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I arrived in White Sulphur Springs on June 30, 1954. I began work as
pastor of the 1lst Presbyterian Church on 1 July 1954, and work as a Sunday
School Missionary under the Presbyterian Church Board of National
Missions. This relationship lasted until October of 1964 when I resigned
to work on a Master’s Degree at Montana State College (later University).

The work in the parish allowed a young green pastor from an urban
metropolitan area the opportunity to explore many areas blocked by that
urban environment. I lived fouir blocks from the Wabash Railroad mainline
from Detroit to Kansas City, and beyond. There was a water tower at 10
1/2 street and Laurel. My home was at 1121 E. Laurel. The stream engines
(configurations 2800 had to stop for water. So, I spent some hours waiting
at the crossing, but also listening to the many thumps, hisses, bells,
whistles of the trains. I think most boys my age always yearned to ride in
the engine. So, when I came to WSS, I had a chance to ride in the engine.
Harold Clay was superintendent of the line. At that time Fred Coburn was
the engineer, with Vernon (Blackie) Ransier the assistant engineer, and
fireman when Fred was at the throttle. Because Supt. Clay was a member of
the parish, I had received permission to go on a "run" to Ringling.

The WSSYPRR was a joint venture between the Milwaukee Railroad and Dick
Ringling, of the Ringling Circus family. The Ringling’s had purchased a
lot of land in Meagher County, and where the WSSYPRR joined the Milwaukee,
the town was called Ringling. The Milwaukee was electrified from
Harlowton Montana, 55 miles to the East, and to Avery, Idaho. The distance
from Harlow as it was and is called to Avery was over 400 miles. I am not
sure when Ringling was founded, but I suspect in the era between 1900 and
1910. An earlier railroad had existed in the area before the Milwaukee
came through. This was the Montana Rail road, or referred to as the
Jawbone as script was use to pay employees and creditors as the railroad
ran out of cash due to the problem with Free Silver in the elections of
the 1890’s. East of Ringling about 15 miles was Loweth, the highest point
on the Milwaukee between Chicago and Seattle. Ringling was a thriving
community until the late 1920’s. As the depression began td overcome the
economy, for some reason there were a number of towns in Montana
disappearing, or almost disappearing because of fires. I recall Maurice
Holmes, a resident of WSS for years telling to making a trip to the "east"
in the summer or fall of ’29. Ringling was there when they left, but when
they returned only a few places remained.

Ringling in the early 50’s consisted of the depot of the railroad,
three homes for railroad section hands and their families, the closed Ryan
store, a shell of the Ringling Bank, a Bar, Schuyler’s garage, the former



Congregational Church, a grade school, and several homes in various states
of repair. The school met in the lower or 1lst floor. There was a High
School, but due to the decline in population, it was closed. The building
had an upper story which was to be used for the increase in students. But,
with the fire, and the depression, it was never Completed. There were
three tracks at Ringling. So, the WSSYPRR came in, switched cars to the
appropriate east and west bound tracks for the Milwaukee freights to pick
up. In 1945-55 Ringling had passenger service with 1 east and 1 west bound
train per day. The crack stream- liner from Chicago, the Olympian Hiawatha
did not stop there. It came rolling off the Loweth hill at speeds of 55
plus and thundered through Ringling.

The WSSYPRR was a venture of Dick Ringling. The name, White Sulphur
Springs and Yellowstone Park Rail Road was to run from WSS to Yellowstone
Park. I supposed it would hook into the Northern Pacific branch line at
Wilsall some 40 miles south of Ringling. The NP line went from Wisall
through Clyde Park to Livingston, thence to Gardiner. The right of way
extended 22 miles from Ringling to WSS. There was a Y at Ringling where
the engine could make a turn around for the return trip, sidings at
Calkins about 10 miles from Ringling, andthe yards at White Sulphur
Springs. The trains ran on a sporadic schedule, that is whenever there was
enough freight to take to Ringling, or bring from Ringling to WSS.The
consists were mixed with cattle during the shipping season, and other
freight such as gasoline, fuel oil, coal, feed, even Chevrolet cars for
the Berg Garage in WSS. There was also "pulp" for Wisconsin paper mills.
The Yards at WSS were dominated by the Stockyards, and the Stockyards Y.
In the fall of each year this was a busy place. Thousands of head of
cattle and sheep were shipped from WSS. The cars from WSS were then taken
to Ringling for pick up by the through Milwaukee freights. Some went east,
others west.

