USA MARCH 2011.  The commuter rail trip.
This report is about a trip to America with Andrew Parry. The aim was to do a few Amtrak routes and several commuter rail agencies, along with meeting up with Mike Tisdale from California for a weekend of line side photography.  Amtrak validity was a 30 day 12 sector rail pass and commuter rail tickets were purchased as needed.

Winning engines and airplanes are underlined. Train/flight details in brackets.

Wednesday 9th March

As is usual with many of my trips I was straight off a night shift to maximize my time off.  I met Andy as arranged in a Wetherspoons pub for breakfast at 08:00, and although I think this pub chain is totally over rated the breakfast was quite satisfactory.  We then caught a National Express coach to Heathrow terminal 5, this proving to be the cheapest way to get there and also direct from Newport.

Once at Heathrow our attempts to self check in failed, so we went off to an old fashioned check in desk, manned by a human, who told us we hadn’t confirmed our ticket and asked had we changed our flights at all, we hadn’t changed our flights but BA had messed us about something chronic since the original booking was made and it was them who had made the alterations – in fact 3 times all in all. Once this had been sorted out we were soon checked in and we had a row of 2 between us at the back of the plane, which we were happy with.  Having made our way to departures we made our second visit of the day to a Wetherspoons pub, this time for a quick pint, before our flight was called.  Our plane was on a remote stand and so we had to take a bus to the plane, on route to the plane I noticed that T5 is still in the process of being built, I thought it was finished but it appears that the building and air bridges leading to many of the aprons is still to be completed.  Once on board the flight it was found that half the plane (a B777-200) was without any entertainment as the system wasn’t working properly, luckily mine was working, however Andy’s wasn’t, so we swapped seats as I was going to try and spend as much time as possible asleep anyway. The flight was a bit longer than normal due to excessive head winds but pretty uneventful – and BA wasn’t on strike for once so that was a bonus.
Once we had landed at Newark we were happy to see there was no queue at immigration and we were admitted into the USA very quickly, and after waiting for just a few minutes for our bags we made our way to where the hotel shuttle vans operate from.  We were staying in the Ramada but I knew it was next door to the Sheraton so we decided to take whichever van arrived first.  It was the Sheraton van which came first so we cheekily jumped in, which back fired on us a little bit as when we got out the driver saw us going to the Ramada and he was far from impressed with what we had done and had a bit of a rant at us.  After checking in we had a couple of beers in the sports bar at the hotel before turning in for the night.

MOVES:

BA G-VIIG (BA189) 16:00 London Heathrow to Newark Liberty Airport, NJ 

Thursday 10th March 
We were up early and this time we took the correct hotel van back to the airport and then the air train to the NJT station, so we could catch a train to Newark Penn.  Having got to Newark Penn we had to collect our Amtrak tickets which proved to be an easy job apart from the agent trying to charge us again for them, we had already paid in advance but she hadn’t noticed that.  She was very apologetic when she realised her mistake and we soon had our tickets in hand and with time to spare we ate breakfast in one of the outlets in the subway before boarding our first Amtrak train of the trip, heading to Boston.  

Having never been to Boston before, it was new track for me after South Norwalk (where the MNRR Danbury line branches off) and it was quite interesting, especially seeing the MNRR F units stored in a siding at New Haven, six of them in all.  We didn’t go all the way into Boston on the Amtrak train, we bailed out short at Back Bay where we purchased a one day Link ticket which would allow us to ride the MBTA commuter trains in zone 1A, this ticket cost $9 and was actually valid for 24 hours from being validated so we’d get a little bit of use from it the following day as well.  We took a few trips on the MBTA trains, mainly between Boston South and Back Bay, not much mileage but allowed us to score a few engines within the limits of our ticket.  Later on we took a train to Framingham which was near to where we were staying, West Natick station would have been closer but we went to Framingham on the advice of the conductor who reckoned we’d have a better chance of getting a taxi from there.  At Framingham there were no taxis, but there was a guy waiting for one and he kindly phoned the cab firm he was using and asked them to send an extra car for us, the taxi fare was $14 including tip.  We’d decided not to stay in downtown Boston as we hadn’t been able to find a reasonably priced hotel there, even factoring in train and taxi fares to the outskirts of Boston proved a much cheaper option.

Once at the hotel we checked in and intended to go to a brewpub not far away, however this would have meant walking along a busy road without a sidewalk in the rain and in darkness, the traffic was flowing at high speed and we quickly decided that attempting to walk to the brewpub would have been foolish and fraught with danger.  In the end we opted to use a Mexican restaurant just across from the hotel, it turned out to be pretty good and sold a decent locally brewed beer on tap.

MOVES:
NJT 4602 (3210) 06:45 Newark Airport to Newark Penn

AMT 650 (170) 07:54 Newark Penn to Back Bay

MBTA 1054 (716) 13:01 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1134 (913) 13:20 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1074 (614) 13:28 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1071 (809) 13:50 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1067 (615) 14:05 Back Bay to Ruggles

MBTA 1058 (818) 14:29 Ruggles to Boston South

MBTA 1126 (617) 15:00 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1053 (P524) 15:29 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1061 (715) 15:55 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1126 (618) 16:22 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1028 (621) 16:40 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1057 (976) 16:52 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1059 (719) 17:10 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1051 (918) 17:27 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1032 (819) 18:10 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1067 (P529) 18:21 Back Bay to Framingham 
Friday 11th March
This morning we got the hotel to phone a taxi for us, and we took it to West Natick ($12 including tip and fuel surcharge!) in order to catch a train downtown.  We bailed out at Back Bay to take a different train into South station, where we arrived to find the next couple of departures were all engines we’d already had, therefore we had a break for breakfast before doing yet another out and back move to Back Bay.   

