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In 1988 the Association of American 

Railroads initiated the Heavy Axle 

Load research program. In the past 30 

years the rail industry has improved 

considerably from the that landmark 

project.  All of the technological 

improvements that have been brought 

about by the move to heavier capacity 

freight cars has made the rail industry 

more efficient, increase capacity, as 

well as increasing safety. Much of the 

safety improvements have been as a 

result of the massive CAPX programs 

to allow the railroads to carry the 

heavier cars safely at increasing 

speeds.  

I wanted to see how the move to 

286,000-pound gross rail load (286K 

GRL) has impacted the freight car fleet. I 

used an Umler fleet down load that is 

sorted by car type and gross rail load. My 

report was dated January 25, 2018 and 

covered 700 car types that totaled 

1,638,594 cars. Of that total of 966,507 

or 58.98% were of 286K GRL capacity. A 

rather large number considering that it 

was 1991 that the industry decided to 

accept cars with a 286K GRL. 

Sorting the list by percentage of cars in a 

type that are 286K, I was surprised to 

find that 438 car types had no 286K cars 

and 55 car types were all of the modern 

286K capacity. 

The 55 car types with 100% 286K 

capacity comprised 46,804 cars. This 

really modern fleet consisted of: 5 boxcar types, 1 

covered hopper type, 4 equipped gondolas types, 8 

flatcar types, 3 open top hopper types, 1 J type 

gondola, 8 equipped open top hoppers, 2 refrigerator 

types, and 17 tank car types. In this group of 55 there 

were 15 types that had 16 or less cars in the type 

(Likely prototype cars). The top 6 types in this group 

totaled 34,311 cars and were B635, F493, K381, T209, 

G719, and T208. 

An additional 42 car types have 90% to 99% of 286K 

capacity totaled 568,133 units. The top six in this 

group totaled 406,789 units and consisted of T178, 

A606, K341, J311, C112 and C114 types. 

Eleven types had 80 to 89% of 286K capacity. 

Fourteen types had 70 to 79% of 286K capacity. 

Fifteen types had 60 to 69% of 286K capacity. 

There were 125 that were in the range of just under 

1% to 59% of 286K capacity. 

Cars of what are generally called 100-ton capacity 

span 263,000 to 270,000-pound gross rail load and 

represent approximately 35% of the fleet. 

The 70-ton category of cars in the 220,000-pound 

capacity represent about 6% of the fleet. 

While the higher gross car load capacity is no 

guarantee that a car will remain in service it can be 

expected that if the commodities are in demand the 

preference will be for higher capacity cars over lesser 

capacity. 

During the move to 286,000 GRL capacity cars we 

have seen many lesser capacity cars upgraded under 

interim standard S259. Today with many late model 

tank cars, rapid discharge hoppers, and utility coal 

gondolas in surplus, the question of older cars being 

uprated as well as going for additional life span via 

Increased Life Status (ILS) should be considered.  

Late model full S286K standard cars that are to be 

retired could easily swap trucks with an older 100-
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April and I recently got married in Scotland, but 

because we like to do things unconventionally, we 

decided to use every type of transportation 

available to get there and back: planes, ships, 

automobiles, and a train, of course. We flew to 

Scotland using Delta. This was a bit of a 

nightmare because of flight delays and the 

difficulties that come with having a massive 

wedding dress as a carry on. After a whirlwind 

week of exploring and experiencing Scotland’s 

beauty, we were married at Stonefield Castle near 

Tarbert on the 18th of August! It was an incredible 

time, and we can’t wait to get back over there. 

After a night of partying, we left at 4 am to make 

our flight from Glasgow to Southampton, England. 

At Southampton we embarked on the Cunard 

Queen Mary 2 for a transatlantic sailing to New 

York. It was the perfect honeymoon. We avoided 

jet-lag, ate incredible meals, and relished the 

beauty of the Atlantic Ocean. If you have the time, 

this is the best way to travel between continents. 

Seven days after departing from Southampton, we 

arrived in New York City to see the Statue of 

Liberty welcoming us. It was easy to imagine my 

ancestors being welcomed by the same stunning 

sight.  

After spending a night in New York City catching 

up with friends, we hustled our luggage to Penn 

Station and boarded the AMTRAK 19 Crescent to 

Atlanta for an 18-hour trip down the east coast 

Air, Sea, and Land by Stuart Biggs 

back home to Atlanta. We had a roomette on the 1910 

sleeping car. The room was small with nice 

accommodations, although the age of the cars (built 

1995-96) is starting to show in some places. The car 

attendant was fantastic and made sure we were well 

apprised of everything we needed to know. The train 

on-time rolled out of Penn Station and quickly 

accelerated up to 110 miles per hour. When the train 

burst out of the Penn Station tunnel, we had already 

entered New Jersey, and before long we were passing 

through Pennsylvania into Washington D.C. After 

pulling into Union Station, the electric locomotive 

disconnected from the train, and a diesel locomotive 

was swapped in for the remaining trip outside of the 

electrified Northeast Corridor. While the train was 

parked at Union station, we saw several Virginia 

Railway Express commuter trains passed through. 

On our way through D.C., we saw several of the big 

historic monuments, such as the Smithsonian and 

the Jefferson Memorial. 

Soon enough it was dinner time, even though it felt 

like we had just left New York. Part of the roomette 

fare includes dinner and breakfast in the dining car. 

The dinner menu provided a nice selection of land 

and sea. Seating was community style with four to a 

booth, and the conversation with the other couple we 

were seated with was pleasant. I ordered the 

delicious salmon, and April had some tasty butternut 

risotto. After dinner, it was too dark to see much 
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ton capacity 4,750 covered hopper. The resulting 

modernized covered hopper car would play to the heavy 

commodities such as potash or similar that do not need 

to be in a bigger car. 

With the significant decline in coal, there are many 

who have a large surplus of cars that require a lot of 

creativity on the part of the owners and railroads to 

work down to a reasonable level. Coming up with 

creative ways to convert out of favor high capacity cars 

(Continued from page 1) needs to be encouraged by both the railroads, via the 

AAR, the owners, and shippers. Conversion of stub 

sill tank cars via the removal of the old tank and 

replacement with a size tank that is in demand or 

removing the aluminum body from a Rapid Discharge 

hopper and adding a new boxcar, gondola, flatcar or 

other new body as well as giving the car a new build 

date would go along way to decreasing cars in storage 

and reallocating the assets into productive service. 

There is 41% of a growing railcar fleet that in part is 

ripe for either replacement or upgrading to higher 

capacity. 
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outside the windows, so we settled into our roomette 

for some light reading before bedtime. At 10 pm, the 

conductor came over the intercom to tell us quiet 

hours were in effect, so we pulled the second bed 

down from the ceiling. The rocking motion of the 

train made it easy to fall asleep, and before we knew 

it, the car attendant was knocking on the door to let 

us know we were one hour from Atlanta. Soon we 

arrived in Atlanta right on schedule. All in all, 

traveling on the AMTRAK Crescent was low stress 

compared to flying, and we will definitely take 

future trips on AMTRAK. 