Now to my trip!. There were 15 cars of cattle to be shipped. They had
all been loaded, and we proceeded to Ringling. The road bed was not very
solid, as were many of the Milwaukee branch lines. Mostly dirt, not a lot
of sold rock ballast. So, speed was limited! The trip took 3 hrs! Fred
chewed tobacco! Every once in a while he leaned out the window to spit!
Vern was busy shoveling coal. If memory is correct it took 10 tons of coal
for the trip. This was probably where Vern got the nickname "Blackie". It
was a hot, dirty job. Fred would glance at the right of way, pull the
whistle cord for the 6 crossings, wave at ranchers along the way, and add
water to the boiler. He straddled the "Johnson Bar" This was the lever
that changed direction for the engine from forward to reverse, and also
allowed the engineer to change the stroke for more power, etc. It was a
bumpy,boring ride after we started. But Fred always had stories to tell.
At Calkins, the siding, a town had been platted at one time, and lots were
sold to unsuspecting "rubes" from the ast. He told of one elderly couple
to had met the train at Ringling, and asked to get off at Calkins. The
WSSYPRR then ran an engine and coach to Ringling each day. The engineer



told them that there was nothing at Calkins. But, they had to see for
themselves. They went on to WSS. Fred did not know what they did after
that. We arrived at Ringling, set out the cars, and then made the return
trip. When I got home I had to shower extensively to remove the soot,
ashes, etc. But, it was fun.

The WSSYPRR had the only two steam engines on the entire Milwaukee line
in 1954/55. They received loving care from Fred, Blackie, and others. The
"roundhouse" consisted of a shed large enough to house the two engines and
their tenders. Coal bunkers were adjacent to the "roundhouse". the tenders
were watered with a firehose from a nearby hydrant. In early 1955 the
Milwaukee notified Superindent Clay that they two engines had to be
retired, and the road deseilized. The flues in their boilers were
defective, and there were no facilities on the entire line for repairs.
So, two new engines arrived in February of 1955. They were General
Electric 44 tonners, with engines at both ends, the cab in the middle.
They were more efficient, buring only 1/3 of the equivalent fuel for the
44 mile round trip. They were also much shorter. The two steamers were
then placed on passing tracks, their boiler fires allowed to cool, and
water drained from their boilers and tenders.

I the sping of 1955, the Saturday before Palm Sunday, the WSSYPRR was
to ship 12 cars of cattle to Butte for Ed McReynolds. Ed was a local
cattle buyer. The cars were to arrive in Butte for the Monday morning
cattle auction. I had my sermon prepared, and was making the trip in the
"new diesels". The cabs were clean, had heat, and not as noisy as the old
steamers. But, the speed was the same! We left WSS about 11 am. It was a
cloudy day, temperature about 30. There had been some snow earlier in the
week. Not much, about 2". On Friday, they had taken the diesel to Ringling
to pick up some cars, but on the return found that the engine lacked the
power of the steamer and had to leave 4 cars on the mainline about 6 miles
north of Ringling. This was to have disastrous consequences as you will
see.

The trip south was uneventful until we got to Calkins. There we ran into
a real Montana Spring Blizzard. Wind, and Snow. The visibility was about
50 feet! We were snug in the car though. As we passed Calkins there was
some discussion abouth whether we had enough power to pull- through the cut
on the Loweth Martins dale road. They decided not to set out some of the
cars at Calkins, which would have meant proceeding to Ringling and then
returning for the cars at Calkins, then back to Ringling.There was also
some discussion about what to do when they came to the stretch where the
cars had been abandoned. They would have to be pushed back to Ringling!

