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Upcoming meetings/events

Regular Meeting Locations are at 
the O. Winston Link Museum.

March 19 - General Meeting
April 7 - Board Meeting
April 16 - General Meeting
May 5 - Board Meeting
May 21 - General Meeting
June 2 - Board Meeting
June 18 - General Meeting
July 7 - Board Meeting
July 16 - Chapter Meeting
August 4 - Board Meeting
August 20 - Chapter Meeting
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Railway Historical Society, Inc.

Visit us on the web: www.RoanokeNRHS.org

2015 Board of Directors
Our board usually meets at the VMT 

Conference Room on the first Tuesday of 
every month at 7 PM (see schedule right). 
Visitors are welcome.

President – Jeff Sanders
Vice-President – Gary Gray
Treasurer - Jim Cosby
Secretary - Lewis Foster
National Representative – Carl Jensen
Director at Large - Ken Miller
Director at Large - Skip Salmon  
Director at Large - Steve Smith
Director at Large - Percy Wilkins

Programs
Roanoke Chapter is always interested in pro-

grams for our monthly meetings. If you have 
a program in mind, please contact Program 
Chairman Dorr Tucker.
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Cards and Flowers
If you know of a Chapter Member who is sick, lost a loved one 

or has a new birth in the family, please contact Bonnie Molinary. 
Bonnie is responsible for Chapter cards and flowers and can be 
reached at 362-0273.

Deadline for Turntable Times
The deadline for the next issue of Turntable Times is Friday, May 

8, 2015. Please send articles, information and exchange newsletters 
to: Editor Turntable Times, P.O. Box 13222, Roanoke, VA, 24032. 
All parties sending newsletters to the Roanoke Chapter via email 
should send them to Jim Overholser: jgoverholser@verizon.net, 
Dorr Tucker at joandorr@cox.net and Ken Miller at klmiller@rev.
net

Meeting Cancellation Policy
Any Chapter meeting will be considered cancelled if any of the 

following conditions are due to weather: Roanoke City Schools are 
closed on the day of or for the day after the meeting, or Virginia 
Western night classes are cancelled for the night of a meeting.

Cover Photo
This is about as current as you can get for the Turntable Times. 

Richard Shell ventured out on Friday, February 27, 2015. This is a 
southbound train at Wirtz, Virginia, while a northbound train is 
waiting for a new crew to arrive, after the original crew hogged. 
Photo by Richard D. Shell

From The Head End

For current information on the FIRE UP 611! campaign, 
see www.FireUp611.org

The Roanoke Chapter of the National Railway Historical Society 
will hold its next regularly scheduled meeting on Thursday, March 
19. The meeting will be held in the auditorium at the O. Winston 
Link Museum at 7:30 pm. Please be sure to enter at the west end 
of the building on the track level.

The April meeting will be held Thursday, April 16.
Throughout the year, please note our inclement weather policy 

below, and always check the website for the most up to date infor-
mation.

Meeting Notice
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they both get a seat on the Board. With one 
seat still vacant, the next highest two votes 
were TIED! This left the sixth person out 
of the running. For the remaining seat, the 
two tied votes have been decided in a run-
off election held earlier tonight (December 
18), with Percy Wilkins becoming the fourth 
Director elected this year to a two year term 
on the Board of Directors. 

I want to thank everyone who accepted 
the nomination to run for office. The 
Chapter has been very fortunate throughout 
our history to have many qualified members 
who were willing to serve. It is because of 
that fact that we have been so successful. I 
know I am prejudiced, but I think we have 
one of the premiere chapters in the coun-
try! Not many have been as successful as 
we have. It is because of the willingness of 

every member to do their very best at every 
job we undertake. It has been a privilege to 
be your President for another year. Thanks 
for all your support!

As mentioned earlier, the Officers will be 
elected by the Board, at our January Board 
meeting and announced at our January 
Membership meeting. At the end of the 
year we are 195 members strong. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE: see back cover)

I look forward to what the future holds for 
us. Does the number 611 mean anything to 
you?!

Thanks for coming tonight. Be careful trav-
eling home, and I wish you all a very Merry 
Christmas and great New Year!

K.L. Miller Collection
In August 1984, part of our Independence Limited crew visited 
the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago and posed in 
front of the Burlington's Pioneer Zephyr.  Out of the 20 depict-
ed here, eight are no longer with us.
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From The Editor

This winter we have lost two long-time, 
active members of the Roanoke Chapter 

– David Helmer and Willard Hamill. They 
will be sorely missed. Thanks to Carl Jensen, 
Dorr Tucker and Paul M. Howell for report-
ing on their lives and involvement in the 
Roanoke Chapter in this issue of Turntable 
Times.

All of us are looking forward to the 
return of Norfolk and Western Railway 
Class J 4-8-4 steam locomotive No. 611. See 
reports of progress in this issue. While no 
date for the return of 611 to Roanoke has 
been established, with much work by paid 
staff and volunteers at the North Carolina 
Transportation Museum in Spencer, NC, 
yet to be completed, late Spring is a goal. 
And we look forward to main line excur-
sions behind the 611 later this year through 
the kindness of Norfolk Southern and the 
21st Century Steam Program. Stay tuned for 
information when it is announced.

Speaking of the 21st Century Steam 
Program, another fan favorite from a previ-
ous generation of rail enthusiasts, Southern 
Railway 2-8-2 No 4501, will be operated by 
the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum in 
excursion service this year. Again, while 
as of this writing no schedule has been 
announced, Spring excursions are expected.

There has been a changing of the opera-
tions at the Cass, West Virginia, Scenic 
Railroad. The West Virginia State Park’s rail-
road is now being operated by the Durbin 
& Greenbrier Valley Railroad which also 
operates the West Virginia Central Railroad. 
Recently the D&GV announced that former 
Buffalo Creek and Gauley 2-8-0 No. 4 will be 
restored and returned to operation in West 
Virginia. This steam locomotive has been at 
the North Carolina Transportation Museum, 
unused and out of service for a number of 

years. 
Because of very limited interest we will 

not publish railroad-related personalized 
license plates. Perhaps we will try this again 
in the future.

Robin Shavers mentions in his MIXED 
FREIGHT column the expected return to 
Roanoke later this year of N&W Y6a No. 
2156. We have been expecting this “third” 
of the “big three” of Norfolk and Western 
steam (J, Y, and A classes) and can’t wait to 
see all three side by side with the return to 
steam of the 611, along with 1218 now in 
VMT. It will be a joyous reunion.

And I would be remiss if I failed to apolo-
gize to Robin for omitting his name from 
the Turntable Times staff in our 4th Quarter 
issue, our holiday greeting. For that matter 
I need to apologize to Dorr and Ken as I did 
very little editing on the 4th Quarter issue. 
Yes, I was occupied with family matters, 
including several trips to Tennessee when 
my mother in law died, but I should have 
been more involved. I am glad to be “back 
in the saddle” with this issue and hope you 
enjoy our efforts to bring you railroading 
news for the Roanoke Chapter. 

Stay tuned for another exciting Roanoke 
Chapter year!

Condolences 
Mary Erickson’s mother passed away 

on January 12, long-time member Willard 
Hamill passed away on January 21 and 
Judy Baumgardner’s brother passed away in 
January also. On February 21 David Helmer 
passed away. Our condolences to all their 
family and friends. See articles on David 
Helmer and Willard Hamill in this issue of 
Turntable Times.
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The proposed re-organization of “the 
National” was voted down. Newly elected 
President Al Weber was seated at the same 
meeting. Roanoke will collect our own 
Chapter dues for 2015. National will handle 
their own.

Meanwhile, the Chapter Nominating 
Committee announced the slate of nomi-
nees who will be running for the four seats 
on the Board. They are incumbents Ken 
Miller and Lewis Foster and new nominees 
Steve Smith, George Stein, Mike Voiland, 
and Percy Wilkins.

The Chapter was nominated by Susan 
Larkin of Valley Bank for the Chamber of 
Commerce’s Small Business Award for non-
profit organizations. While we did not win 
in our category, we were able to gain expo-
sure (200+) among a lot of people and busi-
nesses that didn’t even know we existed. 
We were recognized at the Small Business 
Awards banquet at the Hotel Roanoke on 
October 2.

Donations through companies, such as 
Kroger and Amazon, are being explored. 
These allow purchases by people with dis-
count cards (Kroger Plus Cards for example) 
to have a small percentage of every purchase 
returned to the non-profit every time it is 
used. 

As of November 20 we have secured sup-
plies for re-building the 9th Street railroad 
grade crossing. We received the 75 new ties 
from Koppers (which were left over from 
an allotment designated for member Peter 
Lewis’ Apple Ridge Farm. Thanks to Peter 
for allowing us to have these!) Also, Norfolk 
Southern has given us over 100 “main line” 
relay ties to cover our needs for the project. 
Thanks for NS’ help with this important 
job! Also, thanks to the City of Roanoke for 
working with us to get this crossing re-done 
while the 9th Street bridge replacement has 
the street out of service. Work is ongoing, 

AS WE SPEAK.
The Chapter has been asked to help with 

refurbishing the “Panama Canal Mule” at 
VMT. We helped with the original placement 
of Mule No. 686 in the 1970s. We will try to 
help out with this worthy project. It is being 
spearheaded by the family of J. E. Dorn 
Thomas, a General Electric employee, who 
was instrumental in securing the Mule for 
preservation in Roanoke. Mr. Thomas passed 
away last July at age 83. 

For a number of reasons, the Board decid-
ed to reject all of the bids for Phase II of the 
Virginian Station. Our low bid contractor, 
whose bid we accepted, did not meet VDOT 
requirements regarding DBE (Disadvantaged 
Business Enterprise) goals. With the remain-
ing bids too high for us to work with, we 
have rejected all bids. We will work on 
reducing our project costs and will re-bid the 
project early next year. We are also applying 
for additional VDOT grant money to help 
with the rising costs of the job.

We successfully operated two days of our 
Candy Cane Express at VMT on December 6 
and 7. Crowds were heavy most of the day. 
Since our coach No. 537 had returned home 
from Chattanooga, just one day ahead of the 
Express operation, we almost doubled our 
capacity. This allowed us to handle many 
more riders in a shorter time frame and cut 
down on the passengers wait time. This low-
ered the number of total trips necessary to 
handle the same, or more, passengers. We 
carried 2976 passengers. VMT had a record 
day of over 3700 visitors. That gave us a 
total ridership for the year of 4,866!

At our Annual Meeting, Thursday, 
November 20, we had very unusual results 
with the election of Directors. There were 
six individuals running to fill four vacant 
seats. The person with the highest vote 
count was assured a director’s spot. The 
next two highest vote counts were a TIE! So, 



complete. The floor has been removed, as 
well as the luggage racks and the center 
panels of the ceiling. Mike Voiland and Dave 
Johnson have been looking at the roof to 
track down the remaining leaks. The inte-
rior components for the brake cylinders on 
GP30 522 have now been reconditioned and 
are ready to reinstall. We need 8 two-way 
check valves, which should be on hand by 
September 19. Thanks to Graham-White, in 
Salem, for donation of these items!

We are considering bringing our coach 
No. 537 home from Chattanooga. We have 
requested quotes from Bob Willets and 
Charlie Polling for work on the 1148 and 
1489 and possibly the 512. We are examin-
ing the 1148 do determine the possibility of 
returning it to service as a commissary car.

We operated at VMT during the 
Grandparents’ Day event Saturday, 
September 14, carrying 455.

National Representative Carl Jensen 
reported on the new Business Plan for the 
National NRHS. It is scheduled to be pre-
sented on 9/12/2014 and the Board will vote 
on the plan on 9/20/2014.  Any changes to 
the bylaws would need to be ratified by 
the Membership, which likely requires 60 
days of notice. If so, that would require the 
National Meeting to be held on 11/20/2014 
or later, which is after the first meeting 
under the new Board of Directors. The Board 
authorized Carl Jensen, as our National 
Representative, to represent the Chapter’s 
best interests before the National Railway 
Historical Society board in regards to any 
proposed reorganization and support that 
the newly elected Officers and Members of 
the National Board be seated prior to any 
organizational changes. We also maintained 
the current Chapter Membership dues struc-
ture for all classes of membership for the 
year 2015.

Virginian Station work proceeded with 

the pre-bid conference held at the Virginian 
Station. Bids are due on September 18th 
and Jim Cosby projects that it will take up 
to 60 days to get the bids approved and the 
contract signed. After the bids were opened, 
the low bid presented was accepted by the 
Board, and awaits approval by the City and 
VDOT.

The nominating committee made up of 
Skip Salmon (chair), Andrew McArthur, 
and Walt Alexander are working to secure 
volunteers for the open Board seats. Terms 
expire for Lewis Foster, Ken Miller, Landon 
Gregory, and Eddie Mooneyham. Lewis and 
Ken will run for another term on the Board. 
Landon and Eddie will not be running again.

In early September, we received payment 
from TVRM for use of coach 537. Also, 
TVRM indicated they did not need use of 
the car in the foreseeable future. We will 
request to have 537 returned to Roanoke. 
GP-30 No. 522 still needs air work com-
pleted. After receiving bids for work on 
1148 and 1489, we will decide our priorities 
and move forward with maintenance and 
repairs. 

A meeting with City Transportation 
Manager Mark Jamison worked out details 
of our proposal to replace the crossing while 
the City’s work on 9th Street bridge has the 
road closed to traffic.

We gave train rides to about 35 folks on 
the Railroad Museum of Pennsylvania bus 
trip on September 14th. They passed back 
through town on their way home on Sunday 
the 19th and visited 9th Street. Our crew 
also switched the VMT yard to prepare for 
the Amtrak Exhibit Train to be on display 
September 13 and 14. We then switched the 
yard to re-spot displays.

The Board voted to allow NS to use our 
No. 1407 tool car to be used (at no cost) to 
move with ex-N&W Y6a 2156 from St. Louis 
to Roanoke.

Willard Hamill
By Paul M. Howell, with assistance from John 

Hamill and Paul V. Howell

Longtime Roanoke Chapter NRHS member 
Willard Hamill passed away on January 

21, 2015. Willard joined The Roanoke 
Chapter in 1971 and served the Chapter in 
many capacities over the years.

Willard’s boyhood home was overlooking 
the pusher station near Vinton (Boaz) for the 
eastbound Blue Ridge grade out of Roanoke. 
His father worked in the N&W Roanoke 
Shops and helped forged the drive rods for 
many of the locomotives built there, includ-
ing the “J” series. These early experiences 
helped to shape Willard’s lifelong interest in 
railroading.