Once back at South station it was time for our next Amtrak move which would take us to Chicago – including new track for me as far as Albany.  Departure time came and went but no sign of the train and disappointingly no information either, eventually the equipment for a supposed 11:55 departure was backed in at 12:40 and we set off about an hour late. Apparently the train was delayed because they had to remove the baggage car which was bad ordered, I gleaned this info from the coach attendant and was surprised that there was no information or apology forthcoming over the PA at all, which is most unlike Amtrak.  We maintained our 60ish minute lateness until we reached the outskirts of Albany where we ground to a halt, and after a while we heard from the conductor for the first time, who announced that the line ahead had been washed away and we were waiting for some locos to drop onto the back of the train to take us to Albany via an alternative route, so just “sit tight”.  Eventually the opposite train of the one we were on went by with 3 locos on the front and a pair on the back, the pair were dropped off and backed onto our train and eventually we set off again still going forward for a while, before reversing for a good few miles with the newly added pair leading.  We soon pulled up again and then carried on forward again into Albany arriving nearly 3 hours late, I don’t know what route we had taken but apparently it was a CSX freight only line.  There was an opportunity at Albany to make up some time when adding the portion from New York but there didn’t seem to be any urgency in the shunting operation and very little time was made up.  After leaving Albany I settled down to sleep for the night.   

(Footnote – in the days following this, Amtrak suspended train service between Boston and Albany and vice versa, transferring passengers by road transport instead.  After this they started running the train over the diversion after CSX passed out some Amtrak crew to run the alternate route).
MOVES:
MBTA 1057 (P514) 08:54 West Natick to Back Bay

MBTA 1025 (834) 09:44 Back Bay to Boston South

MBTA 1116 (709) 10:50 Boston South to Back Bay

MBTA 1034 (814) 10:50+10’ Back Bay to Boston South

AMT 140 (449) 11:55+60’ Boston South to Albany (165’ 1ate)

AMT 707 & 824 (449) Pull back approx 10 miles on outskirts of Albany

AMT 150 & 140 (449) 19:05+155’ Albany to Chicago Union (arr. Sat 13:05, 200’ late)

Saturday 12th March

I woke up at Cleveland where we were running nearly four hours late, but we made some time up prior to arrival in Chicago at 13:05.  As it was a weekend we got the excellent value $7 Metra weekend pass, there wasn’t anything special happening at Union for the moment but one of the F40C’s (614) was in place for the 14:30 departure, which in retrospect we probably should have waited for and then done a decent out and back move with it.  In the event we went over to OTC, from where we did a round trip to Mount Prospect where we had just enough time for a very quick beer, and then we did a round trip from Union to Lake Forest with the return being shoved by one of my last MP36 locos.  The trains were busy with people dressed in green heading to or from St Patrick’s day festivities, on our final move of the day to Aurora the train was packed out with people returning from a parade in Chicago, most of who were drunk and extremely rowdy.  

Once at Aurora we checked in to our hotel next to the station and then had a few beers and a meal in the adjacent brewpub, which is in the former roundhouse.  Back at the hotel the receptionist reminded us to put our clocks forward by an hour, which was a surprise to us as we are used to doing it later in the month back in the UK.

MOVES:
Continuation of train 449 from yesterday, then….

METRA 151 (709) 13:30 Chicago OTC to Mount Prospect

METRA 131 (646) 14:37 Mount Prospect to Chicago OTC

METRA 411 (2613) 15:45 Chicago Union to Lake Forest

METRA 426 (2616) 17:20 Lake Forest to Chicago Union

METRA 404 (1319) 18:40 Chicago Union to Aurora

Sunday 13th March

We could have done with a good nights sleep, especially as we were going to lose an hour with the clocks going forward, but in the early hours of the morning we were woken by the couple next door who were having a bit of a love session, it didn’t last for long though!  Later on in the night we were awoken again by the air con unit suddenly bursting into life quite loudly.  

When it was time to wake up properly we made our way to the station and into Chicago where we decided to go over and see what was out at OTC. At OTC the departure platforms are displayed early and we were able to work out what would be working a few of the trains during the day as they were already in the station, luckily there were a few winners to be had and some moves were worked out to maximize the amount of trains we could cover.  The day was a success and I scored a reasonable amount of locos.  

After we had finished at OTC we made our way back to Union and a quick move to Western Avenue and return before some beers at the station, this was just a way to kill time as we thought the 20:40 to Aurora would be winner 214, so it was a surprise when 405 which we’d had in the morning turned up.  We had worked out that 405 and 214 could go up and down the line all day crossing each other and doing every other departure from each end of the line, so when we passed 214 on the other turn we were even more confused, obviously the diagram wasn’t as straight forward as we had hoped and the locos had been transposed somehow. Back in Aurora we went to the brewpub again for a couple of beers and then a quick move was taken late on, this time with the result of actually getting 214!