As we approached the cut near the crossing on the Ringling Martinsdale
Road we noticed that the cut was full of snow! About a foot and a half.
The train gradually began to loose speed as it was an uphill grade! Soon
we made no progress at all! The 44 ton engine sat on the rails with the



wheels spinning! Just like a car in a snow drift! So, the decision was
made to cut off the stock cars, proceed to Ringling, then return and take
them back. This would mean taking only a few at a time. So, the cars were
cut off and we began to make progress up the hill. About 20 minutes later
we were in sight of the 4 cars left on the main line. The wind was blowing
about 40 mph, snow covered the tracks. I did not realize how helpless a
railroad engine or railroad car is when there is snow on the track. The
flange on the wheels is seldom more than 4 inches. That is all that keeps
the train on the track! With the track covered, the engine and train could
easily go on "the ground" or derail. So, Blackie and the other fireman
took their grain shovels, ( which fortunately were standard equipment) and
began to flange the track. They could only do this for about 10 minutes at
a time. We then proceeded to knock the cars over the top of the grade. It
took about an hour. After we knocked them through, we could then push them
to Ringling, and set them out there. The goal was then to return to the
'cut’ and begin the laborious trip of bringing the other cars back. When
we cut out the cars the cows were really bellering.

Superintendent Clay met us at the Ringling Y. After reviewing the
situation, we then proceeded back to WSS. The crew stayed with the Engine
at Ringling because it had to be left with the engine running.Food and
other sustenance was brought for the crew.

Palm Sunday in WSS was a white Xmas card scene. Lots of snow. I
thought about the cattle spending the night in the crowded cars, with no
food or water. I also wondered what the plan was for solving the problem.

Superintendent Clay decided that one of the steamers had to be "fired
up". It had been drained of water, so water had to be put into the tender,
and the fire started. This usually took several hours before steam could
be built up. The fire was started early Sunday morning. By .ll o’clock the
steamer was ready to roll. It was no problem betting through the cuts
filled with snow. There was a snow plow/cow catcher. And the weight of the
engine was spread out over half a city block.. And steam had unlimited
power! They proceeded to the cut, pulled all of the cars back to Calkins,
made a run around to get in front of them, then proceeded to Ringling.
When they came to the cut,Fred opened the throttle. The hunge steamer with
the weight of the cars made quick work of the drift. They .snow was very
light and it; must have been a sight to see the steamer hit the drift with
snow flying everywhere. I went with Supt. Clay to Ringling to see them
come in. Ed McReynolds as also along. He did not believe that they could
bring the cars in! But, they came with huffs, puffs, steam escaping,
whistle blowing, rods clanking, cows bellering. When the engine passed, I
could see Fred with his head out the window, probably letting go with a
wad of chew! Ed was disappointed. The cattle would not make itto the
Monday auction in Butte. Superintendent Clay replied that this fit the
"acts of God" clause in the contract for unseen delays.



There was one problem with breaking through the drift at the cut! The
engine had such force, that when it hit the drift, the snow built up and
destroyed the front coupler on the engine! As the engine was to be
retired, the Milwaukee was in no hurry to send a crew to repair the
coupler. The engine sat on the siding at Ringling for at least a week.
Then a crew came from Harlowton and repaired the coupler. It had to be
replaced!. Without the coupler, the idled engine could not be attached to
a train for its last journey to the scrap yard.
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I arrived in White Sulphur Springs on June 30, 1954. I began work as
pastor of the lst Presbyterian Church on 1 July 1954, and work as a Sunday
School Missionary under the Presbyterian Church Board of National
Missions. This relationship lasted until October of 1964 when I resigned
to work on a Master’s Degree at Montana State College (later University).

The work in the parish allowed a young green pastor from an urban
metropolitan area the opportunity to explore many areas blocked by that
urban environment. I lived fouir blocks from the Wabash Railroad mainline
from Detroit to Kansas City, and beyond. There was a water tower at 10
1/2 street and Laurel. My home was at 1121 E. Laurel. The stream engines
(configurations 2800 had to stop for water. So, I spent some hours waiting
at the crossing, but also listening to the many thumps, hisses, bells,
whistles of the trains. I think most boys my age always yearned to ride in
the engine. So, when I came to WSS, I had a chance to ride in the engine.
Harold Clay was superintendent of the line. At that time Fred Coburn was
the engineer, with Vernon (Blackie) Ransier the assistant engineer, and
fireman when Fred was at the throttle. Because Supt. Clay was a member of
the parish, I had received permission to go on a "run" to Ringling.

