Rail and Steam to the Grand Canyon
 The National Railroad Historical Society convention this year was in Williams, Arizona.  Williams is the starting point of the Santa Fe spur route to the Grand Canyon.  The convention committee contracted with the San Bernardino Railway Historical Society www.sbrhs.org  for their steam locomotive, Santa Fe 3751, a 4-8-4 high-speed steam locomotive, to provide excursion trains from Los Angeles and return. Bob Ray is a very active member of the restoration team for this locomotive.  The outbound trip to Williams was over the Santa Fe mainline through Needles, which did not seem that interesting.  Since Bob Ray was an active crewmember, he went with the locomotive for the entire trip and missed the Hollywood High 40th reunion.

Chris and Louis decided to rail it all the way.  We left on August 23, 2002, a Friday afternoon.  We took the Ventura Blvd Metro Rapid bus to the Metro Red Line stop at Universal City.  The Red Line train then took us directly to Los Angeles Union Station.  We then boarded the Amtrak Southwest Chief for an overnight trip to Williams.  We got a sleeper room, thinking that there would be a large bed and a bathroom.  Wrong.  That accommodation costs twice as much and is called a deluxe bedroom (~$400/night!).  We had dinner in the diner (first-rate), sat in the lounge, and then squeezed into our tiny upper/lower bunks for the evening.

The porter rousted us from bed at 4 AM for Williams. We staggered out of the train into a platform in the middle of nowhere (literally). It was very dark.  The station had moved out-of-town 40 years ago with a Santa Fe rebuild of the mainline track.  Fortunately, there was the Fray Marcos shuttle van that took all the passengers to their respective motels.

Our motel was occupied until the noon checkout, and no restaurants were open.  We examined the engine and its motley mix of passenger cars at the in-town railroad station.  Finally, the Fray Marcos restaurant opened for a nice buffet breakfast.  We watched as the 3751 engine pulled its fully loaded excursion train out towards the Grand Canyon.  There was nothing to do, so we bought a round-trip ticket on the Grand Canyon Rails-to-the-Rim steam passenger train that runs all year.  This steam locomotive was much smaller, and the passenger cars were much older.

At the Grand Canyon, Chris explored the rim walk, while Louis saw two Grand Canyon steamers and the Santa Fe steam lined up in front of the original 1910 train depot.  The 3751 took off first for Williams for some planned photo-runbys.  The little Grand Canyon loco passed it at speed while it was parked at the halfway siding.  

The next morning, we boarded the 3751 excursion train for the two-day daylight trip back to Los Angeles.  The first day was across the old Santa Fe mainline to Ash Fork, and then down the connector to Phoenix, aptly named the Peavine.  The route wandered down relatively unpopulated canyons, over a little ridge, and down another canyon.  This route is very scenic and last had an excursion train 16 years ago.  We watched several rail fan vehicles keeping pace with the train while driving in a very erratic fashion. Louis elected to make use of the only existing railroad barbershop to get a complete haircut and beard removal while the train was moving.  

Some people chasing the train got stuck in sandy areas driving off-road to good photo locations.  There were five photo-runbys as the train approached Parker, Arizona.  Most of the people on the train got out, formed a photo line, and watched the train back up, blow the whistle, and charge forward with smoke coming from the stack.  Several veterans commented on the good quality of the selected location as the train appeared from around a curve, and sand from the local dunes went flying.  The steam engine operated very well the entire trip and showed that it could pull the train at the 79 mph speed limit.   There were two Amtrak Genesis diesels behind the engine and tenders to provide head-end power for the train and most importantly, dynamic braking for downhill sections.

At Parker, the train stopped on the main line and several shuttle buses took us to the Indian Reservation Blue Water Resort and Casino for the evening.  These accommodations were modern, and right on the Colorado River with over 100 boat docking spaces.  It was well over 100 degreesF even at 8 PM.  The rates were reasonable as the focus was on collecting gambler money.  We were disappointed because the very nice indoor slide, pools and spas were unheated and quite cold.  Apparently, the water heating system had broken down two years ago, shortly after the resort opened.

The next day, the train crossed the old railroad bridge at Parker and proceeded slowly (poorly maintained track) through some very dull mesquite desert to Cadiz.  After joining back up with the main Santa Fe line there, the engine highballed it to Barstow.  At the Barstow stop, a 1909 steam antique fire engine pumper watered the tender.  Many of the local citizenry came out to greet the train.  It was now 6 PM, which was the scheduled arrival time into Los Angeles.  The organizers of the trip had failed to take into account the trackwork maintenance and the heavy freight traffic.  They announced that the train would be three hours late into Los Angeles.  Some rookie train riders had made the mistake of scheduling something that evening.  The engineer really moved the train quickly under steam and diesel power to make it back to Union Station by 9:30 PM.  It was a great trip.

We then got on the Metro Red Line back to Universal City.  Although the sign said that the express Metro Rapid bus was running, it was not.  After waiting for an hour, we finally took the Ventura Blvd local bus back to Woodland Hills.  Trains are much more reliable.  We hope to have some digital pictures on our annual holiday website.

