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Oh! What a Picture! The O. Winston Link Video 

by Dan Fisher. 
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Jack, http://groups.yahoo.com/group/MERMailbag/ 

Check the Files section after you join.  There are 

folders set up for most of the Divisional newsletters.  

Some are missing – I either did not snare them or some 

newsletters are too big!  Yahoo has a 5 meg file size 

limit and a couple of CPD newsletters are well over 

that size….The Files area is also getting close to full, 

so I’ll probably be deleting everything from 2009 soon 

to make room for 2011 as the contest room results for 

2011. Best, Martin 
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Hi Folks: Following are the questions and answers 

from January's Prototype Railroad quiz. 

 Question 1 

Q.      What is a Unit Train? Name as many 

commodities as you can that are carried in Unit Trains. 

A.      A Unit Train is a large group of railroad cars that 

stay together as a unit both in loading, in transit and 

while being unloaded. 

          Commodities include, but are not limited to: 

coal, grain, raw and molten sulfur, sand, rock, taconite, 

crude oil, ethanol and gasoline.  

Question 2 

Q.      In the automotive industry the letters S U V 

stand for Sport Utility Vehicle. What do the letters S U 

V stand for in the railroad industry? 

A.      Steel Underframe and Vestibule. Primarily 

referred to Pullman-manufactured passenger cars in the 

transition years between all wood and all steel 

construction.  

Question 3 

Q.      The third largest wireless carrier in the USA is 

Sprint. Sprint had its origins with a railroad. What do 

the letters S P R I N T stand for? 

A.      Southern Pacific Railroad Intelligent Network of 

Telecommunications 

          Today’s SPRINT is the result of several mergers 

and acquisitions involving companies such as United 

Telecommunications, GTE, and Centel as well as the 

SP.  

Question 4 

Q.      In the early 1900’s railroads had problems with 

the shattering of the glass globes in lanterns due to the 

heat of the flame. A well-known company developed a 

heat resistant borosilicate glass named Nonex, for non-

expanding glass. A couple of years after the 
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introduction of Nonex a physicist for the company 

discovered a new commercial use for the product. This 

company and product are still around today. Name the 

company and name the commercial product. 

A.      The company is Corning and the product is 

Pyrex bake ware; the name was chosen because the 

first dishes made were pie plates. 

          Note that Corning no longer makes Pyrex. The 

rights were sold to two companies — World Kitchen 

and Anchor Hocking. Pyrex made by these two 

companies is no longer made of borosilicate, but lower 

cost soda lime glass. As Consumer Reports found out 

soda lime glass is less safe than borosilicate, and some 

soda lime bake ware has exploded in use. European 

companies manufacturing Pyrex still use borosilicate 

glass.  

Question 5 

Q.      What year and where was the first 

transcontinental railroad completed? 

A.      The first and shortest transcontinental railroad 

was completed January 27, 1855 and crossed the 

Isthmus of Panama from Colon on the Atlantic Ocean 

to Panama City on the Pacific Ocean. The original 

railroad was 47miles long.  

Question 6 

Q.      What interior colors did locomotive builders use 

on their diesel locomotives and why? Did these colors 

change as newer locomotives were manufactured? 

A.      Second generation and newer locomotives had 

their car body interiors and diesel engines painted a 

medium light gray. First generation locomotives 

usually had their interiors and diesel engines finished 

in a light machinery green.  Using a light color makes 

it easier for mechanical inspectors to spot leaks in the 

fuel, oil or water systems that need attention and may 

signal other potential internal problems.  

Question 7 

Q.      In some situations where two parallel tracks, A 

and B, need to go through an area that is too narrow for 

both lines, the second rail on track A will cross over 

the first rail on track B so that the corresponding rails 

are next to one another — A1, B1 then A2, B2 — then 

diverge back to standard parallel tracks as soon as 

room is available. What is this track configuration 

called? 

A.      Gantlet track. The spelling “gauntlet” is 

incorrect, yet is sometimes incorrectly used.  

Question 8 

Q.      The first song ever to sell a million copies was a 

song about an event on a railroad. This song also was 

the start of the popularity of country music as we know 

it today. Name that song. Name as many of the artists 

that recorded the song as possible. 

A.      The Wreck of the Old 97   

Roy Acuff Vernon Dalhart – 1924, 

1M 

Mac Wiseman 

Flatt & Scruggs Statler Brothers Hank Snow 

Boxcar Willie Woody Guthrie Eddy Arnold 

Johnny Mercer Kate Smith Danny Kaye 

Pete Seeger Hank Williams III Johnny Cash 

Henry Whittier Bill Morris Gary Cook 
 

Question 9 

Q.      Why did the Southern Railway call its first 

covered hopper “Big John”? 

A.      Southern Railway President Burke Davis called 

his new car “big John” after an Indiana 

newspaperman’s suggestion based on a popular song 

of the era. 

          The cars were ever after referred to as Big 

Johns.  It wasn’t just a marketing gimmick; it was how 

Southern people referred to large covered hoppers to 

differentiate them from the smaller covered hoppers in 

the fleet. 

