
Celebrating Twenty Years
Erin Best

Montana Rail Link kicked off  its 20th Anniver-
sary celebration with an Employee Appreciation 
Train event that ran October 12th-14th.  Each 
train carried MRL employees and their fami-
lies from either Laurel to Big Timber, Laurel 
to Livingston, Livingston to Helena, Helena to 
Missoula, or Missoula to Dixon.  Nearly 2,300 
passengers enjoyed the journey and received a 
commemorative “Legends of the West” lunch tin 
recognizing this special Company milestone.  

On display throughout the event were Anniversa-
ry embroidered blankets that have been designed 
specifi cally for MRL.  Th e blankets were distrib-
uted in November in celebration of this special 
anniversary and in honor of the dedication and 
hard work of our employees.  

Company News for MRL Employees
Dispatch Staff:  Lynda Frost    Anne Marvin    Erin Best    Jim Bieber    Mark Smith   Pete Lawrenson     Steve Griffi n 
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From the Chief Engineer
Rich Keller
It has been 20 years since Montana Rail Link got 
its start on a brisk night in October.  Th ose of you 
here at the time must remember the fi rst task for 
the Engineering Department was to repair a derail-
ment that occurred when runaway locomotives were 
vandalized, set free at Livingston, and derailed on 

the Bozeman Pass.  Much has passed since that time, and while there 
have been some bumps in the road over these past 20 years, it has been 
a ‘great trip’.  I would like to take this opportunity to refl ect and com-
ment on some of the accomplishments.

A few statistics may be in order.  At the end of this year and since incep-
tion, MRL will have installed over 1,900,000 hardwood cross ties and 
many thousands of switch ties for turnouts.  Approximately 80% of 
the ties were allotted to the main track with the remaining installed in 
yards, sidings and branch lines.  In 1988, tie cost was in the $22 range; 
it is now $46 per tie for purchase and delivery.

In the rail category, MRL has installed 172 track miles of curve rail, 
132 track miles of tangent rail, and over 70 miles of second hand rail 
(the second hand rail was recovered jointed rail removed from the main 
line, cropped, and welded for reinstallation).  When we began, there 
were 93 track miles of jointed rail in the main track; of which the last 
jointed rail was removed in 2006.

Huge improvements have been made in our sidings as well.  Th ere are 
a total of 46 sidings where we regularly meet trains.  When we started, 
ten could not be used for heavy trains (trains over 100 ton operative 
brake), all of the sidings except one were restricted to 10 mph for the 
heavy trains, and no sidings except one had speeds over 20 mph for 
any type of train. To date, ten sidings have been extended, and one has 
been constructed.  Currently, no sidings have speeds less than 25 mph, 
there are no restrictions for any type of train, and all sidings (except 
two that had #11 turnouts) have been upgraded to #20 turnouts al-
lowing higher speeds.

Signifi cant improvements have also been made in the signal system.  
Eighty miles of CTC have been installed between Frenchtown and 
Paradise since startup, and all of the semaphores have been removed 
(approximately 120).  Sixty percent of the main line track mile signal 
circuitry has been upgraded, which allowed for the removal of pole 
lines and provided microwave radio dispatcher communication to the 
control points and signals.  MRL has recently purchased the micro-
wave communication system from BNSF.  We also have a Dig-I-Con 
dispatching system that is state of the art technology which is up-grad-
ed on an annual basis.

Numerous bridges have been upgraded and continue to be improved 
to accommodate the heavier trains.  Across the railroad, truck garages 
and section/signal buildings have been constructed or improved at 
most locations, which is a continuing project.  Our work equipment 
and vehicles have the latest technology allowing us to do the work in 
the safest and most effi  cient manner.

All the major yards have been upgraded.  Yard tracks have been added 
in Laurel and tracks extended in Missoula to provide for additional 
switching.  A total of 132 power assisted switches have been installed in 
fi ve of the yards to allow for a safer and more effi  cient operation.

Th e accomplishments listed are only some of the major improvements 
that have been done in the last 20 years; and the strategic plan calls for 
more of the same in the future.  We have a lot to be proud of on our 
railroad, and I certainly enjoy being a part of it.

Th e “Legends of the West” staff  left to 
right: Jean Laber, Erin Best, Mike 
Lemm, Jack Gabrian, Patty Seabaugh, 
Pete Lawrenson, Jim Bieber, Lynda 
Frost, Dave Franz, Pam Schneiter 
Perry Smith, Dean Ziegler

President Tom Walsh announced at the recent Christmas parties that the entire Operat-
ing Department is the winner of the 2007 Presidential Safety Award for Most Improved 
in Safety.  At the time of the announcement, the Operating Team had an Injury Fre-
quency Ratio of 1.56 compared to 3.84 the same time in 2006.  Th ere were seven injuries 
in 2007 vs. 18 in 2006. Th e Operating Team also played a signifi cant role in reducing the 
number of reportable accidents.  Th e year-to-date accidents were at seven compared to 24 
at the same time last year!  What an accomplishment!