MOVES:
METRA 405 (1306) 08:20 Aurora to Chicago Union

METRA 175 (705) 10:30 Chicago OTC to Clybourn

METRA 126 (321) 10:43 Clybourn to Highland Park

METRA 164 (808) 11:34 Highland Park to Chicago OTC

METRA 125 & 145 (503) 12:40 Chicago OTC to Berkeley

METRA 141 (48) 13:16 Berkeley to Chicago OTC

METRA 163 (711) 14:30 Chicago OTC to Clybourn

METRA 164 (805) 14:43 Clybourn to Main St Evanston

METRA 135 (342) 15:02 Main St Evanston to Chicago OTC

METRA 119 (807) 15:35 Chicago OTC to Highland Park

METRA 171 (810) 16:34 Highland Park to Wilmette
METRA 175 (809) 17:04 Wilmette to Ravinia

METRA 119 (812) 17:32 Ravinia to Chicago OTC

METRA 425 (2719) 18:40 Chicago Union to Western Avenue

METRA 422 (2720) 18:57 Western Avenue to Chicago Union

METRA 405 (1321) 20:40 Chicago Union to Aurora

METRA 405 (1324) 23:20 Aurora to Route 59

METRA 214 (1323) 23:42 Route 59 to Aurora 

Monday 14th March

We had a little bit of a lie in today and made our way to Chicago where we did a couple of moves before having a meal and some beers in Union station before boarding the Californian Zephyr.  To avoid having to endure the farcical boarding process we waited until quite late and by the time we got into the lounge the queue was just about gone. Upon departure from Chicago we saw recently fire damaged P42 locos 112, 196 and 38 being shunted in the depot, 196 in particular looked a right mess. The afternoon journey and into the evening was quite pleasant with plenty of freights passing by.  

MOVES:
METRA 192 (1262) 09:20 Aurora to Chicago Union

METRA 122 (2215) 11:30 Chicago Union to Western Avenue

METRA 123 (2115) 11:43 Western Avenue to Grayland

METRA 419 (2132) 11:58 Grayland to Chicago Union

AMT 57 & 159 (5) 14:00 Chicago Union to Salt Lake City (arr. Tue 22:25, 40’ early)

Tuesday 15th March

I awoke on the outskirts of Denver, where the train reverses to reach the station.  Until recently the train would have backed all the way into Union station but as it is currently being redeveloped into a new transportation centre the train now reverses to a point just short of it into a makeshift platform which is a temporary measure.  

Upon leaving Denver we took breakfast in the diner as the train started its long and twisty climb into the Rockies.  After the train had been climbing for a bit we had some light snow, and after passing through the 6 mile long Moffat Tunnel and over the Continental Divide we pulled into Fraser - Winter Park, which had a load of fresh snow.  Plenty of people got off here with their winter sports gear so it looked like they had picked a good time to visit.  During the brief stop at Winter Park I stepped off the train and had a quick conversation with the conductor who remembered me from my last trip in January.  As we got further into the day there were photo opportunities at Glenwood Springs and again at Grand Junction.  After leaving Grand Junction we saw some canoeists in the canyon, at one point a group of them on the river bank mooned the train which caused great amusement in the lounge car where we were sat.  We eventually arrived at our destination of Salt Lake City at 22:25, which was quite welcome as we were not due until 23:05.  After getting off our train we walked to our hotel, which was a bit further away than I thought it would be and took us about 30 minutes.   

MOVES:
Continuation of train 5 from yesterday

Wednesday 16th March
A nice late start today and we made our way to the station in a taxi to try out the UTA Frontrunner train service.  The line runs from Salt Lake City to Ogden with just a couple of trains a day running a bit further to Pleasant View.  We took a train to Ogden where the UTA train station is just beyond the original Union station.  We walked to the Union station, which houses a rail museum along with a car museum and a gun museum.  Combined entry to all 3 museums was $5, and after we paid the lady at the door said we could leave our big bags with her while we looked around.  

We had a look around the rail museum, which has some interesting artifacts and displays before having a quick look in the car museum.  In the car museum a couple of volunteers were manning the door and gave us a quick talk about the exhibits, and asked us where we were from, to which we replied we were from the UK.  As we walked off the lady commented to the guy that “we spoke their language very well for foreigners”.  

After finishing with the indoor part of the museums we went and had a look outside where they have a few locos on display under a canopy, while we were there we saw the next Frontrunner service turn up with a pair on it so decided we’d do this train back to SLC.  From SLC we did a few more moves until we’d had all the locos that were out, by the time we’d called it a day the weather had turned wet and cold.  As our next Amtrak departure wasn’t until later on we took a tram to as close as we could to Squatters Brewpub, getting wet on the walk from the tram.  We got in the pub at about 17:30 and had the beer sample tray before deciding on ordering the Captain Bastards Oatmeal Stout, of which we had 3 pitchers between us, we weren’t in a hurry to leave the pub anyway as it was still raining hard outside. We eventually went back to the station at about 22:30 and found the train was already there, having arrived early for the second day in a row. I managed to stay awake until departure time but it didn’t take me long to crash out after that.

