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SPECIAL TRAIN TO THE
LAND OF THE SKY

by Lyle Key

A decade old promotiona campaign for tour-
ism proclaimed: “Asheville, it will lift your spir-
its!” | thought that was a clever slogan for atour-
ist Mecca nestled amid the mountains of western
North Carolina, and | must admit that the Land of
the Sky always has held an amost mystical at-
traction for me. In addition to Asheville s natural
beauty and cool mountain air, one can't help but
be impressed with the palatial splendor of the
Biltmore House, the genteel comfort of the ven-
erable Grove Park Inn, and the literary shrinethat
was Thomas Wolfe' s boyhood home.

Wolfewas quite taken by the awesome spec-
tacle of mountain railroading in and around his
hometown, and haunting passages about steam era
raillroading are interspersed throughout his nov-
els. It certainly is easy to see how Wolfe or any-
one else would be impressed by descending
through the loops between Ashevilleand Old Fort
on the Washington-bound Asheville Special or by
listening to a road engine and a helper pounding
up Saluda Mountain with a heavyweight Skyland
Soecial en route from Floridato Asheville.

Hundreds of communities in the United
States lost rail passenger service with the advent
of Amtrak on May 1, 1971, but Asheville got a

temporary reprieve with Southern Railway’s de-
cision to decline acontract with Amtrak and con-
tinue operating its own passenger trains. For a
time, alocal version of the Asheville Special en-
dured between Asheville and Salisbury, and dur-
ing the latter years of the * 70's, it was supplanted
by a seasonal excursion train that ran from Ashe-
ville to OId Fort and return. By the end of that
decade, Southern had signed an operating agree-
ment with Amtrak, and Asheville like so many
other towns had been relegated to “freight only”
status.

On Sunday, April 25, 1999, apassenger train
again will run from Knoxville to Asheville, and
my wife and | are among the ailmost one-thou-
sand excursionists holding tickets on the chartered
Amtrak special. The long Amtrak train has been
billed as the Carolina Special, but it bears little
resemblance to the Carolina Special operated by
Southern Railway in the*60’s. When | was a stu-
dent at the University of Tennessee, theold Caro-
lina Special typically ran behind two and some-
timesthree FP-7’s, and like many passenger trains
of that era, it featured a garden variety of head
end cars. Passengers were accommodated in
heavyweight coaches or a streamlined 10-6

FRONT COVER: Before Southern Railway finally relented and signed an operating agreement with Amtrak,
it continued its long tradition of providing rail passenger service to Asheville. During the first few years
of Amtrak, Southern’s Asheville service consisted of a daytime “turn” from Asheville to Salisbury and
return. The train didn’'t have convenient connections with Southern’s Washington - Atlanta trains in
Salisbury, and consequently, it was lightly patronized. With the blessing of the North Carolina Public
Service Commission, Southern replaced the Asheville - Salisbury train with what was in essence aregularly
scheduled tourist train that made a daylight turn from Asheville to Old Fort and return. Southern resurrected
the Skyland Special name for the Old Fort train, and it's shown arriving in Old Fort in the late ‘70’s. Note
the dome car on the end of the train. Photo by Lyle Key
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ABOVE: In this magnificent photo from 1948, Frank Ardrey captured all the drama of steam-erarailroading
in the mountains of Western North Carolina. Southern’s Skyland Special is shown climbing Saluda
Mountain en route from Jacksonville to Asheville. The heavyweight passenger train is being hauled up
the step grade by three big steam locomotives: Southern 2-10-2 #5045 is on the point, 4-8-2 #1462 (the

road engine) is coupled to #5045’s tender, and 2-10-2 #5047 is pushing from the rear. Photo by Frank E.
Ardrey, Jr.

dleeper. The latter car operated between Cincin-
nati and Columbia, South Carolina, before being
cut back to the Cincinnati - Knoxville run. A
heavyweight diner-lounge was added to the train
between Knoxville and Asheville until it was
eliminated in 1966 or ' 67.

