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GROWING UP IN  A RAILROAD VACUUM
Photography, trains, and mentorship

An eastbound local train on the 
Sioux City branch of the Illinois 
Central Gulf’s Iowa Division 
trundles over rickety track 
between Alta and Storm Lake, 
Iowa, in the summer of 1979.
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A RAIL ENTHUSIAST DURING my teens, I lost touch 
with trains for several decades but have recently had 
the joy of  rediscovering them—along with my early 
slides and negatives. After leaving my home in the 
Midwest, I studied photography at Pratt Institute and 
went to work in New York as a studio manager for 
a still-life advertising photographer. After continued 
study of  photography in graduate school at Indiana 
University, I transitioned into academia as a professor 
of  art at Kalamazoo College in Michigan. There I 
had the notion to document along the first transconti-
nental railroad for the sesquicentennial of  the Golden 
Spike. That project led me to dig through my archive 
for rail subjects, and the perspective of  forty years 
helped me see that work in a new light.

What follows is a memoir of  sorts, mined from 
distant memories and the transparencies of  a kid 
who was interested in photography and railroads. 
The period discussed, 1975 through 1979, was an 
interesting time in the rail industry. Class I railroads 
still existed in a wide variety, a good number of  first 
generation diesels continued to roam the rails, and 
many of  the routes where I photographed moving 
trains have since been abandoned altogether. 

I begin with the two railroads that intersected in 
my hometown of  Bloomington, Indiana—the more 
modern Illinois Central line to Indianapolis, finished 
in 1906, and the older Louisville & Nashville, former 
Monon, built during the mid-19th century. With each 
of  these routes, a mentor of  mine is inseparably 
linked. These two people taught me about railroads 
and photography while imbuing me with a penchant 
for scenic, action, and night images. I then broaden 
the scope somewhat to illustrate a few other railroads 
of  the Midwest during this pivotal time period.

This chapter of  my life ended around 1980 and, 
as a result, I did not pursue railroad subjects for more 
than thirty years—much to my chagrin now. Going 
to college, and a move to Brooklyn, New York, took 
me away from rails, other than the New York City 
subway, if  not away from photography. While some 
might view the mining of  old negatives and slides as 
wallowing in nostalgia, I see it as a proper education. 
Through my research of  these artifacts, I am belatedly 
teaching myself  about railroad history during that 
difficult period just prior to deregulation. I am also 
retrospectively learning the value of  mentorship, 
photographic and otherwise.

Photography and a house along the tracks
In the summer of  1972, I was twelve and my family 
relocated from the north side of  Bloomington to the 
east side. As it happened, our new house was adjacent 
to a railroad, the Illinois Central Gulf ’s branch to 
Indianapolis. This line was not a particularly busy 
one, usually having only two trains per day in each 
direction. Yet the new sensation of  trains rolling 
by while I lay in bed at night gripped me in some 
profound way. Prior to this move I had been taking 

pictures for some time using my father’s 35mm Agfa 
camera that he had procured in Europe during his 
time in the service in the 1950s. I was hooked by pho-
tography the first time he spread out in front of  me 
the rangefinder with its many accouterments—lens 
shade, colored filters, and a wonderful stainless-steel 
self-timer that attached to the shutter release button. I 
began taking pictures around age ten, climbing trees 
to see what the world might look like from that higher 
vantage point. After moving to the east side of  town, 
images of  trains naturally followed.

My earliest railroad images are shaky efforts as 
seen from our living room window. Though poorly 
executed, they nevertheless jog powerful memories. I 
recall that if  a train came by after dark, I would wave 
a flashlight to the crewmembers and take joy when 
they, almost invariably, waved a lantern in return. 
It pleased me to no end to have made a connection 
with a railroader doing his work. These pictures also 
provide a record of  changes in the railroad business 
in the form of  mergers, evidenced by the variety of  
paint schemes adorning the motive power. Those 
colorful locomotives captivated me. There was the 
solid black Illinois Central units with their Green 
Diamond logos, both black-and-white and red-and-
white locomotives of  the Gulf, Mobile and Ohio, and 
of  course the orange-and-white “new image” scheme 
of  the Illinois Central Gulf. Eventually the city built 
a bike path between our property and that of  the 
railroad, and thus I could tool along on my bike after 
the trains, attempting to take pictures all the while.

