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When an American rail-
road is thousands of

miles from any other in the
U.S., whatever it buys better
be good or it’s not going to
last. We’re talking about the
Alaska Railroad, 470 main-
line miles of curves, tundra,
mosquitoes, and the most
beautiful scenery anywhere.

ARR owns 16 of the lone-
liest EMD SD70MACs in the
world, plus 37 older EMDs.

The ’70s are of interest be-
cause these are the first
modern six-motor (C-C)
units—delivered in 1999 and
2000—on what has tradi-
tionally been a four-motor
(B-B) railroad. So why did
ARR break with tradition,
and is it glad it did?

“We’re happy with them
and getting happier,” said
Joshua D. Coran, ARR’s
chief mechanical engineer.

“Why did we buy them? Two
words: radial trucks.”

Radials represent a major
advance in suspension and
adhesion. A standard truck’s
axles are rigidly aligned,
unable to “steer” through a
curve. A radial allows each
axle to constantly be parallel
to the track and corrects for
up to about 10 degrees of
curvature, reducing wear on
rail and wheel.

Coran, with ARR for 19
years, has long been a pro-
ponent of C-C power for the
road. He looked into rebuilt
SD40-2s with 645F3B en-
gines rated at 3500 h.p. and
retrofitted with a radial
truck, vs. buying new 70-
MACs. ARR didn’t because
there was no budget for a
test and little desire to go
ahead without one.

The ’70s now exceed the
availability of anything else
on the roster, with 85-90%
availability vs. 75-80% for
older road units.

A few early software
glitches have been ironed
out, and the $2.2 million,
415,000-lb. ’70s run unre-
stricted on Anchorage-Fair-
banks oil trains and Healy-
Seward coal trains. In
summer, the two daily An-
chorage-Fairbanks passen-
ger runs each get a ’70.

The 16 units allowed
ARR to retire 12 units: the
last of its GP7s, GP35s, and
GP40s (not Dash-2s). And,
for the first time in years,
ARR didn’t have to lease
units from the lower 48.

Are Alaska Railroad’s mo-
tive-power needs satiated for
a while? Not really, Coran
says. “We’re talking to EMD
about a dedicated passenger
locomotive that can also do
freight service in the winter,
probably SD70MACs with
passenger capability.”
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LOCOMOTIVES • By David Lustig

Alaska’s 16 SD70MACs wear the state’s blue-and-gold, including the Little Dipper constellation emblem.

Why did Alaska go for SD70MACs?
Two words: radial trucks. And the railroad is eyeing a derivative model, too

What’s in a number? Quite a bit, apparently
VIA Rail Canada 911, one of 20 new Genesis units, has had a run of bad luck. Plagued by software
problems since its fall 2001 delivery, 911 struck a drawbar on the track, destroying three of its four trac-
tion motors; hit an auto in Quebec; then, while en route to Toronto for repair, suffered eight flat spots on
its wheels after crews failed to release the handbrake. The unit is shown March 11 in NS local H1J at
CP’s SK Yard in Buffalo, N.Y., en route back to GE at Erie, Pa., for repair ... and renumbering to 921!
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There are many reasons
why people visit Alaska.

Riding the “Hurricane Turn”
is not one of them.

Most vacationers to the
49th state relax aboard the
Denali Star, which runs
daily between Anchorage
and Fairbanks with perhaps
the most colorful collection
of new and rebuilt passen-
ger cars in North America.
The Star sports everything
from a cathedral-like former

Chicago & North Western
lounge rebuilt for the Florida
Fun Train to six classic
domes (three Budd, three
ACF) to bi-level full-length
domes — with open obser-
vation decks — operated by
three different cruise com-
panies. From plush seats,
travelers can delight in an
unspoiled view of nature in
the raw: rushing rivers, ram-
pant wildflowers, soaring
eagles, lumbering bears, and

if clouds cooperate, a peek
at North America’s tallest
peak, Mount McKinley in
Denali National Park —
Alaskans call it Denali.

The other way to experi-
ence the real Alaska coughs
to life Thursdays through
Sundays. That’s when the
Hurricane Turn’s two 50-
year-old Rail Diesel Cars
burble out onto the main
line at Talkeetna (pop. 500),
a frontier town at the end of

a side road about 100 miles
equidistant from Anchorage
and Denali Park. It runs 57
miles to the middle of the
steel arch bridge that leaps
296 feet high over Hurricane
Gulch, reverses direction,
and comes back. The ARR
calls this the Hurricane
Turn. Locals casually refer
to it as “the Flag Stop.” 

Whatever the name, the
railroad is the only way into
the homes, cabins, and fish-
ing spots along the railroad
in the 50-plus miles between
Talkeetna and the highway
crossing just south of Hurri-
cane Gulch. There are no
roads to these cabins, as the
Anchorage-Fairbanks high-
way goes up a different val-
ley on the other side of a
mountain range. There isn’t
any electricity, either. 

Service is mandated by
the law, says Anchorage resi-
dent Mark Butler, en route
to his cabin for the week-
end. “One stipulation of an
early 1980s 500-parcel gov-
ernment land sale lottery,”
says Butler, “was that ‘access
via railroad’ be maintained
when Alaska Railroad own-
ership was transferred from
the federal government to
the state in 1985.” 

Waiting at Talkeetna’s
scruffy platform for the
RDCs is an assemblage of
homeowners, weekend
campers, dreamers, day trip-
pers, and a lot of dogs. 

