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Lifestyle

Chasing The 611
N-G Editor Details Newest Local Craze

By Darryl Woodson

My wife and I have become train chas-
ers, or more specifically 611 chasers.

If you don’t know what a 611 chaser is, 
just drive up to Goshen and along the rail-
road tracks between Goshen and Staunton 
over the next two weekends.

You will see dozens of photographers 
with expensive cameras and long lenses – 
or just nice cell phones – at nearly every 
railroad crossing or overpass trying to get 
that perfect shot – or shots – of the first-
ever fall train excursions being pulled by 
the famous Norfolk & Western Class J No. 
611 steam engine out of Goshen.

Some of these people set up with their tri-
pods at one location and wait for extended 
periods of time for the 611 and her historic 
passenger cars to roll by. Others scurry 
from one location to another to get ahead 
of the train to get multiple shots along the 
way. Hence, the term, “train chasers.”

-   -   -
As with most train chasers, my wife and 

I – particularly me – have a long love af-
fair with trains.

Mine started at an early age. My grand-
parents took me and other family members 
to Tweetsie Railroad in North Carolina 
and to Cass, W.Va., probably before I was 
10. When I was 10, Santa brought me my 
first model train set, an HO scale one with, 
yes, a steam engine. I still have that engine 
today, which, although renovated, only 
runs backwards.

For the next six year or so, I spent 
many of my nights and weekends creat-
ing a model train layout that eventually 
stretched over three large tables and fea-
tured mountains, streams and a city com-
plete with street lights.

But I somehow turned into a teenager 
with other interests and the layouts gath-
ered dust until my father eventually took 
them to the dump. I kept some of the old 
train cars and engines and some of the 
model houses, though, and when I mar-
ried into a family with two young boys, I 
brought the engines and cars out at Christ-
mastimes and created temporary layouts 
on a table in the living room. Even though 
we don’t have kids in the house anymore, 
I do that to this day, along with another 
under one of our Christmas trees.

Over the years, my love for trains rubbed 
off on my wife, Mary, and the family, and 
we visited and rode trains at such places as 
Tweetsie Railroad, the Virginia Museum 
of Transportation in Roanoke, and the 
Strasburg Railroad in Pennsylvania Dutch 
Country.

-   -   -
Now, that explains a little of our love af-

fair with trains but dating our fascination 
with the 611 engine is a little harder to do.

I’m sure that I saw the 611 as a static 
display among the various engines and 
railroad cars at the Virginia Museum of 
Transportation when I was a child in the 
late 1960s and early ‘70s, but I probably 
didn’t take particular note of her. I never 
saw her pull the excursions of the 1980s 
after she was brought back to life the first 
time, but I have seen photos of her rolling 
across the bridge over the James River at 
Natural Bridge Station.

When the museum announced that the 
611 was being fixed up again, though, we 
realized then how big a deal she was, and 
is. We joined several thousand other folks 
in sending her off from Roanoke to the 

North Carolina Transportation Museum 
for restoration in 2014. We talked about 
it, but we ended up not buying tickets for 
any of the excursions that she pulled in 
Virginia for two seasons after she was re-
stored. 

We did, however, go up to Strasburg two 
summers ago to see her in action on that 
short track. I guess we officially became 
611 chasers at that point, as we scouted 
out the best locations to get photos of her, 
including an old cemetery, and took pho-
tos of several of her runs. We used two of 
those photos in the paper this fall when the 
excursions from Goshen were announced.

-   -   -
When the 611 excursions from Goshen 

were announced, my wife and I were, of 
course, ecstatic, and we didn’t hesitate a 
moment to join Joseph Haney, our Goshen 
reporter, on the trial run three Fridays ago 
when we were invited by Will Harris, the 
man who has spearheaded the effort to 
bring the excursions here. Some of Mary’s 
photos appeared with Joseph’s story that 
next week. 

See 611, page B2

Community
Halloween

Events Start
Saturday

Get out your candy bowls and finish 
up work on your children’s costumes 
– and yours.

Halloween time has arrived, and 
there’s plenty of spooky fun planned 
in the Rockbridge area over the com-
ing days.

As usual, there are trick-or-treat 
events planned in downtown Lexing-
ton and Buena Vista on Halloween 
Day, Tuesday, but the fun actually 
gets underway in Glasgow and Glen 
Maury Park this Saturday with 
trunk-or-treat events. And there are 
several other events on the Halloween 
horizon.

Among those other events are the 
National Honor Society Halloween 
Fair at Rockbridge County High 
School from 4 to 6 p.m. Saturday 
and a Halloween cakewalk and raffle 
at the Natural Bridge firehouse spon-
sored by the Natural Bridge Ruritan 
Club starting at 6 p.m. on Saturday.

