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Coast Mail News from the San Luis Obispo 

Railroad Museum 

Open Saturdays from 10:00 to 4:00. Other times for 
groups by arrangement. 1940 Santa Barbara Avenue. 

This more modest motor car is displayed outside the Freighthouse, 
where visitors are may sit on it, imagine clacking along, and take 
photos to share.                Gary See photo!

!

This beautifully restored motor car is displayed indoors. Variations 
on this type of vehicle were used for inspection and light maintenance 
from the 1920s through the 1980s. This one is not available for 
visitors to climb on or into. 

Motor cars have arrived 
Our motor cars, under a general group of “track cars” and often 

called “speeders” by fans, arrived in late Spring. See page 7 (online) 
for some of Southern Pacific’s rules governing use of motor cars. And 
see page 8 for more information on these artifacts and for photos of 
our motor-car moving adventure.     

Central Coast RR Festival 
Join us October 7 for special tours and 

presentations, swap meet, and food. See 
progress on the model railroad. 

Locations besides the Museum will offer 
adventures October 6 through 8, as listed 
on the Festival link via our homepage. The 
swap meet will offer items such as the 
laser-cut wooden fantasy locomotive and 
pencil illustration below. 

Wine-rail tours  
These popular events resume October 

14, by morning van to Santa Barbara and 
evening return on Amtrak’s Pacific Surf-
liner. Watch fall sunsets over the ocean. 

Besides wine tasting, the Santa Barbara 
harbor and museums are a convenient walk 
or shuttle ride from the station. For details, 
including future dates, follow the “Wine 
Rail” link on our homepage.!



Coast Mail is published quarterly by 
the San Luis Obispo Railroad Museum.  
© 2023. All rights reserved. 

An exciting childhood 
at Surf and Edna 

The Museum’s “Train Tales” 
video histories resumed in a big 
way in July when Richard Nakano 
shared memories of growing up in 
Surf, Lompoc, and Edna. See page 
6 (online) and watch the recording 
via our homepage, under “About,” 
then “Train Tales,” or on YouTube. 

Become a member 
Membership provides opportun-

ities for anyone interested in today’s 
railroads, railroad history, train 
travel, railroad artifact restoration, 
or model railroading. 

Individual members pay $36 per 
year, a family $60, and a sustaining 
member $100. Junior memberships 
(ages 12-18) for the model railroaders 
are available (see our Model Rail-
road Superintendent for details). 
Application forms can be down-
loaded from the Museum’s website 
and mailed with payment, or you can 
join online by clicking Membership 
and using PayPal. (Mailing and web 
addresses are in left-hand column.) 
Membership benefits include free 
admission to the Museum.  

Documents Available  
Anyone may access the Museum’s 

Bylaws, Collections Policy, Develop-
ment & Operations Plan, Code of 
Conduct, and other documents at 
slorrm.com. Or request a paper copy 
via the contact information above.  
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Our Mission 

 
Promote California Central Coast 

railroad heritage through commun-
ity participation, education, and his-
toric preservation. 

Contact 
Telephone (message) 805 548-1894 

email: info@slorrm.com 
Website: www.slorrm.com 

Mail: 1940 Santa Barbara Avenue 
San Luis Obispo, CA  93401 

  

Museum Store 
To raise funds, the Museum offers 

several items for sale on-site and 
online: T-shirts, hats, belt buckles, 
mugs, enameled pins, embroidered 
patches, and engineer hats. 

At www.slorrm.com click on 
Company Store. In this publication product or corp-

orate names and logos may be reg-
istered trademarks. They are used 
only for identification or explanation 
without intent to infringe. 

Longtime member Bill  
      Pyper passed in July 

For several years Bill Pyper de-
signed, composed, and printed the 
Coast Mail. He also edited the 
hobby magazine S Gaugian. Bill 
had a print shop near the San Luis 
Obispo depot and for a while taught 
printing at Cal Poly. Originally 
from New York State, bill served in 
the US Air Force, partly in Europe, 
before settling in California.  

He spent his last years close to 
family in the Pacific Northwest. 

Board of Directors 
Mike Burrell     Peter Brazil 
Stephen Cake       Alan Estes 
Ken Green   Greg Jackson         
Brent MacGregor   Andrew Merriam              
Dave Rohr      Ted Van Klaveren 

Crew List 
President .............. Brent MacGregor 
Vice President .............Stephen Cake 
Museum Manager .. Diane Marchetti 
Curator, Restoration ... Brad LaRose 
Treasurer ......................... Dave Rohr 
Exhibits Chair ................... Gary See 
Operations Manager .. Stephen Cake 
Events Chair ...........................vacant 
Model RR Superintendent 

      Andrew Merriam 
Membership Chair Brent MacGregor 
Fundraising Chair .................vacant 
Digital Media Coordinator  Gary See 
Website Maintainer .... Jamie Foster  
Secretary, Archivist/Librarian, News- 
letter Editor ............... Glen Matteson 

(newsletter@slorrm.com) 
The museum is a 501(c)(3) non-
profit, educational organization, 

staffed entirely by volunteers. 

