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Last Cars from Cape Charles Rail Yard Put Out to Pasture — Temporarily
Story and Photos by Jim Ritch

The last residents of the Cape 
Charles railroad yard — two former 
Pullman, “heavyweight” passenger 
cars — will leave town soon.

And they will depart by truck.
The two cars, which sat in the rail 

yard for decades, will head to a nearby 
farm to rest on short segments of track 
being built from remnants of a Cape 
Charles siding.

“If I had a dollar for every time I sat 
with a cup of coffee and watched the 
sunrise over all those boats, I’d be a 
rich man,” said Chuck Rickman, of Roa-
noke, Va., a former railroad track main-
tenance supervisor and owner of the 
Southern Comfort rail car. Its location 
on the tracks afforded a view of the Cape 
Charles Harbor.

Rickman is building the panels on 
which the cars will rest and moving 
the cars with John Paffrath, former 
owner of the Central Virginia Rail-
road, at a crossing on Stone Road near 
Cape Charles.

Rickman moved the cars recently, us-
ing a backhoe to pull them along a sid-
ing behind the Cape Charles Brewery.

In about two weeks, the chassis of 
each rail car will be separated from 
the wheeled trucks on which they rest. 
Larger by two wheels than the stan-
dard trucks of shorter and newer cars, 
the six-wheel trucks better distribute 
the hulking weight of the two steel cars. 

Each car measures 90 feet long or 
more, just shy of the maximum al-
lowed on Amtrak lines today.

A crane will pick up each chassis 
and rest one end on the fifth wheel of a 
truck tractor with an extended frame.

The other end of the chassis will 
rest on a wheeled dolly, allowing each 
car to roll down Stone Road.

The cars will make a short trip 
south on Route 13 to Plantation Lane, 
along which they will roll to the 400 
acres of Bayview Farm, owned by Rob-
ert L. Starer, who owns one of the cars 
and operates a military operations 
training facility in West Virginia.

Four panels of 30-foot lengths of 
track spiked to wooden ties will be laid 
as the foundations for the cars. Gaps of 
grass will appear between the panels 
and eventually under the cars.

The trucks will be positioned on the 
tracks, and the chassis laid on top.

While it appears that the cars are be-
ing put to pasture, they will still be used.

The larger of the cars, named the 
Philadelphia Star, is fully equipped 
and certified by Amtrak to roll any-
where in the country, said Starer.

To repeat any of the several 
cross-country trips that he has taken 
in the roughly 50 years he has owned 
the car “just takes a phone call and a 
check. I hope it will some day,” he said.

Rickman plans to repaint the South-
ern Comfort and continue using it as a 
fishing camp. The car sleeps up to six 
people.

He estimates that the car has at 
least 30 years of life left.

“It will be around when I’m long 
gone,” he said.

Chuck Rickman steps down the stairs of his 90-foot-long rail car.

Above left: Garnesey Sanders, of Cape Charles, lifts a 90-pound jack ham-
mer into position before driving a railroad spike into place. Holding the 
track and ties in position are, from left, Michael Sample, of Treherneville; 
John Paffrath; Sanders; and Chuck Rickman, of Roanoke, Va.
Above right: Chuck Rickman pulls a rail into place. The rail was attached 
to crossties Saturday to form one of four portable, 30-foot-long panels on 
which two private passenger cars will soon rest.

Chuck Rickman relax-
es in the redesigned in-
terior of his former Pull-
man heavyweight rail 
car, which spent decades 
in the Cape Charles rail 
yard. Soon, the car will 
move to private proper-
ty at Bayview Farm on 
Plantation Creek.

New portable, track panels lie under construction alongside Stone 
Road outside Cape Charles. The panel will support the cars at left when 
they are moved.


