
NYC – A Modeller’s Perspective 

1 

The New York Central System 

A Modeler’s Perspective 

by David Howarth 
 
     My talk today will cover the following: 

·  Considering the Prototype 
·  Why I chose to consider the New York Central Railroad 
·  The Rail- Marine Interface 
·  A short history of the NYCS 
·  NYC motive power, passenger/freight cars and facilities 
·  Possible Layout Design Modules on the West Shore Line 

 
Considering the Prototype – There are many ways to undertake model railroading. Some 
modelers like to freelance, that is creating a model layout made up in their imagination, which 
might include a railroad again created in their own mind. Others will freelance with no particular 
consideration of the time of the railroad or particular accuracy but use the rolling stock and 
buildings of a particular railroad. Others like to consider a railroad or a few railroads and seek to 
reproduce a reproduction of a specific railroad, at a specific period, with as much accuracy and 
detail possible. 

 
I fall into the latter camp. Why you ask 
would a talk on the NYC show a Three 
Flake Midland Railway Signal Box. I 
wanted to illustrate how important 
knowing the detail of a railway is to 
producing believable models. Any one 
who knows the Midland Railway in 
England will look at the picture in Slide 
4 and immediately know the setting of 
the railway. The Midland Railway 
existed in Great Britain between 1844 
and 1923 and formed the basis of my 
existing layout. 
 

      
 
The next three slides, Slides 5 to 7, show my practice of preparing drawings of structures I intend 
to build. In the end, this is quicker, as it soon shows what you do or do not know about the subject 
and is great in fixing details. If you cannot draw it properly, you definitely cannot build it 
properly. In addition, the result on my layout Beaumouth is the model shown in Slides 8 and 9. 
Now to be fair Beaumouth, which is named after the River Beau on the South West coast of 
England is not a real place. However, the details on the models are enough to suggest it could be 
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real. I suppose the ultimate is to create 
miniature recreations of real sections of a 
particular railway, though most of us will 
have to use severe compression of distances 
of the real world. This is particularly the 
case in O Scale in which I model. 
 
To complete the picture in the next four 
slides, Slides 10 to 13, I show a MR tank 
engine built from original 1898 plans, 
correct bull nose track and MR sleeper 
spacing, the station building modeled on 
drawings of Cricklewood Station in North 
London, and a three span steel girder bridge built in MR style. 
 

        
 
 

 
 
I find great satisfaction and fun in the research and reading about particular railways. Over the past 
five years or so I have been considering a railway based in the United States for my next layout, 
and I would like to share with you some of my findings. As Model Railroader magazine says, 
“Dream it, Plan it and Build it” This dreaming and planning part is a great part of the fun in model 
railroading. If you have not tried it yourself, have a go. You may find this a fun part of the hobby.  
 
Why the New York Central? -  I confess I have had a fondness for railways from all around the 
world. Over the years, I have admired the railways of the USA, though no railroad in particular. A 
series of introductions lead to the New York Central.  
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I joined the Rail Marine Information Group, which is an organization of enthusiasts interested in 
the transportation of railroad equipment over water. They produced a magazine called 
TRANSFER, Slide 15, which provided great information on the subject including a lot on the New 
York Harbor operations and equipment. RMIG produced 44 issues of TRANSFER over a 13-year 
period and stopped in December 2006, having felt they had covered the subject completely. I am 
unsure if future publications will come from this group although back orders of TRANSFER are 
available. 
 
I then purchased of a couple of books by Thomas Flagg called New York Harbor Railroads, 
Volumes 1 & 2, produced by Morning Sun Books, Slide 16. I am sure most of you are aware of 
Morning Sun Books, which are a wonderful collection of colored photographs of many of the 
“fallen flags” of American railroading.  Tom describes the railroads serving the Port of New York, 
which owned and operated fleets of ferries, tugboats and barges to move freight and people from 
place to place in the vast harbor. The photography is great.  

 
Slide 17 shows the terminals in New York 
Harbor in 1949. The focus of activity was to 
cross the Hudson River to get to Manhattan 
Island and Brooklyn. Only the New York Central 
had a line from the north entering Manhattan 
Island and a freight line running north/south on 
the west of the Island. The Pennsylvania RR had 
a passenger line running east/west. All the other 
railroads had to terminate on the west side of the 
Hudson River and transfer passengers by ferry 
and freight by carfloats. The NYC had its major 
freight yard at Weehawken NJ. This fascinating 
yard got me wondering if this could be the basis 
of my new layout. I will talk about this yard a 
little later in this presentation. 

