Stratford Point
Geoff Knees


One of the latest arrivals in the DRM yard is tucked away on track 38,  hiding until its graffiti can be removed and broken windows replaced.   If your curiosity has been piqued by a glimpse of that car,  or if you’ve ever had a hankering to buy yourself a piece of railroad equipment,  this story might interest you.


New York,  New Haven and Hartford Railroad  #525, Stratford Point,  was one of 27 Point  series sleepers built in 1949 by the Pullman-Standard works in Chicago as part of the New Haven’s large post-war passenger equipment purchase of over 200 cars.   As-delivered interior configuration was 14 roomettes (enclosed accommodation with a seat,  fold-down berth and a toilet) and four double bedrooms (upper and lower berths with an enclosed lavatory) which could be joined en suite by sliding a partition into the wall.   At the rear, or vestibule end was a berth for the porter and a general lavatory for the roomette passengers to use when their beds were lowered over the room facilities.   A tap near the porter’s seat dispensed chilled water for refilling the carafes provided in each room.    


The name follows the typical railroad practice of grouping cars of a certain type by assigning a common first- or last name such as View,  Lake ,  City of... ,  River,  etc.   The New Haven’s series of 14 roomette-4 double bedroom sleepers included such area names as Goshen Point,  Quonset Point,  Wilson Point,  and Shippan Point.   Construction was typical of early Pullman stainless cars,  with fluted stainless steel sheathing over a steel truss-type carbody.   Exterior dimensions are roughly 85’ long by 13’ high and 10’ wide,  with the weight in working order just under 143,000 lbs, or 71.5 tons.


Old-time railroad slang for passenger equipment is “varnish”,  so named for the finish on the often elaborate woodwork applied to their interiors.   Privately owned cars thus were “private varnish”,  a term which became the title of the bimonthly house organ of the American Association of Private Railroad Car Owners.    AAPRCO was formed in 1977 by a small group of car owners to provide for the exchange of information and ideas and to present a unified front for negotiations with Amtrak and the freight railroads.   To date,  they have been successful,  providing substantial benefits and services to the members,  not the least of which is the continuing dialog with Amtrak regarding mechanical standards,  tariffs,  handling practices,  etc.   The annual convention is always a unique experience.   Attendees will see PV’s from all over the U.S. and Canada,  many restored to their original exterior colors,  and others bearing paint schemes of their owner’s design.   A tour of the interiors reveals everything from turn-of-the-century to modern decor,  including Pullman Company Greek revival,  Art Deco,  Classic 30’s streamline era chrome and glass,  and a variety of styles that defy classification.


Excepting the all-stainless Beach  and State  series Pullmans of 1955,  post-war New Haven cars were delivered with a dark Hunter green roof and window bands,  which contrasted with the stainless steel sides and narrow aluminum window frames.   They were repainted in the mid ‘50’s to the McGinnis scheme of black roof and vermilion window bands,  at which time the large script heralds over each truck were turned face-in and the block N over H logo applied to the reverse.   Like the rest of the New Haven’s sleepers,  Stratford Point  was assigned primarily to overnight interline service between Washington,  New York,  and Boston or Montreal on such trains as the Owl,  the Federal  and the Montrealer.   As one of 14 New Haven cars acquired by the Long Island Railroad in 1968,  NH 525  became LIRR 2067 Mecox  and operated in parlor car service on weekend Montauk trains.  Sometime after 1973,  this and other Long Island cars were sold to Naparano Iron and Metal,  a large New Jersey scrapyard which has been the last stop for many pieces of rail equipment,  but before it could be dismantled it was purchased by a private individual and moved to Whippany, N.J., on the Morristown and Erie Railroad.   
It was there that I inspected Stratford Point  prior to purchasing and moving it to the former Agway siding in New Milford,  at that time occupied by the local school bus franchise.   