A railroad club
One day my father told me about something that 
caught his eye in the newspaper. A graduate student 
in town was starting a new organization called the 
Indiana University Railroad Club. With my father’s 
help, I soon began to attend meetings inside the 
university’s massive student union. It was strange 
for a young kid to be on a college campus, sitting 
through meetings that unfailingly adhered to some-
thing called Robert’s Rules of  Order. But I was finally 
rubbing elbows with people who shared my interest in 
railroads. They were much more knowledgeable and 
experienced than I was, but I like to think I charmed 
them a bit as the kid who attempted to take pictures 
of  trains from a moving bicycle.

The instigator of  the club was Ron Potsch, and he 
became my first mentor in railroad photography. Ron 
worked for the Illinois Central Gulf  in town as third-
trick (night shift) operator, but hailed from Mattoon, 
Illinois. He often stressed that there was much less 
railroad action in Bloomington than on the vaunted 
Mainline of  Mid-America that bisected his home-
town north to south. Compared to that double-track, 
100-mile-an-hour corridor, along with all the other 
lines that crisscrossed central Illinois, he now felt 
he was in a veritable transportation backwater. He 
dubbed my town a railroad vacuum.
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GP10 no. 8013 leads a 
southbound Illinois Central 
Gulf freight train just east of 
Solsberry, Indiana, on October 
13, 1976.

Amtrak’s northbound Floridian 
passenger train makes its 
station stop at Bloomington, 
Indiana, on October 16, 1977. 
The iconic Monroe County 
Courthouse looms in the 
background.
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In this pair of images, a 
southbound Illinois Central Gulf 
freight train, led by GP18 no. 
9414, has just emerged from 
the tunnel on the Hi-Dry near 
New Unionville, Indiana, on 
December 9, 1977. This Illinois 
Central branch to Indianapolis 
would become the heart of the 
Indiana Rail Road just nine 
years later.
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The railroad club met once per month to share 
stories of  railroading, typically through photography. 
Ron orchestrated both formal club trips, such as 
visiting railroad facilities, as well as informal forays 
into the field. Despite my young age, I strove to be 
included on these photographic safaris whenever pos-
sible. That word is appropriate because our work was 
akin to a big-game hunt. We endeavored to locate 
and bag rarities—early diesel power, cab units, or rare 
and interesting paint schemes. I actually got off from 
school, with my parent’s permission, to shoot Illinois 
Central Gulf ’s bicentennial locomotive when it came 
through the area.

But photographs, regardless of  the subject matter, 
are inert by themselves—they need to be viewed and 
interrogated by an audience to take on and impart 
their meaning. Therefore the formal presenting and 
viewing of  railroad imagery was one of  the chief  
activities of  our club. And in addition to formal club 
meetings, an ad hoc group would occasionally meet 
at Ron’s apartment for slide shows. I learned that 
this is what the avocation was really about—after our 
work in the field, this viewing of  our photographs, 
with and for our peers, was the culmination of  our 
efforts. One’s work was not made simply for the 
photographer, but would have to be viewed, reviewed, 
and generally vetted by the group. Active participants 

received accolades or constructive criticism for both 
the subject matter as well as the techniques employed. 
This was my first introduction to the importance of  
peer review.

We spoke of  the skills and nuances of  photography, 
which, like railroading, had its own nomenclature and 
conventions. We conferred about the choice between 
black-and-white film and color, of  high-speed film 
versus that with tight grain, and the effects of  lenses 
with various focal lengths. We also discussed general 
approaches to our work. Some members collected 
portraits of  locomotives or “roster shots,” while some 
of  us were drawn to scenic and action views. Still 
others, most likely influenced by the splendid work of  
O. Winston Link, ventured out into the night to make 
photographs with flash bulbs. 