 
More freight cars took a boat ride in New York 
Harbor than in all other places in America put 
together. In 1937, 5,300 cars per day were 
moved, and even in the decline of the early 
1960s, 1,600 cars were floated per day. Slide 18 
shows the Long Island RR tug Meitowax taking a 
pair of LIRR floats under the East River Bridge 
in August 1960. As was once said, like a man 
taking two women on his arms. The floats were 
made of steel, were typically 250 ft to 350 ft 
long, and could carry up to 21 cars.  NYC Tug 
Number 10 was typical of the large fleet of steam 
driven tugs owned by the NYC, as shown on Slide 19. The classic NYC marine equipment paint 
scheme was a rich shade of olive green, with a strong suggestion of yellow and even a bit of red.   
 
It was trimmed with a sort of coral red or brownish-red. 
Stacks were black with a red band for the oval logo. Car 
floats were loaded using a “transfer bridge” or “float 
bridge” which was attached at its land end by a hinge, 
while the other end had to be able to move up and down 
to match the deck level of the incoming carfloat. It also 
had to be able to twist to match the carfloat as it twisted 
during loading and unloading. Slide 20 shows a float 
bridge at Weehawken. What a wonderful subject for a model! 
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The two styles of float car are shown on Slide 21. 
Interchange accounted for half the operations. 
The “interchange float” would take the freight 
cars, full with produce from the West, to a 
terminal on Manhattan Island or Brooklyn where 
it would be pulled off by a switcher and unloaded 
into warehouses or trucks. The interchange float 
had three tracks and had a particular method of 
unloading to minimize twist 
 
.The other half involved “station floats”. Cars 
were loaded onto the two tracks, and the float 

was then moved to some point where the cars were unloaded and /or loaded. One point was “pier 
stations” which were covered piers, which served as freight houses served by floats instead of 
railroad tracks. The “station floats” could also go directly to the side of a ship and be loaded. 
 

Slide 22 shows the volumes of cars going to New Jersey and Staten Island, Manhattan, Brooklyn 
and Queens and Connecticut and further East, in autumn 1964.  
 
Visit to New York City -As a bit of an aside I had the chance to meet Tom Flagg on a business 
trip to New York in February 2006. We met in Red Caboose Hobbies on 42nd Street, which is run 
by the owner, a Mr. Spitz, and has everything all over the place as you can see on Slide 23. We 
walked down towards Times Square and had dinner in an Italian restaurant, which reminded me of 
a scene from the Godfather Movies, Slide 24.  
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On that visit, I did have the opportunity to see the greatest legacy left by the New York Central, 
Grand Central Terminal. Finished in 1913, GCT took ten years to build for a cost of $80 million. It 
took equally ten years to restore this building. It would take $1.7 billion to build it today. The 
restoration changed it from a tired, shabby monument that people were afraid to enter, to a 
building, which is changing the travel habits of the citizens of New York. Slides 25 to 30 show 
various views I took during my visit. If you are ever in New York City, this is the one building to 
see. The first view is from 42nd Street, the southern façade of the building, followed by views of 
the Main Concourse, and the American flag proudly hanging. I had a wonder steak at the Michael 
Jordan Steakhouse on the mezzanine level, one of scores of eateries and shops within the complex. 
Marble abounds within the whole building and Mercury stands proud, with the Pan Am building 
forming a background, Slide 29. 
 
Today clean, efficient trains run by Metro North travel to upper New York, and New Haven 
Connecticut. I compare this to a trip I made in 1971 when I was working in New Haven, 
Connecticut when the windows of the commuter trains were so dirty one could not see out. There 
is a wonderful book concerning the restoration, called Grand Central, Gateway to a Million Lives, 
by John Belle and Maxinne R. Leighton.        
 
