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The alarm sounds off at 2 a.m. You roll out of bed and into a set of coveralls. After a short drive to the East Broad Top Railroad (EBTRR) just outside Orbisonia, you watch the hostler build a fire in the forged-steel firebox of Engine #15 – a 1914 Mikado steam locomotive – and help him tend the fire for at least seven hours while the intensely red coal-fire heats the boiler’s water to operating temperature. You also help the crew fill the tender with coal and water. Then around 10 a.m., if all goes well, you step up under the curved-roof of the cab, thrill to the shrill steam whistle, watch the roiling sooty-black smoke roar into the sky above you and feel the cranks and rods begin a rapid cadence.
This is High Iron University, a new hands-on experience for rail fans who love classic railroading. From July 26 through 30, HIU students will learn all about the care and feeding of the EBTRR’s classic steam locomotive plus an M-7 General Electric Center Cab diesel locomotive that dates to the mid-1940s.
“They will be right in the cab,” David Brightbill, the EBTRR office manager, told me, adding that as far as he knows, this is the only multi-day vintage railroading experience offered east of Colorado.
Many of us tend to take the EBTRR for granted. After all, it has been operating as a tourism railroad since 1960 – thanks to the Kovalchick Salvage Company of Indiana (PA), which bought the narrow-gauge railway and restored it rather than scrapping it. Chartered in 1856 to haul the East Broad Top’s coal, this railroad was recognized with National Historic Landmark status in 1964 as “the most complete and authentic narrow gauge site in America.” The EBTRR has been one of our region’s outstanding attractions ever since.
But railroad heritage is a tough sell. While rail fans are very dedicated, they are not very numerous. The railroad’s weekend excursions draw reasonably well, during the tourism season, however high operating costs have been challenging EBTRR administrators for decades. Because the Railroaders Memorial Museum in Altoona (which also operates the Horseshoe Curve National Historic Landmark) has been suffering similar problems, the sites entered into an innovative partnership a couple of years ago; some exciting new public programs have resulted from the collaboration – such as High Iron University.
Students will begin with a day or two of orientation and instruction on steam and diesel railroading, safety and railroad conduct. Later in the week, they will be able to join steam and diesel crews and serve as engineers, firemen, brakemen and conductors. On Friday, the students will go to Altoona for tours of the Railroaders Museum and the Horseshoe Curve. They’ll also get a taste of contemporary railroading in Norfolk Southern’s full-sized diesel simulator at the railroaders’ museum. Finally on Saturday, High Iron University students will graduate and receive a certificate of course-completion. While the certificate’s not likely to get them a job, it should go over big with their fellow rail fans.
High Iron University is not cheap, running $1,250 for the five-day course, but it’s less expensive than comparable experiences out west, according to David Brightbill. All meals and clothing are included, lodging and transportation to the EBTRR are not. If you or someone you know is interested, more information is available at www.ebtrr.com or by e-mailing office@ebtrr.com. The registration cut-off date is July 10 and only 30 students will be accepted.
Certainly High Iron University isn’t for everyone. But for rail fans, this is a rare opportunity to experience railroading life during the days when the world ran by rail. For some, such an experience is not only worth the price, it’s worth getting up at 2 a.m.[image: image1.png]
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