Willard was drafted into the U.S. Army 
and fought during the final months of the 
Korean War. In the June 1953 battle at 
Boomerang he narrowly escaped death when 
two grenades were thrown into his bunker 
but failed to detonate. He received The 
Bronze Star Medal for his service and decid-
ed to attend Virginia Tech on the GI Bill. His 
Business major would serve him well in his 
longtime career as a stockbroker and also as 
the founder and operator of the locally well-
known Hamill Christmas Tree Farm. He also 
became a very active member of the Civitan 
Club and helped in their fundraising activi-
ties for many years. 

Willard served as President of the Roanoke 
Chapter NRHS for several years, and was 
responsible for securing the meeting place at 
Roanoke’s First Presbyterian Church fellow-
ship hall, where the Chapter met for many 
years.

Willard gave many hours of volunteer ser-
vice as a Car Host on most of the Roanoke 
Chapter sponsored excursions with the 
611 and 1218, including the Independence 
Limited cross-country trips. On several IL’s 

he rode in the ground support chase vehicle 
to help with ticket sales ahead of the train’s 
arrival in each town. In the days before 40 
MPH speed restrictions, it was often a chal-
lenge to keep ahead of the 611 running 
track speed in the flatlands of Ohio and 
Indiana. Willard experienced this first-hand 
while riding in the chase vehicle one day, 
as it was pulled over by the local authorities 
and issued a monetary reminder that the 
highway did have speed restrictions!

Antique cars were another of Willard’s 
interests. As a member and Past President 
of the Southwest Virginia Chapter of the 
Studebaker Driver’s Club, he at one time 
owned five Studebakers. The first of these, 
a green Lark sedan, he purchased from long-
time Roanoke Chapter member Floyd Kelch, 
which is still in the family. He owned a rare 
“R3” powered 1963 Avanti at the time of his 
death.

Willard is survived by two sons, John 
Hamill and Bill Hamill. Willard’s wife, 
Jeanette Hamill, died in 2008. 

It was my honor to have known Willard 
for many years and counted him as a friend.
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Photo by Paul V. Howell



David G. Helmer
By Carl S. Jensen

Roanoke Chapter lost another pioneer 
long-term member on February 21 with 

the passing of Dave Helmer.
Dave and I lived about 5 blocks from each 

other off Plantation Road for many years, 
and for much of that time shared driving to 
and from our work at Norfolk & Western. 
Many of you who knew Dave were aware of 
how focused he could be about some subject 
or another, and occasionally that took prece-
dence in his mind while we were driving to 
work. No, I don’t think we ever actually had 
an accident, but I do recall once or twice his 
stopping so suddenly that I made a depres-
sion in his passenger side dashboard, a 
dent that never did fully recover its original 
shape. No my head didn’t get hit but I think 
the bruise on my arm was deep and lasted 
for quite a while.

We both had an equal interest in our 
work at N&W and with NRHS. During our 
travels we frequently talked shop, my usual 
questions and comments to him related to 
railroad costing and the applications to traf-
fic movements. The profitability of certain 
kinds of business or in certain types of 
freight cars was always the reason for my 
questions and frankly, challenges to him 
about the validity of the numbers. He always 
had some kind of answer, even if I really 
didn’t always believe it. Dave was among a 
group of young employees charged with try-
ing to get our costs figured out in a way they 
could be applied to actual specific business. 
It was a pioneering effort well before we 
had any really viable computer technology to 
help with analysis.

But, our daily trips also were times when 
we debated and brain stormed various ideas 
and strategies for Roanoke Chapter activities 
of all kinds. Many an excursion idea evolved 
from those conversations. Dave was one of 

several of us who regularly met for lunch 
at Sherman’s restaurant downtown, usu-
ally joined by Julien Sacks who died several 
years ago (another pioneer member whose 
ideas and business acumen were important 
contributions). There were several other 
members who regularly joined us, Fred 
Wilson, then working in the N&W locomo-
tive department (who left a number of years 
ago to work with Metro North in New York 
State) was a major contributor, especially in 
the area of passenger equipment mainte-
nance and acquisition. And before he went 
railroading out in Ohio and Indiana Jeff 
Sanders (who also worked downtown for a 
time) was another member at lunch.

Dave and I once conceived and developed 
an entire two day excursion on Southern 
Railway in a little over two weeks with for-
mer Royal Hudson 2839 from Alexandria, 
VA, to Atlanta with an overnight stop in 
Salisbury, NC. The idea blossomed on the 
walk over to lunch, and formed into a 
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and walks at the Virginian Station before the 
NWHS convention at no charge. Thanks to 
all of the chapter and board members who 
helped out with the visit by the convention 
attendees. We received a lot of good com-
ments about the Station building and our 
progress. 

Window frames for the box car are com-
plete. Window glass will be ordered soon. 

National Representative Carl Jensen 
attended both sessions of Rail Camp. He 
reported that Chapter member Will Ardis, 
who the Chapter sponsored to the West Rail 
Camp this summer, did very well. He was 
very knowledgeable and showed good skills 
at the camp. We are proud to have him rep-
resent us. 

Carl and Jim Cosby have been making 
preliminary plans for us to host the January 
National Board Meeting in Roanoke. 

Conversations continued with Norfolk 
Southern regarding parking underneath and 
west of the Jefferson Street Bridge for the 
Virginian Station. Jim Cosby is working on 
obtaining flood insurance, which is required 
by Valley Bank. We already have hazard 
insurance.

Chapter tool car No. 1407 is being prepped 
at the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum 
for painting. Out of service steam heat 
equipment is being removed, along with 
some floor patching. 

We plan to get estimates on work for sev-
eral pieces of our equipment, which will give 
us a better understanding of what our priori-
ties should be as we move forward with the 
passenger equipment. The brake work for 
the GP-30 No. 522 is largely complete. The 
seats and old floor in coach No. 1489 have 
been removed. There are several leaks to be 
repaired and new window gaskets installed. 
Work is progressing on the wooden box 
car. The end doors are framed up and the 
windows and end doors are almost ready 

to install. The payroll car was eventually 
moved to Apple Ridge Farm. 

National appointed a committee to put 
together a “new organization” for the 
National NRHS which will be voted up or 
down at the September 20 National Board 
meeting. The reorganization may result in 
a separation of Chapters entirely from the 
National organization unless they want to 
become an “affiliate”. 

We do not know if the January National 
meeting in Roanoke will occur. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE - it did). 

The Chapter was authorized to advertise 
for bids for Phase II for the Virginian Station! 
Final approval from the various agencies was 
received recently, and our advertisement ran 
in the Roanoke Times on Sunday, August 
17. Bids will be received until 2:00 pm, 
September 18, 2014. 

The Chapter participated in Blue Ridge 
Chapter’s Rail Day in Lynchburg August 8. 
Dorr Tucker was the Chapter representative.

Our nominating committee was appointed 
with Skip Salmon, Chairman, along with 
Andrew McArthur and Walter Alexander. 
This year there are four Directors whose 
terms expire - Lewis Foster, Landon Gregory, 
Ken Miller, and Eddie Mooneyham. The 
election will be held at our Annual Meeting 
on November 20, 2014.

Chapter rosters have now been distributed 
either in person at the General Meeting or 
via mail. Membership Chairman & EBT, Walt 
Alexander, is preparing a job description 
and responsibilities for future Membership 
Chairman and EBT. Member Dave Johnson is 
considering the position.

Mechanical Committee Chairman Gary 
Gray reports the wooden box car project is 
proceeding well. Chris Slate has finished 
building the windows for the car and they 
have been test fit.

The interior tear down of the 1489 is 
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Photo by Richard D. Shell
Dave and Grace Helmer, at Bluefield during  
one of our Amtrak excursions, November  7, 
2009



plan during lunch. A call to Jim Bistline 
at Southern that same afternoon got a go 
ahead from Jim and we got busy. Several 
stops were planned each day, and that 
same afternoon Dave began setting up sales 
outlets, a task he excelled at. Chapter com-
missary car 1148 and ex-Southern open 
window coach 1204 and our observation car 
3305 Mardi Gras went with the train. We got 
together our always willing chapter mem-
bers for our crew and on March 3-4, 1979, 
we ran the first excursion with that engine 
on Southern Railway.

During the Seventies Roanoke Chapter 
pioneered multiday one-way trips with vari-
ous steam engines, first with Southern 4501 
(July 1973 Chicago to Alexandria, VA, with 
overnight stops at Fort Wayne, IN, Bellevue, 
OH, Pittsburgh, PA, and Hagerstown, MD). 
This was the first of many Independence 
Limited Trips of varied length. Dave was 
the Chapter Treasurer at that time, and at 
Pittsburgh asked a local N&W Special Agent 
to take him to a bank to convert several 
thousand dollars of change which we had 
earned in our souvenir and food cars into 
a manageable and safer check. The bank 
refused to take the money. They thought 
Dave had robbed a convenience store or 
some other business. Finally the local rail-
road representative had to come in and 
vouch for Dave in order to get the money 
changed.

The Independence Limited trips depended 
on local short haul patronage making several 
stops every day about 30 to 40 miles apart to 
earn sufficient revenues to cover the costs 
with the railroads and make some income 
for the Chapter. We ran again in 1974 
Cincinnati to Roanoke and on to Alexandria, 
and in 1975 from Knoxville to Alexandria 
through Norton, VA, and Bristol to Roanoke 
and Alexandria. The key to getting local 
passengers was to have local sponsors – 

everything from radio stations, chambers of 
commerce, even a local plumbing company. 
Over the years, Dave became our chief sales 
person lining up local sponsors. Many of us 
within the chapter nicknamed him the “PT 
Barnum of NRHS” because of his abilities to 
locate and excite local sponsors to support 
the steam trains. Yes, he was very good at 
promotion, even doing radio interviews by 
telephone to generate interest.

Dave’s talents were also applied to build-
ing the Roanoke Transportation Museum 
(now VMT) into a quality railroad museum 
in the Valley (first located in Wasena Park). 
He had backing from upper level N&W man-
agement to do what was needed to make 
the museum a reality. He was persuasive in 
bringing in others from the Roanoke busi-
ness and commercial organizations to devel-
oping an organization to administer the 
operations of the museum.

The Roanoke Times had an excellent 
article in the Tuesday, February 24th edi-
tion recounting Dave’s role in founding the 
O. Winston Link Museum and his active 
interest in the History Museum of Roanoke. 
WSLS Channel 10 also did a story on Dave. 
He dabbled in local politics behind the 
scenes, never running for office, but work-
ing his connections.

And in between all the N&W and NS 
work, NRHS and Museum interests, Dave 
was to the end a very dedicated graduate 
of Oklahoma State University. He faith-
fully followed their athletics, for better or 
worse (mostly better I think), participated 
in the Alumni Band when they played at 
Homecoming and was always proud to let 
you know his origins and loyalty was with 
his school.

Dave’s family was always important to 
him and they participated with him in 
Roanoke Chapter activities. Surviving him 
are his wife, Grace, daughter Delta, son 
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Museum of Transportation for Train Lovers 
Day on February 8th. We carried 860 pas-
sengers. Our crew preformed three days of 
switching to position equipment in support 
of the O. Winston Link Museum’s 10th anni-
versary event in January. We also assisted in 
lubricating No. 1218 prior to its move to and 
from Link. Several members also helped pre-
pare 611 for her journey to Spencer.

Ken & Beth Miller located and arranged 
for the donation of a surplus 48 foot trailer 
from Coca-Cola Bottling Co. Our crew at 
9th Street made room for our new storage 
unit, while Robert Young Towing moved the 
trailer for us.

The Chapter is acquiring, by donation, a 
former N&W Railway class B7 boxcar, cur-
rently stored, out of service in Radford. 
Moving costs are estimated at $4,000-5,000.

The Chapter donated $1,000 to help save 
the Boones Mill Depot.

Rail Camp candidate Will Ardis was 
accepted and attended Rail Camp West in 
Tacoma, WA this past summer, through a 
sponsorship from the Chapter. Both Rail 
Camps (east and west) were fully subscribed 
this year.

In exchange for two sign posts (for use at 
the Virginian Station), Black Dog Salvage has 
filmed some segments for their TV program 
at our siding.

Fred Boettner is taking over the respon-
sibilities of handling the Chapter’s radios. 
Paul M. Howell is retiring from this job, after 
many years of faithful service, for which 
the Chapter is deeply indebted. We thank 
Fred for taking on this job and appreciate his 
knowledge and willingness to serve.

While work is being done on the 9th Street 
Bridge over the Roanoke River, we are talk-
ing with the City to get the grade crossing 
repaired before bridgework is finished. 
Southeast Railroad Contractors will do the 
work under contract for the Chapter.

Efforts to obtain an ex-RPO car have been 
thwarted. We had planned to convert the car 
to a commissary car to be used with the 611 
train-set next year. We’re still looking for a 
suitable car.

Brake valves have been received from 
Graham-White in Salem, who very gener-
ously provided the reconditioning for us for 
our GP-30 No. 522. We appreciate Graham-
White’s continued support of the Chapter. 

We operated our train at VMT on June 21 
for Train Day, carrying approximately 420 
passengers. As always, we appreciate the 
effort our members make to operate safely.

The Valley Bank Commitment Letter for 
the Virginian Station bridge loan has been 
executed. Other discussions are ongoing to 
get the Advertisement for Bids approved. We 
have offered our Franklin Road property to 
be considered for location of a cell tower.

We are searching for someone to take 
on the responsibilities of the Membership 
Chairman as Walter Alexander has tendered 
his resignation after many years of dedicated 
service to the Chapter. THANK YOU WALT! 

Tax returns for the Chapter and Virginian 
Railway Station, LLC, have been properly 
filed. 

The air conditioner compressor on our 
coach No. 512 will be swapped out with an 
ex-Amtrak unit that the Chapter has. It will 
be finished in time for the next VMT run 
day in September.

Everything during the Norfolk and 
Western Historical Society Convention 
went very well including their visit to 9th 
Street. Motorcar rides were also given dur-
ing the event at VMT. On June 27 we ran 
for the NWHS Convention, carrying about 
120 passengers. The Chapter also provided 
tours of the Virginian Station. We received 
several individual donations to the project 
as well as a contribution from NWHS. C&M 
Maintenance pressure washed the floors 



Chris and three grandchildren.
I am sorry to see David gone; none of us 

really thought he would just suddenly leave 
our midst. He was out of town to support 
his beloved OSU when he suffered a heart 
attack. His legacy will remain both in our 
Chapter and our community.          

