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Mile by mile, volunteers are rebuilding 
the Ulster & Delaware main line in the heart 
of the Catskill Mountains
Story and photos by Karl Zimmermann

ept. 28, 1976: Earl Pardini was working his �rst paid 
railroad job, braking on Conrail’s Catskill Mountain 
Branch from Shandaken to Stamford, N.Y., the western 
extent of operations at the time. �e power for Pardini’s 

train was GP38-2 No. 8098, still in its Penn Central livery (Conrail 
was less than half a year old). Pardini may have been beginning his 
career, but it was the apparent end for the storied Ulster & Dela-
ware, on whose ancestral rails he was riding. On the locomotive’s 
nose was a large sign that read, “Farewell. Last train serving the 
Catskills. 106 years. May 23, 1870–Sept. 28, 1976.”

�is was the �nal westbound move over the former Ulster & 
Delaware, though a clean-up eastbound would run the following 
week. Conrail had declined to operate the branch, and that should 
have been the end, �nis. Happily, it wasn’t. In 1979, Ulster County 
bought from Penn Central Corp. the 38.6 miles of the Catskill 
Mountain Branch that lay within its boundaries, and in 1980, seven 
on-line towns in Delaware and Schoharie counties acquired another 
45 miles, conveying it to the Catskill Rail Committee. �at non-
pro�t agency, now called the Catskill Revitalization Corp., manages 
26 miles of the branch that survive as the Catskill Scenic Trail and 
operates the tourist-hauling Delaware & Ulster Railroad over an-
other portion of the line. (New York Central abandoned the west-
ernmost 21 miles, west of Bloomville, in 1965.) 

�e Ulster & Delaware has a history far richer than might be 
suggested by its modest length: a main line that ran 107 miles 
through New York State’s Catskill Mountains, and some of the most 
spectacular scenery in the East. Still, the line’s moniker, “�e Old 
Up and Down,” was apt. �ose mountains posed signi�cant operat-
ing challenges and grades in excess of 3 percent. Chartered in 1866 
as the Rondout & Oswego, the line reached Oneonta, N.Y., in 1900 
as the Ulster & Delaware, and thrived hauling coal from the Dela-
ware & Hudson Railroad at Oneonta to the Hudson River at Rond-

out. In 1932, New York Central bought the Ulster & Delaware and 
designated it the Catskill Mountain Branch.

Backbreaking grades notwithstanding, the U&D was a high-
speed modern railway, a conduit for Pennsylvania anthracite, which 
made up more than 70 percent of the tra�c by 1903. Prodigious 
amounts of bluestone, quarried near West Hurley, le� the moun-
tains by rail, destined to form New York City’s sidewalks, curbs, and 
structures until the use of concrete became popular. Luxurious pas-
senger trains carried tourists to a cluster of elegant Catskill Moun-
tain hotels. From Kingston Point to Phoenicia, the line had Auto-
matic Block Signals, and speeds ranged up to 60 mph.

S

TOURIST AND PRESERVATION SPECIAL

At the throttle of Catskill Mountain RS1 401, Earl Pardini returns to 
the railroad’s Cornell Street shop in Kingston on Sept. 27, 2008.
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Calling all volunteers
Sept. 27, 2008: One day shy of 32 years a�er his last westbound run 
on the Catskill Mountain Branch, Pardini was in Kingston, N.Y., 
about to run over a portion of the line he once saw go fallow. Par-
dini was at the throttle of RS1 No. 401. Built in 1950 for the Illinois 
Terminal, the Alco passed from Gulf, Mobile & Ohio ownership to 
the Green Mountain Railroad, then in 1988 went to the Catskill 
Mountain Railroad, an organization that Pardini has led since fall 
1983, the year a�er its founding. 

Catskill Mountain is one of �ve groups that, bit by bit, are pre-
serving the old Ulster & Delaware. Visitors who come to these 
mountains can ride more of the line every year or so, in kinship 
with travelers of a century ago who �ocked to the Catskills in 
search of spectacular vistas, and cool, clean summer air. 

Both the Catskill Mountain and Delaware & Ulster o�er excur-
sions over parts of the line, while the Empire State Railway Museum 
maintains the historic 1899 depot at Phoenicia (and is the non-
pro�t counterpart to the Catskill Mountain, which is for-pro�t 
though without paid employees). �e Ulster & Delaware Railroad 
Historical Society manages another depot museum at Roxbury, and 

in Kingston, the Trolley Museum of New York o�ers rides (though 
not electri�ed) toward Kingston Point on the Hudson.