          The song was “Big Bad John”, composed by 

Jimmy Dean and Roy Acuff, and released in 1961 

when the cars were new.  Dean won a Grammy in 

1962 for the song.  He also started the Jimmy Dean 

Sausage Co, now owned by Sara Lee.  

Question 10 

Q.      In mixed-train service, how did they function?  

How did the passengers get on and off, etc.? 

A.      A mixed train consists of both freight and 
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passenger cars.  Until the mid 1950’s mixed trains 

provided basic passenger service to many remote 

communities where the cost of running a regular 

passenger train was prohibitive.  Most ran during 

daylight hours. 

          Mixed trains varied from a few cars to 50 or 

more during a harvest season.  Most of these trains ran 

in agricultural areas, so the freight cars reflected this 

business. 

          Mixed trains commonly used a downgraded 

mainline combine or coach in place for a caboose at 

the rear of the train.  This provided comfortable seating 

and rest rooms for a few passengers and the train 

crew.  It also served as the conductor’s office.  If an 

old combine was available, its baggage area was used 

to haul small express shipments and company 

supplies.  In cases where older passenger equipment 

was not available, some railroads had special cabooses 

fitted with extra seats for passengers. 

          Passengers generally boarded or exited the coach 

at station platforms.  With short trains, the usual 

procedure was to spot the train so the coach was left at, 

or near, the depot while the crew worked the local 

industries from the head end. 

          Longer mixed trains usually pulled up to the 

depot, dropped off the passengers, and then backed far 

enough to clear the area they needed to do their 

switching work.  Before leaving town, one of the crew 

would check the depot.  If passengers were waiting, the 

train would pull ahead and stop for them before 

leaving. 

          Maintaining a schedule was difficult due to the 

switching these trains did.  Potential riders had to 

contact the local station agent to find out when the 

train was expected.  A crew could easily spend all day 

on a 30-mile branch if they had a lot of work to do, or 

they might be done by noon on a light traffic day.  This 

also meant that any passengers riding on the train had 

to be patient as well.  

Question 11 

Q.      In passenger transportation, what is the load 

factor and how is it calculated? 

A.      Load factor is a productivity measure that 

compares the number of seats that are occupied by 

revenue passengers with the number of seats that are 

available. If a 10-car commuter train has 1,000 seats 

and revenue passengers occupy 900 of them the load 

factor is 90%. 

          The airlines and Amtrak strive for 100%; one 

passenger for one seat. Transit authorities accept and 

sometimes encourage load factors exceeding 100% at 

rush hours.  

Question 12 

Q.      Railroads post the “W” sign along the tracks 

telling engineers that a road crossing is ahead and to 

sound their horns. What signs are used to tell the 

engineer that a silent crossing is ahead and not to blow 

the horn? What signs are used to inform the engineer 

that a crossing with automatic warning horns is ahead, 

and that they need to sound their horn if the flashing 

“X” sign is not lit? 

A.      There are two commonly used signs for silent 

crossings — “WQ” and the normal “W” with a red 

circle and slash over the W. 

          For crossings with automatic horns the sign will 

be a “W” inside a “C”, meaning “conditional whistle.” 

When the automatic horns are working correctly a big 

“X” will be lit and flashing, informing the engineer he 

or she is relieved of whistling for the crossing ahead.  

The “condition” is that if the “X” is not lit and 

flashing, the engineer must whistle for the offending 

crossing.  

Question 13 

Q.      Many unit train gondolas have one end painted a 

different color, which designates the end that has a 

rotating coupler.  Presumably all cars in a train should 

be aligned, but is there any rule about their direction 

facing front of back? Also do any unit trains run with 

some cars aligned to the front and some to the back? 

A.      Unit trains made up entirely of coal gondolas 

must be arranged with all of their rotary coupler ends 

facing the same directions for delivery to a rotary 

dumper. The rotary dumper ends are generally facing 

forward and coupled to the locomotive. Everything 

remains coupled and the dumping rotation occurs with 

the couplers aligned at the pivot point. 
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          Every pair of couplers must include a rotary 

coupler to pass through the dumper. If a car is 

reversed, two normal couplers will be together and the 

rotation will damage both cars. However, many 

dumpers today can handle two cars at a time. 

          If a car becomes aligned the wrong way the 

conductor is responsible for ensuring the car is turned 

in a wye or reversing loop before the train leaves the 

loading facility. 

          Some unit train hoppers have rotary couplers so 

they can be dumped either through the hopper doors or 

with a rotary dumper.  

Question 14 

Q.      When a helper locomotive at the end of a train 

cuts off “on the fly” how is the coupler pin pulled? 

How are the brake lines disconnected? 

A.      When the helper unit cuts off “on the fly”, the 

conductor merely pulls the pin on the helper engine 

and they separate from the train being shoved. The 

conductor will tell the helper engineer to give him 

some slack so the pin can be pulled on the helper 

engine. 