He joins an increasing number of our 
older members who contributed to the suc-
cess of Roanoke Chapter. Unfortunately it is 
a fact of life. Today we are fortunate to have 
a new set of leaders coming to the front to 
lead us for another 50 years. 

Remembering David Helmer (in 
the early days of the Chapter)

By Dorr Tucker

While David Helmer was an astute prag-
matist who relished the work ethic 

to the Nth degree, he was also quite the 
railfan. I remember running into him, brief 
case in hand (sorry youngsters, no lap tops 
or smart phones in those days), downtown 
at the passenger station on May 22, 1969, 
around 8:30 the night before the last run 
of what was the remaining vestige of The 
Powhatan Arrow.  As well as I can recall, 
he planned to ride No. 16 leaving Roanoke 
at 9:55 PM and arriving Crewe at 1:15 AM. 
There he would turn back at 1:30 AM for 
the last run of No. 15, the westbound coach-
only truncated “Arrow.” After a 4:55 AM 
arrival back in Roanoke he may have headed 
straight to the office. Few, if any, rail fans 
were on these last runs of the mail train 
“Arrow” as a new blue “Pocahontas” would 
be inaugurated the next day. All the excite-
ment was focused on the refurbished train 
and the attending Indian Maiden mascot. 
Few were paying attention to the last sched-
uled runs of De class heavyweight diner No. 
1019 in tuscan red paint. However, David 
was there for this little celebrated milestone 
of Norfolk and Western history.

Little did I know that in a few short years 
after the cessation of the Pocahontas in 1971 
that I would be helping Dave and Grace pack 
N&W dining car china in their basement 
as one of many projects that the Helmers 
were known for. The Independence Limited 
trips were just around the bend along with 
a stay at the whimsical Musick Hotel in 
Williamson, WV. 

Later, Dave would spearhead various 
innovative Chapter sponsored projects 
such as rail trips to NASCAR races at the 
Martinsville Speedway. He was adept with 
many off the wall ideas, yet unlike idle 
dreamers his projects were usually doable. 
Like a good coach, he rounded up a team 
of players and strongly encouraged active 
participation. However, he always stayed 
on top of what he was doing and followed 
through to achieve meaningful results. Such 
was David Helmer when I worked with him 
in the early days of the Roanoke Chapter 
before 611 operations and the Magnificent 
O. Winston Link Museum.

25 Year NRHS Award
Congratulations to Rebecca Tinnell who 

receives a 25 year pin honoring her NRHS 
membership.

N&W No. 611 Restoration On 
Schedule For Spring Completion

From TRAINS News Wire
By Ben Earp - January 19, 2015

SPENCER, N.C. – Despite North Carolina’s 
often bipolar weather, work continues 
to forge ahead on Norfolk & Western 
Class J No. 611 at the North Carolina 
Transportation Museum. FireUp611! 
Committee Chairman Preston Claytor tells 
Trains News Wire the program is on sched-
ule to be completed in late spring.

As of Sunday, a new rear flue sheet is 
installed, all the flues are installed, and 
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the N&W between Lynchburg and Bristol ran 
with Southern E and F units while trains 
15 & 16 could be seen with either a Class 
J or a GP-9 or, on occasion, one of the four 
FP-9s intended for the Shenandoah Division. 
Trains 21 & 22 often ran with leased RF&P 
E8s. It was no secret that the N&W had 
made arrangements with C&O to purchase 4 
E-8s and 6 FP-7s upon retirement of the last 
of the Class J 600s. Why buy new power for 
service that will probably be discontinued 
around the end of the decade?

And a 600 returning to Roanoke under 
steam? BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ, My alarm is 
going off. It’s 55 years later. APRIL FOOL!!! 
This has been a dream! Not all true, yet not 
all false either. 

But the 611 will run again. THAT IS NOT 
AN APRIL FOOL.-- Fiction Writer Dorr Tucker

Year In Review
Originally presented at the December 18 

Chapter Holiday Gathering
By Jeff Sanders, President

Fellow members, relatives, and friends lost 
in 2014

Before beginning my recap of the past 
year, we need to stop for a moment and 
remember those Chapter members, rela-
tives, and friends who passed away during 
the 2014. Forgive me if I have overlooked 
anyone, and PLEASE correct me if I do. 
Unfortunately, in some cases I do not have 
names, but only the relationship to our 
members.

In January, Betty Jean Stoneman – Chuck 
Akers’ mother-in-law; In February, David 
Shell – Richard Shell’s father; Karen English 
of Old Dominion Chapter (friend of Rebecca 
Tinnell); May 14, former member Mike 
Rutherford; Long-time Member Warren 
Babcock of Massachusetts, May 30; in 
September Jim Molinary lost an uncle in 
Tazewell, VA; October 9, Kathy Overholser’s 

mother passed away at age 97; November 15, 
Eddie Mooneyham’s grandmother, Sherrill 
Mooneyham; and on December 16, Kathy 
Overholser’s aunt passed away in Florida.

Please remember our members whose 
lives have been touched by the loss of these 
people.

On an upbeat note, one of our families 
had a baby boy when Morgan Scot Smith 
was born on Oct. 3, to Steve and Phyllis 
Smith. Also, Skip Salmon gained another 
grandson on Oct. 13. Although, it didn’t hap-
pen this year, Susan and I will have our 2nd 
grandson about Jan. 20, 2015.

Remember, fathers and grandfathers, we 
have to train up (no pun intended) these 
little boys for Chapter service a few years 
down the road!

2014 Roanoke Chapter Activities
As of February 3rd, 2014, we had 159 

members in good standing and 37 members 
in arrears for a total membership of 196.

As always, our Treasurer’s report is on file 
and available to any member upon request. 

The Virginian Station Committee contin-
ued getting the bid documents ready for 
Phase II. The City of Roanoke has noted sev-
eral issues with the Project Manual and bid 
document.

The Board plans to let Southern 
Appalachian Railroad Museum (TN) use our 
GP-30 No. 22 in trade for making repairs 
to the engine that we are unable to do our-
selves. 

Georges Creek Railway (Maryland) has 
offered to purchase our Chesapeake Western 
Railway No. 663. GC Railway also wants to 
lease space at 9th Street to paint a locomo-
tive they have purchased. This engine is 
presently stored at the Virginia Museum of 
Transportation due to lack of space at 9th 
Street.

We operated train rides at the Virginia 
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known boiler work is completed. Hydrostatic 
testing is set to begin soon, according to 
Claytor. Hydrostatic testing involves seeing 
that the boiler can hold 25 percent greater 
than the working pressure of 300 pounds 
with water temperature being between 70 
and 125 degrees Fahrenheit.

Additionally, No. 611’s tender has recently 
begun the process of getting a new paint job. 
White primer was applied during the Martin 
Luther King Jr. holiday weekend. 

Tours of the restoration shop are avail-
able. The one-hour tour includes a brief 
presentation about the history and restora-
tion of the locomotive, followed by a look at 
the restoration efforts. Tours are available 
Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays at 1:30 p.m. 
and are limited to 30 people. The cost is $5 
for adults and $4 for children ages 3-12 and 
active duty military personnel. Tour cost is 
in addition to regular museum admission.

For information about how to help 
with the restoration effort, go to www.
fireup611.org or call the Virginia Museum of 
Transportation at (540) 342-5670.

N&W No. 611 Completes Hydro Test 
Feb. 20, 2015 – TRAINS News Wire

SPENCER, N.C. – Norfolk & Western 
4-8-4 No. 611 is one step closer to opera-
tion this week, having successfully com-
pleted its hydrostatic boiler test Wednesday. 
The hydro test is required by the Federal 
Railroad Administration prior to steam test-
ing.

The locomotive is owned by the Virginia 
Museum of Transportation and undergoing 
work at the North Carolina Transportation 
Museum in Spencer.

“The museum is pleased that we’ve 
reached another milestone in the rebuild 
that contributes the momentum building 
here in the valley,” says VMT Executive 
Director Beverly T. Fitzpatrick. He notes that 

the area around the museum is abuzz with 
talk of the restoration, and conversations 
can be heard around town about its eventual 
return – and operation.

Officials expect the locomotive to be ready 
to join the stable of locomotives available for 
Norfolk Southern’s 21st Century Steam pro-
gram in spring 2015.

For more information on the project, go to 
www.fireup611.org.

Phone Numbers For Emergency 
Notification

You may use these telephone numbers 
to report emergencies or other conditions 
affecting railroad operations, including tres-
passers, vandalism, fires, defective equip-
ment, etc. If at a railroad/highway grade 
crossing try to provide the unique crossing 
number posted nearby.

Norfolk Southern. . . . 800-453-2530
CSX . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 800-232-0144

National Railway Historical 
Society – Why Belong?

By Becky Gerstung
(Reprinted from the February 2015 Empire State 

Express, the Niagara Frontier Chapter Newsletter)

There is a certain prestige about being 
part of the NRHS. This is an organization 

that over the past 80 years has grown to be 
the largest organization of its type. It has 
gained a reputation for quality publications 
and activities. Through chapters and mem-
bers it has become a leader in preserving 
our rail heritage. Whether it be the written 
word, preserving photos and films, restoring 
or renovating stations and other structures, 
or saving equipment the NRHS has done it 
all.

What do I get for $50 dues? Publications 
are the most visible benefit. The BULLETIN 
has, over the years, presented numerous 
articles of historical significance. The NEWS 

Pennsylvania. 
Therefore, a plan was implemented to 

systematically dieselize, in accordance with 
the need for modernization while keeping 
all Divisions running smoothly without 
adversely affecting the operating ratio. First 
would be the dieselization of the Durham 
Line with Alco RS-3s beginning in 1955. 
This more or less isolated  operation would 
quickly be converted in a matter of days 
with all steam facilities abolished within 
30 days. For several months the line would 
serve as a test tube for diesels.

In the meantime motive power people 
would be examining EMD motive power 
operations on nearby C&O and Southern 
Lines. By 1956 a quick decision would be 
made to purchase 100 GP-9s to completely 
dieselize the Shenandoah Division with 
additional assignment to Norfolk and 
Radford Divisions as available (along with 4 
FP-9s for trains 1/2 & 13/14). And so on. 

By April 1960 steam Class Y-6 compound 
and a few Y-5 2-8-8-2s 2100s were operat-
ing on the hump in Roanoke and on some 
of the “trimmer” jobs in the terminal plus 
these locomotives worked the Lone Star 
Jobs running in reverse on the return into 
the Star City. (So the Shenandoah Division 
wasn’t completely dieselized.) Ys also 
worked all jobs out of Weller and several 
worked out of Auville too, occasionally 
pushing east, but remember the Pocahontas 
Division was for the most part dynamic 
brake territory so steam other than Class J 
600s was seldom seen in Bluefield. Also, a 
few 2100s worked in the Norfolk Terminal.

The general long-term plan for dieseliza-
tion was to initially relegate steam power 
to the flatlands where the use of dynamic 
brakes would be of less importance. 
However the Buchanan Branch would be a 
notable exception to this policy. 

Williamson was the primary stamp-

ing ground for steam on the N&W at this 
time. 2100s headed out to Delbarton and 
Scarlet Glenn as well as to Portsmouth. But, 
less than a dozen remaining Class A 2-6-
6-4 1200s were earning their keep west of 
Williamson into Portsmouth and on to Joyce 
Avenue in the Buckeye Capitol handling 
time freights 77 & 78 and most coal and 
empty hopper trains. On occasion stream-
line Class J 4-8-4s would run in time freight 
service between Williamson, Portsmouth 
and once in a while on to Columbus. 
One or two 1200s worked between Crewe 
and Norfolk but were prohibited on for-
mer Virginian routes. Once in a while a 
1200 or a 2100 would run to Roanoke for 
repairs. The Js still powered numbers 25 
& 26, The Powhatan Arrow, and numbers 
3 & 4, The Pocahontas, between Norfolk 
and Portsmouth. All steam was prohibited 
between Clare and Cincinnati and was not 
operated into Clare account the removal of 
all steam facilities. 

The ever quiet and sturdy S1a 0-8-0 200s 
operated in a variety of locations includ-
ing Columbus, Portsmouth, Williamson, 
Crewe, Petersburg, Portlock, Lamberts Point 
and at the material yard in Roanoke. Due 
to heavy coal traffic in both directions 
out of Williamson several Y-6 2100’S were 
moved out of Roanoke Terminal resulting 
in the short lived (13 days, as I understand) 
operation of double-headed 200s on the 
hump! Too bad they couldn’t be MUed, 
as I understand they did very well. Also 
for a brief interval around the holidays in 
1959 a Fairbanks DE-S 20 freshly out of the 
East End paint shop in austere N&W black 
worked the passenger station downtown. In 
South Yard former Virginian crews felt right 
at home with the assignment of several 200s 
to the A & B crews for a short spell.

The three joint “Southern” passenger 
trains (41/42/, 45/46 & 17/18) operating over 



to do the next best thing by asking a track 
inspector who knew me by sight if I could 
ride with him across that trestle in Altavista 
aboard his little track inspection vehicle, aka 
speedster. I don’t know what to do concern-
ing the younger generation and their sense 
of living for the moment and doing what 
they feel irregardless of common sense and 
their obvious lack of basic knowledge about 
trains and how trains and the laws of phys-
ics combine to make a deadly combination if 
something or someone is in its path. Some 
of these people actually believe that a train 
can stop just as quickly as a personal motor 
vehicle. Some of the comments and ques-
tions I have heard over the years that I have 
worked with Operation Lifesaver just left 
me in a state of utter surprise and in depth 
bewilderment. I am sure people who study 
and deal with the human mind will prob-
ably tell us that the element of danger may 
be a lure. One huge trestle I always wanted 
to walk, and did back in the eighties, was 
the former Seaboard Air Line Railroad trestle 
that spans the Appomattox River and other 
property in Petersburg, VA. I didn’t have to 
worry about being struck by a train since 
sections of track on both ends had been 
removed. All train traffic was using the for-
mer Atlantic Coast Line trestle over a mile 
to the west. That was another trestle I had a 
strong urge to walk. After seeing what hap-
pened to a German Shepherd on the south 
end of that ACL trestle, the urge quickly 
went away like dust in the wind.