If we turn back the clock another decade to
themid-"50's, the Carolina Special splitinto North
Carolinaand South Carolinasectionsin Asheville
with the former operating as far east as Greens-
boro and the latter running all theway to Charles-
ton. In April, 1955, for instance, the Carolina
Special handled sleeper lines between Chicago,
Asheville, and Charleston (8 Sec 5 DBR); Chicago

. ."-l— e

and Asheville (10 Rmtte 6 DBR); Cincinnati,
Asheville, and Greensboro (10 Sec 1 DR 1 Cpt);
and Louisville, Asheville, and Columbia (8 Sec 5
DBR). A diner operated between Knoxville, Ashe-
ville, and Columbia, and a dinette-coach was as-
signed to the North Carolina section between
Asheville and Winston-Salem. Over the ensuing
decade, the Carolina Special lost its North Caro-
lina section and evolved into a still respectable,
but much shorter, train between Cincinnati and
Columbia, S.C.

The pre-dawn darkness still holds sway on
Sunday, April 25th when we arrive at the loading
area alongside the Tennessee River in downtown
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Knoxville. Thetrainiswaiting on aformer Southern Railway/Norfolk Southern branch that now belongs
to the Knoxville & Holston River Railroad, part of the Gulf & Ohio short linefamily. And what atrain
it iswith two Amtrak Genesis locomotives and 19 passenger cars which include a mix of Superliner

and heritage equipment:

Amtrak _ 22 and 88 Genesis locomotives
Amtrak Superliners 33047 Sightseer Lounge

34018 Coach

34026 Coach

34064 Coach

39034 Transition Sleeper
Watauga Valley 539 Coach
Watauga Valley 500 Coach
Watauga Valley Moultrie Diner (ex-ACL)
laeger & Southern New River Valley Diner-L ounge*
PPCX Chouteau Club Di ner-Lounge
ex-SAL Hollywood Beach 5 DBR/Sun-Lounge
Lancaster & Chester J. Pinckney Henderson Sleeper-Lounge* *
Gulf & Ohio Tennessee

Business Car

*Rebuilt Southern Ry. 14-4 sleeper Tennessee Valley

**Rebuilt MKT coach

We get settled in Bedroom E on former SAL
Sun-Lounge Hollywood Beach, and at 7:07 am,
we begin easing down the river in a westerly di-
rection. Our departure is a mere seven minutes
late which isn’t bad for a train that had to load
amost 1,000 passengers without the benefit of
station facilities or platforms. An orange sun is
rising over the hills south of the river; an appro-
priate color in this community that’s so closely
linked to the orange clad athletic teams of the
University of Tennessee. The train soon passes
the boat docks used by the famous“Vol Navy” in
thefall and the orange “Vols’ sign mounted atop
the south stands of Neyland Stadium. Even the
awning over business car Tennessee's rear plat-
form sports alternating stripes of UT’ sdistinctive
orange and white.

The Amtrak specia also rolls beneath two
railroad bridgesthat crosstheriver. Thefirst serves
NS's Maryville Branch, and that one once was
shared by the long abandoned Smoky Mountain
4

Railroad pursuant to atrackagerightsarrangement.
Further downriver, we pass under the busy bridge
on CSX’s Knoxville - Atlanta main line. CSX
painted this bridge UT orange in the mid-'80’s,
and the unusual color is still visible though no-
ticeably faded.

At Third Creek, thetrack leavestheriver and
turns north on an alignment between the creek on
the left and the CSX main line on the right. On
this spring morning, there's lots of honeysuckle
in evidence aong this segment of the Knoxville
& Holston River. At 7:25, weroll onto NS s Chat-
tanooga - Knoxville main line and cross CSX at
grade. A southbound CSX intermodal train is
waiting patiently north of the crossing.

While a student at UT, | made many trips
over thisline aboard Southern’ s Pelican, Birming-
ham Special, and Tennessean. Many things have
changed since then, and oneisthe proliferation of
graffiti on bridge abutments and freight cars. At
7:34, we pass the old Southern Railway passen-
ger station. Thishandsome structure once seemed



doomed by afire, but it now isnicely restored and
productively employed as headquartersfor anin-
terior decorating firm.