The WSSYPRR was a joint venture between the Milwaukee Railroad and Dick
Ringling, of the Ringling Circus family. The Ringling’s had purchased a
lot of land in Meagher County, and where the WSSYPRR joined the Milwaukee,
the town was called Ringling. The Milwaukee was electrified from
Harlowton Montana, 55 miles to the East, and to Avery, Idaho. The distance
from Harlow as it was and is called to Avery was over 400 miles. I am not
sure when Ringling was founded, but I suspect in the era between 1900 and
1910. An earlier railroad had existed in the area before the Milwaukee
came through. This was the Montana Rail road, or referred to as the
Jawbone as script was use to pay employees and creditors as the railroad
ran out of cash due to the problem with Free Silver in the elections of
the 1890’s. East of Ringling about 15 miles was Loweth, the highest point
on the Milwaukee between Chicago and Seattle. Ringling was a thriving
community until the late 1920’s. As the depression began to overcome the
economy, for some reason there were a number of towns in Montana
disappearing, or almost disappearing because of fires. I recall Maurice
Holmes, a resident of WSS for years telling to making a trip to the "east"

in the summer or fall of ’29. Ringling was there when they left, but when
they returned only a few places remalined. LpelE)

Ringling in the early 50’s consisted of the depot of the railroad,
three homes for railroad section hands and their families, the closed Ryan
store, a shell of the Ringling Bank, a Bar, Schuyler’s garage, the former



Congregational Church, a grade school, and several homes in various states
of repair. The school met in the lower or 1lst floor. There was a High
School, but due to the decline in population, it was closed. The building
had an upper story which was to be used for the increase in students. But,
with the fire, and the depression, it was never Completed. There were
three tracks at Ringling. So, the WSSYPRR came in, switched cars to the
appropriate east and west bound tracks for the Milwaukee freights to pick
up. In 1945-55 Ringling had passenger service with 1 east and 1 west bound
train per day. The crack stream- liner from Chlcago,.;hg_glxmplgn_ﬂégggggg

did not stop there. It came rolling off the Loweth hill at _speeds of 55
Plus and thundered tHrough Ringling.

The WSSYPRR was a venture of Dick Ringling. The name, White Sulphur
Springs and Yellowstone Park Rail Road was to run from WSS to Yellowstone
Park. I supposed it would hook into the Northern Pacific branch line at
Wilsall some 40 miles south of Ringling. The NP line went from Wisall
through Clyde Park to Livingston, thence to Gardiner. The right of way
extended 22 miles from Ringling to WSS. There was g _Y.at.Ringling where
the engine could make a turn around for the return trip, sidings at
Calkins about 10 miles from Ringling, andthe yards at White Sulphur
Springs. The trains ran on a sporadic schedule, that is whenever there was
enough freight to take to Ringling, or bring from Ringling to WSS.The
consists were mixed with cattle during the shipping season, and other
freight such as gasoline, fuel oil, coal, feed, even Chevrolet cars for
the Berg Garage in WSS. There was also "pulp" for Wisconsin paper mills.
The Yards at WSS were dominated by the Stockyards, and the Stockyards Y.
In the fall of each year this was a busy place. Thousands of head of
cattle and sheep were shipped from WSS. The cars from WSS were then taken
to Ringling for pick up by the through Milwaukee freights. Some went east,
others west.

Now to my trip!. There were 15 cars of cattle to be shipped. They had
all been loaded, and we proceeded to Ringling. The road bed was not very
solid, as were many of the Milwaukee branch lines. Mostly dirt, not a lot
of sold rock ballast. So, speed was limited! Ehg_t:;p_;ggk_a_hzgl Fred
chewed tobacco! Every once in a while he leaned out the window to spit!
Vern was busy shoveling coal. If memory is correct it took 10 tons of coal
for the trip. This was probably where Vern got the nickname "Blackie™. It
was a hot, dirty job. Fred would glance at the right of way, pull the
whistle cord for the 6 crossings, wave at ranchers along the way, and add
water to the boiler. He straddled the "Johnson Bar" This was the lever
that changed direction for the engine from forward to reverse, and also
allowed the engineer to change the stroke for more power, etc. It was a
bumpy,boring ride after we started. But Fred always had stories to tell.
At Calkins, the siding, a town had been platted at one time, and lots were
sold to unsuspecting "rubes" from the ast. He told of one elderly couple
to had met the train at Ringling, and asked to get off at Calkins. The
WSSYPRR then ran an engine and coach to Ringling each day. The engineer



told them that there was nothing at Calkins. But, they had to see for
themselves. They went on to WSS. Fred did not know what they did after
that. We arrived at Ringling, set out the cars, and then made the return
trip. When I got home I had to shower extensively to remove the soot,
ashes, etc. But, it was fun.