MOVES:
UTA 8 (09:57 SLC to Ogden) 09:57 Salt Lake Center to Ogden

UTA 10 & 19 (12:16 Ogden to SLC) 12:16 Ogden to Salt Lake Center

UTA 10 & 19 (13:27 SLC to Ogden) 13:27 Salt Lake Center to Woods Cross

UTA 2 (13:16 Ogden to SLC) 13:54 Woods Cross to Salt Lake Center

UTA 9 (14:57 SLC to Ogden) 14:57 Salt Lake Center to Layton

UTA 4 (15:16 Ogden to SLC) 15:36 Layton to Woods Cross

UTA 7 (15:57 SLC to Ogden) 16:07 Woods Cross to Layton

UTA 9 (16:16 Ogden to SLC) 16:36 Layton to Salt Lake Center

AMT 6 & 100 (5) 23:30 Salt Lake City* to Sacramento (arr. 13:50 Thu)

* Amtrak station is known as Salt Lake City, UTA station is known as Salt Lake Center but both are essentially the same place with their own dedicated platforms and Amtrak has its own building.

Thursday 17th March

I woke up near to Sparks NV, where there were plenty of UP locos about.  In the past the train used to stop here but it doesn’t any longer, I guess the reason is UP don’t want Amtrak passengers getting off at the station which is in the confines of the yard.  Shortly afterwards we arrived in Reno where there was time to get off for photos while a large crowd of people boarded.  Upon leaving Reno we took breakfast in the diner and then settled into the lounge car ready for the run over Donner Pass.  By the time we got to Truckee there was plenty of snow around and some snow clearing equipment was in the sidings at the station.  As we climbed up to the summit the snow became deeper and we had to wait for the line ahead of us to be cleared a couple of times, however it caused little delay.  By the time we dropped down from the summit the snow was all gone, but the trip over the Donner in the snow had been spectacular.  Next highlight was passing through Roseville where there are UP locos all over the place including a few lines of stored locos.  Thanks to some generous timings from here we arrived at the next station, Sacramento - our destination, a bit early.  

After bailing off we took the short walk to where we were staying and they allowed us to check in even though we were before official check in time.  We then went to the railroad museum, out of the museums I’ve visited in the states this one I think is the best, plenty of things to see and very good volunteers on hand giving out info.  After leaving the museum we spent a while watching some Capitol Corridor services at the station and then went back to the hotel for a bit of a rest.  We spent the evening in a pub in Old Sacramento, Fanny Ann’s, which was busy with St Patrick’s Day revelers and like the ones we had seen on Saturday they were all dressed in green. The pub was serving green beer which was some crappy multi-national brand produced lager with green dye in it, of course everybody was drinking it simply because it was green, most people ordered it purely for this reason, for all they knew it could have been anything but as it was green it was a must have. Andy and myself managed to resist the lure of the green beer and chugged a couple of pitchers of the excellent Sierra Nevada Pale Ale between us before heading back to the hotel for the night.

MOVES:
Continuation of train 5 from yesterday

Friday 18th March
During the early hours of the morning we were disturbed by some very loud and obviously drunk people screaming and shouting outside, too much green beer probably the cause.  The noise went on for about half an hour but it seemed a lot longer.  The alarm went off all too soon and we made our way to the station for a service bound for Oakland Coliseum, which was hauled by an Amtrak P42 rather than the expected F59.  We totally confused the female conductor as we had tickets to San Jose, we explained we were going to San Francisco and hadn’t wanted to get up for an earlier train going all the way to San Jose, we had tickets to San Jose only to leave our options open and now we intended to catch a BART (Bay Area Rapid Transport) from Oakland Coliseum instead.  She correctly replied that we could get a BART from Richmond but we said we wanted to do the train through to Oakland, at this point she said in that case we’d have to get off at the Jack London Square station then as the train only goes down to the coliseum if there are ticketed passengers going there, which we surely were?  We think she must have been after an early finish as she was desperately trying to put us off the idea of going to the coliseum saying it was a rough area full of drug dealers, muggers and prostitutes etc, once we got to Jack London Square it transpired that the train was going forward though as there was ONE other passenger on board going to the coliseum so we stayed on board.  Once at the coliseum we found that all manner of dodgy people who we had been warned about must have been having the day off as we saw no evidence of any trouble at all on the 2 minute walk to the BART station.   We jumped on the BART heading to SF and got off at Powell so we could do a trip on a cable car, a must do when in the city.  Luckily there wasn’t much of a queue, probably because the rain was lashing down, so although the queue was short we still got soaked during our wait to board the cable car (#15) which we did to Fisherman’s Wharf, we got even wetter during the trip as we sat on the side of the cable car and when we spent about 15 minutes stationary because the cable had failed the wind was blowing the rain onto us.  After getting off the cable car we went into a Burger King to shelter and dry off a bit, then took a tram along the Embarcadero before taking a Muni light rail service to the Caltrain station, all the while it was still raining.

At the Caltrain station we got a 4 zone day pass for a reasonable $17 each and set about doing some moves.  I was hoping to get a few of the last 11 locos I required, but as the service is fairly limited prior to rush hour we did a few moves with the intention of heading back to SF in time for the rush period, which netted me one winner to start with.  Once back at SF I made a note of what was in the station and there were 4 winners, and as the departures are already posted in the station I was able to work out a move to get them all, I also managed to get another winner on a short double back move so was pleased to get 6 out of 11. We finished our Caltrain moves at San Jose and did Amtrak back to Sacramento, again with a P42 instead of an F59.  Back at Sacramento there was time for a nightcap at Fanny Ann’s, which was empty compared to last night.