          Helpers that are cut off on the fly usually do not 

have the brake hoses connected as they are shoving the 

train for a very short distance. Manned helpers in 

mountain or heavy grade districts must have the brake 

hose connected to the helper units and the train must 

be stopped to remove manned helpers in this situation.  

Question 15 

Q.      Standard track gauge is 4 feet 8-1/2 inches 

between rails. Where, exactly is that measured, and to 

what tolerances? Is there more clearance on curves? 

A.      The distance between rails is measured from the 

inside of the rail head, and must remain consistent 

through curves. Specifically, gauge is measured 

between the heads of the rails at right angles to the 

rails in a plane five-eighths of an inch below the top of 

the rail head. 

          The allowed tolerances vary according to the 

track classification are range from 4' 8-1/2" to 4" 10". 

  

Question 16 

Q.         When railroads do tie and rail replacement, what 

do they do with the railroad ties they remove? 

A.          In North America the railroad industry buys 

almost 20 million creosoted toes per year. That means 

there are an equal number of old ties coming out of the 

tracks. 

Old railroad ties are sorted into three basic categories: 

relay (reusable in track), landscape, or scrap. 

Relay ties are cascaded down from the main line to 

branch lines or yards. Landscape ties are sold to 

companies that build retaining walls or bulkheads. 

Almost all scarp ties will be sent to co-generation 

plants that will burn them to generate electricity that 

will be sold to power companies with the energy going 

into the power grid. The co-gen plants chew up the ties 

into splinters and magnetically pull out the steel (S 

irons, spikes, plates, etc.), which will be further 

recycled at a steel mill. The splinters are then burned to 

produce the electricity.  

Question 17 

Q.      Cabooses: What was the purpose of a caboose? 

What did the crew do? How did the crew communicate 

with the engineer in the pre-radio era? 

A.      The caboose served two main purposes — it 

carried the rear-end markers and served as the train 

conductor’s office. The conductor did his paperwork 

while the train was in motion. 

          The crew consisted of the conductor, rear 

brakeman and, sometimes, a flagman. They watched 

for defects in the train ahead, protected the rear of the 

train from collision by following trains when stopped 

and helped in switching. 

          In the pre-radio era the crew used hand signals 

and whistle signals to communicate between the 

caboose and the engineer. Brakeman also passed hand 

signals to the engineer when switching. In the pre-

radio era trains were not as long and the engineer could 

see the rear end of the train to take and give signals. 
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Question 18 

Q.      What are the Requirements for the Use of a 

Locomotive Bell? 

A.      Rule 14 in most railroad operating rule books 

requires an engineer to activate the bell to warn anyone 

close to the locomotive that it is about to move. The 

engine bell must also be activated whenever the 

moving train is approaching and passing over public 

grade crossings, through a tunnel, or when it is 

approaching any location where passengers, workers or 

anyone else is seen near the track. 

          The bell is also rung at meets and anytime one 

train is passing another train, or cars standing on an 

adjacent track, as a warning to anyone who may step 

out from behind the standing equipment. 

          The bell is also used (with a reduction in speed) 

as an emergency warning device in case of a 

whistle/horn failure.  

Question 19 

Q.      Some steam locomotive tenders had side rods on 

the tender’s front trucks. What is the purpose of the 

side rods and what jobs did these locomotives do? 

A.      Side rods on the front tender truck indicate the 

locomotive has a booster engine.  These auxiliary 

devices used steam from the locomotive to operate a 

small engine that was built into the lead tender truck.  

Thus, the booster engine used some of the tender’s 

weight to enhance the locomotive’s slow-speed 

tractive effort. 

          Booster engines were commonly found on 

heavy-duty yard switchers that moved heavy loads at 

slow speeds in hump yards, on cross-town transfer 

jobs, or on ore docks.  

Question 20 

Q.      In the steam era how did the helper engineers 

communicate to synchronize their speed with the lead 

locomotive? What happened if the lead engine had to 

slow down or speed up? 

A.      Helper operations were carefully coordinated 

using locomotive whistle signals as specified by the 

railroad’s operating rules. The lead engineer handled 

the train’s air brake while each helper engineer had an 

independent brake for just his engine. Two long blasts 

on the lead engine’s whistle told the helper to release 

its brakes and proceed. The helper engineer repeated 

the two long blasts in response and opened his throttle 

to push in the slack.. Looking back, when the lead 

engineer saw or felt the slack bunch, he opened his 

throttle and began pulling the train. As the train moved 

along the load was divided between the two so the lead 

engine was pulling the front portion and the helper was 

pushing the remainder. 

          The lead engineer controlled the train’s speed by 

how hard he was pulling. During the trip, the helper 

engineer paid close attention to how hard his engine 

was working and adjusted the throttle to maintain a 

steady push on the cars ahead. He also kept a close 

watch on his train line (air brake) pressure gauge. 

          A single whistle blast indicated the lead engineer 

was going to stop, and a drop in the train line’s air 

pressure indicated a brake application was in progress. 

At that point the helper engineer gradually reduced his 

throttle to keep working some steam to lubricate the 

cylinders, and then shut it off as the train slowed to a 

smooth stop.  
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