pike.
The mines should have been south of Cliff Mine between Enlow and Mahoney.

That's my best guess. I used to live up the hill from B & T too, but that was back in 1975-76 when the Montour was still running. I moved away in 1976, so I didn't get to see the Montour closure and abandonment, which is probably a good thing.

Bob Ciminel

Briggs & Turvis was located adjacent to Pittsburgh’s notorious Parkway "West" at the Montour Run Exit...(Wickes)

B&T as it was commonly referred, scrapped railroad equipment...freight cars, cabooses, and also rebuilt some of this scrap equipment into industrial freight cars.

I have 2 photos of a former Western Maryland gondola cut in half then being rebuilt into 2 mill gons that I believe went to Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel.

B&T also acquired former locomotives and cabooses then resold them back onto the market with the Montour RR purchasing cabooses and steam locomotives.

I have a photo of an old Border Milk Car, a NP caboose (wood) and I think a B&LE caboose.

A unique note about B&T...

When the Parkway was being built, the bridge over the Montour was brought in by rail via the Montour.

B&T cranes were used to lift the steel into position which brought time slips from Montour Trainmen as B&T cranes came out onto the Main Track of the Montour to do this work.

Gene Schaeffer
If memory serves me correctly, this 90 pound rail was dated 1927.

I remember a time during the winter of 76 into 77, rail on the Westland Branch was worn out and seemingly breaking under each train. 

New 115 pound jointed rail was on order and due later in 1977.

That rail was so bad, we spent a couple of weeks turning rail on all of the curves.

Believe this or not, the ball of rail on the high side was so worn out, it was worn down into the web of the rail. 

With that in mind, imagine only a 1 inch ball of rail...on the high side of curves to boot. So the section hands removed both the high side and low side reversing their positions, so the low side was now the high side. 

Again...if memory serves me...the idea was slick...but the rail was so worn out...it kept breaking under each train.
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And don't forget, the late 1960's I would estimate was the time frame when the P.R.R. "yellow balls" 100 ton hoppers started showing up...

Load them with green coal and you had 100 tons of weight per car riding on that old worn out rail...the 50 & 55 tonners were being retired, because they were worn out...so, along with the yellow balls, 70 tonners were also becoming the norm.

 

F.Y.I...in 1981, shortly after a main track derailment just west of Mile Post 16, when a westbound "stop-off" train of coal derailed about 7 loads,  the Superintendent decided to send 3 cars of "stop-off" coal to McKees Rocks for weighing...

70 ton and 100 ton P&LE hoppers were used, and low and behold, the 70 ton hoppers when loaded with "stop-off" coal, weighed in around 90 tons...with the 100 ton hopper weighing in at 110 tons.

Now, not only was the Montour transporting a additional 10 to 20 tons of coal "free", but that added weight was believed to be part of the cause of some of the derailments (overloaded rail cars) so CONSOL coal was notified not to fully load rail cars...

Gene Schaeffer

There was a story in the Pittsburgh Press newspaper back about 1970 about Montour #10 and its closing...and now its revitalization.

 

Also, perhaps a factor in this was the rate in which the coal company paid the Montour for moving green coal from the mines to Champion.  I remember at one time, perhaps the early 1970's, a car load of green coal (stop off) cost the coal company about $46.00 from mine to Champion. 

 

Do the math.  The coal company shipped 1 car load of coal to Champion for $46.00.

In time of course, this rate changed. About 1981 this flat rate was $117.00 per car load.

I remember "someone" in the Offices at Montour Junction showing me copies of both the "stop off" coal billing and P&LE's billing for use of the SW-1500's.  They were identical.

$117.00 per car of green (stop-off) coal and $117.00 per day per SW-1500...

 

If you write down everything it took the Montour to service the mines, from an accountant’s point of view, the railroad seemingly got the short end of the deal. Maintaining locomotives...maintenance people from shop and car yard employees...to office employees...to maintenance of way employees...to train service employees...taxes...structure maintenance...road bed maintenance...fuel costs...on and on its goes...so the money made on  "stop off" coal  had a long way to go.

 

Now the exact revenue the Montour made on clean coal is another issue.

I understood some decent revenue came from clean coal, but remember, a minimum of 3 railroads had to share that revenue...originating on the Montour...the middle man...and delivery railroad.

Maybe someone else in the know can shed light on revenue here?

Gene Schaeffer
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Back in the 50’s, about ’57, I seem to remember the loss of life. As best I can tell there was a derailment and a brakeman was under a car.

Does anyone remember this? 

I heard about it the next day and when I looked at a string of loaded hoppers I got the chills. 