“Milepost 248.5,” notes
conductor Buddy Gray, see-
ing regular passenger Doris
Ivory. Gray walks through
the two former New Haven
and New York Central stain-
less-steel warriors, collecting
fares and making a “switch
list” of stops for engineer
Chuck Tenney. These are
invariably small clearings
and trailheads: milepost
235.9, 241.7, 241.9, 248.5. 

The last is Curry, a siding
and the site of a former
crew change (the railroad
hotel burned down in 1957)
where Ivory gets off. From
the baggage compartment,
Gray hands Ivory her shot-
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Riders load provisions aboard ARR’s RDC-3 at Talkeetna on August 16, 2003, for the Hurricane Turn.

Alaska’s extreme railroading
Two passenger trains, but they share little more than the same rails

No roads: U.S. and Canadian remote flag-stop service
Route

Talkeetna-Hurricane
Anchorage-Fairbanks
White River-Sudbury, ON
Montreal-Jonquiere, QC
Montreal-Senneterre, QC
Cochrane-Moosonee, ON
The Pas-Churchill, MB
The Pas-Pukatawagan, MB
Lillooet-D’Arcy, BC
Sept Illes-Schefferville, QC
Sault St. Marie-Hearst, ON

Operator

ARR
ARR
VIA
VIA
VIA
ONR
VIA
VIA
BCR

QNS&L
AC (CN)

Miles

57
356
300
308
436
186
570
156
35
357
296

Seasonal

May-Sept
Oct-April

All
All
All
All
All
All
All
All
All

Days

4
1+
3
3
3
3
3
2
8*

2**

4***

Name (#)

Hurricane Turn
Aurora

185 / 186
Saguenay

Abitibi
Little Bear

Hudson Bay
290 / 291

none
none

631 / 632

Equip.

RDC
Pass.
RDC
Pass.
Pass.
Mixed
Pass.
Mixed

Track car
Mixed
Pass.

+ Winter Hurricane Turn also operates one round-trip per month Anchorage-Hurricane (169 miles)
*  Plus Seton Portage-D’Arcy, five round-trips per week, on demand
** One round-trip turns at Labrador City
*** Three round-trips per week in winter

Days = number of trips per week. ARR: Alaska Railroad; AC: Algoma Central; BCR: British Columbia Railway. CN:
Canadian National; ONR: Ontario Northland; QNS&L: Quebec North Shore & Labrador; VIA: VIA Rail Canada
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gun. Almost everyone car-
ries a weapon; a 12-gauge
shotgun is the weapon of
choice for warding off bears.

Curious about these
wilderness abodes, I accept
Butler’s invitation to hop off
the train and hike a mile
into the woods and up a
ridge to his cabin. Are shot-
guns really necessary, I ask?
Butler points to gouges in
his cabin’s door where a
bear has pawed, hoping to
reach food it smells inside. 

“This helps discourage
’em too,” says Butler, point-
ing to a doormat consisting
of a few dozen heavy nails
poking through a piece of
plywood. “You might want
to hop over that!” he adds
helpfully.

There was no mistaking
the Turn’s return later that
afternoon. Tenney’s horn
blasts echo through the val-
ley as if to command, “Get
down to the tracks if you’re
coming ... or else!” At the
clearing along the Indian
River where the trail from
Butler’s cabin reaches the
track, the crew lets everyone
off to stretch their legs for
about 10 minutes — shades
of Rio Grande’s Royal Gorge!
“We’ll drop fly fishermen
with hip boots here on the
way up and pick them up a
mile downstream on the
way back,” says Gray.

At the next stop a whole
family waits: Sassan and
Kristy Mossanen, baby
Maya, their extended family
and friends, and the obliga-
tory dog, a golden retriever
mix named Kaya. Unlike
Butler, the Mossanens live in
their wilderness home year-
round. Visitors are frequent
in the summer — “We had
90 people out here for our
wedding,” they boast. 

But not in the winter,
when daylight shrinks to a
few hours each day, and
temperatures in the -30
range are ordinary. Then,
the Mossanens’ life revolves
around the train schedule.
Between late September and
early May, flag-stop service

between Anchorage and
Fairbanks route is offered by
the Aurora, which runs
north on Saturdays and
south on Sundays. An
Anchorage-Hurricane turn
runs the first Thursday of
every month. The high
falutin’ Denali Star that
bypasses all of this takes an
eight-month winter break. 

Regulars like Ivory, But-
ler, and the Mossanens can
buy $80 ticket books, where
each $10 coupon is good for
a 20-mile segment; Alaska
residents and seniors get a
discount from the $72 sum-
mer fare for the round-trip. 

There’s no charge for
dogs, who ride in the pas-
senger compartment and
generally fall asleep on the
floor until someone starts
eating a sandwich. “A 125-
pound Akita that gets off at
milepost 268 gets unfriendly
when there are too many
other dogs on board,” says
Gray. “If that happens, we
muzzle ‘im up.”

With its flapping stack
cap, the RDC-2 sounds like
an idling farm tractor, bely-
ing the existence of new 350
hp Cummins engines that
could rocket the cars to 100
mph, if it weren’t for the
maximum speed for the
RDCs on the Alaska Rail-
road, 49 mph.

But the main virtue for
passengers of having RDCs
on this run occurs when the
Hurricane Turn reaches its
namesake bridge. Folks rid-
ing the Denali Star and
Aurora scramble to take
photographs as their train
creeps over the towering
structure at 10 mph, but the
RDCs actually stop on it for
several minutes while the
engineer switches control
from the cab at one end to
the cab at the other. If some-
one needs a little extra time
for a photo, no problem.

The Acela Express it ain’t.
But isn’t getting as far away
from what that speedster
represents why people have
chosen the Hurricane Turn
anyway?
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