1ST Quarter Timetable
March 28 – Mine Branch Tour on the old 

Franklin & Pittsylvania Railroad. See info in 
this newsletter or: www.fandprailroad.org 

May 15-17 - Cass Railfan Weekend, Cass, 
WV. Includes rare mileage steam trips 
between Spruce and Cheat Bridge. For 
details - http://www.cassrailroad.com/ and 

http://mtn-rail.com/ 
June 6 - The 2015 C&O Heritage Festival 

& Train Show will be held from 10AM until 
5:00 PM. This year, for the first time, the 
event will be combined with the Alleghany 
Highlands Heritage Day. http://www.cando-
heritage.org/ 

June 14–20 – NRHS National Convention, 
Rutland, Vermont. Information now 
available at http://www.nrhs.com/2015_
Convention .

June 18-21 – N&W Historical Society 
Convention, Marion, Ohio. Info at http://
www.nwhs.org/convention/2015marion/ 

July 29–August 2 – C&O Historical Society 
annual conference, Staunton VA. More info 
at http://www.cohs.org/ 

August 8 (Saturday) - Lynchburg Rail Day 
2015. Info at www.blueridgenrhs.org

Still In Steam - The Way It 
Wasn’t - An April Fools Dream 
(With An Element Of Reality)

It’s April 1960, I’m in High School and 
the Norfolk and Western is still in steam. 

For quite some time beginning in 1955 the 
Railway had devised a master plan to diesel-
ize as a procedure distinguished by order 
and efficiency. There was no need to scrap 
modern Roanoke-built N&W steam on a 
fly-by-night basis. It was a known fact that 
N&W steam was far more dependable and 
efficient than many early diesels. But, at 
various branch line terminals where only 
minimal maintenance was needed, the die-
sel would have an inherent advantage. By 
the mid 1950’s the railway’s management 
was cognizant of the fact that complete 
dieselization would, at some point, be man-
datory. Yet, an odd array of mixed motive 
power from various builders, serviced in 
antiquated facilities built around the turn of 
the 20th century was not working well on 
roads such as the B&O and in particular the 

is an excellent source of what is happening 
right now within the Society.  As a member 
you get a discount at various museums and 
tourist railroads across the country. Have 
you ever been told you can’t take a photo 
of a passing train while on public property? 
We have a member of the Board who stays 
on top of all of this, writing to railroads and 
agencies safeguarding your right to take pic-
tures. You have access to a grant program. 
There are plenty of places to get a grant, 
but only the NRHS gives money strictly for 
railroad preservation projects. The next time 
you walk through Union Station in Chicago, 
look at the plaque presented by the NRHS to 
this historic structure. This is only one such 
location. RailCamp provides young people 
a very unique opportunity to experience 
railroading up close and personal. I realize 
you don’t have to be a member to attend, 
but who is providing this experience? What 
about those conventions held all over the 
country providing activities not always avail-
able at any other time? 

Times change. The idea of a “social” club 
is becoming outdated. Through technology 
you don’t have to attend a monthly meet-
ing to see railroad films or talk with others 
about your rail experiences. You don’t have 
to subscribe to a magazine and receive it 
printed in the mail. The internet has for-
ever changed how we communicate with 
others. The NRHS has a website, we are on 
Facebook, we have Twitter. All of these keep 
us connected in some manner.

The annual convention is the one time 
of the year when members can get together 
and celebrate railroading through excur-
sions, seminars, programs and social gath-
erings. The 2015 convention in Rutland, 
VT, promises to be an interesting week. 
Clear your calendars for next July when we 
all gather in Denver for the 2016 conven-
tion. It’s at these events where, if you work 

behind the scenes, you understand the value 
of being a national organization with proven 
successes. Railroads are more willing to 
accommodate you on their lines and let you 
use their equipment.

The past couple of years have been 
extremely stressful for the NRHS. Decisions 
were made, and in some cases not made, 
that put us in a very bad situation. Failure to 
keep up with this ever-changing world has 
left us behind. It’s not productive to place 
blame or criticize. We need to get it together 
and move forward. A new President, Al 
Weber, is now faced with picking up the 
pieces and getting us back on track to be the 
premier rail organization that we were and 
still can be. A lot of people have stepped 
forward to help Al accomplish this. More 
are needed. If you want to be involved, your 
talents are welcome. It will take a little time, 
but early indications are that we are headed 
in the right direction.

It’s not always what you get, but what you 
give. Your $50 dues payment says you give 
the NRHS your support. You are giving the 
leadership your approval to keep the NRHS 
going forward. You are giving President 
Weber a chance to make a difference. You 
are giving much-needed funds to correct 
mistakes and continue to provide services 
and benefits. You are becoming part of a 
proud organization with great history with 
much more to do. If you have not already 
done so, go on line today at www.nrhs.com/
membership/renew and renew your dues. 
(EDITOR’S NOTE: Please provide your email 
address because most communications from 
the NRHS will now be by email.)

Norfolk Southern to Close 
Roanoke Office Building

[NS News release] NORFOLK SOUTHERN 
on January 27 announced that it will close 
its Roanoke office building at 110 Franklin 
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Road SE later this year and relocate the func-
tions currently housed there to Atlanta, GA, 
or Norfolk, VA. Approximately 500 people 
currently work in the building in marketing, 
accounting, information technology, and 
other departments. Affected employees will 
have the option of relocating with their posi-
tions. The Roanoke office building was built 
in 1992 and consists of 203,000 square feet 
of office space. Disposition of the building 
will be determined at a later time.

The action is being taken to foster depart-
mental synergies and to make better use of 
the company’s real estate assets and sup-
port the company’s goal of streamlining its 
management workforce. NS is in the final 
process of evaluating which positions will 
be relocated to its corporate headquarters 
in Norfolk or its operational headquarters 
in Atlanta. Some regionally oriented posi-
tions will remain in Roanoke but will move 
to other work locations in the area. “This 
will not involve any involuntary force reduc-
tions, and we will provide substantial reloca-
tion packages for those who choose to relo-
cate,” said James A. Squires, NS president. 
“NORFOLK SOUTHERN has been a proud 
corporate citizen of Roanoke for more than 
130 years, and that will not change. While 
our profile may be reduced, Roanoke will 
remain a key location in our network, and 
we will remain engaged in the community.” 
Roanoke will remain the headquarters for 
NS’s Virginia Division, and the company will 
continue operating a local switching yard 
and locomotive and car maintenance facili-
ties at Shaffer’s Crossing, and a locomotive 
overhaul and rebuilding facility in its East 
End Shops. In total, about 1,700 people cur-
rently work for NS in Roanoke. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE: The moves are expected to take place 
by July 2015.

Rural Retreat Depot
Information on the progress of preserva-

tion and restoration of the Rural Retreat, VA, 
N&W Railway station is available here: www.
theruralretreatdepot.com

The Rural Retreat Depot Foundation has 
commissioned a documentary entitled “The 
Rural Retreat Depot—Its History, its Impact, 
its Future”. Running about 30 minutes, this 
documentary will be released in April. The 
final version will feature old photos and 
interviews that discuss the Civil War, Morse 
Code, the O. Winston Link photos and more. 
The home page of our website has a link to 
a two-and-a-half minute trailer. (Frank Akers, 
RRDF)

Mechanical Report
By Lewis Foster

The Mechanical Committee has been busy 
this winter with several ongoing projects 

and special events. In December, we operat-
ed at the Virginia Museum of Transportation 
for the Candy Cane Express event, carrying 
almost 3,000 passengers over two days. In 
February, the Train Lovers’ Day event at 
VMT brought in another 600 riders.

Our major project this spring will be 
readying coach 537 for service. This work 
includes some floor repairs, installation of a 
new water system and bathroom equipment 
with retention toilet, repairs and mainte-
nance to the generator, new window frame 
to body gaskets, installing buffer tubes on 
the ends of the car, and a fresh coat of paint 
and lettering. Most of the necessary materi-
als have been ordered and are en route and 
we are starting each part of the work as 
materials (and weather) permit. 

The generator and fuel tank have been 
removed from under the car for some 
repairs to the generator mounts. While it is 
out from under the car, we are taking the 

was just being difficult. I found out different 
as I read an article on Mr. Showalter’s life 
within the pages of The Automatic Block, the 
official newsletter of the Western Maryland 
Chapter NRHS. The real villain was an inci-
dent that had happened way south. A barge 
had struck and damaged a CSX trestle in 
Alabama. The victim of that damaged trestle 
was Amtrak’s Sunset Limited which plunged 
into the bayou below, killing 47 folks in the 
process, at 3 AM on September 22, 1993. 
Numerous death lawsuits were filed and 
that was the reason for the high premium 
that the Showalter enterprise could not 
afford.

Speaking of Virginia Central steam opera-
tions, a lot of us are pretty excited about 
the return of Norfolk & Western Y6A No. 
2156 to Roanoke, hopefully sometime this 
year. Believe it or not, I still have a bumper 
sticker from many years ago pushing for 
the locomotive’s release from the St. Louis 
Transportation Museum. The bumper sticker 
reads “Free the Y6a…N&W 2156…Over 
7000 days in captivity.”  I have it attached 
to a briefcase for railfan events. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE, that bumper sticker was done for the 
Chapter by members Ken Miller and Richard 
Shell.)

I don’t know how I missed out on this but 
this past August marked the 70th birthday 
for Nickel Plate Road Berkshire No. 765. 
Under the same family tree, 2014 marked 50 
years since the Norfolk & Western merged 
with the Wabash and Nickel Plate Road. For 
you newcomers to this hobby, the official 
name for the Nickel Pate was the New York 
Chicago & St. Louis Railroad.

Quite a few milestones are to be observed 
for 2015. This past January marks 30 years 
since former C&O Greenbrier No. 614 per-
formed a number of data gathering runs 
on the former C&O high iron between 
Huntington and Hinton, West Virginia, in 

the hopes of bringing coal fired locomotives 
back to the railroad industry. Of course this 
didn’t happen.

The new Steamtown will be 20 years 
old this coming July around the 4th. The 
National Railway Historical Society held 
its annual National Convention that year 
in Reading, Pennsylvania, and of course an 
excursion was made to Scranton so conven-
tioneers could be part of the grand opening 
festivities

TRAINS magazine turns 75 this year and 
one of our local guys, Mr. Jim Wrinn, cel-
ebrates 10 years as TRAINS editor. This 
occurred back in October. Under the TRAINS 
family tree, CLASSIC TRAINS celebrates its 
15-year anniversary too.

For those of you who have calendars for 
the years 1987 and 1998 stored away, they 
do indeed coincide with 2015.

Oh yes, one more fact I forgot to men-
tion about Nickel Plate Road No. 765 is that 
2014 marked 30 years since that locomotive 
powered its first New River Train back in the 
autumn of 1984.

Of TRESPASSING, TRESTLES & 
TRAGEDIES: Most of us central and west-
ern Virginia rail fans are quite aware of the 
number of folks who have been killed or 
injured trespassing upon the trestles of an 
active railroad. Nobody has an idea of what 
to do as a solution. As a young boy growing 
up in Danville, my dad was always warning 
me about the consequences. Consequences 
come in a wide variety of modes. As a rail-
fan I spent time along the tracks and near 
trestles, including the infamous James 
River trestle of the Southern Railway in 
Lynchburg. Often I had the urge to walk 
that single-track structure as well as the 
Staunton/Roanoke River trestle further south 
in Altavista, also a Southern Railway proper-
ty. But I knew better and common sense pre-
vailed. While it was still Southern, I was able 



for the combined rail/bus facility. The City 
has to follow all the steps in the federal 
guidelines to qualify, and that includes 
the stakeholder involvement and National 
Environmental Policy Act analysis. Too bad 
because that will slow the process down 
and use up funds that could have poten-
tially gone into the facility itself.  The proj-
ect manager is Ronald Reekes.  Mr. Reeks 
seemed to be aware of the Virginia Tech 
work from two years ago, where architec-
ture and planning students created concept 
drawings for four possible station designs.

 The most likely outcome of this process, 
in my view, is a combined rail/bus facility in 
the current parking lot between Rutherfoord 
Insurance and the parking garage next to 
the First Street Bridge. Amtrak access would 
be on the Norfolk Avenue side, and buses 
would access from Salem Avenue. 

 Valley Metro wants to phase out the 
current bus station between Salem and 
Campbell Avenues because it is too cramped 
to accommodate larger buses. A single facil-
ity could easily serve both because train 
times, as currently envisaged, will be early 
in the morning and fairly late in the eve-
ning, leaving the facility free to serve buses 
all day long in between.

Construction has begun along Norfolk 
Avenue and the David Goode Railwalk to 
repair/replace the brick-lined culvert car-
rying a stream under the future Amtrak 
track/platform area. This is the first visible 
work in preparation for Amtrak returning to 
Roanoke by 2017.

Franklin & Pittsylvania Railroad 
Mine Branch Tour

The mine branch trip has been resched-
uled for Saturday; 28 March, 2015 with a 
weather date of the following Saturday; 4 
April.

The trip starts two miles east of Pittsville 

on Rt. 672 at 11 A.M. The total time should 
be about 1½ hours which includes a leisure-
ly paced half mile of walking on a gentle 
grade. Those signed up for this trip last 
November will automatically receive e-mails 
about this trip. Others wanting to attend 
should contact Tex Carter at 434-332-3878 or 
by e-mail: tex@fandprailroad.org (Be sure to 
check out the website for more information 
on the railroad).

The tour includes a short history of the 
area and the operations of the F&P. The 
grades of the main line and branch are 
unique. Both are three dimensional, rising 
from the creek bottom up Hogan’s Hill. You 
will see where the main line climbed the 
hill while the branch rose above it before 
going under the Pittsville Road.

Few other locations along the old line can 
match this one. This would make a great 
area to copy for anyone into model trains 
and it is easy to access compared to other 
places the F&P ran.

Mixed Freight
By Mr. Robin R. Shavers

By now, nearly everyone who is a railfan 
or otherwise involved with railroading is 

aware of the passing of Mr. Jack Showalter. 
He passed away on Wednesday, November 
2, 2014. I really enjoyed photographing 
his Virginia Central steam operations on 
the former Chesapeake & Ohio Railway 
route between Gordonsville and Staunton, 
Virginia, 23 years ago back in 1992 and 
1993. I was able to photograph his trains in 
locations that I missed during the C&O and 
Chessie eras. Got some great shots even dur-
ing a heavy rainstorm. It really bothered me 
to learn that the Virginia Central would be 
no more after the 1993 season. All I heard 
was that CSX had raised the liability insur-
ance to $200 million. The way the rumors 
presented this information it was as if CSX 

opportunity to perform some long-overdue 
maintenance on the engine and generator, 
replacing worn bearings and tuning it to run 
better. We are also going to take this oppor-
tunity to improve the generator enclosure 
and install more sound insulation.