Carter Roth

Dated February 14, 1957.
Manilia envelope in Superintendents Office.
Stuffed full of 8x10 black & white glossies.
Location, Montour #4.
Reason - Accident loaded yard, Montour #4.
Loss of life - car dropper?
Montour 16042 was photogrpahed extensively on back track - Montour Junction.
I suspect this hopper was part of that incident.
Gene Schaeffer
 

 


Carter/Gene,

Another incident that caused a fatality in the late 50's was a derailment involving loaded hoppers at the East End of Russell Siding.  

I understand a brakeman was killed it that also.  

This may have had something to do with a runaway, not sure what the details are.   
 

This photo is after the  clean-up, hoppers (some are MRR) are upside down on Russell siding.  I have a few other views, this one shows all the hoppers involved (6).
SR 980 is to the right as the photographer faces East.
Tim Sposato
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Tim, this sounds more like the story I remember.  The story was it was a derailment and the brakeman was crushed under one of the cars.  Not a pleasant thought.  

For sure, he worked for the Montour.  

Carter Roth

I preserved 2 glass number boards out of the headlight of Engine 74...

Measured the logo dimensions, and all numbers on the SW9's, both large and small...

In 1978(?), I often washed numbers and logos of the SW9's...

And even washed the entire cab side of the 76, removing sand and coal dust, which ended up causing quite a stir in the Roundhouse, as the Union was preparing to time slip the company, as someone was doing their work, completely against Union agreements...

Boy...after washing the entire cab of r-w-b 76, those bicentennial colors were vibrant again !
And I often joked with R. (Zing) Maga about a wash program for the fleet of SW9's...

I was also preparing to preserve an air horn and locomotive bell...

As the SW9's were leaving the property, someone else walked off with a bell or something, about the same time...

And boy, talking about a bee's nest of trouble that created...

I overheard C. A. Ross threatening an employee about the above...

So, the bolts I had removed from such appliances were stashed and the preservation program abandoned.

Gene Schaeffer

Way back, when I worked in the shops, we would stack the filters from the SW9's like cord wood and then take them to car shop [outside] during the winter. 

The filters were burned in 55gal drums along the work area. 

This caused a layer of thick smoke like they used to do in the Florida groves. This would help to block the cold upper air. 

There was nothing like being there. The smell, smoke, rivet furnaces, the sounds, rivet guns, cutting torches, the workers dressed in layers of clothes that were as black as the smoke. The only colors there were black and grey with the red glow from the furnaces and cutting torches. 
It was an unreal place to see. I only wish there was a way to be able to take you back to that time. A time only fit for hard men. 

The time...1957.  I know, I was there. 

Carter Roth
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When I worked for Corning, we would get batch materials that would occasionally freeze in the cars if there was too much moisture.  
As I remember, we put magnetic vibrators on the sides of the cars.  They made quite a racket, but often did the job.  
Were vibrators ever used on frozen coal on the Montour?  I have visions of the whole carload of coal releasing as one or two solid chunks slamming down into the collector below the rotary dumper.  Anything like this ever happen?

 

Bill Bigler

Kurt Anderson wrote:
The coal freezing inside the hoppers is still a problem today. However, there are some tricks they use. An anti-freeze solution is added to the coal when it's loaded at the mine. Another way of dealing with this is to heat the outside of the car with torches. Today's aluminum hoppers can't take the torch method and other equipment is used to heat up the side to, but not exceeding 250 degrees. I think using dynamite would be fun to watch.

Yeah, but dynamite is hell on the rolling stock :-)



The big news here yesterday was the debut of a hybrid coal hopper jointly developed by Norfolk Southern and the FreightCar America shop in Roanoke. 
Because of the problem Kurt mentioned about heating aluminum cars, the new car is part stainless steel and part aluminum. The steel lower part of the car can be heated to thaw frozen coal, but there is still enough aluminum to lessen the tare weight of the car, so it still has a higher load capacity than an all-steel hopper. 
NS will receive 1,200 of the new cars.

Other methods I have seen to free frozen coal include fire and mechanical means. 
Until it was decommissioned a few years ago, a nearby team track was the unloading point for coal for the Virginia Tech power plant. 
Before it was environmentally unfriendly, a tire or two tucked under the hoppers and ignited helped provide the needed heat to thaw the doors and coal before the car was moved over the unloading tipple. 
There was also a crawler crane on site, which would lower a mechanical shaker to the top of the car to vibrate the coal loose. An Appalachian Power plant had the same shaker set-up, although it was mounted on a more permanent framework above the unloading tipple.

At the coal docks in Norfolk, the Norfolk & Western had/has thawing sheds ahead of the rotary dumper. Cold cars would be rolled into the shed and heated with large infrared heaters that lined the building. The heat was intensive enough that it didn't take long before the coal was loose enough to be dumped from the car.

Bruce Harper in Blacksburg, Virginia (but a native of the 'Burgh)
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