MOVES:
AMT 201 (529) 07:40 Sacramento to Oakland Coliseum

CALTRAIN 905 (150) 13:07 San Francisco to Belmont

CALTRAIN 906 (151) 13:56 Belmont to San Bruno

CALTRAIN 921 (154) 14:27 San Bruno to Belmont

CALTRAIN 917 (155) 14:56 Belmont to San Francisco

CALTRAIN 910 (264) 16:19 San Francisco to San Mateo

CALTRAIN 915 (368) 16:57 San Mateo to Palo Alto

CALTRAIN 912 (267) 17:16 Palo Alto to Menlo Park

CALTRAIN 919 (270) 17:34 Menlo Park to Palo Alto

CALTRAIN 928 (372) 17:49 Palo Alto to Mountain View

CALTRAIN 907 (277) 18:03 Mountain View to Menlo Park

CALTRAIN 914 (276) 18:28 Menlo Park to San Jose

AMT 117 (546) 19:15 San Jose to Sacramento

Saturday 19th March
Today we had arranged to meet up with Mike Tisdale, a resident of California who I’d met on a couple of previous occasions.  Mike picked us up at the hotel and the plan was to hopefully find some action to photograph in Feather River Canyon and then head to Portola for the night.  We set off and the first place we called at was Roseville where we did a trip around the circumference of the UP depot and yards getting photos of whatever we could from various vantage points but without trespassing onto UP property.  From here we started heading north, stopping at a place called Sheridan to photograph an auto-rack train we saw heading towards us and then another stop at Olivehurst to photograph a container train we chased from Marysville.  We doubled back to Marysville and had some food in an independent burger bar (far better than giving money to the multi-nationals) and then headed up the Feather River Highway into the canyon, all the while looking out for any trains.  While driving along the highway we encountered some light snow, but at about 3000ft (near Belden) the snow became thick and was well settled, and we’d need snow chains on the car wheels to carry on, therefore we wouldn’t be making it to Portola today.  We turned back and after driving around for a while we eventually came across a westbound freight near the delightfully named Elephants Butte Tunnel.  We gave chase and got pictures at such locations as Cresta, Pulga, Poe, James and finally Elsey, where the cows in the field took a great deal of interest in us.  

As it was now getting dark Mike suggested we get something to eat in The Depot at Oroville, a restaurant in the former Western Pacific station, which as luck would have it also turned out to be a brewpub as well.  Typically, now that it was dark and we had sat down to eat, the trains started turning up with a couple of freights passing almost as soon as we went in.  Following a pleasant meal and a sample tray of the beers, Mike drove us back to Roseville, dropping me and Andy off at a hotel before he headed home for the night, arranging to collect us again in the morning.

Sunday 20th March

The revised plan for today was to head to the Donner Pass and follow the eastbound Californian Zephyr, train 6, however when Mike picked he gave us the info that the train was expected to be 5 hours late starting, because the equipment had been so late (about 7 hours) arriving at Emeryville the previous evening on train 5 due to snow up on Donner.  Once again we headed to the UP yards and depot to see what was about and spent a while there, before deciding we’d head to Donner anyway – but for the second day running we were thwarted by snow as the road we were taking, Interstate 80, was closed at Colfax because of zero visibility.  We stopped off at Colfax for a while but nothing was happening, so we had a drive round to some other vantage points, still no trains came.  Eventually we bumped into a UP employee in a company vehicle, he told us that the next train along would be the CZ, so we started heading back towards Roseville stopping at Rocklin to at last photograph the well delayed Zephyr.  Back at Roseville we did yet another tour of the perimeter of the UP yards and depot before Mike took us back to Sacramento where we had a hotel booked for the night.  

(Footnote – deep snow on the Donner Pass meant that for a couple of days after this the CZ was diverted via Feather River Canyon until UP declared they didn’t have enough capacity on that route due to freight diversions.  Amtrak then started terminating and starting the CZ at Reno.  The snow got so deep that UP was forced to use the rotary snow ploughs stored at Roseville for the first time in many years).

Our plan once at Sacramento was to stay the night and then take the next days southbound Coast Starlight down to LA departing at 08:25, so when we passed the station at about 18:00 and saw some Superliners there we wondered what was going on.  Turned out that it was today’s train running somewhat late, not only that it had a UP unit on it paired with an Amtrak Cascades loco and at about this point I went into a major spin – we were booked on this service but not until the morning and we also had a paid for hotel booked in Sacramento – but there was no way that I wanted to let go the chance of scoring a freight loco.  After a very quick debate with Andy we decided we’d get on if we got the OK from the conductor, so we rushed to find him and after a bit of persuading he said ok and we got on after bidding farewell to Mike. We eventually departed at 18:35, just the 10 and a bit hours late then.  After we got going I spoke to one of the other passengers who explained to me that the locos had been in trouble earlier in the trip and a UP unit had assisted the train over the Cascades and then detached at Klamath Falls, only to hit more trouble about 30 miles north of Sacramento, where for the second time a UP loco had to be called out to help, the loco was 7705 and had been summoned from Roseville, which rang true as we’d seen it there in the morning.  Upon attaching 7705 they’d also removed a P42 which had locked a traction motor.  We settled down for the ride and after leaving Emeryville an announcement was made to say we’d be pulling into the Amtrak yard at Oakland to change locos and detach a private car off the back of the train.   I thought this would be the end of the UP haulage and after 35 minutes in the yard we pulled forward to Jack London Square station.  As this was a smoke stop I got off and had a chat with the friendly female conductor on the platform, as I couldn’t see what was up front she told me we still had the same locos but now with P42 # 201 “deadheading” in the middle of them, but the other two were both working – and this loco consist was booked through to LA.  I hadn’t realised that a UP and Amtrak loco would be able to work in multiple and thought that the working Cascades F59 would be supplying HEP only.  Upon departure from Oakland everybody on board was supplied with a free KFC meal that had just been delivered to the train, a gesture that went down very well, although most people seemed to be in good spirits anyway despite the huge delay.  I nodded off after we left San Jose at 23:10, 10 minutes after the train should have arrived in LA, which was still 423 miles away – the train was now 11 hours late.