Congratulations to our Operating Team, and congratulations to all MRL employees for 
making it a banner year in safety!  We are all truly the “Best of the Best”!! 

Operating Team Wins Prestigious Presidential Award
Mark Smith

National Railroad 
Security
Pete Lawrenson 
Th e security of the nation’s freight rail-
road system is at last receiving some at-
tention from the Department of Home-
land Security.  While we do not expect 
to see federal funding to strengthen the 
security of railroads, the involvement of 
Homeland Security and the Transporta-
tion Security Administration will further 
eff ect timely communications between 
railroads, Homeland Security, the TSA, 
and all levels of national, state and local 
law enforcement.

Th e Montana Rail Link fi rst security ini-
tiative for 2008 will be to present a re-
vised security awareness training session 
to all employees.  MRL will continue to 
work with the Montana Department of 
Emergency Preparedness on critical in-
frastructure identifi cation and protec-
tion.  

Security of our operation, equipment, 
property, and personnel is a combined 
eff ort of many resources and agencies, 
but none more important than the em-
ployees.  As a team, we make and keep 
MRL secure, and your involvement is 
critical and appreciated.

35000 Series Woodchip Cars
Anne Marvin 
Th e Missoula Car Shop has been updating our 35000 
series woodchip cars that are primarily used by Stone 
Container.  Th ese 35-year-old cars need repairs to the 
doors, transverse rods, body bolsters, fl oor stringer, posts, 
and ladders.  Each of these 96 cars may require up to 
2,330 inches of weld application.  Th e fi rst completion 
was made in May 2006; to date there have been 20 cars 
repaired.

Some of the team pictured 
above:  Shane Arneson, 
Faron Stevens and Al Baese 



Ho Ho Ho!
This year the Montana Rail 
Link Santa Express visited 
boys and girls in Missoula and 
the Bitterroot.  Nearly 2,000 
people attended these two fes-
tive events held December 1st 
(Missoula) and December 8th 
(Bitterroot Valley).  Kids told 
Santa their Christmas wish, 
visited with Mrs. Claus, and 
received much-needed hats 
and gloves generously donated 
by Sears.  Thanks to all those 
who helped make Christmas  
a little merrier for these 
kids!  Special thanks
to our own Santa, 
Gerald Marshall.
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On the Move
Jeff Adams ● Now Trainmaster (Missoula)

Brandon Babbitt, Aaron Nelson ● Now 
Signal Laborer

Tyler Dauenhauer, Toby McCartney, Brett 
Nelson, Brian Palmer ● Now Seasonal 
Roadway Shop Mechanic

Richard Dawes ● Now Assistant 
Trainmaster (Laurel)

Gary Keegan ● Now Building Supervisor

Dennis Meyers ● Now Manager 
Customer Service

Brett Roach ● Now Switchman

DK Roth ● Now Trainmaster (Laurel)

Rick Zimmer ● Now Manager Car 
Distribution

Look Who’s New
Administrative Assistant Executive 
Department
Erin Best
Assistant Trainmaster (Laurel)
Sean Scanson
Carman Apprentice 
Shane Arneson, Jeffrey Cardarelle, Jared 
Knaub, Rob Marceau, Klye McBride, Max 
Moriarty, Chris Smith, Dan Shreeve
Communications Technician
Nathan Gonzalez, Kerry LaDuke, 
John Wevers
Electrician Apprentice
Art Huehl, Jack Liesz
Extra Board Clerk
Kyle Erickson, Kim Hannon, 
Robert Wallace
Machinist
Mario Flores
Machinist Apprentice
Scott Baier, Jason Hergenrider, Levi 
Kirkegard, Andrew Payne, Lucas Schweigert
Payroll Technician
Shelly Goff
Signal Laborer
Casey Jenks
Switchman
Mike Baker, Philip Barber, Jacob Crnkovich, 
Chris Deavila, Jeff Deines, Chad Gluhm, 
Linda Greenwood, Joe Kuzara, Eric Reed, 
Rodney Shores, Hoss Smith, Shawn Smith, 
Bryan Tieszen, Benjy Tweten, Eric Varnado, 
Dan Watts, Joshua Yother
Trainmaster (Helena)
Trevor Pool

Retirements
Colin Misenar
Michael Hardesty
Mel King
William Redd
Gale Haddick

Congratulations to Clinton Jones (son of R.J. Jones, MRL Engineer) for placing 15th in the nation for 
Junior Bull Riding at the Gallup, New Mexico Wrangler Jr. Division Rodeo! 