SLO & SMVR loco  
     under construction 

Here is the second one-tenth 
size model of a narrow-gauge loco-
motive that Jack Erhart is building 
for the Museum. San Luis Obispo 
and Santa Maria Valley Railroad’s 
1876 Baldwin 4-4-0 was named 
“John Harford.” The SLO & SMVR 
became the Pacific Coast Railway. 

Timetable 
Board of Directors meetings 

are scheduled for September 12, 
October 10, and November 14, at 
6:00 p.m. They are held at the 
Museum. Online participation can be 
arranged. Contact info@slorrm.com 
for help with on-line participation. 

 

Online sales success  
We often receive donations of 

books, magazines, and various rail-
road collectibles that don’t fit our 
mission or that duplicate what we 
have. With limited display and stor-
age space, we must make them avail-
able to others. Some are donated to 
other nonprofit organizations. Many 
are sold at the Freighthouse on open 
days and at special events. Proceeds 
support our mission. 

To reach a wider market, member 
Pam See has been using eBay with 
great success. Her efforts have pro-
duced needed funds and positive im-
pressions from near and far. Here 
are two buyer comments: 

One of my favorite groups on ebay! I 
love buying anything and everything 
I can from them as I'm not only 
supporting a great organization, but 
I'm getting some great books at a 
great deal! 
Thank you so much for everything 
you all do to help preserve our rail-
road history. I have never been out to 
California but someday, hopefully, I 
can and your museum will be high on 
the list to visit. Chris 
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Google Street View image 

Decades of details: Nah nah, we’re better 
The Southern Pacific Bulletin of December 1922 reported South-

ern Pacific’s efforts to prevent Union Pacific from prying away SP’s 
Central Pacific component (text on next page). This will take some 
time to unscramble. 

Union Pacific was chartered in 1862 to build west from Omaha. 
Central Pacific was formed in 1861 to build east from Sacramento. 
Both were responding to the incentives in the Pacific Railroad Acts 
of 1862 and 1864, intended to keep western territories in the Union 
rather than the Confederacy. Southern Pacific did not then exist. 
Despite the initial fame of Promontory, Utah, UP and CP in practice 
met at Ogden, Utah, near Salt Lake City. 

Southern Pacific was formed in 1865 to build from Sacramento 
into the San Francisco Bay area and the San Joaquin Valley. After 
making substantial progress, SP basically absorbed CP in 1885. 

Western Pacific was formed in 1903, largely to break SP’s 
monopoly on the substantial traffic to and from Northern California 
that had developed by that time. Set WP aside for a moment. 

UP tried from 1901 to 1909, including U.S. Supreme Court filings, 
to acquire the whole SP. No, said the court, that would form a com-
bination not in the public interest. But during that time UP man-
agement invested in SP’s track, bridges (including the Stenner 
Canyon bridge north of San Luis Obispo), and locomotives. By the 
early 1920s, UP was again arguing to the Interstate Commerce Com-
mission (formed 1887) that the former CP part of SP should be UP’s. 

SP argued against that and prevailed. 

Fast forward: In 1981 UP acquired WP, which had connected Salt 
Lake City and the San Francisco Bay Area. This siphoned “Ogden 
Gateway” traffic from SP. Times were tough for SP. SP and the 
Santa Fe tried unsuccessfully to merge. The Surface Transportation 
Board replaced the ICC in January 1996, and by fall of that year 
Union Pacific absorbed the Southern Pacific. 

Blended families, like all families, can be stressed and stressful. 

Far from the Central Coast 
Continuing the theme of Southern Pacific Daylight colors, here 

we see red, orange, and black in –wait for it– the main train station 
of Zagreb, capital of Croatia (part of the former Yugoslavia).  It’s not 
obvious from these views, but much of the systems in southeastern 
Europe have shiny, new, electrified, graffiti-free passenger trains 
running on continuous welded rail and concrete ties.  

Two images from a video by Rail Relaxation 

Restoration progress 
In June the doors of our former Southern 

Pacific outside-braced, wood-sheathe box-
car were craned into place, following exten-
sive work to straighten them and replace 
damaged boards. The boxcar will be home 
to an exhibit featuring employees of the SP. 

It’s heavy and it’s awkward. Museum vol-
unteers on this effort were Mike Adams, 
Greg Jackson, Brad LaRose, and Dan 
Manion. Dennis from Louie’s Crane Service 
was the crane operator.   



PLACE&HOLDER&

Twentieth Century Fox 

A decades of details full page bonus Commentary is on previous page. 

SLORRM Coast Mail Number 85      Fall 2023        Page 4!



SLORRM Coast Mail Number 85      Fall 2023        Page 5!

A decades of details extravaganza 
Here’s a long list of Southern Pacific Coast Div-

ision workers, from the June 1922 S. P. Bulletin, who 
deserved recognition. For those who may not know: 
Surf is on the coast at Vandenberg Space Force Base, 
and is the Amtrak Surfliner stop closest to Lompoc. 
King City is about 46 miles south of Salinas. Wunpost 
is about halfway between San Luis Obispo and Sal-
inas. Soledad is about 26 miles south of Salinas. Ell-
wood was on the coast a little north of Goleta, and is re-
membered for having been “attacked” in World War 2. 