MOVES:
UP 7705 & AMT 466 (11) 08:25+610’ Sacramento to Guadalupe (arr. 07:20 Mon)

Loco 201 added dead at Amtrak Yard in Oakland.

Monday 21st March
The train was stationary when I woke up, we were about a mile south of Guadalupe and the time was 05:00.  I woke up a bit peckish and went to the diner where they were serving breakfast, free of charge, not the usual menu but whatever was left in the Amtrak fridge.  My breakfast consisted of scrambled egg and bacon with a croissant, which did me just nicely.  Whilst in the diner I found out we were stopped due to a mudslide ahead and we were waiting for the line to be inspected.  Eventually we reversed back to Guadalupe arriving at 07:20 and were told we were going to be having a bus for the last 200 miles to LA, cheers then!  Cue much hanging around, the mood of some of the passengers had now changed a bit as people were getting fed up, in particular the leader of a large group heading to Disneyland who was trying the patience of the Amtrak staff who had found themselves in a position beyond their control.  During the time at Guadalupe I watched the train backing up the platform and both the UP loco and Amtrak 466 powered up so I was confident that I could count both.  At about 09:30 the buses turned up and we got away just after 10, arriving in LA at 14:00 – a mere 15 hours after the train should have arrived, although for me and Andy it was actually a 9 hour early arrival and we’d had a freight loco for haulage and some free food too – result!

Once at LA we made our way to our hotel and they let us check in early, so after a quick freshen up we went out to do some moves on Metrolink, I netted a couple of winners prior to us heading back to the hotel during a lull in services.  We then went out again a bit later and I netted another 2 locos.  Back in LA I enquired at the Amtrak desk if the Coast Starlight which me and Andy should have arrived on was on time, to which we were told they didn’t expect it till 03:00 at best – we were pleased that we’d avoided getting to LA at that time of day.  As there isn’t much around near where we were staying we got some beers from a liquor store and a Subway sandwich to eat in the room prior to going to sleep.

MOVES:
Continuation of train 11 from yesterday, then….

BUS (11) Guadalupe to Los Angeles Union (arr. 14:00, 900’ late)

M’LINK 893 (909) 15:05 Los Angeles Union to Burbank

M’LINK 854 (218) 15:56 Burbank to Los Angeles Union

M’LINK 902 (117) 16:25 Los Angeles Union to Glendale

M’LINK 874 (908) 17:00 Glendale to Los Angeles Union

M’LINK 872 & 894 (221) 19:35 Los Angeles Union to Burbank

M’LINK 859 (222) 20:24 Burbank to Los Angeles Union

Tuesday 22nd March
Today’s move was to head down to San Diego and then do some Coaster trains, before returning back to LA for the night.  Once we got to San Diego we went to the waterfront and had fish and chips at a place next to the cruise ship terminal, before returning to the station to cover the Coaster trains.  A day ticket for the trains cost $14, but we had to pay an extra $2 for the plastic credit card style type thing which stores the validity and can be scanned by on board staff to check that you’ve actually paid.  Our first Coaster move took us to Oceanside where we had an hour to spare so we checked out a brewpub near the station (Breakwater Brewing).  The pub had a wide range of their own beers available and several other brews as well, in total 40 beer pumps, we both agreed that we’d come back later and take a late train to LA as there wasn’t much near to where we were staying to rush back for anyway.  Back on the trains we wanted to cover all locos that were out, we expected four in all but only managed to have three, 2103 crossed us heading north on a one way move to Oceanside on a train we had expected to be 2102, so we missed it -  doh!  We still had a good day though and stopped off in the evening at Encinitas for a beer (including a brew from a small San Diego brewery) before heading back to Breakwater Brewing at Oceanside where we had a pitcher or two of their stout with a meal.  As we had a late arrival into LA and quite an early start the next day we spent most of the trip back on Amtrak asleep.