Along with a busy 2007 work season, several special 
projects were completed that increased efficiency and 
viability for MRL.  One project was extending the 
Austin Siding 3,000 feet west.  Construction of the 
sub grade created a substantial challenge on this proj-
ect; however, this was accomplished by pre-casting 
800 feet of concrete retaining wall and installing it 
around curve 13.  

A n o t h e r 
project com-
pleted this 
year was the 
extension of 
the Missoula 
Yard west 
end by  1600  
feet.   This 

was accomplished by moving the lead  and   installing 
several new turnouts.  In addition, after three-years 
of designing and negotiating, the Milltown and Op-
portunity tracks were constructed.  The Milltown site 
consisted of constructing 5,800 feet of track.  The 
Opportunity site required 8,100 feet of track and the 
installation of four turnouts.

MRL recently purchased the BNSF telecommunica-
tions and microwave infrastructure between Billings 
and Sandpoint, which includes 29 microwave sites 
and three base radio sites.  The telecommunications 
infrastructure includes dispatcher radios, telephone 
circuits, data circuits, MRAS and ARES data com-
munications. The sale also included maintenance 
vehicles and equipment, various test equipment and 
spare parts.

Pay It Forward   
Mike Halligan 
The Foundation has distributed 99 
grants, as of the end of October, 
to nonprofit organizations totaling 
$948,792.  In addition, the Foun-
dation has distributed $445,000 to 
Montana colleges, universities and 
individuals in the form of scholar-
ships.  The 20th anniversary of the 
Dennis & Phyllis Washington Foun-
dation begins in 2008.  To kick off 
the year we are planning an employee 
grassroots philanthropy project en-

titled “Pay It Forward—Be the Rock 
that Starts the Ripple”.  Any Wash-
ington Company employee will be 
able to put their name in a drawing, 
and 100 employees will be randomly 
selected to receive a $250 Giving 
Card which could be combined with 
other card recipients or used inde-
pendently to help charitable causes 
of the employee’s choice.  Each card 
will be numbered and a webpage 
created, so each card recipient can 
showcase the charitable causes sup-
ported under the giving card.  Look 
forward to further details.

Photo courtesy of Envirocon ANSWER:  
4.10 miles

Talk about team players!  Engineers Jeff 
Benson and Spence Brown have been work-
ing together for almost the entire time MRL 
has been in existence!  In fact they took one 
of the first trains across the property on the 
morning of October 31, 1987.  Thanks Jeff 
and Spence for your commitment to be the 
“Best of the Best”!

QUESTION:  How many new track miles were 
constructed during the 2007 work season?

Left to right: Lynn Roberts, Laurel Signal Maintainer; 
Gary Loeffler, Supervisor; Mike Blohm, Laurel Commu-
nications Technician; Rick Stabio, Billings Signal Main-
tainer; Garry Fritel, Columbus Signal Maintainer

2007 Special Projects
Jim Bieber

April 2007
June 2007

August 2007
August 2007

November 2007

Safety Update
Steve Griffin
Montana Rail Link recognized four Signal and Com-
munication employees for their long standing safety per-
formance and their efforts to establish a safety culture 
among their work group.

What is unique about these individuals is that they have 
not only worked injury-free since start up in 1987, but 
they have worked in the same position and location during 
their entire MRL careers.  They have also been heavily 

involved in 
t r a i n i n g , 
m e n t o r i n g 
and assisting 
less-experi-
enced Signal 
Department 
employees in 
their respec-
tive territo-
ries.     With

their guidance and example, the work group as a whole 
has worked over four years without a reportable injury 
and have only two injuries in the past 17 years.  This 
truly establishes not only these four employees among 
the “Best of the Best”, but their contributions have sig-
nificantly contributed to making the entire work group 
among the “Best of the Best”.

Throughout their entire 20 year careers with MRL, these 
gentlemen have maintained constant safety awareness, 
displayed a strong work ethic with positive attitudes, 
and  demonstrated a willingness to share their skills with 
co-workers.

Signal and Communications Department employees are 
on call 24 hours a day, seven days a week with duties 
requiring them to work alone in remote locations.  Sev-
eral are required to drive company vehicles thousands 
of miles every year, often in adverse weather conditions, 
responding to trouble calls and while performing their 
routine duties.

Congratulations on a job well-done, Lynn, Garry, Mike 
and Rick.


