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Charlottesville, VA – Southern Railway's engine number 2716 pulled into Union Station here precisely on time.  Nearly 800 of us were aboard.  Most of the passengers were steam locomotive buffs who regularly don steam locomotive paraphernalia for day trips into the countryside behind puffing engines and flying cinders.  Rookies (such as myself) easily stand out from the veterans of these excursions.   We had foolishly arrived to board wearing “good” clothes and without eye goggles.  Boy, did we stand out!
The trip itself was delightful.  It turned out that goggles were (mercifully) available for sale on the train, and the countryside we saw from where we boarded in Alexandria, Virginia to here in Charlottesville was a fascinating reprieve from the predictable panorama of interstate highways.  The excursion was sponsored by the National Railway Historical Society.  Members were stationed in each car to discuss railroading and to provide very inexpensive food and drink while aboard.  Four hours were allotted to tour Charlottesville before the return trip via Manassas to Alexandria.  Adding to the bargain, the Society had rented air-conditioned busses in Charlottesville to shuttle us from the rail station to the center of town and the University of Virginia campus.  This entire package was very reasonably priced at $29 for adults, with decreased fares for children.
Although Engine Number 2717 performed flawlessly throughout our trip, most of us aboard soon recognized its limitations and why steam locomotives were replaced in the mid-1950's.  Cheap oil and reliable diesel engines were the two major economic reasons, but there were also several passenger-related concerns.  Steam engines, we soon learned, are inherently dirty.  Black cinders fly everywhere in the wake of the train.  Passengers can avoid this nuisance by remaining in a car with no open windows, but riding in the summer without air-conditioning causes most passengers to elect soot over sweat.
Because steam locomotives require copious quantities of water for their boilers, there are frequent stops at water towers to replenish those thirsty boilers.  On our return trip we played leap frog with a slow-moving diesel freight train.  We would fly past the freight in the countryside only have to sit passively while it crawled by us as we were making a necessary pit stop for water.
Overall the trip was a joyful plunge into the pre-PACMAN era.  The nostalgia was thick enough to cut, and many a misty eye at the end of our trip was due more to a yearning for those days of innocence and simple answers than to those tiny black cinders.
I thought you might like to know.
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