The New York Central System – Following my introduction with the railways of Hew York 
Harbour, I got more involved with the New York Central Railroad. This American railroad 
steeped in folklore and tradition, was in its heyday one of the largest railroads in the United States. 
The New York Central was one of the five “super railroads” of the first 60 years of the 20th 
Century, with the others being the Sante Fe, Union Pacific, Pennsylvania and the Southern Pacific. 
 
To this once great railroad, we can attribute a number of great accomplishments: 

·  The invention of the caboose on NYC predecessor the Auburn & Syracuse; 
·  One of the world’s greatest passenger train the 20th Century Limited (1902-1967); 
·  The construction of New York’s Grand Central Terminal, one of the world’s most famous 

stations; 
·  The development of the 4-6-4 Hudson type locomotive; 
·  The pioneering of containerized freight; 
·  The creation of the “Water Level Route” which even today is one of the most important 

transportation arteries of North America; 
·  In addition, by one of its employees, Fredrick Methvan Whyte, the Whyte system of 

locomotive coding. 
 
 
The NYC System eventually operated 11,000 miles of track in eleven Northeastern and Eastern 
Midwest States and Canada. It accessed all the major cities of the great industrial and agricultural 
area between the Atlantic Seaboard and the Mississippi Valley, and served half the population of 
the United States. Slide 31 shows the extent of the System.   
 
The railroad was an immense enterprise, with assets totaling more than US$ 2.6 billion, employing 
on average 124,000 people and paying US$ 337 million in wages in 1945. About 73% of its 
revenue came from freight. The problem with this railroad and many others at that time was that 
the profit made from their operations was very small. From their 1949 Annual Report the average 
profit for the five years 1945 to 1949 was 1.4% that is $9 million on $700 million operating 
income. They only paid a small dividend in two of these five years.  
 
In the long history of the “Water Level Route”, there were actually two New York Central 
Railroads. The “first” New York Central was incorporated in 1853. Ten railroads located between 
Albany and Buffalo in the State of New York merged on 6 July 1853. This NYC was capitalized 
at over $23 million. Not much in today’s terms, but it was almost half of the budget of the United 
States in that year. 
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As these railways came together, Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt (1794-1877), Slide 32, whose 
name is so closely linked to the NYC, was making his fortune in shipping. When the above merger 
occurred, Vanderbilt had just turned 60. He was a millionaire, having made his money in shipping 
in New York Harbor, along the Hudson River and transporting miners to California through 
Nicaragua, in South America, via his ships, river steamers and stagecoach. 
 
When he was almost 70 years old, Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt became interested in 
railroads. Once he had taken an interest in railroads, he went after what he wanted with his 
customary zeal and ruthlessness. He started to buy stock in the New York and Harlem Railroad in 
1862. He was also interested in the Hudson River Railroad, which ran on the east bank of the 
Hudson River. He eventually merged the Hudson River Railroad with the New York Central in 
1869, to form the New York Central and Hudson River Railroad. 
 
Vanderbilt started Grand Central Depot at Fourth Avenue and 42nd Street in 1869 on the site, 
which eventually saw the Grand Central Terminal built in 1902. 
 
William Henry Vanderbilt (1821-1885), Cornelius’ son, saw an extension to Chicago as vital, and 
eventually acquired the Lake Shore and Michigan Southern and merged it with the NYC&HR to 
form the “second” New York Central Railroad, and by so doing gained access to Chicago in 1878. 
 
The Commodore had died in 1877 worth $100 million, which is about $2 Billion in current 
dollars. He was America’s richest man at the time. If he had liquidated his assets, he would own 
one in every 9 dollars in the United States at the time. In comparison, if Bill Gates liquidated his 
assets now he would have one in 138 of the dollars in the USA at this time.  William’s children 
spent the family fortune and Slide 33 shows a photograph I took in July 2009 of one of the 
mansions they built in Hyde Park, NY on the east bank of the Hudson River.     
 
The NYC under William Vanderbilt expanded the railroad, which eventually became the NYC 
System, and included a family of lines, which were run independently, but under the NYCS 
corporate umbrella. Slides 34 and 35 outline the major railroads in the System. 
 
One of the great advantages that the NYC had over the other Eastern Roads was the almost grade 
less “Water Level Route” along the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers and then the southern shores of 
Lake Erie to Chicago. This had a profound effect on locomotive design for the NYC and provided 
a competitive advantage when moving heavy freight and high-speed passenger trains between the 
two capital cities. Slide 36 shows the grades of the competing railways between New York and 
Chicago. The NYC plugged this advantage in its advertising, Slide 37.  
 