Beyondthe station, I'll be covering new mile-
age. I’ve always regretted that | never got around
to riding the old Carolina Special, but thanks to
the East Tennessee Railway Club, I’'m getting a
second chance to ride a train between Knoxville
and Asheville.

At 7:38, a volunteer in a handsome
conductor’s uniform comes by to lift our Knox-
ville to Ashevilleticket stubs. The Railway Club
hasissued nice replicas of the old coupon tickets,
and they’re pre-punched to denote accommoda-
tions and meal selections.

Back in 1966, 1 rode onthe Hollywood Beach
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or oneof itssister carswhile en route from Wash-
ington to Jacksonville aboard Seaboard’s Slver
Meteor. Today, the unusual Sun-Loungeisowned
by Dr. Art Cushman of Nashville where it fre-
guently shows up on the consist of The Broadway
Dinner Train. Onthe previousday’ strip to Ashe-
ville, a couple get married in Hollywood Beach’'s
lounge!

The train reaches the south end of NS's ex-
pansive John Sevier Yard at 7:45, and on the left
side of the train, one can see the Beverly cutoff.
The cut-off servesasaKnoxville bypassroutefor
NS trains en route to and from Oakdale, Cincin-
nati, and Louisville. At 7:55, we pass the north
end of the yard where a northbound merchandise
trainisready to follow the Amtrak special. About
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aminutelater, we meet a southbound merchandise
train headed for John Sevier.

At 8:06, we cross the Holston River. The
Holston joinsthe French Broad River above Knox-
villeto form the Tennessee. It’ sa beautiful morn-
ing, and we're traveling through gently rolling
countryside covered with the [ush, light green fo-
liage of early spring.

At 8:45, the train diverges from the line to
Bristol and heads east on the line to Asheville.
We cross Douglas L ake on the French Broad River
at 8:58 and exchange waves with scores of boat-
ers. Off to the left of the train on the east side of
the river, along-abandoned coaling tower marks
the old alignment of the railroad.

Our 1999 version of the Carolina Special bi-
sects downtown Newport at 9:11, and we can see
the Pigeon River on our left. Just east of Newport
isNewport Junction where abranch line oncefol-
lowed the Pigeon River southeast to Crestmont,
North Carolina. Our line continuesin amore east-
erly direction, and about three miles beyond New-
port, we begin paralleling the French Broad oniits
scenic course through the mountains.

At 9:50, we crossinto North Carolinaat Paint
Rock, and the long train slowsto amore leisurely
pace in deference to the increasingly tight curves
inthismore mountainousterrain. The specia rolls
through the old resort town of Hot Springs at
10:04, and just beyond Hot Springs, we' retreated
to abeautiful panoramic view of theriver and the
surrounding mountains. In these higher elevations,
we note that the dogwoods still are in bloom. At
10:30, the passenger train runs around an east-
bound merchandise train which is waiting on the
siding at Nacoma.

By now, we're eagerly awaiting our call to
breakfast, and at 10:40, the car host sends us for-
ward tolounge New River Valley (laeger & South-
ern 2209). We actually aren’t al that famished
thanks to the coffee, juice, and snacks available
inthe Hollywood Beach’ slounge. My pre-sel ected
breakfast of French toast is sold out, but the Eggs
Benedict are a good substitute. The tables in the
lounge car aren’t covered with tablecloths, and as
thetrain easesthrough an elevated curve, welearn
that tablecloths serve apractical aswell asan aes-
thetic function. In the midst of the curve, glasses
of orange juice and water suddenly dlide across
thetable and crash into the side of the car. Thank-
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fully, nothing breaks, and the spilled O.J. and water
promptly get refilled. While we're eating, the
train’s roving hillbilly band serenades us with
Rocky Top.

Whenwearrivein Ashevilleat 11:45, buses
are waiting for the passengers who opted for the
sidetriptothe Biltmore Estate. Under ashed above
therailroad, ex-Southern 2-8-0 #722 restsin quiet
retirement from its “ second career” in excursion
service. My wife and | have toured the Biltmore
Estate several times, and we opt for a leisurely
stroll to the Biltmore Dairy Bar. Atthe Dairy Bar,
werun into another old veteran of Southern steam
excursions, the venerable Jim Bistline. | last saw
Jmduring UP s*Farewell to Tennessee Pass’ ex-
cursion in the summer of 1997, and we enjoy vis-
iting with him over old fashioned milkshakes and
ice cream sodas.