On this autumn Saturday, Pardini and a small army of volun-
teers gathered to lay a siding to expand the storage capacity of 
Catskill Mountain’s Cornell Street facility in Kingston. �e shop 
was jam-packed with projects on Pardini’s to-do list, notably an 
ex-Soo Line RS1 with a cracked engine block and two partially dis-
assembled steam locomotives: Lake Superior & Ishpeming 2-8-0 
No. 23 (acquired in 1985 from tourist-hauler Marquette & Huron 
Mountain) and a Davenport 0-4-0.

Pardini �red up the RS1, which coughed into unmistakable Alco 
life. Its presence was appropriate, since New York Central had die-
selized the Catskill Mountain Branch with RS1s in 1948. Sixteen 
volunteers and a visiting journalist piled into the diesel’s cab or onto 
the trailing ex-Pennsylvania Railroad N5b caboose. We were headed 
to lunch about a mile and a half west over trackage that the group 
was readying for public operation in less than eight weeks.

“For the last two years we’ve been rehabilitating about a mile of 

Catskill Mountain’s Kingston Shuttle rolls west to Kingston Plaza on 
the first weekend of public service over newly restored track, Dec. 
7, 2008, with a flatcar-turned-open-air car and an ex-PRR caboose.
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lels the East Branch of the Delaware River and takes passengers 
to the Roxbury Depot Museum, a project of the Ulster & Dela-
ware Railroad Historical Society.

�e Roxbury depot dates from the railroad’s opening and is a 
remarkably fortuitous example of inadvertent preservation. Not 
long a�er passenger service ended in 1954, New York Central closed 
the station. In time, it was purchased for o�ce space and storage by 
Lutz Feed and Lumber and completely enclosed, platforms and all, 
in a corrugated metal shell in order to increase usable square foot-
age. Later it served as an auto body shop. In 2000, the historical 
society acquired it and, four years later, opened it as a museum. 
Restoration is ongoing, and 
someday the shell will be shed 
like a chrysalis and an astonish-
ing butter�y will emerge.

For Corridor Preservation 
Day, the Delaware & Ulster ran 
two trains. One was an approx-
imation of a Catskill Mountain 
Branch local: a pair of ex-Penn-
sylvania Railroad MP-54 M.U. 
cars painted green and lettered 
“New York Central,” pulled by 
black Alco S4 No. 5106 (built in 
1953 for Chesapeake & Ohio). 
�e other train was the Rip Van 
Winkle Flyer, pulled by RS36 
No. 5017 in the elegant livery of 
the Delaware & Hudson, the 
railroad that bought the engine 
in 1963. Behind the Alco was a 
�uted, stainless-steel, all-Budd-built streamliner, featuring ex-
New York Central parlor-observation No. 61, one of 13 NYC sis-
ters from 1948, and a dome-diner that began life as a Missouri 
Paci�c dome coach. �ese cars, plus an ex-Rock Island tavern 
handsomely decked out in mahogany, came to the D&U in 2004 
a�er the demise of �e Acadian, which ran one season, in 2002, 
in New England and Eastern Canada.

“�ese cars are like thoroughbred racehorses retired to the 
Catskills,” says Dave Riordan, Catskill Revitalization Corp.’s execu-
tive director. Filling out the train was an ex-Seaboard Coast Line 

diner, on the property virtually from the beginning, and an ex-
Santa Fe baggage car �tted with a power generator. �e consist 
operates as a “dinner train,” but mostly at lunchtime to accommo-
date the bus-tour charters that account for the bulk of the D&U’s 
business. Food is cooked o�-train and �nished on board.

Business on the regular “retail” excursions took a dive in 2008, 
as did Catskill tourism generally, but the luncheon charters booked 
“beyond our expectations,” Riordan says, and 2009 looks to be even 

better. (�e railroad is a non-
pro�t but does have paid em-
ployees.) �ough more riders 
board the regular excursions, 
the luncheon charters provide 
the lion’s share of the revenue. 
And 2009 may bring another 
kind of growth to the D&U.

“We hope to reopen the line 
to Highmount,” Riordan says. 
“�e funding is in place. Basi-
cally, all we have to do is �x a 
slump about a mile from 
Arkville. Our real hope is to 
get beyond Highmount and 
down to Pine Hill, through the 
horseshoe curves.” 

�e next morning I joined 
Pardini, Hunt, and Harry Jame- 
son, Catskill Mountain’s chair-

man and director of public relations, for a trip from Cold Brook (the 
end of trips from Phoenicia) aboard one of the trailers that carried 
ra�ers in the railroad’s �rst year. With Tom Healy at the controls of 
his 1972 Fairmont M19 track car, we headed for the pristine Asho-
kan Reservoir. A�er years of water shortages, New York City in 1907 
�nalized plans to dam the Esopus and create the Ashokan Reservoir, 
inundating villages and 11 miles of the Ulster & Delaware between 
West Hurley and Boiceville. Both towns and railroad were relocated 
at city expense, with the newly aligned U&D opening in 1913.