Ron, who was very influential for me, was more 
attracted to scenic, action, and night photography. 
For the former we began with three-quarter “wedge” 
shots but moved on to more complicated approaches. 
Ron introduced me to issues of  composition such as 
the rule of  thirds and where to place the horizon line 
within the frame. (He preferred placing this one-third 
from the bottom of  the frame or one-third from the 
top, but avoided placing it at the midpoint.) He also 
expanded my world by leading us into the night with 
flashgun and bulbs. I served as an assistant: with the 

On January 29, 1977, a 
southbound Illinois Central 
Gulf freight train crosses 
Shuffle Creek Viaduct near 
Lake Lemon, northeast of 
Bloomington, Indiana. The 
train had to contend with the 
aftermath of a heavy snowfall 
from two days earlier, as 
evidenced by the snowpack on 
the nose of GP10 no. 8152.
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camera shutters locked open, I would shield the lenses 
from ambient light as he moved around the scene. I 
would then uncover the lenses so that he could fire 
the flashgun from different vantage points. I now 
recognize that these controlled and dramatically lit 
images eliminated much of  the detritus typical of  rail 
yards. These cleaner, more theatrical shots would be 
akin to what I would work on a decade later, again 
as an assistant, in photographic studios of  New York 
doing fashion and still-life advertising work.

Beyond technical matters, our railroad imagery 
led to discussions that illuminated the history of  the 
rail lines themselves. This had nothing to do with 
rolling stock or how to photograph it, but how and 
when tracks were laid down across the country. Ron 
had studied engineering at the University of  Illinois 
and so this was completely natural for him. He told 
us about the early history of  the Illinois Central line 
to Indianapolis and how it came to be called the “Hi-
Dry” for its tall bridges and fills. Now, looking back, 
I see that I did not fully take to this deeper aspect 
of  the hobby, as I was too caught up in the task at 
hand—capturing any action I might, framed within 
a scenic tableau if  possible. On the Illinois Central 
Gulf, this could mean aiming my camera at the 
Shuffle Creek Viaduct or the tunnel near Unionville 
(see previous spread). West of  town, the monstrously 
huge Tulip Trestle, also known as the Richland Creek 
Viaduct, beckoned. 

Another person who was knowledgeable about 
railroads, and was also attracted to scenic action shots, 
began to hang out with the group—Gary Dolzall. He 
would become my second mentor in the idiosyncratic 
milieu of  railroad photography. You may recognize 
his name for the sturdy history he wrote about the 
Chicago, Indianapolis, and Louisville Railway, better 
known as the Monon.

The other line in town
Where the Illinois Central Gulf  was modern, built 
just after the turn of  the 20th century, the other line 
in Bloomington was relatively anachronistic. The 
Louisville & Nashville had acquired the Monon in 
1971, but following Gary’s lead, I used the historic 
name. Constructed in the 1850s, the Monon had a 
distinctly organic feel, built close to the ground. South 
of  Bloomington, the railroad mimics closely the land-
scape’s curving contours, following Clear Creek and 

flowing like a stream itself  around and between the 
limestone ridges. If  Ron helped me understand the 
history of  the Hi-Dry, Gary encouraged me to look 
hard at this other railroad that he seemed to love as a 
family member.

Gary was gracious; over time he took me to 
many of  his favorite spots along the Monon between 
Bloomington and his hometown of  Bedford, Indiana. 
Gazing at a topographic map today stirs memories, 
chiefly by looking at the names of  the tiny towns 
along the tracks. These hamlets are usually no more 
than a road crossing and perhaps a loose collection 
of  a few structures. If  I work at it, I might be able to 
connect image to place—how a northbound train 
emerged from the woods at Guthrie, or that there was 
a passing track and wonderful “S” curve at Peerless.