The line was double track all the way with sections of four-track mainline between New York and 
Buffalo, advertised as the only four-track steel mainline in the world. Slide 38 shows that even 
beyond Buffalo the line is multi tracked.  
 
The one line, which did have some serious grades, was the Boston and Albany, which crossed the 
Berkshire Mountains, and lead to a NYC developed locomotive named in honour of this route, 
Slide 39. 
 
New York Central Motive Power 
Steam – The New York Central System Historical Society, Inc has produced wonderfully detailed 
books showing all the classes of steam and diesel locomotives produced for the NYC. 
 
The NYC purchased its steam power from all the major producers and with its affiliates had one of 
the largest steam locomotive fleets in the United States. During the twentieth century the NYC 
played a prominent role in the development of the 
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2-8-4 Berkshire and 4-6-4 Hudson locomotives. New York Central’s locomotives were considered 
by many authorities to be among the most efficient, exhibiting the highest level of refinement 
achieved in steam locomotive design. Central’s steam was the best of the best. Slide 41 shows a 
NYC Steam Legacy as NYC Class Names were adopted as general class names for Berkshires and 
Hudsons. As they had few mountains to cross, the Mountain Classes were named Mohawks after 
the major tributary of the Hudson River, the 140-mile river which joins the Hudson at Albany, NY 
and along which the Water Level Route runs on its way to Chicago. 
 
The Central locomotives had a particular “look” as shown in Slide 42. The following Slides 43 to 
49 show a sample of the some of the classes of locomotive.  The NYC was slow to change to the 
diesel, and was one of the last railroads to give up on steam power. It continued innovative steam 
research until after World War II and the Pittsburgh and Lake Erie bought new steam locomotives 
in 1948 when most railroads were only buying diesels.  
 
However once dieselization began, the Central quickly converted the eastern lines and moved 
westward. The B&A was fully dieselized in 1951; lines east of Buffalo by 1953 and the last steam 
locomotive run occurred on the 2 May 1957 at Cincinnati, Ohio.    
 
It is sad to note that only six NYC locomotives exist today, as follows: 

·  #2933, a L2D Mohawk is in the Museum of Transportation in St Louis, MO   
·  # 3005 a L3A Mohawk at the National NYC railroad Museum in Elkhart, IN 
·   #6721 a B11k 0-6-0 is in Union Station, Utica, OH 
·   #6894, a B-10w 0-6-0 at the Whitewater Valley Railroad in Connersville, IN 
·  #15 F-53 4-6-0 and #5780 G-43a 2-8-0, both at Tramway, Eagle Lake, ME. 

 
As an O Scale Modeler, I note with interest the list of NYC O Scale Brass Locomotives imported 
over the years. Today we also have great NYC models being produced by Kohs and Company, 
Key Model Imports, and Sunset Models.   
  
Diesels- The NYC seemed to have “one of everything” when they completed dieselization in the 
mid 1950’s. They had seventy separate and distinct designs of diesel locomotives. Alco, Baldwin, 
EMD, Fairbanks Morse, GE and Lima supplied them, with horsepower ranging from 330 to 2400. 
The New York Central System Historical Society has an excellent book covering all these 
locomotives.  
 
If you want your diesels with vivid colors the NYC will disappoint. Black was the order of the day 
for freight locomotives, and shades of grey used for the passenger stock. I find they design with 
the classic “lightning stripes” very smart and understated. Slides 50 to 63 give the flavour of both 
colour and style. I have included some of my O Scale models in these pictures.     
 
New York Central Passenger and Freight Stock- There is not the time to go into this subject in 
detail. The NYC had one of the largest passenger fleets in the USA at their peak, with 
heavyweight cars followed by smooth and rib-sided lightweight cars. Slides 64 and 65. 
 
Freight cars ranged for the classic 40 ft red box cars to container wagons, and finally to a jade 
green colour called Century Green by the NYC. Colours were worker like and subdued. A few 
brighter schemes were tried to market fast freight such as the Pacemaker and Early Bird brands. 
The following slides demonstrate  these cars, Slides 66 to 77. 
 