We hope to have the 537 ready for service 
near the end of April, which will require as 
many willing hands as possible. If you want 
to volunteer at the siding, or just come by to 
see what we’re working on, please contact 
Gary Gray or Lewis Foster. Anyone is wel-
come to volunteer, and no special skills are 
required. 

Pictures from the 537 project (and past 
projects) are available on the Facebook page 
at https://www.facebook.com/roanokenrhs/ 

Virginian Station Update
By Jim Cosby and Skip Salmon

Our architects are preparing the docu-
ments to bid Phase II completion of the 

station. Bidding should occur this spring 
with construction underway by June. The 
Commonwealth Transportation Board 
has our request for additional funding of 
$246,000 under consideration. A decision is 
expected in June.

Membership Report
By David Johnson

On January 30th David Johnson assumed 
the role of membership chairman. 

Special thanks go out to the previous chair-
man Walter Alexander for his years of ser-
vice to the chapter.

The chapter has lost two long time mem-
bers, Willard Hamill and David Helmer. 
Willard passed away on January 21st and 
David passed on February 21st.

Seven new members have joined the chap-
ter to date this year. All are additions to fam-
ily membership. Please take the time to wel-
come Lisa Stoneman, Sarah Howell, Nichole 

Howell, Barbara Musselwhite, T. Christina 
Stocker, Carina Stocker, and Elizabeth 
Stocker at future chapter meetings.

The current chapter membership stands 
at 204 members. As of February 20th 138 
members have paid their chapter dues. 
There are 66 members who have not paid 
chapter dues for this year. You may send 
a check to the chapter at P. O. Box 13222, 
Roanoke, VA 24032. Our most recent report 
from the national organization on January 
13th was that 92 members have paid their 
national dues. National dues are required 
to be a chapter member in good standing. If 
you have not paid your national dues please 
do so as soon as possible. The easiest way 
to do this is online at www.nrhs.com/mem-
bership/renew. If you do not have internet 
access contact a friend to do it for you or 
contact me. 

If you have any questions about your dues 
or to refer new members please contact me 
at membership.rcnrhs@gmail.com or call 
me at (434) 426-3133.

Public Meeting: Roanoke Train/
Transit Station

By David Foster

On January 29 I attended a public infor-
mation session on the second floor of 

the bus station in downtown Roanoke to 
hear about plans for new Amtrak facilities.

The consultant for the Roanoke work is 
wendel (written all lower case). They are 
out of Richmond and are the same firm 
that did the design work in Lynchburg and 
Petersburg. I was confused why the pro-
cess is starting all over, as it seems, when I 
thought Norfolk Southern, City of Roanoke, 
and Virginia Department of Rail and Public 
Transportation had already decided on a 
location. 

The answer lies in the intended use of 
federal multi-modal transportation funding 
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An occasional fea-
ture offering a small 
window into the past 
from an archive file or 
image.

historian 
Kenneth L. Miller

11 12

Since we have been 
reflecting a bit with 

the passing of two long 
term members, Dorr and 
I thought it might be nice 
to show that indeed there 
were Roanoke Chapter 
excursion trains before 
611 and 1218.

Way back in the days 
before the internet, cell 
phones and Amtrak, the 
611 was rusting away in 
Wasena Park.  But this 
organization was active.  
Depicted here are a few 
artifacts from Dorr's col-
lection. Two ads that ran, 
as noted, in the Roanoke 
Times in April of 1969, 
plus the instructions 
issued by the N&W for 
operation of the Luray 
Caverns special of May 
4, 1969. At far right is an 
added bonus, the flyer 
for the very first steam 
trip from the previous 
November with Nickel 
Plate No. 759.
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Road SE later this year and relocate the func-
tions currently housed there to Atlanta, GA, 
or Norfolk, VA. Approximately 500 people 
currently work in the building in marketing, 
accounting, information technology, and 
other departments. Affected employees will 
have the option of relocating with their posi-
tions. The Roanoke office building was built 
in 1992 and consists of 203,000 square feet 
of office space. Disposition of the building 
will be determined at a later time.

The action is being taken to foster depart-
mental synergies and to make better use of 
the company’s real estate assets and sup-
port the company’s goal of streamlining its 
management workforce. NS is in the final 
process of evaluating which positions will 
be relocated to its corporate headquarters 
in Norfolk or its operational headquarters 
in Atlanta. Some regionally oriented posi-
tions will remain in Roanoke but will move 
to other work locations in the area. “This 
will not involve any involuntary force reduc-
tions, and we will provide substantial reloca-
tion packages for those who choose to relo-
cate,” said James A. Squires, NS president. 
“NORFOLK SOUTHERN has been a proud 
corporate citizen of Roanoke for more than 
130 years, and that will not change. While 
our profile may be reduced, Roanoke will 
remain a key location in our network, and 
we will remain engaged in the community.” 
Roanoke will remain the headquarters for 
NS’s Virginia Division, and the company will 
continue operating a local switching yard 
and locomotive and car maintenance facili-
ties at Shaffer’s Crossing, and a locomotive 
overhaul and rebuilding facility in its East 
End Shops. In total, about 1,700 people cur-
rently work for NS in Roanoke. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE: The moves are expected to take place 
by July 2015.

Rural Retreat Depot
Information on the progress of preserva-

tion and restoration of the Rural Retreat, VA, 
N&W Railway station is available here: www.
theruralretreatdepot.com

The Rural Retreat Depot Foundation has 
commissioned a documentary entitled “The 
Rural Retreat Depot—Its History, its Impact, 
its Future”. Running about 30 minutes, this 
documentary will be released in April. The 
final version will feature old photos and 
interviews that discuss the Civil War, Morse 
Code, the O. Winston Link photos and more. 
The home page of our website has a link to 
a two-and-a-half minute trailer. (Frank Akers, 
RRDF)

Mechanical Report
By Lewis Foster

The Mechanical Committee has been busy 
this winter with several ongoing projects 

and special events. In December, we operat-
ed at the Virginia Museum of Transportation 
for the Candy Cane Express event, carrying 
almost 3,000 passengers over two days. In 
February, the Train Lovers’ Day event at 
VMT brought in another 600 riders.

Our major project this spring will be 
readying coach 537 for service. This work 
includes some floor repairs, installation of a 
new water system and bathroom equipment 
with retention toilet, repairs and mainte-
nance to the generator, new window frame 
to body gaskets, installing buffer tubes on 
the ends of the car, and a fresh coat of paint 
and lettering. Most of the necessary materi-
als have been ordered and are en route and 
we are starting each part of the work as 
materials (and weather) permit. 

The generator and fuel tank have been 
removed from under the car for some 
repairs to the generator mounts. While it is 
out from under the car, we are taking the 

was just being difficult. I found out different 
as I read an article on Mr. Showalter’s life 
within the pages of The Automatic Block, the 
official newsletter of the Western Maryland 
Chapter NRHS. The real villain was an inci-
dent that had happened way south. A barge 
had struck and damaged a CSX trestle in 
Alabama. The victim of that damaged trestle 
was Amtrak’s Sunset Limited which plunged 
into the bayou below, killing 47 folks in the 
process, at 3 AM on September 22, 1993. 
Numerous death lawsuits were filed and 
that was the reason for the high premium 
that the Showalter enterprise could not 
afford.

Speaking of Virginia Central steam opera-
tions, a lot of us are pretty excited about 
the return of Norfolk & Western Y6A No. 
2156 to Roanoke, hopefully sometime this 
year. Believe it or not, I still have a bumper 
sticker from many years ago pushing for 
the locomotive’s release from the St. Louis 
Transportation Museum. The bumper sticker 
reads “Free the Y6a…N&W 2156…Over 
7000 days in captivity.”  I have it attached 
to a briefcase for railfan events. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE, that bumper sticker was done for the 
Chapter by members Ken Miller and Richard 
Shell.)

I don’t know how I missed out on this but 
this past August marked the 70th birthday 
for Nickel Plate Road Berkshire No. 765. 
Under the same family tree, 2014 marked 50 
years since the Norfolk & Western merged 
with the Wabash and Nickel Plate Road. For 
you newcomers to this hobby, the official 
name for the Nickel Pate was the New York 
Chicago & St. Louis Railroad.

Quite a few milestones are to be observed 
for 2015. This past January marks 30 years 
since former C&O Greenbrier No. 614 per-
formed a number of data gathering runs 
on the former C&O high iron between 
Huntington and Hinton, West Virginia, in 

the hopes of bringing coal fired locomotives 
back to the railroad industry. Of course this 
didn’t happen.

The new Steamtown will be 20 years 
old this coming July around the 4th. The 
National Railway Historical Society held 
its annual National Convention that year 
in Reading, Pennsylvania, and of course an 
excursion was made to Scranton so conven-
tioneers could be part of the grand opening 
festivities

TRAINS magazine turns 75 this year and 
one of our local guys, Mr. Jim Wrinn, cel-
ebrates 10 years as TRAINS editor. This 
occurred back in October. Under the TRAINS 
family tree, CLASSIC TRAINS celebrates its 
15-year anniversary too.

For those of you who have calendars for 
the years 1987 and 1998 stored away, they 
do indeed coincide with 2015.

Oh yes, one more fact I forgot to men-
tion about Nickel Plate Road No. 765 is that 
2014 marked 30 years since that locomotive 
powered its first New River Train back in the 
autumn of 1984.

Of TRESPASSING, TRESTLES & 
TRAGEDIES: Most of us central and west-
ern Virginia rail fans are quite aware of the 
number of folks who have been killed or 
injured trespassing upon the trestles of an 
active railroad. Nobody has an idea of what 
to do as a solution. As a young boy growing 
up in Danville, my dad was always warning 
me about the consequences. Consequences 
come in a wide variety of modes. As a rail-
fan I spent time along the tracks and near 
trestles, including the infamous James 
River trestle of the Southern Railway in 
Lynchburg. Often I had the urge to walk 
that single-track structure as well as the 
Staunton/Roanoke River trestle further south 
in Altavista, also a Southern Railway proper-
ty. But I knew better and common sense pre-
vailed. While it was still Southern, I was able 



to do the next best thing by asking a track 
inspector who knew me by sight if I could 
ride with him across that trestle in Altavista 
aboard his little track inspection vehicle, aka 
speedster. I don’t know what to do concern-
ing the younger generation and their sense 
of living for the moment and doing what 
they feel irregardless of common sense and 
their obvious lack of basic knowledge about 
trains and how trains and the laws of phys-
ics combine to make a deadly combination if 
something or someone is in its path. Some 
of these people actually believe that a train 
can stop just as quickly as a personal motor 
vehicle. Some of the comments and ques-
tions I have heard over the years that I have 
worked with Operation Lifesaver just left 
me in a state of utter surprise and in depth 
bewilderment. I am sure people who study 
and deal with the human mind will prob-
ably tell us that the element of danger may 
be a lure. One huge trestle I always wanted 
to walk, and did back in the eighties, was 
the former Seaboard Air Line Railroad trestle 
that spans the Appomattox River and other 
property in Petersburg, VA. I didn’t have to 
worry about being struck by a train since 
sections of track on both ends had been 
removed. All train traffic was using the for-
mer Atlantic Coast Line trestle over a mile 
to the west. That was another trestle I had a 
strong urge to walk. After seeing what hap-
pened to a German Shepherd on the south 
end of that ACL trestle, the urge quickly 
went away like dust in the wind.

1ST Quarter Timetable
March 28 – Mine Branch Tour on the old 

Franklin & Pittsylvania Railroad. See info in 
this newsletter or: www.fandprailroad.org 

May 15-17 - Cass Railfan Weekend, Cass, 
WV. Includes rare mileage steam trips 
between Spruce and Cheat Bridge. For 
details - http://www.cassrailroad.com/ and 

http://mtn-rail.com/ 
June 6 - The 2015 C&O Heritage Festival 

& Train Show will be held from 10AM until 
5:00 PM. This year, for the first time, the 
event will be combined with the Alleghany 
Highlands Heritage Day. http://www.cando-
heritage.org/ 

June 14–20 – NRHS National Convention, 
Rutland, Vermont. Information now 
available at http://www.nrhs.com/2015_
Convention .

June 18-21 – N&W Historical Society 
Convention, Marion, Ohio. Info at http://
www.nwhs.org/convention/2015marion/ 

July 29–August 2 – C&O Historical Society 
annual conference, Staunton VA. More info 
at http://www.cohs.org/ 

August 8 (Saturday) - Lynchburg Rail Day 
2015. Info at www.blueridgenrhs.org

Still In Steam - The Way It 
Wasn’t - An April Fools Dream 
(With An Element Of Reality)

It’s April 1960, I’m in High School and 
the Norfolk and Western is still in steam. 

For quite some time beginning in 1955 the 
Railway had devised a master plan to diesel-
ize as a procedure distinguished by order 
and efficiency. There was no need to scrap 
modern Roanoke-built N&W steam on a 
fly-by-night basis. It was a known fact that 
N&W steam was far more dependable and 
efficient than many early diesels. But, at 
various branch line terminals where only 
minimal maintenance was needed, the die-
sel would have an inherent advantage. By 
the mid 1950’s the railway’s management 
was cognizant of the fact that complete 
dieselization would, at some point, be man-
datory. Yet, an odd array of mixed motive 
power from various builders, serviced in 
antiquated facilities built around the turn of 
the 20th century was not working well on 
roads such as the B&O and in particular the 

is an excellent source of what is happening 
right now within the Society.  As a member 
you get a discount at various museums and 
tourist railroads across the country. Have 
you ever been told you can’t take a photo 
of a passing train while on public property? 
We have a member of the Board who stays 
on top of all of this, writing to railroads and 
agencies safeguarding your right to take pic-
tures. You have access to a grant program. 
There are plenty of places to get a grant, 
but only the NRHS gives money strictly for 
railroad preservation projects. The next time 
you walk through Union Station in Chicago, 
look at the plaque presented by the NRHS to 
this historic structure. This is only one such 
location. RailCamp provides young people 
a very unique opportunity to experience 
railroading up close and personal. I realize 
you don’t have to be a member to attend, 
but who is providing this experience? What 
about those conventions held all over the 
country providing activities not always avail-
able at any other time? 

Times change. The idea of a “social” club 
is becoming outdated. Through technology 
you don’t have to attend a monthly meet-
ing to see railroad films or talk with others 
about your rail experiences. You don’t have 
to subscribe to a magazine and receive it 
printed in the mail. The internet has for-
ever changed how we communicate with 
others. The NRHS has a website, we are on 
Facebook, we have Twitter. All of these keep 
us connected in some manner.

