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By Jerry Dziedzic

Journey’s end
Long hours, irregular call 
times, and frequent absences 
from home make railroading 
a demanding profession. � e 
1907 Hours of Service Act 
recognized the danger of 
exhaustion and limited the 
time a train crew could work 
without rest to 16 hours. On 
duty time, now only 12 hours, 
draws attention but rest 
between assignments is also 
important. Where did train 
and engine servie employees 
relax and sleep when away 
from home? 

A good friend told me how 
he’d come in from a night job 
in the wee hours and curl up 
on a coach seat to “catch 
some Zs” until an early 
morning commuter run 
deadheaded him home to his 
own bed. And the caboose 
long played a role: It became a 
home away from home when 
assigned to a speci� c crew. 
But neither a coach seat nor a 
caboose can deliver a warm 
bath or the peaceful comfort 
that rest depends on.

As the United States rail 
network expanded, railroad 
workers were scattered to 
away terminals, some in 
remote locations, when they 
went o�  duty. Visionaries in 
the Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA) formed 
the � rst Railroad Y in 
Cleveland, Ohio, in 1872 “to 
provide whole-
some overnight 
lodging and meet-
ing space for rail-
road workers,” 
according to the 
organization’s 
website. 

� e facilities 
spread quickly. 
YMCA recog-
nized how 
Railroad Y’s dif-
fered from its tra-
ditional ones and 
established a 

Railroad Department that 
ran them independently.

A Railroad Y o� ered clean, 
comfortable quarters and a 
24-hour lunchroom. A library 
was a regular feature. Busier 
Y’s had gyms, billiard tables, 
bowling alleys, and other 
amusements which also 
attracted small-town guests. 
Plentiful, “home-cooked” 
servings at Maybrook, N.Y., 
were dear to nearby residents 
who joined New Haven and 
Erie Lackawanna crews there. 
Similarly, Chesapeake & 
Ohio’s Y in Russell, Ky., wel-
comed all with popular food 
and recreation, prompting a 
local historian to call it “a pil-
lar of the community.”

Railroad bunk houses and 
lunchrooms, or “beaneries,” 
were � xtures at other termi-
nals. Two le�  me with lasting 
impressions. � e Turntable 
Restaurant in Minturn, Colo., 
fed Rio Grande crews and the 
public. Its indomitable opera-
tor, Darla Goodell, made it 
dizzy with railroad, Elvis, and 
Denver Broncos memorabilia. 
I lapped up so many breakfast 
burritos swimming in pork 
green chili that she recog-
nized me (or pretended she 
did) even a� er long absences. 

Union Paci� c’s beanery in 
Yermo, Calif., highlighted a 
day of railfanning in A� on 
Canyon in the early ’70s. We 

pulled in for food 
a� er dark and dug 
in, enjoying its 
trackside setting. 
Li� ing a forkful of 
peas gave me a 
glimpse of the 
plate they rolled 
around on. 
Spooning aside 
gravy frantically 
bore out my 
hunch, because 
UP’s Winged 
Streamliner 
appeared! 

� eir condition deterio-
rated as progress began 
claiming Railroad Y’s. Paul 
Hraska said most he knew 
had become shabby and their 
restaurants greasy spoons 
when he was a Penn Central 
� reman in the early ’70s. 

� e Y on the upper � oors 
of Washington Union Station, 
where Penn Central; 
Baltimore & Ohio/
Chesapeake & Ohio; 
Richmond, Fredericksburg & 
Potomac; and Southern Ry. 
crews laid over, was in poor 
condition. “It was not 
unusual to be woken up by 
the matron at the appointed 
time and to put our feet onto 
a cold wet � oor where rain 
had seeped in.”

Happily, not all have 
fallen. Drury Hotels’ � rst his-
toric renovation repurposed 
the Y at St. Louis Union 
Station. Durand, Mich., and 
Richmond, Va., found resi-
dential use for theirs. 

� e local historical society 
and a restaurant occupy the 
former Y in Brewster, Ohio. 
New York City’s Vanderbilt Y 
at 225 E. 47th Street still 
operates, now a more tradi-
tional Y. Douglas, Ariz., 
brought its back to life as 
YMCA Plaza Esmeralda.

Railroad Y’s were as com-
mon at division points as 
roundhouses, turntables, fuel 
racks, and sanding towers. 
Doesn’t a convincing termi-
nal scene deserve one?  

Port Richmond, near the Delaware River, was Reading Co.’s 
major Philadelphia freight yard. Jerry Dziedzic wished he had 
stepped inside the Y there when he photographed its 
entrance on April 30, 1974. Jerry Dziedzic photo
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