


An elder statesman of regional railroads marks a milestone 

Story and photos by Brian Solomon 

rowing up within earshot 
of the Central Vermont's 
Palmer Subdivision left me 
with an affinity for this 
classic New England route. 

A quarter century ago I was 
living in Wisconsin, but on the 
afternoon of Feb. 3, 1995, I was 
present to witness the arrival of the 
final northward CV freight at 
Palmer, Mass. During that weekend 
the railroad made its transition 
from Canadian National's CV to 
the new regional startup appropri
ately named New England Central, 
owned by shortline operator 
RailTex and known since by its 

reporting marks NECR. Heavy 
snow and plummeting tempera
tures presented a contrast the fol
lowing Monday, when I returned to 
Palmer to expose my first New 
England Central photos. The 
thermometer registered a flat zero 
when, with some friends, I followed 
the new railroad's first move south 
over State Line Hill - a set of 
freshly painted GP38s running as 
light engines into Connecticut. 

Central Vermont was one of 
many railroad names swept away in 
the mid-1990s. Although a compo
nent of CN, it was among New 
England's classic railroads. It was 

remembered as one of the last 
holdouts for steam in the region, 
with its Alco 2-8-0s laboring along
side diesels until 1957. In the 
1980s, CV had maintained a clear 
public identity, with the majority of 
its motive power dressed in a classy 
green-and-yellow paint scheme and 
the CV noodle carried on freight 
cars and cabooses. Yet in its final 
years, the railroad suffered from 
declining traffic while experiencing 
what has been described by a 
former CV trainmaster in an inter
view "as an ambivalent steward
ship" through CN's Grand Trunk 
Corp. By the mid-1990s, CV's 

On May 3, 2017, New England Central 608 - working north from Willimantic, Conn., to Palmer, Mass. - approaches 
.. I 

Washington Street in Monson, Mass., passing the site of a factor 3 tornado that swept through the town on June 1, 2011. 



A quartet of matching New England Central GP38s leads a southbound freight approaching the yard at Willimantic, Conn., on Halloween 1998. 

identity had been blurred with that of its 
parent companies. The legions of CV's 
GP9s and RS- lls that had ruled the rails 
for decades had been supplanted by more 
modern locomotives leased from, and 
lettered for, CN or GTW - although a 
handful of GP38s in GTW's blue-and
orange paint carried CV lettering. 

DAWN OF A NEW ERA 
New England Central offered a fresh 

start for the 383-mile CV line that primari
ly consisted of the Central Vermont's main 
stem. It begins at the north end with its CN 
connection at East Alburgh, Vt. (on the 
Quebec border), and runs through Ver
mont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and 
Connecticut to the port of New London on 
Long Island Sound, plus a short branch 
from Essex Junction to Burlington, Vt. 

The railroad began operations with a 
dozen former Illinois Central GP38s (most 
of which had been built for Gulf, Mobile & 
Ohio) that had been outshopped and 
painted in an attractive navy and gold for 
New England Central by Conrail's Juniata 
Shops in Altoona, Pa. Augmenting this 
fleet were a handful ofleased EMD road
switchers, which briefly included former 
Conrail GP30s Nos. 2187 and 2230. 

' 
During New England Central's quartet 

century, New England railroading under
went a multifaceted transformation result
ing in changes to most of New England 
Central's connections. New England Cen
tral itself has had no less than four changes 
of ownership, most recently as a result of 
present owner Genesee & Wyoming's sale 
to Brookfield Infrastructure and GIC in 
2019. (Genesee & Wyoming did not 
respond to a request for comment on this 
story.) Although it has been melded into ev
er-larger railroad families, and experienced 
numerous changes to its connections and 
customers while adjusting 

Central is a perfect example of a "Retro 
Regional" as described in my April 2019 
TRAINS column. The operations are a 
throwback to railroading of decades gone 
by, with its predominantly carload freights 
largely hauled by 1960s- and 1970s-era 
EMD diesels. New England Central has 
largely ignored shipping trends that have 
dominated Class I railroads. You won't find 
any Evolution-series diesels with 2-mile
long double-stack trains or DPUs at work 
on this line. Not yet, anyway. 