Gary exposed me to a certain sensibility: his affinity 
for the picturesque. Like Ron, he showed me how 
one might frame images through elements found in 
the landscape. I recall how he climbed atop a tunnel 
portal for elevation and therefore a different point of  
view. Contrary to roster shots, the locomotive need 
not completely fill the frame of  an action or scenic 
view. The train was to be shown within its context, 
and empty space itself  could provide meaning by 
isolating the subject and thus giving it emphasis. And 
now, viewing these images after some forty years, I 
find that some of  my mediocre shots have acquired 
real value due to the details of  the surroundings that 
just happened to be in the overall scene.

Ron and Gary were different men, not unlike the 
intersecting rail lines in Bloomington, sometimes 
moving at right angles to one another. I remember 
their spirited discussion of  which railroads were su-
perior, not unlike two sports fans rooting for different 
teams. But like those two intersecting railroads, there 
was more useful interchange between the two fellows 
than competition.

The Monon gets a passenger train
It was about this time that a momentous turn of  
events gave all of  us cause to spend even more time 
along the Monon’s undulating tracks. The railroad 
would carry the Floridian after Amtrak decided to 
re-route the passenger train. At first it ran at night, 
but Amtrak eventually shifted the schedule to daylight 
hours. As for equipment, large SDP40F locomotives 
initially powered the train. After a problem arose with 
those units, aging E-units were assigned as a stopgap 
until the F40PH locomotive became available.

The first images I took of  the Floridian were night 
shots as I shadowed Gary between Bedford and 
Bloomington. He took some long exposures of  the 
northbound train as it glided around the sweeping 
curve just north of  Harrodsburg. The headlight 
and glowing windows of  the passenger cars burned 
themselves into the Kodachrome film, mirroring the 
graceful route of  the rail line. I emulated my mentor, 
but my shots were marred due to the sub-par quality 

Photographs are inert by 
themselves—they need to be viewed 
and interrogated by an audience to 

take on and impart their meaning
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Amtrak’s southbound Floridian 
runs down J Street in the very 
center of Bedford, Indiana—the 
Lawrence county courthouse is 
just outside the frame at right. 
On this day, May 7, 1977, 
EMD E8A no. 498—formerly 
Pennsylvania Railroad no. 
5809—is on the point.

Amtrak’s northbound Floridian 
glides away from the former 
Monon depot in Bedford, 
Indiana, with an SDP40F 
locomotive in the lead on the 
night of March 6, 1976.
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The engineer of Amtrak’s 
southbound Floridian peers out 
from the cab of SDP40F no. 
631 during the station stop in 
Bloomington, Indiana, in 1976. 
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of  my lenses. These setbacks eventually led me to 
acquire better equipment, which led to better images.

Ron Potsch also enjoyed pursuing the Floridian. 
Like Gary, Ron was creative in finding new vantage 
points for the ongoing shooting of  a single subject. 
Ron once walked and climbed westward away from 
the railroad, counter to intuition, to find a splendid 
vantage at the south end of  Harrodsburg siding. As 
I had followed Gary, I also followed Ron, and as a 
result I have some wonderful shots contextualized by 
the rolling hills of  southern Indiana.

Widening the scope: Illinois and Iowa
Upon completing his degree, Gary left Bloomington, 
though I would continue to see him over the next 
several years. In the meantime, his departure meant 
that I would spend even more time with Ron. With 
the birth of  Conrail, we went north to the former 
New York Central (Big Four) yard at Avon, west of  
Indianapolis. The engine facility there was suddenly 
a cornucopia of  paint schemes from several exotic 
eastern roads. We once chased a train westward with 
two GP35s of  the Reading Company providing the 
power. The grid system of  the county roads forced us 
to work alternatively west and then south, repeatedly, 
while the train traveled the shorter, diagonal route. 
This had Ron ruminating on the Pythagorean theorem 
as he piloted the car on our hectic chase.