The trunk-or-treat event at Glen 
Maury Park in Buena Vista starts at 
5 p.m. Saturday, and area residents 
wishing to hand out candy from their 
vehicles are welcome to participate. 
Some of the campers are also ex-
pected to participate. 

The trunk-or-treat event in 
Glasgow will run from 6 to 8 p.m. 
Saturday at the Locher Pavilion, 
515 9th St. Participants are asked to 
bring a non-perishable (nonexpired) 
food item to receive a ticket that’s 
good for a slice of pizza, chips, drink 
and s’mores. Those setting up trunks 
are asked to arrive no later than 5:30 
p.m. There will be a prize for the best 
decorated trunk.

On Halloween Day, Main Street 
Lexington will sponsor the annual 
downtown trick-or-treating from 
3:30 to 5 p.m. for children 12 and 
under. 

Besides merchants handing out 
candy, the afternoon will feature live 
entertainment. Halestone Dance Stu-
dio will perform at 4 p.m., while the 
Rockbridge Ballet will take the stage 
at 4:30. Both performances will take 
place in the old Courthouse Square.

As a safety precaution, the central 
downtown streets will be closed to 
vehicle traffic to allow the safe pas-
sage of the little ones. Closed from 
3:15 to 5:15 p.m. will be Main Street 
from Preston Street to Henry Street; 
Washington Street from Randolph 
Street to Jefferson Street; and Nel-
son Street from Randolph Street 
to Jefferson Street. Members of the 
Lexington Police Department will 
be on hand to help direct the flow of 
pedestrians. Caution while driving is 
urged.

In Buena Vista on Halloween Day, 
Main Street Buena Vista and the city 
of Buena Vista will present the an-
nual Spookacular from 4 to 6 p.m.

Businesses and organizations will 
be handing out candy to trick-or-
treaters; there will be games and 
prizes, and a costume contest. Regis-
tration for the costume contest runs 
from 4 to 4:45 p.m., with the contest 
starting at 5.

THE 611 steam engine pulls its passenger cars down the spur line in Goshen to-
ward Victoria Station after its morning run on Oct. 15. After picking up a new set of 
passengers, the train headed back to Staunton. Photographers were waiting along 
railroad crossings, including at the one shown in the photo below east of Hebron in 
Augusta County. For a video from the viewpoint below, see The News-Gazette’s 
website. (Darryl and Mary Woodson photos)
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Fall Performances
Music of the Southern Hemisphere

Grace Episcopal Church, Lexington, VA
Saturday, October 28, 2023 

at 7:00 p.m.

Deutsch-Amerikanisches Klarinettentrio - 
International Clarinet Trio

Grace Episcopal Church, Lexington, VA
Saturday, November 4, 2023 

at 7:00 p.m.

611

PHOTOGRAPHERS gather at the intersection of Va. 39 and Cameron Hall Lane in Goshen 
to await the arrival of the 611 excursion train back from its morning run on Oct. 15. Seen 
behind them is the old Stillwater plant. (Darryl Woodson photo)

LOCAL RESIDENTS wave at the passengers on the train as it passes in back of the Gos-
hen Rescue Squad building on its way to Victoria Station. In the photo at the bottom of this 
page, the 611 streams into Staunton later that afternoon. (Darryl and Mary Woodson photos)

continued from page B1
Mary and I also returned the 

following Friday to take pho-
tos of the first “real” excursion 
with paying passengers. After 
taking photos of passengers 
boarding the train at Victoria 
Station (no, it’s not a station 
in the conventional sense, 
but the large tents serve the 
purpose just fine), we scouted 
out two locations just north of 
there to grab some photos for 
our first attempt at 611 chas-
ing. 

I dropped off Mary at a 
crossing just north of Gos-
hen along Va. 42, where she 
joined other chasers, includ-
ing a young man from North 
Carolina that we met. I went 
back to Goshen and headed 
over the old steel bridge down 
the dead-end road east of the 
tracks, where I met another 
train chaser. And then we 
waited.

But not for long. I heard 
the 611 whistle blow from 
the other side of town at 9:30 
a.m., which is exactly when 
the first run is supposed to 
start. I could see the smoke 
billowing up in the distance, 
and then I started hearing that 
chugging sound of a steam en-
gine coming closer.

Then I saw it after it crossed 
the railroad bridge and came 
out of the woods. I quickly 
took a few photos with my 
cell phone and the train rolled 
out of my view in a few min-
utes. 

Then it was time for the 
chase – or so I thought.

I jumped in the car, headed 
back to Goshen and then up 
Va. 42 and picked up Mary. 
Then we – along with a slew 
of other cars – sped away 
north on 42 trying to catch up 
with the 611. However, by the 
time we saw her smoke again, 
we also saw fire and rescue 
lights up ahead signifying 
an accident. At that point, 
we knew we wouldn’t be able 
to catch up that day, so we 
headed back, our first chase 
abruptly ending.