Elkhorn was near Monterey Bay, only four feet 
above sea level. It should not be confused with Elk-
ton, which was on the San Bruno Branch only five 
miles from Sam Francisco. Edna gets the prize for 
local interest, having been in the Edna Valley very 
close to Hadley, where the S.P. crossed the narrow-
gauge Pacific Coast Railway. Pomar was in the Santa 
Clara Valley between San Jose and Gilroy. Schuman 
was on the climb from Guadalupe to Casmalia, which 
could overlook Santa Maria in the distance if a hill 
was not in the way. (Thanks to Brad Hellman for 
research help on former northern location names.) 

Almost certainly the type of mechanism that had a 
problem at Schuman. The fail-safe aspect was “stop.”
              Union Switch & Signal image. 
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A railroad childhood         by Bob Wilson  

What is the value of a museum? Answer: Con-
necting people with their own and other’s history. 

In June Richard Nakano visited and spoke with me 
(a docent) at the Museum. He stated that as a child in 
the mid 1950s he had lived in structures near the since 
demolished Southern Pacific Railroad depot at Surf. As 
the Nakanos were not a family of means at the time, 
they lived in a “grounded” boxcar (no wheel assemblies 
under the car) that had been converted to living quart-
ers. Mr. Nakano talked about “entertainment” that a 
child might find at that time. He described how at the 
end of the Depot platform a telephone or telegraph 
pole stood, with a wire hanging from it. He would grab 
the wire, run as fast as he could, jump off the end of 
the platform, and swing out into the air coming back 
onto the platform! 

Mr. Nakano went on to describe the people who 
lived at Surf and the buildings in detail. While he was 
talking, a mental image began to form of what life at 
Surf was like at that time. We then went up to the 
Museum’s model railroad display and saw that the 
scene at Surf had been recreated almost exactly as Mr. 
Nakano remembered it, down to the pole near the end 
of the platform! There were a few discrepancies. As 
described by Mr. Nakano, there were three, not two, 
grounded boxcars at Surf. Also the SP had “remod-
eled” the boxcars into deluxe accommodations by 
cutting windows in the sides and providing some 
interior finishing. Andrew Merriam, one of the found-
ers and builders of the model railroad, has assured 
Mr. Nakano that the details he described, which have 
been verified, will be incorporated into the layout 
scene at Surf.  

 As for myself, meeting Mr. Nakano was a 
tremendous educational experience.          

Morgan cars gathered 
Forty sporty cars by the British builder Morgan 

gathered at the Museum in July. Members of a car 
club came from southern and northern California to 
our halfway meeting point. Museum board member 
Brent MacGregor’s photo (below) seems to show an 
affinity among green machines. 

Richard holding the pet squirrel that he rescued, with 
the cabin made of railroad ties, and a surprisingly 
cooperative dog. Below, the school he attended in Edna. 

Richard Nakano, at right, while living at Surf in the 
mid-1950s. Be sure to watch the Train Tales video for 
details on his sister, brothers, and mother (above). 

Three photos from Nakano family collection 
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roads or rails) by this date. Several rules respond to 
track cars’ inconsistent ability to short electrically 
across the rails, needed to activate train-control 
signals and grade-crossing protection. “Track cars” 
included push cars, motor cars, and hi-rail vehicles. 

Southern Pacific track car rules 
Here are only some of the rules from the 1990 Rules 

and Chief Engineers Instructions for the Maintenance of 
Way and Structures. Motor cars generally had been 
replaced by hi-rail vehicles (trucks that can operate on 

Potential for 
comedy and 
tragedy 



!!
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Motor car moving adventure 
The motor car movers were Howard Amborn (who 

drove the truck, provided by West Coast Towing of 
Atascadero) Karl Hovanitz, Greg Jackson, Brad La Rose, 
David Litster, Dan Manion, and Ted Van Klaveren. 

This two-person motor car was built by the Fairmont 
Railway Motors Company for the Southern Pacific about 
1976. It was light enough to be removed from the track 
by one person, typically at a road crossing or at a “set-
out” made of planks. Southern Pacific used several 
hundred of them throughout its system. 

The Museum’s example was bought at auction in 
Oakland around 1987. It has a two-cylinder motor with 
a two-speed, reversing transmission. Normal maximum 
speed was 25 mph. 

By the way, the gentleman barely visible behind the 
woman in the page 1 photo is Mr. Binns. His father was 
an SP locomotive engineer in San Luis Obispo. The 
senior Mr. Binns was instrumental in providing homes 
around Terrace Hill for several of his co-workers, and is 
the source of the street name for Binns Court. 

The flatbed allowed the motor car to be positioned at the 
height of the Freighthouse floor. 

 All photos on this page by Gary See 

Above, wheels on wheels. Dollies helped maneuver without 
damaging the floor. Aluminum channel ramps provided 
transition to the display track, below.    

Karl Hovanitz transported the Fairmont on a trailer, 
above. Below, volunteers transferred it to a flatbed truck’s 
deck that can be angled to the ground.     