New England Central is among a 
handful of regional railroads to host a 

daily Amtrak train, and 
day-to-day activity to be 
more efficient, New Eng
land Central's essential 
operation has remained 
free from seismic change 
since its 1995 startup. 
Steve Carlson, who joined 
New England Central in 
train service at startup, 
succinctly described these 
changes as "same stage, 
different plaY:' 

"THE f GP3BS1 PAID 
THE BlLLS FOR THE 

Amtrak has been among 
the unifying forces on 
the railroad's north
south trunk, which one 
observer described as 
"the glue that holds the 
railroad together:' One of 
the first changes to New 
England Central opera
tions was the reconfigu
ration of its Amtrak ser
vice. During its first two 
months, the nocturnal Today, as a member of 

the Genesee & Wyoming 
family, New t'.ngland 

RAILROAD AND 
WERE GOOD SOLID 
ENGINES. THREE OF 
THEM WOULD PULL 

40 LOADS UP 
STATE LINE HILL." 
- STEVE CARLSON 

Washington, D.C.-Mon
treal Montrealer worked 



Six months after the railroad assumed operations from CV, RailTex's top brass celebrated New 
England Central's opening with a special train at Palmer, Mass., in August 1995. Steve Carlson 

the full length of New England Central's 
main line as a carryover from CV days. 
Northbound, this left the Northeast Corri
dor at New London, Conn., and ran the 
length of the railroad and its CN connec
tion to Montreal. Clinton-era budget cuts 
contributed to Amtrak replacing the 
Montrealer with a new day train serving 
Vermont towns, appropriately adopting 
the historic name Vermonter. For almost 
19 years, this connected Washington and 
St. Albans, Vt., running from Springfield 
to Palmer over Conrail's (later CSX's) 
Boston Line. The Boston Line connection 
at Palmer required a new purpose-built 
crossover located opposite the old Palmer 
Union Station. This routing changed again 
in late 2013, when the Vermonter returned 
to Montrealer's historic routing (used until 
the mid-1980s) via the former Boston & 
Maine line north from Springfield and 
Greenfield, Mass., joining New England 
Central's route at East Northfield (as the 
junction is known on the railroad's time
table), located on the Massachusetts
Vermont state line. 

CLASSIC EMD POWER 
New England Central's locomotive fleet 

has undergone a gradual transformation 
influenced by myriad changes at its parent 
companies. For most of its quarter century, 
members of the original dozen GP38s 
(numbered in the 9500s until 1998, when 
they were renumbered into the 3800 series 
to reflect their model designation) served 
as primary motive power for local freights, 
especially on the south end of the line. The 
GP38 fleet has gradually diminished since 
startup, with No. 9510 being one of the first 
to go. Some were transferred to New Eng
land Central's sister properties; others suf
fered from component failure. As of early 

2020, only about five of the original 12 
were still wearing New England Central 
blue and yellow and still regularly working 
south-end freights. Carlson, who left New 
England Central for another railroad in 
2000, has fond memories of the GP38s: 
"Those are the engines I learned to rail
road on. They were a good way to start. 
The [GP38s] paid the bills for the railroad 
and were good, solid engines. Three of 
them would pull 40 loads up State Line 
Hill from Palmer, and that's what we did, 
five days a week:' 

Early in the RailTex years, New England 
Central acquired three SD40s. These were 
assigned to north-end through freights 
323/324. Early on, the railroad planned to 
dress them in New England Central navy
and-gold paint, but for years they contin
ued to wear the livery of their former own
ers, with little more than New England 
Central's reporting marks to hint they were 
part of the family. Finally, old No. 6281 got 
its long-promised new dress when it was 
shopped, dipped in G&W orange and 
black, and renumbered 3405. 

Following the February 2000 Rail
America purchase of Rail Tex, several 
EMDs from RailAmerica's other railroads 
migrated to New England Central. This in
cluded several former Canadian National 
GP40-2Ls, with their characteristic 1970s
Canadian-style, four-windshield safety 
cabs. Some were painted in Rai!America's 
red, blue, and silver; at least one still wore 
CN paint, a throwback to the late CV era 
when these locomotives regularly worked 
the line. Other Rai!America-era additions 
have included a pair of former Duluth, 
Missabe & Iron Range SD9s. One survives 
in service and typically works Italy Yard at 
St. Albans, wherf its smooth ride and 
slow-speed pul1lhg abilities have made it a 
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Fog burns off a Connecticut River backwater near Brattleboro, Vt., as a mix of power leads a northbound freight from Palmer on Sept. 19, 2008. 

local favorite with crews. 
Following Fortress Investment Group's 

acquisition ofRailAmerica in 2007, several 
GP40-2s and SD40-2s were transferred 
from Florida East Coast to New England 
Central. While these eventually received 
New England Central lettering and decals, 
he GP40s continued to work New Eng-

·l lines in FEC paint, while the SD40s 
·e the Armour Yellow of former opera
Union Pacific. Significantly, not one of 

>ew England Central's later additions was 
painted in the navy-and-gold startup livery. 