As is true with any real estate transaction, the three most important criteria for storing a private railcar are location, location and location.   Utilities are handy to have,  owner access is important,  but it’s security,  which is a function of location,  that is the overriding consideration.   Aside from being available at a reasonable price,  the main reason for selecting the New Milford siding was the sight of windows,  stretching as far as the eye could see.  If they had dozens of busses with hundreds of windows,  I reasoned,  then my 20-odd panes should be safe among them.   This proved to be true for the next ten years or so,  as I worked to restore the exterior and modify the interior to something approximating a more-useful sleeper-lounge configuration.


Even something massive and strong as a railcar is vulnerable to sustained attack by the local urchins,  and so it was when the New Milford branch of the Candlewood Valley Bus Company was sold and relocated to a new facility a few years ago,  the lack of activity in an area of low-visibility made an inviting target of the passenger car next to their now vacant depot.    Not content with smashing  windows,  the vandals battered the doors to gain entry and set up camp.   The interior began to take on the aspects of an abandoned house,  with bedding,  candles,  garbage and damage from the elements all contributing to the deterioration.   To make matters worse,  souvenir hunters had removed two stainless letterboards,  one bearing the script NYNH&H herald, and another with PULLMAN in the New Haven “5.5” style lettering.   


It was around this time that the DRM had come into being,  offering the possibility of relocation to a place where the car would again be secure plus available for viewing by the public,  but before I could complete plans for the move,  a Housatonic Railroad derailment tore up the turnout that connected my siding.  The most expedient fix was to straight-rail (remove) the turnout,  so the car became “landlocked”,  forcing a search for other solutions.   Options explored included rebuilding the turnout (too expensive),  temporarily disconnecting the HRR track and swinging it over to reconnect with the siding (unacceptable to the railroad),  construction of a “shoo-fly” ramp or portable turnout to roll the car onto live rail,  or lifting the car from the siding with a crane.   While the ramp option was feasible,  and a full-size rail cutting template had been constructed,  the crane was operationally the cleanest and safest way to go.   Estimates from area rigging companies ran several thousand dollars,  and it was obvious that they were uncomfortable with the terrain at the site.   By chance, an FL-9 stubbed its toe in Danbury,  and I watched the relative ease with which the Metro-North wreck crew handled re-railing the locomotive.   A combination of experience and purpose-built equipment appeared to make all the difference,  so I contacted them with a request to consider handling Stratford Point.    After making its way through channels,  the request was approved,  and we set about preparing for the lift.  


One moist Saturday morning,  DRM members Ed and Tom Blackman, Howard Peatfield,  Don Reventlow,  Mike Salata,  Joe Sanfilippo,  Jaap and Brent vanDorp,  Dan Yaccashin,  and his brother descended upon the siding and spent close to 70 man-hours in the pouring rain and poison ivy.   We cut brush and excavated the adjacent embankment for clearance,  removed and re-laid rail,  and rolled the car closer to the active track using Don’s Ford  “0-4-0”  pickup truck.   A second,  shorter session saw Mike Miciekiuwicz roll the car nearly to the clearance point using the winch rig he had constructed for retrieving the Bullard flatcars.   After completing the necessary airbrake work and chasing a few leaks,  we were ready to go.


On Tuesday,  October 13th,  a Metro-North crew under the direction of Mechanical Superintendent John Hogan and Wreckmaster Jay Adessa lifted Stratford Point  to live rail from the siding on which it had spent the last 17 years.   Dave,  Don,  Felix,  Ralph, and their 150ton hirail crane “Elvira” winched the car to the limits of the temporary rail,  picked the north end,  and placed it on the passing track.  They then approached Stratford Point  from the south,  hirailing 500’ from a private grade crossing,  and completed the move in short order.   The car was transported to Danbury the next morning by Housatonic local freight NX-11,  which spotted it in the shop area of the DRM’s yard,  setting the stage for a fresh start on the restoration begun in 1980.

[Webmaster’s note:  This article, written in late 1998, was published in “Danbury Departures, the newsletter of the Danbury Railway Museum.] 

