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One of my enduring Christmas morning memories occurred circa 1962 upon entering the room just in time to see my dad start up a new model train, which proceeded to circle the lighted Christmas tree and the wrapped gifts beneath. I was about 10 at the time. This was a classic S-scale “American Flyer,” manufactured by the A.C. Gilbert Company, with a steam locomotive and tender hauling a train of passenger and freight cars. I remember being impressed with the “real” smoke coming from the locomotive’s stack and a mail car that snagged a little plastic mailbag dangling from a post as the train sped by.
For baby boomers and for the generations that have followed, this is typical holiday train nostalgia – fond memories of model trains in various scales that were gifts, parts of displays or family traditions. However, for generations before, holiday train nostalgia took on an entirely different dimension, for trains enabled people to go home for the holidays – or were the way in which they traveled while on “holidays.” From the middle of the 19th century through the middle of the 20th, trains were the conveyance of choice for long-distance travel. Although the automobile’s proliferation began to have an impact in the 1920s, rail travel was predominant until the growth of commercial aviation and the development of the interstate highway system during the 1950s.
Today, some 60 years later, the thrill of the journey captured in the shrill whistle, the hypnotic click-clack of steel wheels rolling over rail joints, and the building anticipation as the landscape speeds by the window, all may seem like a long-lost set of experiences. They don’t have to be. The holiday train experience actually is much closer, more convenient and affordable than you might think. And Amtrak isn’t your only option. Our region offers several holiday-themed train rides, ranging from vintage steam to working freight, over the month ahead. Each offers a different experience.
During the last two weekends in November, the Horseshoe Curve National Railway Historical Society and the Roaring Spring Historical Society are offering a “Santa Train” that will run three, one-hour round-trips daily between Roaring Spring and Martinsburg. Choirs will be singing on the train, and kids will get a goody bag from Santa, who will also collect their letters. Tickets should be purchased in advance and, if interested, you should act quickly. Some trains already are sold out. For more information, call (814) 695-1428 or (814) 943-5321 after 6 p.m.
Friday, Saturday and Sunday evenings from the last weekend of November through December 23, you can ride the steam-powered Polar Express from the East Broad Top Railroad Depot to the “North Pole,” where kids will get a gift and treat from Santa. www.ebtrr.com. The neighboring Rockhill Trolley Museum also is offering an excursion to see holiday decorations by trolley. www.rockhilltrolley.org.
On December 10 and 17, the Kiski Junction Railroad will run its “Santa Paws Express” from Schenley up the Kiskiminetas River almost to Leechburg. While this diesel-powered railroad is a working freight short line, it has also been offering tourist rides for 15 years and doesn’t lack for creature comforts. There are heated cars and tables (riders can bring their own food). The punny name reflects the fact that a portion of the proceeds go to an animal shelter in Kittanning. For information, visit www.kiskijunction.com.
Finally, through December 18 the Western Maryland Scenic Railroad offers a “Santa Express” and a “North Pole Express.” Both are 32-mile round-trip steam excursions from Cumberland to Frostburg in Maryland. Information and tickets can be obtained at www.wmsr.com.
Scaled-down trains certainly can make holiday memories. But a short drive can enable you, your kids, grandkids or other special people to have the full-scale experience – and keep holiday train nostalgia alive for generations to come.[image: image1.png]
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On any scale, trains make memories
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