New York Central Facilities – I have found researching this aspect of the NYC disappointing. 
Unlike other US railroads, which seem to have a good collection of company produced drawings 
of company buildings and other facilities; there appear to be few drawings saved from the NYC. 
Maybe it has to do with them going bankrupt and drawings being lost in the chaos. The NYCSHS 
has not been able to find many drawings. In 2002, Morning Sun Books produced a pictorial record 
of some of the railroads facilities, which helps the modeler get a feel of the types of structures on 
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the railroad. Compared with railways in the United Kingdom, I find the US railroads, or at least 
the NYC, having much less standardization in its building structures, and far fewer drawings have 
survived. 
 
The Demise of the New York Central – Slide 78 shows the railroad legacy left by the NYC. By 
1950 the NYC was in trouble. It was crippled by very large labor cost increases, an inability to 
negotiate increased freight rates, the inability to close down unprofitable lines and passenger 
routes, and the financial support by Government of highway and airline transportation 
infrastructure. The Regulator, the Interstate Commerce Commission, was overwhelmed by work 
and could not adjust to change quickly. It contributed to the demise of the NYC and that of many 
railroads. 
 
Fortunately, the Staggers Act of 1980 greatly eased rail regulation and gave railroads the authority 
to negotiate contracts. By the end of 1980, railroads were largely deregulated, and helped develop 
the fine Class-1 railroads of today. 
 
The New York Central ended in 1968 with its merger with the Pennsylvania Railroad to form 
Penn Central. This was a disaster. One of the main reasons was forcing two groups with different 
cultures to merge. This is seldom successful. The merger did not address the issues, which caused 
the railroads to fail in the first place. Penn Central went bankrupt within two years and ended in 
1976.  
 
Penn Central became part of Consolidated Rail Corporation (Conrail) along with six other 
bankrupt or near bankrupt eastern railroads. These railroads were Penn Central, Erie Lackawanna, 
Reading, Central Railroad of New Jersey, Lehigh Valley, Lehigh & Hudson River and the barely 
solvent Pennsylvania Seashore Lines.  Conrail was a private company, which lost money in the 
first few years. Then, under retired Southern Pacific President, Stanley Crane, who led Conrail 
from 1981 to 1988, it became profitable. 
 
In 1998, Conrail was split between CSX and Norfolk Southern. CSX’s portion was primarily the 
former New York Central routes east of Cleveland and the Cleveland-St Louis line. Norfolk 
Southern received the New York Central lines between Cleveland and Chicago, plus many other 
portions of Conrail including the Pennsylvania lines. 
 
CSX now has the legacy of many of the NYC routes, which made the fallen flag so successful. 
These include the “Water Level Route”, the Old West Shore Line on the west bank of the Hudson 
River and the route of the Boston & Albany over the Berkshire Hills to Boston. I include some 
photographs I took in July 2009 of the CSX yard at Selkirk, NY, Slides 79 and 80, and could not 
resist the Atlas O model of CSX MP15 # 1149 in Slide 81.   
 
My Next Layout – Tony Koester introduced in the 1995 Model Railroad Planning magazine the 
concept of the Layout Design Element (LDE). The idea behind the LDE is to select interesting 
track and structure arrangements on the prototype, reproduce them in scale, and then fit those 
elements together in the available layout space. 
 
My current thinking for a new layout based on the New York Central would have this string of 
LDEs. I have given the objects of modeling potential against each of these LDEs: 

·  Weehawken NJ yard –New York Central ownership 
o Rail-Marine interface with float bridge, carfloats, tugs 
o Commuter passenger station 
o Piers for general merchandise, grain silo, coal, petroleum products 
o Interchange yard with B&O, PRR, CNJ,  
o Terminal yard 
o Locomotive terminal 

·  West Shore line near Bear Mountain 
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o A length of fine double track mainline 
o Beautiful scenery 
o Tunnels, bridges, islands, marshes 

·  Troy NY depot  
o Seven track city depot 
o Used by NYC, B&M, Central Vermont, D&H 
o Branch line to Boston and Maine 

·   Boston and Maine Branch line 
o Because I wanted to include this railroad 

 
       Only time will tell if my dream layout will become a reality. 
 
       David Howarth, July 2009  