Late in the RailAmerica era, more six
motor EMDs joined the line. Today, most 
wear Genesee & Wyoming corporate col
ors. These have complicated lineages, hav
ing begun as SD40s or SD45s. Many were 
rebuilt or modified for Southern Pacific as 
3,000-hp SD40M-2s by Mountain Top in 
the mid-1990s, upgrades that tended to 
retain traditional air-system vents. CV was 
strictly a four-motor railroad, which made 
New England Central's six-motor EMDs a 
novelty in their early days. Perhaps the 
most unusual member of the roster is 
No. 331 7, former Southern Pacific 
SD40T-2 tunnel motor No. 8256, that in 
2013 migrated to New England Central via 

sister railroad Indiana & Ohio Railway. 
Since the late 1990s, Providence & 

Worcester and New England Central 
cooperated with Vermont Rail System and 
Canadian Pacific in a joint marketing ar
rangement, expanded as the "Great Eastern 
Route" strategic alliance around 2010. In 
2016, G&W added P&W to its railroad 
family. As a result, it was not unusual to 
find P&W locomotives occasionally work
ing New England Central freights. Like
wise, sister road Connecticut Southern, a 
1996 RailTex startup that provides freight 
service between Springfield and New 
Haven largely using Amtrak's former New 
Haven line, has also shared locomotives 
often with New England Central. 

MAKING THE RAILROAD TICK 
New England Central's operations are 

relatively straightforward, yet the line 
encompasses all the dynamics of larger 
railroads, and has proved to be a fertile 
training ground for a generation of rail
roaders. Michael Thidemann is a career 
railroader who served as New England 
Central's assistant general manager during 
the RailAmerica era. 

He says, "New England Central was my 

14' ,, <~. · · 
,,..,,~ , 

Amtrak's Vermonter commenced operation between Washington, D.C., and St. Albans, Vt., in 
April 1995. Train 55 races south of Brattleboro, Vt., on a brisk.Becember 1996 afternoon. 
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most intensive career-building experience 
... this was a crash course in operations, 
marketing, dealing with other railroads, 
and labor relations:' Among his challenges 
was managing the railroad's assets and "get
ting cars back to Canadian National as 
quickly as we could:' Looking back, he 
notes, "the guys really took pride in what 
they did, and I think they enjoyed it. They 
were dedicated to providing a great service, 
and that made a difference:' 

New England Central is essentially one 
long, continuous steel thread, but opera
tions involve an interesting blend of main
line and shortline characteristics. The rail
road's most important connection on the 
north end are CN road freights 324/323 



that connect Montreal's Taschereau Yard 
with New England Central's Italy Yard in 
St. Albans. Typically, No. 324 makes a 
drop for local delivery, and if necessary, 
organizes its setouts for Montpelier Junc
tion, White River Junction, Bellows. Falls, 
Brattleboro, and Palmer. Commonly, 
No. 324 is led by a road set of three or 
four six-axle EMDs and runs overnight to 
Brattleboro, arriving by 8 a.m. 

At Brattleboro, the 611 crew goes on 
duty to make a turn to Palmer and back, 
usually working the same locomotive 
consist that arrived with train 324. Some 
days, the crew may work Brattleboro Yard 
to make drops and pickups from Pan Am 
or reorganizing other traffic collected en 
route. On others, the 611 crew will depart 
promptly and make a straight run for 
Palmer - customarily taking about 
3 hours to cover around 60 miles of undu
lating single-track main line. The 611 crews 
are friendly and will often give a hardy 
wave from the head end as they notch out 
vintage 16-645E3 to produce the classic 
EMD pulsating, low-frequency roar. 