The annual convention is the one time 
of the year when members can get together 
and celebrate railroading through excur-
sions, seminars, programs and social gath-
erings. The 2015 convention in Rutland, 
VT, promises to be an interesting week. 
Clear your calendars for next July when we 
all gather in Denver for the 2016 conven-
tion. It’s at these events where, if you work 

behind the scenes, you understand the value 
of being a national organization with proven 
successes. Railroads are more willing to 
accommodate you on their lines and let you 
use their equipment.

The past couple of years have been 
extremely stressful for the NRHS. Decisions 
were made, and in some cases not made, 
that put us in a very bad situation. Failure to 
keep up with this ever-changing world has 
left us behind. It’s not productive to place 
blame or criticize. We need to get it together 
and move forward. A new President, Al 
Weber, is now faced with picking up the 
pieces and getting us back on track to be the 
premier rail organization that we were and 
still can be. A lot of people have stepped 
forward to help Al accomplish this. More 
are needed. If you want to be involved, your 
talents are welcome. It will take a little time, 
but early indications are that we are headed 
in the right direction.

It’s not always what you get, but what you 
give. Your $50 dues payment says you give 
the NRHS your support. You are giving the 
leadership your approval to keep the NRHS 
going forward. You are giving President 
Weber a chance to make a difference. You 
are giving much-needed funds to correct 
mistakes and continue to provide services 
and benefits. You are becoming part of a 
proud organization with great history with 
much more to do. If you have not already 
done so, go on line today at www.nrhs.com/
membership/renew and renew your dues. 
(EDITOR’S NOTE: Please provide your email 
address because most communications from 
the NRHS will now be by email.)

Norfolk Southern to Close 
Roanoke Office Building

[NS News release] NORFOLK SOUTHERN 
on January 27 announced that it will close 
its Roanoke office building at 110 Franklin 
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known boiler work is completed. Hydrostatic 
testing is set to begin soon, according to 
Claytor. Hydrostatic testing involves seeing 
that the boiler can hold 25 percent greater 
than the working pressure of 300 pounds 
with water temperature being between 70 
and 125 degrees Fahrenheit.

Additionally, No. 611’s tender has recently 
begun the process of getting a new paint job. 
White primer was applied during the Martin 
Luther King Jr. holiday weekend. 

Tours of the restoration shop are avail-
able. The one-hour tour includes a brief 
presentation about the history and restora-
tion of the locomotive, followed by a look at 
the restoration efforts. Tours are available 
Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays at 1:30 p.m. 
and are limited to 30 people. The cost is $5 
for adults and $4 for children ages 3-12 and 
active duty military personnel. Tour cost is 
in addition to regular museum admission.

For information about how to help 
with the restoration effort, go to www.
fireup611.org or call the Virginia Museum of 
Transportation at (540) 342-5670.

N&W No. 611 Completes Hydro Test 
Feb. 20, 2015 – TRAINS News Wire

SPENCER, N.C. – Norfolk & Western 
4-8-4 No. 611 is one step closer to opera-
tion this week, having successfully com-
pleted its hydrostatic boiler test Wednesday. 
The hydro test is required by the Federal 
Railroad Administration prior to steam test-
ing.

The locomotive is owned by the Virginia 
Museum of Transportation and undergoing 
work at the North Carolina Transportation 
Museum in Spencer.

“The museum is pleased that we’ve 
reached another milestone in the rebuild 
that contributes the momentum building 
here in the valley,” says VMT Executive 
Director Beverly T. Fitzpatrick. He notes that 

the area around the museum is abuzz with 
talk of the restoration, and conversations 
can be heard around town about its eventual 
return – and operation.

Officials expect the locomotive to be ready 
to join the stable of locomotives available for 
Norfolk Southern’s 21st Century Steam pro-
gram in spring 2015.

For more information on the project, go to 
www.fireup611.org.

Phone Numbers For Emergency 
Notification

You may use these telephone numbers 
to report emergencies or other conditions 
affecting railroad operations, including tres-
passers, vandalism, fires, defective equip-
ment, etc. If at a railroad/highway grade 
crossing try to provide the unique crossing 
number posted nearby.

Norfolk Southern. . . . 800-453-2530
CSX . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 800-232-0144

National Railway Historical 
Society – Why Belong?

By Becky Gerstung
(Reprinted from the February 2015 Empire State 

Express, the Niagara Frontier Chapter Newsletter)

There is a certain prestige about being 
part of the NRHS. This is an organization 

that over the past 80 years has grown to be 
the largest organization of its type. It has 
gained a reputation for quality publications 
and activities. Through chapters and mem-
bers it has become a leader in preserving 
our rail heritage. Whether it be the written 
word, preserving photos and films, restoring 
or renovating stations and other structures, 
or saving equipment the NRHS has done it 
all.

What do I get for $50 dues? Publications 
are the most visible benefit. The BULLETIN 
has, over the years, presented numerous 
articles of historical significance. The NEWS 

Pennsylvania. 
Therefore, a plan was implemented to 

systematically dieselize, in accordance with 
the need for modernization while keeping 
all Divisions running smoothly without 
adversely affecting the operating ratio. First 
would be the dieselization of the Durham 
Line with Alco RS-3s beginning in 1955. 
This more or less isolated  operation would 
quickly be converted in a matter of days 
with all steam facilities abolished within 
30 days. For several months the line would 
serve as a test tube for diesels.

In the meantime motive power people 
would be examining EMD motive power 
operations on nearby C&O and Southern 
Lines. By 1956 a quick decision would be 
made to purchase 100 GP-9s to completely 
dieselize the Shenandoah Division with 
additional assignment to Norfolk and 
Radford Divisions as available (along with 4 
FP-9s for trains 1/2 & 13/14). And so on. 

By April 1960 steam Class Y-6 compound 
and a few Y-5 2-8-8-2s 2100s were operat-
ing on the hump in Roanoke and on some 
of the “trimmer” jobs in the terminal plus 
these locomotives worked the Lone Star 
Jobs running in reverse on the return into 
the Star City. (So the Shenandoah Division 
wasn’t completely dieselized.) Ys also 
worked all jobs out of Weller and several 
worked out of Auville too, occasionally 
pushing east, but remember the Pocahontas 
Division was for the most part dynamic 
brake territory so steam other than Class J 
600s was seldom seen in Bluefield. Also, a 
few 2100s worked in the Norfolk Terminal.

The general long-term plan for dieseliza-
tion was to initially relegate steam power 
to the flatlands where the use of dynamic 
brakes would be of less importance. 
However the Buchanan Branch would be a 
notable exception to this policy. 

Williamson was the primary stamp-

ing ground for steam on the N&W at this 
time. 2100s headed out to Delbarton and 
Scarlet Glenn as well as to Portsmouth. But, 
less than a dozen remaining Class A 2-6-
6-4 1200s were earning their keep west of 
Williamson into Portsmouth and on to Joyce 
Avenue in the Buckeye Capitol handling 
time freights 77 & 78 and most coal and 
empty hopper trains. On occasion stream-
line Class J 4-8-4s would run in time freight 
service between Williamson, Portsmouth 
and once in a while on to Columbus. 
One or two 1200s worked between Crewe 
and Norfolk but were prohibited on for-
mer Virginian routes. Once in a while a 
1200 or a 2100 would run to Roanoke for 
repairs. The Js still powered numbers 25 
& 26, The Powhatan Arrow, and numbers 
3 & 4, The Pocahontas, between Norfolk 
and Portsmouth. All steam was prohibited 
between Clare and Cincinnati and was not 
operated into Clare account the removal of 
all steam facilities. 

The ever quiet and sturdy S1a 0-8-0 200s 
operated in a variety of locations includ-
ing Columbus, Portsmouth, Williamson, 
Crewe, Petersburg, Portlock, Lamberts Point 
and at the material yard in Roanoke. Due 
to heavy coal traffic in both directions 
out of Williamson several Y-6 2100’S were 
moved out of Roanoke Terminal resulting 
in the short lived (13 days, as I understand) 
operation of double-headed 200s on the 
hump! Too bad they couldn’t be MUed, 
as I understand they did very well. Also 
for a brief interval around the holidays in 
1959 a Fairbanks DE-S 20 freshly out of the 
East End paint shop in austere N&W black 
worked the passenger station downtown. In 
South Yard former Virginian crews felt right 
at home with the assignment of several 200s 
to the A & B crews for a short spell.

The three joint “Southern” passenger 
trains (41/42/, 45/46 & 17/18) operating over 



Chris and three grandchildren.
I am sorry to see David gone; none of us 

really thought he would just suddenly leave 
our midst. He was out of town to support 
his beloved OSU when he suffered a heart 
attack. His legacy will remain both in our 
Chapter and our community.          

He joins an increasing number of our 
older members who contributed to the suc-
cess of Roanoke Chapter. Unfortunately it is 
a fact of life. Today we are fortunate to have 
a new set of leaders coming to the front to 
lead us for another 50 years. 

Remembering David Helmer (in 
the early days of the Chapter)

By Dorr Tucker

While David Helmer was an astute prag-
matist who relished the work ethic 

to the Nth degree, he was also quite the 
railfan. I remember running into him, brief 
case in hand (sorry youngsters, no lap tops 
or smart phones in those days), downtown 
at the passenger station on May 22, 1969, 
around 8:30 the night before the last run 
of what was the remaining vestige of The 
Powhatan Arrow.  As well as I can recall, 
he planned to ride No. 16 leaving Roanoke 
at 9:55 PM and arriving Crewe at 1:15 AM. 
There he would turn back at 1:30 AM for 
the last run of No. 15, the westbound coach-
only truncated “Arrow.” After a 4:55 AM 
arrival back in Roanoke he may have headed 
straight to the office. Few, if any, rail fans 
were on these last runs of the mail train 
“Arrow” as a new blue “Pocahontas” would 
be inaugurated the next day. All the excite-
ment was focused on the refurbished train 
and the attending Indian Maiden mascot. 
Few were paying attention to the last sched-
uled runs of De class heavyweight diner No. 
1019 in tuscan red paint. However, David 
was there for this little celebrated milestone 
of Norfolk and Western history.

Little did I know that in a few short years 
after the cessation of the Pocahontas in 1971 
that I would be helping Dave and Grace pack 
N&W dining car china in their basement 
as one of many projects that the Helmers 
were known for. The Independence Limited 
trips were just around the bend along with 
a stay at the whimsical Musick Hotel in 
Williamson, WV. 

Later, Dave would spearhead various 
innovative Chapter sponsored projects 
such as rail trips to NASCAR races at the 
Martinsville Speedway. He was adept with 
many off the wall ideas, yet unlike idle 
dreamers his projects were usually doable. 
Like a good coach, he rounded up a team 
of players and strongly encouraged active 
participation. However, he always stayed 
on top of what he was doing and followed 
through to achieve meaningful results. Such 
was David Helmer when I worked with him 
in the early days of the Roanoke Chapter 
before 611 operations and the Magnificent 
O. Winston Link Museum.

25 Year NRHS Award
Congratulations to Rebecca Tinnell who 

receives a 25 year pin honoring her NRHS 
membership.

N&W No. 611 Restoration On 
Schedule For Spring Completion

From TRAINS News Wire
By Ben Earp - January 19, 2015

SPENCER, N.C. – Despite North Carolina’s 
often bipolar weather, work continues 
to forge ahead on Norfolk & Western 
Class J No. 611 at the North Carolina 
Transportation Museum. FireUp611! 
Committee Chairman Preston Claytor tells 
Trains News Wire the program is on sched-
ule to be completed in late spring.

As of Sunday, a new rear flue sheet is 
installed, all the flues are installed, and 
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the N&W between Lynchburg and Bristol ran 
with Southern E and F units while trains 
15 & 16 could be seen with either a Class 
J or a GP-9 or, on occasion, one of the four 
FP-9s intended for the Shenandoah Division. 
Trains 21 & 22 often ran with leased RF&P 
E8s. It was no secret that the N&W had 
made arrangements with C&O to purchase 4 
E-8s and 6 FP-7s upon retirement of the last 
of the Class J 600s. Why buy new power for 
service that will probably be discontinued 
around the end of the decade?

And a 600 returning to Roanoke under 
steam? BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ, My alarm is 
going off. It’s 55 years later. APRIL FOOL!!! 
This has been a dream! Not all true, yet not 
all false either. 

But the 611 will run again. THAT IS NOT 
AN APRIL FOOL.-- Fiction Writer Dorr Tucker

Year In Review
Originally presented at the December 18 

Chapter Holiday Gathering
By Jeff Sanders, President

Fellow members, relatives, and friends lost 
in 2014

Before beginning my recap of the past 
year, we need to stop for a moment and 
remember those Chapter members, rela-
tives, and friends who passed away during 
the 2014. Forgive me if I have overlooked 
anyone, and PLEASE correct me if I do. 
Unfortunately, in some cases I do not have 
names, but only the relationship to our 
members.

In January, Betty Jean Stoneman – Chuck 
Akers’ mother-in-law; In February, David 
Shell – Richard Shell’s father; Karen English 
of Old Dominion Chapter (friend of Rebecca 
Tinnell); May 14, former member Mike 
Rutherford; Long-time Member Warren 
Babcock of Massachusetts, May 30; in 
September Jim Molinary lost an uncle in 
Tazewell, VA; October 9, Kathy Overholser’s 

mother passed away at age 97; November 15, 
Eddie Mooneyham’s grandmother, Sherrill 
Mooneyham; and on December 16, Kathy 
Overholser’s aunt passed away in Florida.

Please remember our members whose 
lives have been touched by the loss of these 
people.

On an upbeat note, one of our families 
had a baby boy when Morgan Scot Smith 
was born on Oct. 3, to Steve and Phyllis 
Smith. Also, Skip Salmon gained another 
grandson on Oct. 13. Although, it didn’t hap-
pen this year, Susan and I will have our 2nd 
grandson about Jan. 20, 2015.

Remember, fathers and grandfathers, we 
have to train up (no pun intended) these 
little boys for Chapter service a few years 
down the road!

2014 Roanoke Chapter Activities
As of February 3rd, 2014, we had 159 

members in good standing and 37 members 
in arrears for a total membership of 196.

As always, our Treasurer’s report is on file 
and available to any member upon request. 

The Virginian Station Committee contin-
ued getting the bid documents ready for 
Phase II. The City of Roanoke has noted sev-
eral issues with the Project Manual and bid 
document.