The four hour layover goes by more quickly
than | expected. While my wife checks out the
antique stores in Biltmore Village, | watch the
crew turn our excursion train on the wye formed
by the lines to Salisbury and Saluda. | actually
make a couple of purchasesin one of the antique
stores. an old book on famous news photos for
$2.50 and abeautiful old leather suitcase for $22.
Several people give me quizzical looks as | walk
back to the train with the suitcase in hand. We're
back on the Hollywood Beach at 3:45, just as an
eastbound coal train passeswith atwo unit pusher
on the rear end.

At 4:05, the Amtrak train departs on its re-
turntrip to Knoxville. At the Ashevilleyard, much
of the old roundhouse still stands, but there’'s
barely atrace of the old passenger station. At 4:20,
we pass Murphy Junction. Thiswasthe north end
of Southern’s Murphy Branch which now is best
known for the Great Smoky Mountain Railroad’ s
tourist train operations. At Murphy Junction, we
meet an eastbound coal train and then another one
that’ s right behind it.

At 5:38, we're back in the scenic areawhere
thetrack followstheriver through the mountains.
The French Broad is rocky and swift here, and
several intrepid adventurers in rafts and kayaks
are taking advantage of the foaming white water.
Aswe get into the steepest part of theriver gorge,
therailroad islaid on aledge along the steep moun-
tainson theriver’ snorth side. The old SAL Sun-
Lounge may beinunfamiliar territory, butitswin-



dows above the roof line provide superb views of
the surrounding mountains.

After crossing the river, we make our return
passage through Hot Springs. The trip brochure
tells us that this was a thriving resort town early
in the century when mineral springswere amajor
tourist attraction. Nowadays, the hotels are long
gone, and white water rafting appears to be the
main draw for tourists. As we pass through the
little community, thereisasudden burst of laugh-
ter asthetrain gets mooned. We al so experienced
this phenomenon on the Tennessee Pass excur-
sion, and | hope that this crude gesture isn't re-
placing the traditional wave to the engineer.

West of Del Rio, Tennessee, we pass a pas-
ture full of horses; one of which is an especially
beautiful white horse with agolden maneandtail.
Along a high cliff on the south side of the rail-
road, we see a sturdy dlide fence constructed of
vertically driven rails spaced a crosstie length
apart. Old crossties have been stacked between
the rails with the ends of the ties dropped into the
slots formed by therails “T” shape. Just west of
Newport, we see adeer that’ srunning at top speed
to distance itself from the train.

Sunset is imminent when we're called for
dinner, and tonight, we' re seated in ex-ACL diner
Moultrie. After the demonstration of centrifugal
force we observed at breakfast, we're pleased to
seethat tablesinthe Moultrie are properly adorned
with traditional white tablecloths. My London
broil isexcellent, and the meal is topped off with
agenerous slice of exceedingly rich cheesecake.

At 8:34, we cruise past the old Knoxville
passenger station and get agood look at the lights
of downtown. Immaculate Conception Cathedral
stands high abovethetrackson Summit Hill Drive,
and we can see the Sunsphere on the old World's
Fair site. We pause before making the move from
the NS to the K&HR, and as we proceed across
the CSX main, | seethat anorthbound CSX freight
iswaiting for theexcursiontrainto clear. The spe-
cial easesto astop along Knoxville sriverfront at
9:08 pm.

The excursion train may have had a much
classier consist than the old Carolina Special, but
the long discontinued Southern train clearly had
the edge when it came to speed. The Amtrak spe-
cial left Ashevilleat 4:05 pm and arrived in Knox-
ville a 9:08 pm. In 1955, the Carolina Special

left Ashevilleat 5:30 pm and arrived in Knoxville
at 9:05 pm. About half an hour of that difference
is attributable to the extra time required for the
Amtrak train to run beyond the old passenger sta-
tion to the riverfront site in Knoxville, but that
still makes the excursion train’ s schedule an hour
slower onal129 milerun! Thisisincredible since
the excursion train ran nonstop, and the old Caro-
lina Special had five scheduled stopsen routefrom
Asheville to Knoxville. Many passengers on the
excursion train commented that Amtrak should run
aregular train on thisroute, but how many people
accustomed to the easy two hour drive on 1-40
would tolerate afive hour train ride?

