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The Famous “Northerns”: Starting about 1930, major railroads began ordering 4-8-4 steam 
locomotives to haul their finest and heaviest passenger trains. Although the Lackawanna called them 
“Poconos,” on the New York Central they were “Niagaras,” and individual railroads had their favorite 
designations, they were all known as “Northerns.” The  4-8-4 means four front truck wheels, eight 
driving wheels, and four rear truck wheels. Designed for high speed and sometimes for fast freight, the 
driving wheels on most railroads’ Northerns were between 70” and 80” in diameter. 
 
One of the first Northerns was also the first Timken-bearing locomotive, built for the Northern Pacific 
about 1930. The pre-war “Empire Builder” on the Great Northern was pulled by Northerns (I saw this 
westbound train at Glacier Park in 1941). The Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac had a fleet of 
Northerns named for governors of Virginia. On the Norfolk and Western, Northerns that pulled the 
“Pocahontas” and the “Powhatan Arrow” were known as J-1s (I rode the cab on the Powhatan Arrow 
from Roanoke to Bluefield and return in 1956). The Reading had about 24 Northerns that they called 
T-1s, and they used these on the very popular rail rambles (including two on the Wilmington & 
Northern Branch) in the early 1960s. Most of these Reading locomotives were scrapped by Luria 
Brothers at Modena on this branch. The C & O had some, as did the B & O on its western divisions. 
Union Pacific had a lot of them, some of which had streamlining covering many of the working parts. 
Shrouded Southern Pacific Northerns pulled their longest West Coast passenger trains, and the 
Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe relied heavily on this type for its Chicago-California service. In fact, 
several series of these Santa Fe oil-burning Northerns would run through from the windy city to Los 
Angeles, nearly 2,200 miles, without change. 
 
In mid-July 1944, less than a month after I arrived at Roswell in New Mexico to forecast weather, a 
friend and I made a trip to Clovis, about 115 miles away, where he had a close friend at Clovis Army 
Air Field. Here I saw my first-ever B-29 Super Fortress. More important, I made two trips to the Santa 
Fe station in Clovis, where several Chicago-Los Angeles trains stopped daily. This was the only time I 
saw a true Fred Harvey trackside restaurant in service. In mid-afternoon, a long passenger train arrived 
from the East, and all the passengers piled out to be fed in the Harvey dining room (part of the station) 
just off the railroad platform. Inside, there were long tables with white tablecloths and neatly groomed 
waitresses who served everyone from the train a full-course meal and had them out the door in about ½ 
hour. Locomotives were changed, and two fresh engines were hooked to the front of the train to handle 
the grades ahead crossing the front range of the southern Rockies (not nearly as steep as in Colorado to 
the north). With black smoke from the oil fires, the train was off and was soon out of sight. 
 
The second trip to this station was more important. I arrived just after dark and a big 4-8-4 eased by 
with a train that seemed as if it had no end. When it finally came to a stop, there were 18 passenger cars 
that could be counted, and behind these were 35 more freight cars, most of them flat and open with all 
sorts of army ordinance painted in olive drab color. It turned out this eastbound Santa Fe train was 
moving a division with all its men and supplies, possibly to a port on the Gulf of Mexico. I was soon 
standing alongside the locomotive and getting up nerve enough to ask the engineer or his fireman some 
questions. Months before, when attempting this at South Station in Boston, I would be run off the 
platform in the name of security. I expected the same here in Clovis. Instead, the engineer invited me 
into the cab and described the various levers, valves, and other controls. He said it was a brand new 
locomotive, having been run less than 1,000 miles. It carried 300 p.s.i. steam pressure (most 
locomotives were between 150# and 200#). I asked him how fast he traveled with his 53-car train. He 
said 55 m.p.h. was his usual speed. Although the last 4-8-4s were built about 1948, this 1944 Santa Fe 



locomotive was just about the ultimate in steam locomotive design. Larger articulated engines, like the 
Union Pacific’s Challengers and Big Boys, were around mainly for freight service, but the famous and 
numerous Northerns outclassed them all. 
 
Our scale-model Auburn Valley locomotives, #401 and #402, are 1/8-sized copies of Union Pacific 4-
8-4s with 80-inch diameter driving wheels (scaled to 10”). Built in 1960 and 1961, respectively, they 
have carried happy passengers around the grounds at Auburn Heights off and on for more than 50 
years. 
 
Work Report: On Tuesday, December 9, 11 volunteers attended the work session, as follows: Dave 
Leon (in charge), Brent McDougall, Anne Cleary, Ted Kamen, Jerry Lucas, Bob Jordan, Tom 
Marshall, Richard Bernard, John Bacino, Steve Bryce, and Ken Ricketts. 
 
The leather was treated with Lexol on the following cars: Stick-Seat Runabout, Model CX, Mobile, 
Model EX, Model H-5, Model K, Model 71, Model 76, ’09 White, and the Model T Ford (imitation 
leather). The burner on the Model 87 was “mudded up,” and it is ready for firing up. Exhaust manifold 
gaskets were made for the H-5 engine, and the rear housings were roughly adjusted on the frame rods. 
The last of the brackets were removed from the Cretors popper, so it is completely “cut loose” from the 
old trailer. 
 
Continuing work in the shop basement (the “engine house” for the A.V.R.R.) included building a work 
bench along one wall and placing a 10-foot length of track on the bench. A new light will be installed 
over this area, and it will be used for repair and maintenance of our passenger cars. Towels were cut up 
for shop rags, and more scrap metal was sorted out. 
 
On Thursday, December 11, the following nine volunteers were on hand: Bill Schwoebel (in charge), 
Tom Marshall, Steve Bryce, Bob Jordan, Jared Schoenly, Ted Kamen, Mark Russell, Eugene Maute 
and Gerhard Maute. 
 
A new 10-foot superheater was made for the Mountain Wagon, with the next step being to fit new 
unions on both ends to match up with the throttle pipe and steam pipe back to the engine. The defective 
“heat sink” over the pilot was removed, and a new cast iron one is being fabricated. Rough cleaning 
was done on the burner. A tiny crack in the grate was observed and this will be addressed. 
 
3/32” packing was fitted into the grooves of the cylinder heads and steam chest cover of the H-5 engine 
cylinders, new to us from the Goolds. The railroad signal lights were brought in and stored for the 
winter. Lexol was applied to more leather seats on the cars not previously done. Our Pullman Company 
step stool was repaired by making four new feet and brazing them to the bottom of the stool. Work 
continued in the FAHP Library. 
 
On Saturday, December 13, five railroad volunteers dug out soggy spots and trenched for Orangeburg-
type piping to carry away the run-off alongside the track on the back curve of the A.V.R.R. Brent 
McDougall, Jerry Novak, Anne K. H. Cleary, Ed Paschall and Dave Leon took part.  