The Board plans to let Southern 
Appalachian Railroad Museum (TN) use our 
GP-30 No. 22 in trade for making repairs 
to the engine that we are unable to do our-
selves. 

Georges Creek Railway (Maryland) has 
offered to purchase our Chesapeake Western 
Railway No. 663. GC Railway also wants to 
lease space at 9th Street to paint a locomo-
tive they have purchased. This engine is 
presently stored at the Virginia Museum of 
Transportation due to lack of space at 9th 
Street.

We operated train rides at the Virginia 



plan during lunch. A call to Jim Bistline 
at Southern that same afternoon got a go 
ahead from Jim and we got busy. Several 
stops were planned each day, and that 
same afternoon Dave began setting up sales 
outlets, a task he excelled at. Chapter com-
missary car 1148 and ex-Southern open 
window coach 1204 and our observation car 
3305 Mardi Gras went with the train. We got 
together our always willing chapter mem-
bers for our crew and on March 3-4, 1979, 
we ran the first excursion with that engine 
on Southern Railway.

During the Seventies Roanoke Chapter 
pioneered multiday one-way trips with vari-
ous steam engines, first with Southern 4501 
(July 1973 Chicago to Alexandria, VA, with 
overnight stops at Fort Wayne, IN, Bellevue, 
OH, Pittsburgh, PA, and Hagerstown, MD). 
This was the first of many Independence 
Limited Trips of varied length. Dave was 
the Chapter Treasurer at that time, and at 
Pittsburgh asked a local N&W Special Agent 
to take him to a bank to convert several 
thousand dollars of change which we had 
earned in our souvenir and food cars into 
a manageable and safer check. The bank 
refused to take the money. They thought 
Dave had robbed a convenience store or 
some other business. Finally the local rail-
road representative had to come in and 
vouch for Dave in order to get the money 
changed.

The Independence Limited trips depended 
on local short haul patronage making several 
stops every day about 30 to 40 miles apart to 
earn sufficient revenues to cover the costs 
with the railroads and make some income 
for the Chapter. We ran again in 1974 
Cincinnati to Roanoke and on to Alexandria, 
and in 1975 from Knoxville to Alexandria 
through Norton, VA, and Bristol to Roanoke 
and Alexandria. The key to getting local 
passengers was to have local sponsors – 

everything from radio stations, chambers of 
commerce, even a local plumbing company. 
Over the years, Dave became our chief sales 
person lining up local sponsors. Many of us 
within the chapter nicknamed him the “PT 
Barnum of NRHS” because of his abilities to 
locate and excite local sponsors to support 
the steam trains. Yes, he was very good at 
promotion, even doing radio interviews by 
telephone to generate interest.

Dave’s talents were also applied to build-
ing the Roanoke Transportation Museum 
(now VMT) into a quality railroad museum 
in the Valley (first located in Wasena Park). 
He had backing from upper level N&W man-
agement to do what was needed to make 
the museum a reality. He was persuasive in 
bringing in others from the Roanoke busi-
ness and commercial organizations to devel-
oping an organization to administer the 
operations of the museum.

The Roanoke Times had an excellent 
article in the Tuesday, February 24th edi-
tion recounting Dave’s role in founding the 
O. Winston Link Museum and his active 
interest in the History Museum of Roanoke. 
WSLS Channel 10 also did a story on Dave. 
He dabbled in local politics behind the 
scenes, never running for office, but work-
ing his connections.

And in between all the N&W and NS 
work, NRHS and Museum interests, Dave 
was to the end a very dedicated graduate 
of Oklahoma State University. He faith-
fully followed their athletics, for better or 
worse (mostly better I think), participated 
in the Alumni Band when they played at 
Homecoming and was always proud to let 
you know his origins and loyalty was with 
his school.

Dave’s family was always important to 
him and they participated with him in 
Roanoke Chapter activities. Surviving him 
are his wife, Grace, daughter Delta, son 
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Museum of Transportation for Train Lovers 
Day on February 8th. We carried 860 pas-
sengers. Our crew preformed three days of 
switching to position equipment in support 
of the O. Winston Link Museum’s 10th anni-
versary event in January. We also assisted in 
lubricating No. 1218 prior to its move to and 
from Link. Several members also helped pre-
pare 611 for her journey to Spencer.

Ken & Beth Miller located and arranged 
for the donation of a surplus 48 foot trailer 
from Coca-Cola Bottling Co. Our crew at 
9th Street made room for our new storage 
unit, while Robert Young Towing moved the 
trailer for us.

The Chapter is acquiring, by donation, a 
former N&W Railway class B7 boxcar, cur-
rently stored, out of service in Radford. 
Moving costs are estimated at $4,000-5,000.

The Chapter donated $1,000 to help save 
the Boones Mill Depot.

Rail Camp candidate Will Ardis was 
accepted and attended Rail Camp West in 
Tacoma, WA this past summer, through a 
sponsorship from the Chapter. Both Rail 
Camps (east and west) were fully subscribed 
this year.

In exchange for two sign posts (for use at 
the Virginian Station), Black Dog Salvage has 
filmed some segments for their TV program 
at our siding.

Fred Boettner is taking over the respon-
sibilities of handling the Chapter’s radios. 
Paul M. Howell is retiring from this job, after 
many years of faithful service, for which 
the Chapter is deeply indebted. We thank 
Fred for taking on this job and appreciate his 
knowledge and willingness to serve.

While work is being done on the 9th Street 
Bridge over the Roanoke River, we are talk-
ing with the City to get the grade crossing 
repaired before bridgework is finished. 
Southeast Railroad Contractors will do the 
work under contract for the Chapter.

Efforts to obtain an ex-RPO car have been 
thwarted. We had planned to convert the car 
to a commissary car to be used with the 611 
train-set next year. We’re still looking for a 
suitable car.

Brake valves have been received from 
Graham-White in Salem, who very gener-
ously provided the reconditioning for us for 
our GP-30 No. 522. We appreciate Graham-
White’s continued support of the Chapter. 

We operated our train at VMT on June 21 
for Train Day, carrying approximately 420 
passengers. As always, we appreciate the 
effort our members make to operate safely.

The Valley Bank Commitment Letter for 
the Virginian Station bridge loan has been 
executed. Other discussions are ongoing to 
get the Advertisement for Bids approved. We 
have offered our Franklin Road property to 
be considered for location of a cell tower.

We are searching for someone to take 
on the responsibilities of the Membership 
Chairman as Walter Alexander has tendered 
his resignation after many years of dedicated 
service to the Chapter. THANK YOU WALT! 

Tax returns for the Chapter and Virginian 
Railway Station, LLC, have been properly 
filed. 

The air conditioner compressor on our 
coach No. 512 will be swapped out with an 
ex-Amtrak unit that the Chapter has. It will 
be finished in time for the next VMT run 
day in September.

Everything during the Norfolk and 
Western Historical Society Convention 
went very well including their visit to 9th 
Street. Motorcar rides were also given dur-
ing the event at VMT. On June 27 we ran 
for the NWHS Convention, carrying about 
120 passengers. The Chapter also provided 
tours of the Virginian Station. We received 
several individual donations to the project 
as well as a contribution from NWHS. C&M 
Maintenance pressure washed the floors 



David G. Helmer
By Carl S. Jensen

Roanoke Chapter lost another pioneer 
long-term member on February 21 with 

the passing of Dave Helmer.
Dave and I lived about 5 blocks from each 

other off Plantation Road for many years, 
and for much of that time shared driving to 
and from our work at Norfolk & Western. 
Many of you who knew Dave were aware of 
how focused he could be about some subject 
or another, and occasionally that took prece-
dence in his mind while we were driving to 
work. No, I don’t think we ever actually had 
an accident, but I do recall once or twice his 
stopping so suddenly that I made a depres-
sion in his passenger side dashboard, a 
dent that never did fully recover its original 
shape. No my head didn’t get hit but I think 
the bruise on my arm was deep and lasted 
for quite a while.

We both had an equal interest in our 
work at N&W and with NRHS. During our 
travels we frequently talked shop, my usual 
questions and comments to him related to 
railroad costing and the applications to traf-
fic movements. The profitability of certain 
kinds of business or in certain types of 
freight cars was always the reason for my 
questions and frankly, challenges to him 
about the validity of the numbers. He always 
had some kind of answer, even if I really 
didn’t always believe it. Dave was among a 
group of young employees charged with try-
ing to get our costs figured out in a way they 
could be applied to actual specific business. 
It was a pioneering effort well before we 
had any really viable computer technology to 
help with analysis.

But, our daily trips also were times when 
we debated and brain stormed various ideas 
and strategies for Roanoke Chapter activities 
of all kinds. Many an excursion idea evolved 
from those conversations. Dave was one of 

several of us who regularly met for lunch 
at Sherman’s restaurant downtown, usu-
ally joined by Julien Sacks who died several 
years ago (another pioneer member whose 
ideas and business acumen were important 
contributions). There were several other 
members who regularly joined us, Fred 
Wilson, then working in the N&W locomo-
tive department (who left a number of years 
ago to work with Metro North in New York 
State) was a major contributor, especially in 
the area of passenger equipment mainte-
nance and acquisition. And before he went 
railroading out in Ohio and Indiana Jeff 
Sanders (who also worked downtown for a 
time) was another member at lunch.

Dave and I once conceived and developed 
an entire two day excursion on Southern 
Railway in a little over two weeks with for-
mer Royal Hudson 2839 from Alexandria, 
VA, to Atlanta with an overnight stop in 
Salisbury, NC. The idea blossomed on the 
walk over to lunch, and formed into a 
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and walks at the Virginian Station before the 
NWHS convention at no charge. Thanks to 
all of the chapter and board members who 
helped out with the visit by the convention 
attendees. We received a lot of good com-
ments about the Station building and our 
progress. 

Window frames for the box car are com-
plete. Window glass will be ordered soon. 

National Representative Carl Jensen 
attended both sessions of Rail Camp. He 
reported that Chapter member Will Ardis, 
who the Chapter sponsored to the West Rail 
Camp this summer, did very well. He was 
very knowledgeable and showed good skills 
at the camp. We are proud to have him rep-
resent us. 

Carl and Jim Cosby have been making 
preliminary plans for us to host the January 
National Board Meeting in Roanoke. 

Conversations continued with Norfolk 
Southern regarding parking underneath and 
west of the Jefferson Street Bridge for the 
Virginian Station. Jim Cosby is working on 
obtaining flood insurance, which is required 
by Valley Bank. We already have hazard 
insurance.

Chapter tool car No. 1407 is being prepped 
at the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum 
for painting. Out of service steam heat 
equipment is being removed, along with 
some floor patching. 

We plan to get estimates on work for sev-
eral pieces of our equipment, which will give 
us a better understanding of what our priori-
ties should be as we move forward with the 
passenger equipment. The brake work for 
the GP-30 No. 522 is largely complete. The 
seats and old floor in coach No. 1489 have 
been removed. There are several leaks to be 
repaired and new window gaskets installed. 
Work is progressing on the wooden box 
car. The end doors are framed up and the 
windows and end doors are almost ready 

to install. The payroll car was eventually 
moved to Apple Ridge Farm. 

National appointed a committee to put 
together a “new organization” for the 
National NRHS which will be voted up or 
down at the September 20 National Board 
meeting. The reorganization may result in 
a separation of Chapters entirely from the 
National organization unless they want to 
become an “affiliate”. 

We do not know if the January National 
meeting in Roanoke will occur. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE - it did). 

The Chapter was authorized to advertise 
for bids for Phase II for the Virginian Station! 
Final approval from the various agencies was 
received recently, and our advertisement ran 
in the Roanoke Times on Sunday, August 
17. Bids will be received until 2:00 pm, 
September 18, 2014. 

The Chapter participated in Blue Ridge 
Chapter’s Rail Day in Lynchburg August 8. 
Dorr Tucker was the Chapter representative.

Our nominating committee was appointed 
with Skip Salmon, Chairman, along with 
Andrew McArthur and Walter Alexander. 
This year there are four Directors whose 
terms expire - Lewis Foster, Landon Gregory, 
Ken Miller, and Eddie Mooneyham. The 
election will be held at our Annual Meeting 
on November 20, 2014.

Chapter rosters have now been distributed 
either in person at the General Meeting or 
via mail. Membership Chairman & EBT, Walt 
Alexander, is preparing a job description 
and responsibilities for future Membership 
Chairman and EBT. Member Dave Johnson is 
considering the position.

Mechanical Committee Chairman Gary 
Gray reports the wooden box car project is 
proceeding well. Chris Slate has finished 
building the windows for the car and they 
have been test fit.

The interior tear down of the 1489 is 
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Photo by Richard D. Shell
Dave and Grace Helmer, at Bluefield during  
one of our Amtrak excursions, November  7, 
2009



complete. The floor has been removed, as 
well as the luggage racks and the center 
panels of the ceiling. Mike Voiland and Dave 
Johnson have been looking at the roof to 
track down the remaining leaks. The inte-
rior components for the brake cylinders on 
GP30 522 have now been reconditioned and 
are ready to reinstall. We need 8 two-way 
check valves, which should be on hand by 
September 19. Thanks to Graham-White, in 
Salem, for donation of these items!

We are considering bringing our coach 
No. 537 home from Chattanooga. We have 
requested quotes from Bob Willets and 
Charlie Polling for work on the 1148 and 
1489 and possibly the 512. We are examin-
ing the 1148 do determine the possibility of 
returning it to service as a commissary car.

We operated at VMT during the 
Grandparents’ Day event Saturday, 
September 14, carrying 455.

National Representative Carl Jensen 
reported on the new Business Plan for the 
National NRHS. It is scheduled to be pre-
sented on 9/12/2014 and the Board will vote 
on the plan on 9/20/2014.  Any changes to 
the bylaws would need to be ratified by 
the Membership, which likely requires 60 
days of notice. If so, that would require the 
National Meeting to be held on 11/20/2014 
or later, which is after the first meeting 
under the new Board of Directors. The Board 
authorized Carl Jensen, as our National 
Representative, to represent the Chapter’s 
best interests before the National Railway 
Historical Society board in regards to any 
proposed reorganization and support that 
the newly elected Officers and Members of 
the National Board be seated prior to any 
organizational changes. We also maintained 
the current Chapter Membership dues struc-
ture for all classes of membership for the 
year 2015.