After letting my opportunitiesto ridetheold
Carolina Special and subsequent Southern excur-
sions slip away, | thought | had missed my last
chance for a train ride between Knoxville and
Asheville. All of usharbor regrets about trains not
taken, and it’s nice when life gives us a second
chanceto savor experiencesthat once seemed gone
beyond recall. Notwithstanding these occasional
excursions, however, it's sad to think of towns
like Knoxville and Asheville which once were
served by severa passenger trains and now are
served by none. That thought brings to mind an
appropriate concluding passage from Thomas
Wolfe' s Of Time and the River:

And then thetrain wasgone, and therewas

nothing but the earth, the moon, theriver,

and strong silence, and the haunting and

immortal visage of America by night.
The End

Details!

Y ou haveread in the minutesthat corrections
to The Story of Florida Railroads in Bulletin
#386 are to be sent to Larry Brennan, so hereis
his address:

Mr. Larry Brennan

2252 Park Street

Jacksonville FL 32204.

Your editor had often wondered about the
railroad abbreviation “L&N.” | had assumed that
because it went through tobacco country, it meant
Leggett & Neyers. Dick Hillman cleared this all
up when he told us that in Marietta, Georgia, it
stood for the Lanta & Noxville. »
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Minutes of the Southeast Chapter, Railfway & Focomotife Historical Sorciety

The January meeting of the Southeast Chapter of the Railway & Locomotive Historical Society
was held on Thursday, January 14th at the Hilltop Restaurant in Orange Park in conduction with the
organization’s annual banquet. The brief meeting was held around 8:00 p.m.
Old Business
A) President Jim Smith reported that 122 copies of Florida’s Railroad History have been sold.

B) An announcement about the Scranton Rail Camp will be included in the February edition of the
Southeast Limited.
03] Twenty-one ballots have been returned for the voting of officers. All candidates named on the

ballots won their respective race unchallenged.
D) Don Hensley has written about the R&LHS and about the Florida Railroad History book on his
web page. Don is also interested in helping make a web page for the organization.
New Business
A) Paul Newtson was voted to replace Frank Dewey on the organization’s Board of Directors.
Committee Reports
There were no committee reports due to the shortened meeting.

Announcements

A) Jacksonville’s annual train show at the Prime Osborne Convention Center takes place on
Saturday, February 13th. The show does not continue Sunday.

B) Appreciation awards were handed out to members by Jim Smith for their dedication and ser-

vice to the Southeast Chapter of the R&LHS. Arby, Cliff, Jim, Frank, and Bill received awards.

Upcoming Meetings

A) The February 11th meeting will feature a presentation on Henry Plant by Ed Mueller & Larry
Brennan. Mark Bennett is to supply snacks.

B) The March 11th meeting will feature a presentation by Gary Sease as we all bid “Farewell to
Conrail”.

Respectively submitted,

G e

Minutes of the Southeast Chapter, Railway & Locomotive Historical Society

The February meeting of the Southeast Chapter of the Railway & Locomotive Historical Soci-
ety was held on Thursday, February 11, at the CSX General Office Building in Jacksonville. The
meeting was chaired by William Howes.
Old Business

A) Two-hundred copies of the Bulletin #86 Reprint have been sold thus far.

B) An announcement is to be made in the February edition of the Southeast Limited about
sponsoring a youth at the Scranton Rail Camp. Art Towson is still handling the matter.

(03] Larry Brennan and Jim Smith are to work with Don Hensley is designing the club’s web page.

D) Larry Brennan has found several corrections to the reprint. Those corrections are to be pub-

lished in the Southeast Limited.
New Business

A) An annual dues notice has been sent to all members.
Committee Reports
A) The next edition of the Southeast Limited will arrive in April.