MOVES:

AMT 458 (566) 08:30 Los Angeles Union to San Diego

COASTER 2101 (645) 12:45 San Diego to Oceanside

COASTER 2101 (654) 14:50 Oceanside to Carlsbad Village

COASTER 2102 (651) 15:09 Carlsbad Village to Oceanside

COASTER 2102 (656) 15:29 Oceanside to Old Town

COASTER 2101 (655) 16:29 Old Town to Encinitas

COASTER 2104 (660) 17:18 Encinitas to Sorrento Valley
COASTER 2104 (663) 19:05 Encinitas to Oceanside 

AMT 457 (595) 21:09 Oceanside to Los Angeles Union

Wednesday 23rd March

We were up quite early to cover the Amtrak train 799, I was hoping for a new P32 but it was 503 which I’d had previously so no luck there, it was good to get a P32 in for the trip though.  We did the train to Chatsworth from where we did Metrolink back to LA, breaking the journey at Glendale so as to get an extra loco.  When we got to LA we were surprised to see a UP loco (5606) on the buffer stops in front of but not coupled to Amtrak’s train #1 which originates in New Orleans, whether or not it had worked the train we don’t know.  After getting some snaps of the UP loco we had breakfast before heading to one of my usual haunts, San Bernardino.  We had just over an hour there and were lucky to see a couple of freights going through and a light loco movement as well.  Also while we were there we were able to have a quick look around the museum in the station building, it isn’t normally open on weekdays but there was a member of staff doing some work there and he kindly allowed us to look round.  Back at LA we did some more local moves before boarding the Southwest Chief.  Departure of the Chief was on time but progress was slow out of LA due to congestion, the train was already about 40 minutes late by San Bernardino and the weather was awful.  A couple of the table seats in the lounge car were getting wet due to a leaky roof.  After San Bernardino we climbed up into some snowy conditions, eventually tiredness set in and we went back to our seats to crash out.

MOVES:
AMT 503 (799) 07:35 Los Angeles Union to Chatsworth

M’LINK 888 (110) 08:49 Chatsworth to Glendale

M’LINK 892 (210) 09:41 Glendale to Los Angeles Union

M’LINK 859 (308) 11:20 Los Angeles Union to San Bernardino

M’LINK 854 (327) 14:00 San Bernardino to Los Angeles Union

M’LINK 900 (115) 15:35 Los Angeles Union to Glendale

M’LINK 866 (218) 16:03 Glendale to Los Angeles Union

M’LINK 857 (117) 16:25 Los Angeles Union to Glendale

AMT 462 (784) 16:38 Glendale to Los Angeles Union

AMT 54 & 823 (4) 18:15 Los Angeles Union to Albuquerque (arr. 11:40 Thu)

Thursday 24th March

I woke up somewhere near Gallup, where we arrived an hour late.  Our trip forward towards Albuquerque was busy with us crossing and overtaking freights on a frequent basis, but thanks to some padding in the schedule and some excellent work by the train dispatcher we made it to Albuquerque smack on time.  With a bit of time to spare at Albuquerque we just waited on the platform watching the Chief get fuelled and then depart before our next move which was on New Mexico Rail Runner.  I required 3 locos, 104, 105 and 107 but 105 looked like it was already out of the picture as it was sat on shed with its engine room doors open.  107 looked promising as it was coupled to a train on shed and hopefully 104 would be on one of the trains we’d cover during the afternoon as it wasn’t on shed.  We started by doing Belen and back which was the only available move as daytime service on NMRR is quite sparse.  At Belen there was evidence of a recent derailment in the BNSF yard, a couple of overturned wagons and some shattered wheel sets were scattered about and track repairs were in progress.  Back in Albuquerque there was time for some food in the station fast food restaurant and then it was back onto NMRR, ending up eventually at Santa Fe having had 2 of my 3 wanted locos, and 7 out of the 9 strong NMRR fleet. We had just over an hour at Santa Fe so we sampled the beers of the nearby brewpub before heading to Sandoval/US550 where we were booked in the Super 8 at the back of the station parking lot.
MOVES:

Continuation of train 4 from yesterday, then….

NMRR 108 (509) 13:02 Albuquerque to Belen

NMRR 108 (514) 14:00 Belen to Albuquerque

NMRR 102 (516) 16:18 Albuquerque to Sandoval/US550

NMRR 104 (511) 17:11 Sandoval/US550 to Los Ranchos/JC

NMRR 103 (518) 17:37 Los Ranchos/JC to Sandoval/US550

NMRR 101 & 109 (515) 18:18 Sandoval/US550 to Los Ranchos/JC

NMRR 107 (520) 18:46 Los Ranchos/JC to Santa Fe

NMRR 103 (521) 21:30 Santa Fe to Sandoval/US550

Friday 25th March

I got up early just in case 105 had decided to have a spin out, but it didn’t, although I did get 106 meaning I’d had 8 out of the 9 locos NMRR has in just 2 days.  Andy later joined me on train 507 at Sandoval having had a lie in as he didn’t fancy such an early start.  Once we got to Albuquerque we had quite a layover as there is a huge gap in NMRR service and so we did the free bus into downtown.  Albuquerque seemed to be a really quiet city, but we got off the bus and stumbled upon an old style diner where we had breakfast, which we had finished at about 09:15.  With still loads of time to spare we asked the waitress if we could have a beer, we didn’t know what the local laws were regarding serving times, but she said it was ok.  We both took our time over a pint of Albuquerque brewed Marble IPA which was very good.  After taking the free bus back to the station we hung around on the platform until our train rolled in on time.  Once we got on the move we went to the lounge car, and we both commented on the lack of freight we were passing today – not one.  The only thing we eventually passed was the westbound Chief running about 5 hours late and it had a BNSF loco (9615) leading it with a single Amtrak P42.  Later information revealed the BNSF loco worked through to LA, having worked the train from La Junta, where we saw the errant Amtrak P42 # 45 dumped in the station having had some sort of failure earlier.