This line between Indianapolis and St. Louis, first 
as the Penn Central, and then as Conrail, switched 
from ex-NYC to ex-Pennsylvania tracks west of  Terre 
Haute. Upon that section of  rails we photographed 
another Amtrak passenger train that no longer exists, 
the National Limited. A bit further west we encountered 
the Illinois Central’s main line at Effingham. This was 
Ron’s old stomping ground, and we made images of  
both freight and passenger trains while listening to 
Arlo Guthrie’s version of  the Steve Goodman song, 
“City of  New Orleans.” We traveled to Decatur to 
visit WABIC tower, where many lines intersected. 
What I then saw as action, train movements, and 
photographic opportunities, I now see as rich railroad 
history. Even the cryptic name of  the tower hinted at 
this, formed by the combination of  the abbreviations 
for Wabash (WAB) and Illinois Central (IC).

Another railroad beckoned to us from central 
Illinois—running diagonally across the state was the 
Gulf, Mobile and Ohio, though just another part of  
the ICG by that time. I recall photographing Amtrak’s 
Inter-American bound for St. Louis, at Lexington, 
Illinois (see p. 26). The train seemed like a silver blur, 
with a gleaming E-unit in front and a round-end 
observation car bringing up the rear. And of  course 
we hit that other Bloomington, which was then a 
haven for ex-GM&O F-units. We did plenty of  night 
shots there, and also tracked down the cab units in 
action during daylight hours on the old Alton main 
line. This was a wonderful time for me, right around 
the time of  the Bicentennial of  the United States, and 

in addition to furthering my photographic technique 
and exposing me to railroad history, Ron even helped 
me learn how to drive a car.

A couple of  years earlier, when I first heard that 
GM&O cab units could be found in Bloomington, 
Illinois, I had coerced my parents to stop there during 
a long family trip. Despite it being an amazingly 
dreary day, I desperately wanted to photograph the 
classic locomotives, and my father finally relented. I 
had travelled to Iowa with my family at least once per 
year for as long as I could remember, due to both of  
my parents being from the northwestern part of  the 
Hawkeye State. Some of  my first rail pictures, and 
some of  my last, were taken in and around Storm 
Lake. Very early on, in 1975, I had photographed 
diminutive trains of  the Milwaukee Road rolling into 
town from the south. The line ran fairly close to my 
grandparent’s farm, but I would have to get on a bike 
and ride quickly to catch up with the train a half-mile 
away. Upon hearing the whistle, I would frantically 

A westbound Conrail freight 
train approaching Effingham, 
Illinios, in February 1979. The 
train is due to receive orders by 
way of paper “flimsies,” two of 
which can be seen in the order 
hoop. This line was formerly 
Penn Central and Pennsylvania 
Railroad prior to that, as the 
distinctive signal indicates.

Following spread: Amtrak’s 
westbound National Limited 
running on the former 
Pennsylvania Railroad just east 
of Effingham, Illinois, in the late 
1970s. The massive concrete 
arch bridge carries the track 
and roadbed over Salt Creek.
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head off toward the siren call. Even now, I still have 
an involuntary reaction to this sound—to grab a 
camera and run.

At other times I would implore either of  my two 
older brothers to drive me through the countryside 
looking for trains. One memorable trip was down 
to the double-track Chicago & North Western main 
line that runs across Iowa. I was impressed by the 
veritable parade of  Union Pacific trains, but I noticed 
that the C&NW would keep one of  their units on the 
point—either to claim tenuous ownership of  the line 
if  not to provide the proper in-cab signaling. Another 
sibling-chauffeured trip took me north and west of  
Storm Lake to Sheldon to see Illinois Central’s Sioux 
Falls branch. This day we first saw an eastbound 
Milwaukee Road train and soon thereafter one of  the 
Illinois Central—both lines cross the Omaha Road 
there. We jumped in the car and followed this second 
train down to Cherokee. These images, while nothing 
special compositionally, now have increased value due 
to the fact that the line has completely disappeared 
from the face of  the earth.