B) Trip Committee — Reid Adams to talk with Mark Bennett about some day trips including the
NASA Railroad.

03] Southeast Photo Book Committee — Mark Bennett, Art Towson, and Barry Baines are work-
ing on this. Some members met at the Jacksonville University archives to review pictures. The
group is looking at other sources such as the Jacksonville Historical Committee and a supple-
ment to the Stengle collection.

Announcements

A) The annual train show at the Prime Osborn Convention Center is Saturday, February13th.
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Next Meeting
A) The March meeting will consist of a model railroad show and slide sale. Art Towson will bring

goodies.
Respectively submitted,

G e

Minutes of the Southeast Chapter, Railvay & Tocomotie Historical Society
The May 13, 1999, meeting of the Southeast Chapter of the Railway & Locomotive Historical
Society was held in conjunction with the North Florida Chapter of the National Railway Historical
Society at 7:30 p.m. at the CSXT Southpoint Building 1. The meeting was abbreviated as Dick Hillman
gave a presentation on the Georgia Northeastern Railroad this evening.
Old Business
A) The tuition for sponsoring Derek Sands at Steamtown has been sent in.
B) The rail trip to Mt. Dora takes place Saturday, May 15 th . Those attending are to meet at 7:30
a.m. at the Orange Park Station. The cost of the rail trip is $7.00.
New Business
A) An ad has been placed in Vintage Rails in an attempt to sell additional Bulletin #86 books.
Committee Reports
There were no committee reports.
Announcements
There were no announcements.
Upcoming Meetings
A) The June 10 meeting will be held at the CSXT General Office Building downtown at 6:00 p.m.
Gary Sease will speak on the “Farewell to Conrail.” Paul Newtson will bring snacks. Derek
Sands is to speak at the August meeting on his accounts of the Scranton Rail Camp.
Respectfully submitted,

o [t
Upcoming M eetings.

August - RAILFAIR 99 - Reid Adams, Bill Howes, and Jm Smith will share their experiences
and dlides of the joint R& LHS/NRHS convention. Californiacalls YOU, so comejoin us for a great
evening of Californiarailroading - past and present.

September - Derek Sandswill tell us about attending STEAMTOWN RAILCAMP 99. Thiswill
be an enjoyable evening hearing about RailCamp 99. As you know, the Southeast Chapter which
sponsored Derek and we think you’'ll want to hear about his experiences at Scranton.

More Details!

The Juneissue was abit lax in captions. The front page photo was that of Derek Sands. The photo
of five members of the R&LHS Mafia on page three was taken by Jim Smith’s son while Jim’s wife
stood by. This now accounts for the whole seven of us on the trip. And the back page photo of the Mt.
Dora Scenic Railroad and/or the Mt. Dora, Tavaras & Eustis Railroad doodlebug was taken by Jm
Smith. All R&LHS members are welcome on these trips. *
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July 17th 4:00 PM

Plan now to stop by the Jacksonville Amtrak station and see Derek Sands off on his trip to
STEAMTOWN RAILCAMP 99 in Scranton, PA. We'd like to have as many members as possible
give him agrand send off on the Silver Meteor, so mark your calendar to be at the station by 4:00 PM.
Seeyou there...

Amtrak Attitude Adjustment
July 31st

Local Southeast Chapter members have decided to enjoy an Amtrak attitude adjustment by riding
from Jacksonville to Orlando on Saturday, July 31st. You are welcome to join us at the local Amtrak
station to ride the Silver Star, #91, leaving at 8:10 AM and go to either Orlando (arrives 11:26 AM), or
Winter Park (arrives 10:51 AM). We'll spend the afternoon wandering around and return on the Sun-
set Limited, #1, leaving Orlando at 6:50 PM (departs Winter Park at 7:08 PM). We plan on eating
dinner in the diner on the Sunset Limited. Arrival back at Jacksonville will be 10:06 PM. YOU are
responsible for your tickets! If you make a reservation now, a one day excursion round trip fare is
$44.00, but that priceis subject to change the longer you wait. So if you and your family want to take
anicetrain ride and experience dinner in asuperliner, call Amtrak and join us on the 31st!
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