Almost immediately a�er leaving Cold Brook, we crossed the 

B

Alcos have found a home on this line since New York Central 
days. Penn Central fielded RS32 No. 2044 on this westbound lo-
cal west of Halcottville, N.Y., in May 1970. John C. Stel lwagen

D

Delaware & Ulster S4 No. 5106 crosses the Batavia Kill near 
Kelly’s Corners pulling the Catskill Mountain Branch local.
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Boiceville Bridge, a $3 million �y in the restoration ointment for 
excursion trains, but no problem for a track car and trailer, then fol-
lowed the north shore of the Ashokan. (�e original right-of-way 
was somewhere under the reservoir’s waters.) �e track we rode was 
remarkably intact, considering its three-decade-long slumber, and 
easily navigable, thanks to stalwart brush-cutting e�orts of the vol-
unteers. At one point, a washout required us to walk while Healy 
eased his motor car over skeletonized track. As we walked, Pardini 
pointed out one of the reloca-
tion’s original pitch-pine ties and 
original rails, without tie plates 
in some cases. He took out a 
knife and sliced o� a sliver of tie. 
�e pine resin was remarkably 
pungent a�er nearly a century in 
place. �e entire scene, blazing 
with fall foliage, screamed “tour-
ism potential.”

A dream fulfilled
Dec. 6, 2008: Pardini was at the 
throttle again, but not before he 
welcomed an enthusiastic crowd 
to the grand opening of the 
Kingston Shuttle. �e 401, the 
caboose, and a roofed open pas-
senger car were decorated with 
Christmas lights, and Santa 
Claus was aboard. �is equipment, and a former Army side-dump 
gondola freshly painted in black (with help from local high school 
students) made up the consist of the �rst passenger train to oper-
ate over this stretch of track since 1954. Some 160 fare-paying 
adults and children rode the train that day.

“We’ve been working on this section of track here, about a mile 
and a half of it, getting it restored, for about three years, and this is 
a wonderful culmination of all that energy,” Pardini says. “At least 
10,000 hours of volunteer time have been put in, and everybody 
comes with a happy heart and has a great time.”

�e full scope of the ambitious plans promoted by Pardini and 
his army of volunteers, and Riordan and his D&U team, might 
seem a pipe dream; surely their completion will be a long slog, and 
chances are they may never all be realized. But today I see a lovely 
red caboose that, years ago when it was on display in Newburgh, 
N.Y., had been set on �re by homeless people living in it; now it’s 
fully serviceable, radiating warmth from a New York, Ontario & 
Western stove provided by Catskill Mountain volunteer (and 
O&W devotee) Je� Otto. I see the tiny but snug Westbrook ticket 
o�ce and boarding platform at Kingston Plaza where weeks be-
fore there had been nothing. I see a passenger car that’s sprung 

from a pile of boards. I see a 
pair of rare diesels, an RS1 and 
a Porter 50-tonner, looking 
glamorous as can be.

“Opening the Kingston opera-
tion was a long-needed boost to 
our visibility and presence,” says 
CMRR Chairman Jameson. “With 
it, we’re in our best position ever.”
Newly elected County Executive 
Mike Hein could help, too. “Hein 
sees his �rst job to be stimulating 
the local economy,” Jameson adds, 
“and he’s been open to learning 
what the Catskill Mountain Rail-
road requires to grow.”

Riordan, craving the easier 
access to the New York State 
�ruway for the tour buses that 
feed his dinner train, has ex-

pressed interest in trucking the Rip Van Winkle Flyer to Kingston 
once Catskill Mountain reopens track to the Ashokan reservoir. 
Perhaps someday you’ll be able to board at Kingston and ride the 
Flyer all the way to Roxbury, where the depot will look as smart as 
the day it was built. Possibilities abound, as do hurdles, but the 
Catskills don’t seem to lack energetic dreamers.  2

KARL ZIMMERMANN, an author and frequent contributor to 
Trains, counts among his recent books �e GrandLuxe Express: 
Traveling in High Style.

Delaware & Ulster RS36 No. 5017 runs around the Rip Van Win-
kle Flyer (with ex-NYC observation car No. 61) at Roxbury. An 
O&W business car lurks within the gray building on the right.

This 50-ton Porter powers Catskill Mountain trains between Mount 
Pleasant and Phoenicia on Oct. 12, 2008.