Some of the most scenic daylight run
ning is on the stretch south of Brattleboro, 
where highlights include early 20th-centu
ry truss bridges over the Connecticut and 
Millers River. Four miles north of the 
Palmer yards at Barretts is a siding that 
feeds a spur into the Palmer industrial 

park, where 611 will of
ten make a drop. Histori
cally, Boston & Albany's 
Athol Branch crossed 
CV at grade here, but 
today there's virtually 
nothing left of the right
of-way. The industrial 
park spur was built on a 
new alignment in the 
early 1980s. Although it 
isn't attractive, this 
industrial park is one of 
the most important traf
fic destinations on New 
England Central's south 

"NEW ENGLAND 
CENTRAL WAS MY 
MOST INTENSIVE 
CAREER BUILDING 
EXPERIENCE ... A 

CRASH COURSE IN 
OPERATIONS, MAR

KETING DEALING 
WITH OTHER RAIL

ROADS, AND LABOR 
RELATIONS." 

allow 611 to continue all 
the way to Brattleboro 
Yard. However, on many 
days both 611 and 
Amtrak can be heard 
approaching the junction 
simultaneously, and in 
these situations, the 
freight will be held south 
of East Northfield until 
Amtrak has progressed 
north of its station stop 
at Brattleboro. On days 
when Pan Am's East 
Deerfield-Bellows Falls - MICHAEL THIDEMANN 

end. Once inside Palmer 
yard limits, 611 will meet a day local, often 
job 603, which will have prepared 611 's 
northward consist on a siding north of the 
CSX diamond. The two trains swap power, 
with the road locomotives from 611 tying 
onto the northward consist, while 603 
takes the southward cars, some of which 
are destined for interchange at the Palmer 
yard, and others continuing south of 
Palmer on the following day's 608 turn. 

Once its northbound train is together, 
New England Central's 611 will often 
make a brisk run to East Northfield, try
ing to stay ahead of Amtrak's northward 
Vermonter. If the train is early enough, 
New England Central's dispatcher may 

freight is working north, 
it may follow New Eng

land Central's freight. After 61 l's arrival at 
Brattleboro, the 323 crew goes on duty to 
bring the train north toward St. Albans. 

While 323, 324, and 611 resemble 
Class I railroad freights from the 1980s, 
New England Central's other jobs are 
typical shortline trains. These make con
nections from the road jobs and deliver 
freight to customers along the line. 

However, the most distinctive local is 
job 500, the St Albans-based, 21-car unit 
wood-chip train. It runs up to five days 
per week, from East Swanton to Burling
ton, to feed the Burlington Electric Gen
erating Station. 

"The chip train was good steady busi-

Among the scenic highlights of the route is 
the Millers Falls High Bridge that spans Millers 
River in its namesake Massachusetts town. 
The 1905 pin-connected deck truss contrasts 
with Genesee & Wyoming-painted diesels 
working train 611 on Jan. 3, 2018. 



A former Canadian National GP40L-2, still wearing RailAmerica colors, leads the weekday 608 
turn north from Willimantic to Palmer along Plains Road in Willington, Conn., ori June 12, 2017. 

ness; this was a high-seniority job with a 
dedicated crew;' Thidemann recalls. "We 
typically assigned GP40s to the train:' 

Other jobs based at St. Albans include 
501, the Italy Yard switcher, and 502, 
which makes a turn to Burlington to serve 
various customers, such as a seed factory 
at Milton, and carries seasonal grain, salt, 
and fertilizer traffic. 

Since its inception, New England Cen-

tral has developed traffic around White 
River Junction, and this keeps local jobs 
600/601 busy. These serve liquefied petro
leum gas customers based in the former 
CV yard (located north of the Amtrak sta
tion), and across the Connecticut River at 
West Lebanon, N.H., via former B&M 
trackage acquired with New England Cen
tral's 2015 pi;irchase of the Claremont & 
Concord. This expansion also gave New 

It was a frosty dusk on Jan. 24, 2020, just a few 
weeks shy of the railroad's 25th birthday. Train 
611 returns north from Palmer, nearing the 
junction with Pan Am at East Northfield, Mass. 

England Central access to area aggregate, 
fertilizer, and timber customers, plus cus
tomers at Claremont/Claremont Junction, 
N.H. White River Junction is also the inter
change point with Vermont Rail System 
operations on its line from Newport, Vt., 
which was often delivering 20-30 cars three 
days per week in early 2020. 

Palmer remains New England Central's 
most import traffic node on its south end. 
Here, the railroad interchanges with CSX 
and local short line Massachusetts Central, 
and se'rves a variety oflocal customers. The 
busiest are at the Palmer Industrial Park, a 
distribution point for lumber products, 
newsprint, and carbon dioxide gas. Most of 
the traffic interchanged with CSX at Palmer 
originates or terminates in the Palmer area 
or on New England Central's line to the 
south. Several local jobs are based at 
Palmer, including 603, 604, and 606, which 
gather and distribute traffic, collect and 
deliver cars for interchange, and build 
consists for the road freights. At any time, 
there's at least one New England Central 
job working around Palmer. 