And later, when I was visiting Iowa in 1979 at 
the very end of  my time photographing trains, I 
could drive myself. I would borrow an old farm truck 
and stake out Illinois Central Gulf ’s Sioux City line 
through Storm Lake. I would drive north from the 
farm a couple of  miles to a road crossing on the 
east side of  town where I would simply sit and wait 
for trains on the lightly traveled line. Once I even 
ventured westward to Alta to chase a small local 
train back to Storm Lake (see opening spread). I feel 
that my shots of  this line at this time are emblematic 
of  how far railroading had fallen in the era prior to 
deregulation by the Staggers Act in 1980.

A job—and the end
After I finished high school, Ron once again came to 
my aid and helped me procure a job with the Illinois 
Central Gulf  as the third-trick operator at Palestine, 
Illinois. I had a job in the railroad business, which was 
pretty momentous, but it would be so only for a short 
time. As a young photographer and rail enthusiast, 
if  my study of  railroad history was light, my study of  
railroad operations through this job was also on the 
shallow side. Looking back I wish I had embraced 
more the nuts and bolts of  the vocation. On the other 
hand, there was really not much for me to do for 
six or seven of  the hours that I worked each night. 
When I came to work at eleven, the second trick 
switch crew was signing out. They would brief  me 
on their work in such a way that precluded me from 
even having to walk a line of  cars to document its 
arrangement (which I would have happily done). For 
the remainder of  my shift, my chief  duty was nothing 
much more than staying awake until seven the next 
morning when the day shift arrived. It is no wonder 
that railroading experienced a sea change just a year 
or so later.
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While employed with the railroad I was able to 
leverage my insider status to bag a couple of  cab rides 
between Palestine and my hometown of  Bloomington. 
On one trip, I made some vertiginous images while 
crossing the Tulip Trestle near Solsberry. On the way 
back I rode in the caboose, which had a different 
kind of  charm and is another element of  railroading 
that no longer exists. When the railroads got rid of  
cabooses in the 1980s, I recall Ron saying that a train 
without a caboose was akin to a sentence without a 
period. After nine months on the railroad I decided 
to quit and go off to college. Many people thought I 
was crazy to leave such a relatively well-paying job, 
but I had always intended to continue my studies. 
And there was never any question as to what my field 
would be: photography.

Mentorship—and meaning in flawed images
With critical distance, I now see my photographs 
from the second half  of  the 1970s differently. Then 
certain diesel locomotives, paint schemes, and other 
absorbing bits and pieces of  railroading intrigued 
me. I now try to look holistically and with context 
at the charismatic particulars interwoven within the 
landscape. Beyond the equipment are operations as 
well as the history of  the rail lines and their relation 
to society as a whole—this is where I now find depth 
in the subject. And reflecting upon the role and value 
of  mentorship itself, I see how fortunate I was to have 

A southbound Gulf, Mobile and 
Ohio freight train ducks under 
the Chicago and North Western 
at Green Ridge, Illinois, on May 
21, 1977. 

Opposite, from top:

Amtrak’s southbound Inter-
American speeds by the depot 
at Lexington, Illinois, on May 
22, 1977, with an E-unit in the 
lead. This line belonged to the 
Illinois Central Gulf, but it was 
once Alton’s main line between 
Chicago and St. Louis. 

A northbound Milwaukee Road 
train is about to duck under the 
Illinois Central Gulf at Storm 
Lake, Iowa, in August 1975. 

An eastbound Illinois Central 
Gulf train is crossing a wooden 
trestle just north of Cherokee, 
Iowa, on the Sioux Falls branch 
on July 16, 1977. This is where 
the line crosses over “Old 21 
Road” as well as Mill Creek. 
The refrigerated piggyback 
trailers are most likely filled 
with meat from Sioux Falls and 
destined for Chicago.

learned from two enormously generous and successful 
people, Ron Potsch and Gary Dolzall, with whom I 
still communicate.