The WSSYPRR had the only two steam engines on the entire Milwaukee line
in 1954/55. They received loving care from Fred, Blackie, and others. The
"roundhouse" consisted of a shed large enough to house the two engines and
their tenders. Coal bunkers were adjacent to the "roundhouse". the tenders
were watered with a firehose from a nearby hydrant. In early 1955 the
Milwaukee notified Superindent Clay that they two engines had to be
retired, and the road deseilized. The flues in their boilers were
defective, and there were no facilities on the entire line for repairs.
So, two new engines arrived in February of 1955. They were General
Electric 44 tonners, with engines at both ends, the cab in the middle.
They were more efficient, buring only 1/3 of the equivalent fuel for the
44 mile round trip. They were also much shorter. The two steamers were
then placed on passing tracks, their boiler fires allowed to cool, and
water drained from their boilers and tenders.

I the sping of 1955, the Saturday before Palm Sunday, the WSSYPRR was
to ship 12 cars of cattle to Butte for Ed McReynolds. Ed was a local
cattle buyer. The cars were to arrive in Butte for the Monday morning
cattle auction. I had my sermon prepared, and was making the trip in the
"new diesels". The cabs were clean, had heat, and not as noisy as the old
steamers. But, the speed was the same! We left WSS about 11 am. It was a
cloudy day, temperature about 30. There had been some snow earlier in the
week. Not much, about 2". On Friday, they had taken the diesel to Ringling
to pick up some cars, but on the return found that the engine lacked the
power of the steamer and had to leave 4 cars on the mainline agbout 6 miles
north of Ringling. This was to have disastrous consequences as you will
see.

The trip south was uneventful until we got to Calkins. There we ran into
a real Montana Spring Blizzard. Wind, and Snow. The visibility was about
50 feet! We were snug in the car though. As we passed Calkins there was
some discussion abouth whether we had enough power to pull through the cut
on the Loweth Martins dale road. They decided not to set out some of the
cars at Calkins, which would have meant proceeding to Ringling and then
returning for the cars at Calkins, then back to Ringling.There was also
some discussion about what to do when they came to the stretch where the
cars had been abandoned. They would have to be pushed back to Ringling!

As we approached the cut near the crossing on the Ringling Martinsdale
Road we noticed that the cut was full of snow! About a foot and a half.
The train gradually began to loose speed as it was an uphill grade! Soon
we made no progress at all! The 44 ton engine sat on the rails with the



wheels spinning! Just like a car in a snow drift! So, the decision was
made to cut off the stock cars, proceed to Ringling, then return and take
them back. This would mean taking only a few at a time. So, the cars were
cut off and we began to make progress up the hill. About 20 minutes later
we were in sight of the 4 cars left on the main line. The wind was blowing
about 40 mph, snow covered the tracks. I did not realize how helpless a
railroad engine or railroad car is when there is snow on the track. The
flange on the wheels is seldom more than 4 inches. That is all that keeps
the train on the track! With the track covered, the engine and train could
easily go on "the ground" or derail. So, Blackie and the other fireman
took tHEIT Oraim BSHOVEIE, ("WHhich rortunately were standard equipment) and
began to flange the track. They could only do this for about 10 minutes at
a time. We then proceeded to knock the carg over the top of the grade. It
took about an hour. After we knocke em through, we could en push them
to Ringling, and set them out there. The goal was then to return to the
‘cut’ and begin the laborious trip of bringing the other cars back. When
we cut out the cars the cows were really bellering.

Superintendent Clay met us at the Ringling Y. After reviewing the
situation, we then proceeded back to WSS. The crew stayed with the Engine
at Ringling because it had to be left with the engine running.Food and
other sustenance was brought for the crew. .

Palm Sunday in WSS was a white Xmas card scene. Lots of snow. I
thought about the cattle spending the night in the crowded cars, with no
food or water. I also wondered what the plan was for solving the problem.