Willimantic, Conn., is the next hub to 



the south, serving as a focal point for traf
fic in Connecticut. Historically, two New 
Haven routes crossed CV here, but for de
cades the New Haven lines were devoid of 
traffic. In New England Central's earlier 
days, 608/610 worked as a turn south from 
Palmer to New London and back. Follow
ing the reopening of the P&W interchange 
at Willimantic in 2007, these turns have 
been based here instead of Palmer, with 
608 serving as the Willimantic-Palmer 
turn and 610 working local customers to 
New London and back. The jobs go on 
duty roughly 12 hours apart and typically 
work with the same power. New England 
Central and P&W often interchange at 
Willimantic, and lately have accounted for 
20-50 cars three days per week. The two 
railroads make the most of the minimal 
trackage at Willimantic. Area traffic in
cludes timber and grain distributors, met
als for local factories, and distribution via 
the New London pier. 

A HAZY CRYSTAL BALL 
The New England Central route has 

great potential. In 2007, the railroad 
carried about 35,000 carloads; although 
accurate recent carload counts are hard to 
come by, traffic levels are estimated to 
about the same as of 2019. Considering 

For a time, Providence & Worcester operated its SD70M-2s on unit ethanol trains, including 
those operated in conjunction with New England Central. On Dec. 23, 2016, P&W's SD70M-2s 
lead a rare daylight move across the Palmer diamond with an empty train returning north. 

that New England Central intersects every 
major east-west transportation corridor 
from the Canadian border to Long Island 
Sound, while offering connections with 
four Class I railroads and most of New 
England's largest regionals and several 
short lines, the railroad would seem to 
have fallen short of its potential. 

Dan Bigda, a railroad professional and 
expert on New England railroading, ex
plains, "If marketed and invested in prop
erly, New England Central has the potential 
to earn a really great return on investment:' 
Yet New England Central must overcome 
defined obstacles. Bigda highlights some of 
the historic challenges facing the route: 
"New England's clearance restrictions and 
remaining [263,000-pound] carload limita
tions hurt New England Central:' 

While in the past decade, New Eng
land Central has brought most of its route 
up to the new national 286,000-pound 
carload standard - made possible in part 
by state and federal infrastructure grants 
- several of its key con -
nections continue to face 

cause of the restrictions facing its inter
change partners. 

Bigda also notes, "the New England 
Central route suffers from slow service 
and this doesn't encourage growth. Also, 
while New England Central has good 
Class I connections, the big railroads of
ten dray traffic to avoid interchange, and 
this hurts smaller lines such as New Eng
land Central:' To make the most of the 
route, he suggests locating a regional in
termodal facility along the line, possibly 
in central Connecticut. "If New England 
Central were to build a modern facility 
near the intersection of Route 32 and 
Interstate 84, it could tap intermodal 
business moving to Boston, Worcester, 
Hartford, and Springfield (Mass.) Now 
you're talking some real potential f<?r 
traffic development!" 

So will New England Central continue 
running carload freights in a traffic-relay 
handoff, or might it morph into something 
bigger and more efficient to tap new mar-

kets and business? After a 

weight and clearance 
limitations. Between 
2010 to 2016, New Eng
land Central participated 
in the movement of unit 
ethanol trains that took a 
CP-VRS-New England 
Central-P&W routing 
via Whitehall, N.Y., to 
reach Providence-area 
ports. However, the rail
road appears to have lost 
its ability to co9'1pete for 
this lucrative traffic be-

"IF NEW ENGLAND 
CENTRAL WERE TO 
BUILD A MODERN 

FACILITY ... IT COULD 
TAP INTERMODAL 
BUSINESS. NOW 
YOU'RE TALKING 

SOME REAL POTEN-

quarter century, is it 
poised for seismic 
change? Might that 
change follow the pattern 
established by CP Rail's 
repurchase of Central 
Maine & Quebec's former 
CP corridor? Will New 
England Central come 
full circle and be recap
tured by the Canadian 
parent that spun it off in 
the 1990s? 

TIAL FOR TRAFFIC 
DEVELOPMENT!" 

- DAN BIGDA 
Only time will provide 

the answers. .1 
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