MOVES:
NMRR 107 (501) 05:55 Sandoval/US550 to Los Ranchos/JC

NMRR 106 & 101 (506) 06:25 Los Ranchos/JC to Sandoval/US550

NMRR 103 (503) 07:00 Sandoval/US550 to Los Ranchos/JC

NMRR 108 (508) 07:35 Los Ranchos/JC to Sandoval/US550

NMRR 102 (507) 08:08 Sandoval/US550 to Albuquerque

AMT 144 & 55 (4) 12:10 Albuquerque to Chicago Union (arr. 15:45 Sat, 30’ late)

Saturday 26th March
I was awoken during the night by some shunting that was going on, we were at Newton and adding a coach to the rear of the train, resulting in a 70 late departure having spent quite a bit off time blocking the road crossing where there were a few cars waiting despite it being the middle of the night.  From there I had some broken sleep, eventually coming round on the outskirts of Kansas as we passed a freight yard.  We were an hour late ex Kansas eventually getting to Chicago about 30 minutes late, crossing plenty of freight on the way.  We had a quick beer in the station bar before getting a Metra weekend rover and viewing a couple of trains.  The 16:35 to Fox Lake was F40C # 614 so we decided we’d have a decent run on it as, especially as we’d let it go a couple of weeks ago, however doing it to Fox Lake would have meant a very late return into Chicago, so we did it part way and then doubled back
After doing the F40C we simply made our way to Aurora where we were staying, and as usual we visited the excellent brewpub adjacent to the hotel.  A pleasant evening was had before we returned to the hotel for the last night of this holiday.

MOVES:
Continuation of train 4 from yesterday, then….

METRA 614 (2615) 16:35 Chicago Union to North Glenview

METRA 416 (2616) 17:36 North Glenview to Chicago Union

METRA 405 (1319) 18:40 Chicago Union to Aurora
Sunday 27th March

Our last chance to get a few locos in and we did almost a carbon copy of the moves we had done a fortnight ago until it was time to go to the airport.  I was hoping to get 4 new Metra locos today as this would mean I’d had 100 of the fleet, in the end I managed 5 so was very pleased.  In order to get to the airport we did a Metra train to Jefferson Park from where we got the CTA blue line train to O’Hare.  The check in was quick and easy with an extremely friendly agent, and once again we were allocated a row of 2 between us at the back of the plane.  Before heading airside we had some food, as once airside at T5 there is nothing there – bugger all, apart from a couple of “bars” which are cupboards on wheels where you can buy beer at an extortionate price if you wish, and some shops which are also wheeled out as and when they open for business.

On boarding the plane we took our seats, today we had a newer member of the BA 777 fleet (a B777-700) which was about 8 months old.  All the entertainment was working and unlike the outward was interactive and with an excellent selection, so rather than sleeping all the way back to the UK, I ended up watching TV for about half the flight, which was once again uneventful.

MOVES:

METRA 115 (1306) 08:20 Aurora to Chicago Union

METRA 156 (705) 10:30 Chicago OTC to Clybourn

METRA 113 (321) 10:43 Clybourn to Highland Park

METRA 120 (808) 11:34 Highland Park to Chicago OTC

METRA 168 (503) 12:40 Chicago OTC to Berkeley
METRA 148 (48) 13:16 Berkeley to Chicago OTC

METRA 135 (711) 14:30 Chicago OTC to Arlington Park

METRA 153 (648) 15:29 Arlington Park to Clybourn

METRA 176 (725) 16:38 Clybourn to Jefferson Park

BA G-STBA (BA296) 20:00 Chicago O’Hare to London Heathrow 
Monday 28th March

Nothing much to do today apart from get home.  We touched down at 09:40, and once again we went to a remote stand.  We had to wait a while for the ground crew to arrive and the guy on the PA on the plane was a bit posh, doubled barreled name and proper poshly spoken, couldn’t help having a giggle when he announced we were waiting for “a chap” to bring the steps so we could get “orf”.  Despite being at the back of the plane it didn’t take us too long to disembark, and rather than join the long queue at passport control both Andy and me used the automated gates as we have chip fitted passports.  Once through there our bags were already spinning about on the bag retrieving device and we collected them and dawdled about as we were booked on a bus at 11:50.  Despite stopping off to use the facilities and pick up newspapers we were still at the bus stop at 10:45, we thought the buses were a two hourly service but there was one waiting to go and the driver agreed we could get on.  After a couple of hours of sleeping along the M4 we were in Newport and the trip was over.
SUMMARY
An excellent trip with excellent company from Andy and Mike.  Things more or less went to plan despite Mother Nature doing its best to throw some spanners in the works.  I was pleased to score 3 commuter rail agencies (MBTA, Frontrunner and Coaster) and also reach my target of 100 Metra locos.  Biggest loco bonus of the trip though was obviously getting a UP machine on a train.  Had 113 locos in all of which I scored 70.  Many thanks to Mike for driving us around, even though things didn’t go to plan we had a good time and I was impressed by just how big the UP facilities at Roseville are, even bigger than they look from the train.  I was pleased to finally get Boston in and will return, there is so much more to do as we didn’t even get to the north side.  My next trip should be in October with my father, so we will be doing some long distance trains but less cranking of commuter rail.  
Pete Callaghan
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