Superintendent Clay decided that one of the gteamers had to be "fired
3R". It had been drained of water, so water had to be put into the tender,
and the fire started. This usually took several hours before steam could
be built up. The fire was started early Sunday morning. By 1l o’clock the
steamer was ready to roll. It was no problem betting through the cuts
filled with snow. There was a snow plow/cow catcher. And the weight of the
engine was spread out over half a city block.. And steam had unlimited
power! They proceeded to the cut, pulled all of the cars back to Calkins,
made a run around to get in front of them, then proceeded to Ringling.
When they came to the cut,Fred opened the throttle. The hunge steamer with
the weight of the cars made quick work of the drift. They snow was very
light and it; must have been a sight to see the steamer hit the drift with
snow flying everywhere. I went with Supt. Clay to Ringling to see them
come in. Ed McReynolds as also along. He did not believe that they could
bring the cars in! But, they came with huffs, puffs, steam escaping,
whistle blowing, rods clanking, cows bellering. When the engine passed, I
could see Fred with his head out the window, probably letting go with a
wad of chew! Ed was disappointed. The cattle would not make itto the
Monday auction in Butte. Superintendent Clay replied that this fit the
"acts of God" clause in the contract for unseen delays.



There was one problem with breaking through the drift at the cut! The
engine had such force, that when it hit the drift, the snow built up and
destroyed the front coupler on the engine! As the engine was to be
retired, the Milwaukee was in no hurry to send a crew to repair the
coupler. The engine sat on the siding at Ringling for at least a week.
Then a crew came from Harlowton and repaired the coupler. It had to be
replaced!. Without the coupler, the idled engine could not be attached to
a train for its last journey to the scrap yard.
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Dear Ivan.

Thanks for the card, and news of new book. I am working at my
terminal making a review of a new book on the structure and mission
of the church in the modern age. Really exciting. Taking a break to
get this out to you before 1 forget.....

4 Happy that my tome on the WSSYPRR generated some memories of

1ife during your formative years...Yes, Ralph Jordan was second to
Blackie Ransier... When Fred Colburn took his winter vacation, the
railroad still ran.. Fred disliked the cold, and I don't blame him.
He could enjoy life... help Russel in the Store, drive the truck on
deliveries... or just sit by the fire...Then when spring came, like
the new spring flower reborn, he could return to the railroad.As
you remember when shoveling coal... it was a dirty job.The coal
came in cars usually from the mines at Roundup. But it had to be
shoveled in the bins, then transferred again by hand to the tender.
I guess, your interests then did not project into the future when
all the excitment of the environment would lead to such beautiful
books about 1ife in the West. At my age when I came to WSS, I could
do things that I fantasized at a younger age. Also, there was the
freedom to do that.

The new book sounds great. I am always gathering up resources
.in my feeble mind that might be of help to others. As you mention
the Sixteen Mile area, when we were in Stanford in July, Tim had
a copy of a book on the history of the Milwaukee Railroad.Some
excellent photos, arranged by division. The book is published by
the Kalmbach Company (Milwaukee or one of its suburbs). There is
some information about experiences of the Railroad crews, especia-
11y the beauty, isolation, and good fishing. Your Tlibrary can
give more about title etc.

Another WSS story... Burt Hurwitz father in law was an elec-
trician on the railroad... The father in law had worked with the
Butte trolley company.. So, when the Milwaukee electrified, he
was hired. He told me about making the 1st run on Train #15 from
Deer Lodge to Harlow after all the electrical facilities were
on line. They had to pull into a siding in the 16 mile canyon.
But, there was a problem... The trolley wire in the siding was
4 inches above the pantagraph that touched the wire for power..
So, How to An error would mean electrocution... So, they finally
found a way to increase the height of the pantagraph... Power,
and movement back to the mainline.. I guess this was am example
of American ingenuity.

Weather here today is extremely cold. The Alberta Clipper as
they call it brought a 1ot of cold air...Temperature was a low
for this winter.. Zero with wind chill of -Feur. But 1t is 27
in Scottsbluff. Still have about 8" of snow on the ground. Our
parish has a family at our conference center on the Platte near
Fremont, Ne. Also commencement tomorrow.

Thanks again.. Did I write that Russel Edwards died in early



September? June is running the Store. Some discussion about
your cousin's Ethanol plant and pollution control permit, when
we were there. (weekend of the 20th September)

Peace. ..

~Orville
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