We knew, though, that we 
would return to Goshen be-
cause we are, after all, 611 
chasers.

-   -   -
The next opportunity that 

we had was Sunday, Oct. 14. 
We decided to go over to Gos-
hen after church and catch 
photos of the afternoon excur-
sion that starts at 2:30.

After driving through Gos-
hen Pass, where the fall colors 
were starting to really show, 
we stopped for lunch at the 
Goshen Volunteer Rescue 
Squad, where volunteers are 
selling breakfast and lunch 
foods every day of the excur-
sions this fall.

We worried that we hadn’t 
arrived in Goshen in time to 
see the 611 pull the morning 
excursion back into town, 
which usually occurs about 
1 or before. However, when I 
got a hold of Will Harris on 
my cell phone, he explained 
that the train was probably 
going to be about an hour 
late. The train had had to wait 
about that long before heading 
out that morning to allow a 
freight train to come through.

So we had plenty of time to 
eat and then walk just a few 
yards down the track to find 
a place to see the train come 
back into the station on the 
spur line.

Mary and I took up differ-
ent spots, along with dozens 
of other photographers. One 
young man with a video cam-
era - and his own YouTube 
channel - told us he had come 
down from New Jersey with 
his father for the weekend to 
chase the train. They were 
spending the night in Lexing-
ton, he said. 

Meanwhile, dozens of other 
cars swirled around the roads 
as other 611 chasers looked 
for places to park.

Eventually, the delayed train 
got back into Goshen, the die-
sels pulling her backwards 
from Staunton were un-
hooked, and then the 611 blew 
its whistle and slowly pulled 
its cars down the spur line 
past us and all of the other 
train fans.

At that point, we got back 
into the car and headed down 
to the huge parking lot and 
Victoria Station, where Will 
Harris promised us a chance 
to get into the cab of the 611 to 
take photos and video for the 
paper. Yeah, this is where it’s 
fun to be a newsperson.

I remember the Goshen 
mayor saying that he hoped 
to see a true traffic jam in 
Goshen because of the excur-
sions. Well, trying to enter a 
large gravel parking lot where 
650 people are getting off the 
train, and another 650 are try-
ing to get on the train – plus 
all of the sightseers who were 

just photographing the train – 
took a little while, and prob-
ably qualified as a traffic jam.

I told Mary to go on ahead 
and meet with Will while I 
parked, which took another 
7-10 minutes, but she and 
Will waited for me. Then 
Mary and I climbed up into 
the cab, had a nice talk with 
the fireman (the one who 
keeps the firebox going), took 
pictures and video, and then 
we climbed back down and 
met with the chief mechani-
cal officer, Scott Lindsey. (I’ll 
have more on him in a future 
paper.)

By that time, the passengers 
for the afternoon excursion 
had loaded and Mary and 
I headed back to the car to 
chase the train again.

We knew we couldn’t get to 
all of the places where we’d 
seen good photographs taken 
by train chasers that have 
been posted on Facebook on 
the N&W 611 Tracker Group 
page and the Friends of the 
611 page. 

So we aimed for two places, 
one at a church in Craigsville, 
and another in the Swoope- 
Hebron areas of Augusta 
County west of Staunton. The 
Craigsville location turned 
out to be a bust because the 
sunlight was hitting in the 
wrong direction, so we gave 
up on that site before the train 
came and headed to the He-
bron area.

For those of you future 611 
chasers, let me tell you that 
there are a number of rail-
road crossings that you can 
stop at along Va. 42 north to 
Craigsville and from there to 
the Augusta Springs area, if 
you can find a place to park. 
Just before you get to Buf-
falo Gap, head cross country, 
starting out on Va. 703, east 
toward Staunton, and there 
are a number of places to see 
the train there, including from 
two overpasses.

We eventually decided on 
setting up at the overpass 
just east of Hebron Church. 
I dropped Mary off at the 
bridge and I parked around 
the corner along a cornfield. 
And, yes, there were other 
photographers set up every-
where we went along the way 
and at that bridge.

We could both see the 
smoke in the distance long 
before we saw the train, and, 
of course, once again when 

we finally saw it, we had only 
a few minutes to grab some 
shots and video.

When I picked up Mary 
from the bridge, she told me 
she got a little more of the 611 
experience than she had bar-
gained for. As she was shoot-
ing a short video of the engine 
coming up and under the 
bridge, she got a face full of 
smoke and cinders in her hair. 
Be sure to check out the video 
we posted on our website.

From there we headed into 
Staunton, where we were 
able to get one more set of 
photos as it chugged along a 
city street toward the station. 
And, yes, there were dozens 
of people at that location as 
well, many of whom, though, 
were nearby residents, rather 
than true train chasers, I sup-
pose.

So ended our second chase. 
I won’t bore you with tales of 
our future chases but be sure 
to wave if you see us out on 
the roads one of these next 
two weekends.