Currently, as a professor and academic advisor, I 
try to emulate my old friends while interacting with 
my students and advisees. As Ron and Gary exuded 
their energy and interest in the subject of  railroads, 
I now do the same with photography and art. These 
two men modeled for me the importance of  an 
intense curiosity in how the world works, as well as 
the use of  critical thinking in solving problems. At 
my institution, these values are key components of  an 
effective liberal arts education as well as a meaningful 
and engaging career beyond school. Thus, as my 
two mentors generously gave of  their knowledge and 
experience, I try to do so with my young charges.

Teaching the history of  photography pulled me 
back into the world of  rail photography—and that 
subsequently altered the arc of  my career. In the 
course of  covering nineteenth century photographic 
practice, one naturally transitions from the fledgling 
documentation of  the Civil War to governmental 
topographic surveys of  the West. See the splendid 
photographs of  Timothy O’Sullivan and Alexander 
Gardner for a seamless segue in this regard. The 
contemporaneous imagery of  A.J. Russell, William 
Henry Jackson, and Carleton Watkins—often with 
the transcontinental railroad as a subject—then come 
into play. Viewing their work reminded me of  my 



28 · RAILROAD HERITAGE

own love of  seeing as well as photographing railroads 
in the landscape. Seven years ago I made the decision 
to abandon conceptual fine art photography and 
head west to work on a project picturing the first 
transcontinental railroad through any remaining 
evidence of  the human-altered landscape. In the end, 
my interests as a young man reasserted themselves 
and made a profound impact on my current research 
and photographic practice.

In teaching my class, “A History of  Photography,” 
I sometimes use a standard text called On Photography 
by Susan Sontag. Interestingly, this book was first 
published in 1977, right in the middle of  my early 
rail photography efforts. Sontag holds that without 
text, photographs lose their meaning and become 
free-floating and ambiguous—if  not meaningless—
artifacts. When I can tie facts to my early images, only 
then is it possible to find significance, make meaning, 
and contribute to railroad history—otherwise, I am 
only adding to the growing visual clutter that threatens 
to drown us in this Internet age.

For the entirety of  my shooting in the 1970s, I did 
not take notes nor keep a journal. Other than the 
processing dates printed on slide mounts, I have no 
written information to help sort out the content of  a 
particular transparency—I lack even that in the case 
of  my black-and-white negatives. As a result, I spend 

hours posing as a detective or archeologist, looking 
hard at the minutiae within the frame. It is satisfying 
when things come together—this may happen when 
street or business signage, or better yet, numbers on a 
signal mast, provide the key. To lock down a location 
in a rural setting, I often corroborate the lay of  the 
land or curve of  a track in the photograph with the 
view as seen from satellites. Using social media to 
interact with people who worked for a particular 
railroad can help mightily when trying to identify 
workers or obscure places along a nearly non-descript 
portion of  right-of-way. 

In the end, this accrual of  detail, plus a jogged 
memory or two, usually allows me to fully caption 
and contextualize my early railroad photographs. 
And hopefully the historical value of  these documents 
outweighs any of  their flaws—various photographic 
offences committed by a kid who was first captivated 
by trains running outside his family’s picture window.
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Gulf, Mobile and Ohio GP30 
no. 509 and a few mates are 
resting on a cold winter night in 
early 1979 at ICG’s Palestine, 
Illinois, engine facility. 
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The head brakeman of a 
northbound Illinois Central 
Gulf train looks down on the 
valley of Richland Creek as 
his locomotive crosses Tulip 
Trestle near Solsberry, Indiana, 
on a bleak day in the winter 
of 1978–1979. The bridge is 
situated on the former Illinois 
Central branch to Indianapolis 
known as the “Hi-Dry,” now 
part of the Indiana Rail Road.
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