Virginian Station work proceeded with 

the pre-bid conference held at the Virginian 
Station. Bids are due on September 18th 
and Jim Cosby projects that it will take up 
to 60 days to get the bids approved and the 
contract signed. After the bids were opened, 
the low bid presented was accepted by the 
Board, and awaits approval by the City and 
VDOT.

The nominating committee made up of 
Skip Salmon (chair), Andrew McArthur, 
and Walt Alexander are working to secure 
volunteers for the open Board seats. Terms 
expire for Lewis Foster, Ken Miller, Landon 
Gregory, and Eddie Mooneyham. Lewis and 
Ken will run for another term on the Board. 
Landon and Eddie will not be running again.

In early September, we received payment 
from TVRM for use of coach 537. Also, 
TVRM indicated they did not need use of 
the car in the foreseeable future. We will 
request to have 537 returned to Roanoke. 
GP-30 No. 522 still needs air work com-
pleted. After receiving bids for work on 
1148 and 1489, we will decide our priorities 
and move forward with maintenance and 
repairs. 

A meeting with City Transportation 
Manager Mark Jamison worked out details 
of our proposal to replace the crossing while 
the City’s work on 9th Street bridge has the 
road closed to traffic.

We gave train rides to about 35 folks on 
the Railroad Museum of Pennsylvania bus 
trip on September 14th. They passed back 
through town on their way home on Sunday 
the 19th and visited 9th Street. Our crew 
also switched the VMT yard to prepare for 
the Amtrak Exhibit Train to be on display 
September 13 and 14. We then switched the 
yard to re-spot displays.

The Board voted to allow NS to use our 
No. 1407 tool car to be used (at no cost) to 
move with ex-N&W Y6a 2156 from St. Louis 
to Roanoke.

Willard Hamill
By Paul M. Howell, with assistance from John 

Hamill and Paul V. Howell

Longtime Roanoke Chapter NRHS member 
Willard Hamill passed away on January 

21, 2015. Willard joined The Roanoke 
Chapter in 1971 and served the Chapter in 
many capacities over the years.

Willard’s boyhood home was overlooking 
the pusher station near Vinton (Boaz) for the 
eastbound Blue Ridge grade out of Roanoke. 
His father worked in the N&W Roanoke 
Shops and helped forged the drive rods for 
many of the locomotives built there, includ-
ing the “J” series. These early experiences 
helped to shape Willard’s lifelong interest in 
railroading.

Willard was drafted into the U.S. Army 
and fought during the final months of the 
Korean War. In the June 1953 battle at 
Boomerang he narrowly escaped death when 
two grenades were thrown into his bunker 
but failed to detonate. He received The 
Bronze Star Medal for his service and decid-
ed to attend Virginia Tech on the GI Bill. His 
Business major would serve him well in his 
longtime career as a stockbroker and also as 
the founder and operator of the locally well-
known Hamill Christmas Tree Farm. He also 
became a very active member of the Civitan 
Club and helped in their fundraising activi-
ties for many years. 

Willard served as President of the Roanoke 
Chapter NRHS for several years, and was 
responsible for securing the meeting place at 
Roanoke’s First Presbyterian Church fellow-
ship hall, where the Chapter met for many 
years.

Willard gave many hours of volunteer ser-
vice as a Car Host on most of the Roanoke 
Chapter sponsored excursions with the 
611 and 1218, including the Independence 
Limited cross-country trips. On several IL’s 

he rode in the ground support chase vehicle 
to help with ticket sales ahead of the train’s 
arrival in each town. In the days before 40 
MPH speed restrictions, it was often a chal-
lenge to keep ahead of the 611 running 
track speed in the flatlands of Ohio and 
Indiana. Willard experienced this first-hand 
while riding in the chase vehicle one day, 
as it was pulled over by the local authorities 
and issued a monetary reminder that the 
highway did have speed restrictions!

Antique cars were another of Willard’s 
interests. As a member and Past President 
of the Southwest Virginia Chapter of the 
Studebaker Driver’s Club, he at one time 
owned five Studebakers. The first of these, 
a green Lark sedan, he purchased from long-
time Roanoke Chapter member Floyd Kelch, 
which is still in the family. He owned a rare 
“R3” powered 1963 Avanti at the time of his 
death.

Willard is survived by two sons, John 
Hamill and Bill Hamill. Willard’s wife, 
Jeanette Hamill, died in 2008. 

It was my honor to have known Willard 
for many years and counted him as a friend.
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From The Editor

This winter we have lost two long-time, 
active members of the Roanoke Chapter 

– David Helmer and Willard Hamill. They 
will be sorely missed. Thanks to Carl Jensen, 
Dorr Tucker and Paul M. Howell for report-
ing on their lives and involvement in the 
Roanoke Chapter in this issue of Turntable 
Times.

All of us are looking forward to the 
return of Norfolk and Western Railway 
Class J 4-8-4 steam locomotive No. 611. See 
reports of progress in this issue. While no 
date for the return of 611 to Roanoke has 
been established, with much work by paid 
staff and volunteers at the North Carolina 
Transportation Museum in Spencer, NC, 
yet to be completed, late Spring is a goal. 
And we look forward to main line excur-
sions behind the 611 later this year through 
the kindness of Norfolk Southern and the 
21st Century Steam Program. Stay tuned for 
information when it is announced.

Speaking of the 21st Century Steam 
Program, another fan favorite from a previ-
ous generation of rail enthusiasts, Southern 
Railway 2-8-2 No 4501, will be operated by 
the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum in 
excursion service this year. Again, while 
as of this writing no schedule has been 
announced, Spring excursions are expected.

There has been a changing of the opera-
tions at the Cass, West Virginia, Scenic 
Railroad. The West Virginia State Park’s rail-
road is now being operated by the Durbin 
& Greenbrier Valley Railroad which also 
operates the West Virginia Central Railroad. 
Recently the D&GV announced that former 
Buffalo Creek and Gauley 2-8-0 No. 4 will be 
restored and returned to operation in West 
Virginia. This steam locomotive has been at 
the North Carolina Transportation Museum, 
unused and out of service for a number of 

years. 
Because of very limited interest we will 

not publish railroad-related personalized 
license plates. Perhaps we will try this again 
in the future.

Robin Shavers mentions in his MIXED 
FREIGHT column the expected return to 
Roanoke later this year of N&W Y6a No. 
2156. We have been expecting this “third” 
of the “big three” of Norfolk and Western 
steam (J, Y, and A classes) and can’t wait to 
see all three side by side with the return to 
steam of the 611, along with 1218 now in 
VMT. It will be a joyous reunion.

And I would be remiss if I failed to apolo-
gize to Robin for omitting his name from 
the Turntable Times staff in our 4th Quarter 
issue, our holiday greeting. For that matter 
I need to apologize to Dorr and Ken as I did 
very little editing on the 4th Quarter issue. 
Yes, I was occupied with family matters, 
including several trips to Tennessee when 
my mother in law died, but I should have 
been more involved. I am glad to be “back 
in the saddle” with this issue and hope you 
enjoy our efforts to bring you railroading 
news for the Roanoke Chapter. 

Stay tuned for another exciting Roanoke 
Chapter year!

Condolences 
Mary Erickson’s mother passed away 

on January 12, long-time member Willard 
Hamill passed away on January 21 and 
Judy Baumgardner’s brother passed away in 
January also. On February 21 David Helmer 
passed away. Our condolences to all their 
family and friends. See articles on David 
Helmer and Willard Hamill in this issue of 
Turntable Times.
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The proposed re-organization of “the 
National” was voted down. Newly elected 
President Al Weber was seated at the same 
meeting. Roanoke will collect our own 
Chapter dues for 2015. National will handle 
their own.

Meanwhile, the Chapter Nominating 
Committee announced the slate of nomi-
nees who will be running for the four seats 
on the Board. They are incumbents Ken 
Miller and Lewis Foster and new nominees 
Steve Smith, George Stein, Mike Voiland, 
and Percy Wilkins.

The Chapter was nominated by Susan 
Larkin of Valley Bank for the Chamber of 
Commerce’s Small Business Award for non-
profit organizations. While we did not win 
in our category, we were able to gain expo-
sure (200+) among a lot of people and busi-
nesses that didn’t even know we existed. 
We were recognized at the Small Business 
Awards banquet at the Hotel Roanoke on 
October 2.

Donations through companies, such as 
Kroger and Amazon, are being explored. 
These allow purchases by people with dis-
count cards (Kroger Plus Cards for example) 
to have a small percentage of every purchase 
returned to the non-profit every time it is 
used. 

As of November 20 we have secured sup-
plies for re-building the 9th Street railroad 
grade crossing. We received the 75 new ties 
from Koppers (which were left over from 
an allotment designated for member Peter 
Lewis’ Apple Ridge Farm. Thanks to Peter 
for allowing us to have these!) Also, Norfolk 
Southern has given us over 100 “main line” 
relay ties to cover our needs for the project. 
Thanks for NS’ help with this important 
job! Also, thanks to the City of Roanoke for 
working with us to get this crossing re-done 
while the 9th Street bridge replacement has 
the street out of service. Work is ongoing, 

AS WE SPEAK.
The Chapter has been asked to help with 

refurbishing the “Panama Canal Mule” at 
VMT. We helped with the original placement 
of Mule No. 686 in the 1970s. We will try to 
help out with this worthy project. It is being 
spearheaded by the family of J. E. Dorn 
Thomas, a General Electric employee, who 
was instrumental in securing the Mule for 
preservation in Roanoke. Mr. Thomas passed 
away last July at age 83. 

For a number of reasons, the Board decid-
ed to reject all of the bids for Phase II of the 
Virginian Station. Our low bid contractor, 
whose bid we accepted, did not meet VDOT 
requirements regarding DBE (Disadvantaged 
Business Enterprise) goals. With the remain-
ing bids too high for us to work with, we 
have rejected all bids. We will work on 
reducing our project costs and will re-bid the 
project early next year. We are also applying 
for additional VDOT grant money to help 
with the rising costs of the job.

We successfully operated two days of our 
Candy Cane Express at VMT on December 6 
and 7. Crowds were heavy most of the day. 
Since our coach No. 537 had returned home 
from Chattanooga, just one day ahead of the 
Express operation, we almost doubled our 
capacity. This allowed us to handle many 
more riders in a shorter time frame and cut 
down on the passengers wait time. This low-
ered the number of total trips necessary to 
handle the same, or more, passengers. We 
carried 2976 passengers. VMT had a record 
day of over 3700 visitors. That gave us a 
total ridership for the year of 4,866!

At our Annual Meeting, Thursday, 
November 20, we had very unusual results 
with the election of Directors. There were 
six individuals running to fill four vacant 
seats. The person with the highest vote 
count was assured a director’s spot. The 
next two highest vote counts were a TIE! So, 
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Cards and Flowers
If you know of a Chapter Member who is sick, lost a loved one 

or has a new birth in the family, please contact Bonnie Molinary. 
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Deadline for Turntable Times
The deadline for the next issue of Turntable Times is Friday, May 

8, 2015. Please send articles, information and exchange newsletters 
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Meeting Cancellation Policy
Any Chapter meeting will be considered cancelled if any of the 

following conditions are due to weather: Roanoke City Schools are 
closed on the day of or for the day after the meeting, or Virginia 
Western night classes are cancelled for the night of a meeting.

Cover Photo
This is about as current as you can get for the Turntable Times. 

Richard Shell ventured out on Friday, February 27, 2015. This is a 
southbound train at Wirtz, Virginia, while a northbound train is 
waiting for a new crew to arrive, after the original crew hogged. 
Photo by Richard D. Shell

From The Head End

For current information on the FIRE UP 611! campaign, 
see www.FireUp611.org

The Roanoke Chapter of the National Railway Historical Society 
will hold its next regularly scheduled meeting on Thursday, March 
19. The meeting will be held in the auditorium at the O. Winston 
Link Museum at 7:30 pm. Please be sure to enter at the west end 
of the building on the track level.

The April meeting will be held Thursday, April 16.
Throughout the year, please note our inclement weather policy 

below, and always check the website for the most up to date infor-
mation.

Meeting Notice
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they both get a seat on the Board. With one 
seat still vacant, the next highest two votes 
were TIED! This left the sixth person out 
of the running. For the remaining seat, the 
two tied votes have been decided in a run-
off election held earlier tonight (December 
18), with Percy Wilkins becoming the fourth 
Director elected this year to a two year term 
on the Board of Directors. 

I want to thank everyone who accepted 
the nomination to run for office. The 
Chapter has been very fortunate throughout 
our history to have many qualified members 
who were willing to serve. It is because of 
that fact that we have been so successful. I 
know I am prejudiced, but I think we have 
one of the premiere chapters in the coun-
try! Not many have been as successful as 
we have. It is because of the willingness of 

every member to do their very best at every 
job we undertake. It has been a privilege to 
be your President for another year. Thanks 
for all your support!

As mentioned earlier, the Officers will be 
elected by the Board, at our January Board 
meeting and announced at our January 
Membership meeting. At the end of the 
year we are 195 members strong. (EDITOR’S 
NOTE: see back cover)

I look forward to what the future holds for 
us. Does the number 611 mean anything to 
you?!

Thanks for coming tonight. Be careful trav-
eling home, and I wish you all a very Merry 
Christmas and great New Year!

K.L. Miller Collection
In August 1984, part of our Independence Limited crew visited 
the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago and posed in 
front of the Burlington's Pioneer Zephyr.  Out of the 20 depict-
ed here, eight are no longer with us.
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Upcoming meetings/events

Regular Meeting Locations are at 
the O. Winston Link Museum.

March 19 - General Meeting
April 7 - Board Meeting
April 16 - General Meeting
May 5 - Board Meeting
May 21 - General Meeting
June 2 - Board Meeting
June 18 - General Meeting
July 7 - Board Meeting
July 16 - Chapter Meeting
August 4 - Board Meeting
August 20 - Chapter Meeting
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the Roanoke Chapter, National 
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Visit us on the web: www.RoanokeNRHS.org

2015 Board of Directors
Our board usually meets at the VMT 

Conference Room on the first Tuesday of 
every month at 7 PM (see schedule right). 
Visitors are welcome.

President – Jeff Sanders
Vice-President – Gary Gray
Treasurer - Jim Cosby
Secretary - Lewis Foster
National Representative – Carl Jensen
Director at Large - Ken Miller
Director at Large - Skip Salmon  
Director at Large - Steve Smith
Director at Large - Percy Wilkins

Programs
Roanoke Chapter is always interested in pro-

grams for our monthly meetings. If you have 
a program in mind, please contact Program 
Chairman Dorr Tucker.




