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financial panic had just 
begun and general business 
confidence had sunk to a 
new low.

Double-tracking the Abo 
Canyon took nearly three 
years and cost $85 million.  
The work involved blasting 
cuts 150 feet deep through 
solid rock, building 500 foot 
long bridges and removing 
an estimated 1.8 million cu-
bic yards of rock and dirt.  

Land was purchased from 
nearby ranchers to stockpile 
mountains of debris which will eventually be sold for 
road-building projects in New Mexico.

The timing of this project was perfect.  By July 2011, 
the Abo Canyon bottleneck was unplugged.  Trains be-
gan operating on the new second line just as the econ-
omy was reviving and rail traffic increasing. The BNSF 
was ready because it dared to invest in the future when 
things were bleakest. 

 

BUILT FOR THE AGES.  The new track bridge stands 
some distance down from the original 1908 track bridge, 
which is still carrying heavy trainloads.  Both bridges 
stand 80 feet above an arroyo that can become a raging 
torrent during flash floods.

After nearly three years of construction, the second rail line through Abo Canyon is opened in 
July 2011.

After the Union Pacific, the Burlington Northern 
Santa Fe Railway (BNSF) is the largest  railroad sys-
tem in the nation.  The BNSF operates in 27 states and 
and owns 50,000 miles of track.  The busiest of the 
BNSF’s mainlines is the Southern Transcon, which 
runs from the California coast to the Midwest.  The 
2200 mile Southern Transcon line handles 80 to 90 
trains a day, 24/7, in a ceaseless flow.  

The bulk of this immense rail traffic is “intermodal” 
— mainly containers off-loaded onto flat cars at the 
twin ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach and sent 
east to major rail distribution hubs at Kansas City 
and Chicago.  From these points, other rail/truck 
lines carry the goods further east and south.

Intermodal shipments by rail are growing faster than any 
other form of freight.  As trucking companies become less 
price-competitive due to higher wage costs and stricter 
federal regulations, shippers are increasingly turning to 
the railroads for their long-haul shipments.

For railroads, time is always of the essence.  The Southern 
Transcon is double-tracked for most of its length, but a 
long-standing bottleneck had always been a five-mile 
single-track stretch through the narrow Abo Canyon, 
located south and east of Albuquerque.  The single track 
was laid down in 1908 by the old Atchison, Topeka and 
Santa Fe Railway.  But a hundred years later, high traffic 
volume was causing eastbound freight trains to be often 
delayed up to three hours getting through the canyon.  It 
was time to add a second track, even though the 2008 

For 100 years, the only way through the remote Abo Canyon in central New 
Mexico was a single railroad track, shown above on left.  But the growth in intermodal 

rail traffic has made a second track imperative.  On the right, the second roadbed has been 
cut through a mountain of rock and is ready for ballast, ties, and rail.

You can read more about 
the Abo Canyon project in 
the November 2011 issue 
of Trains magazine.  All 
BNSF photos shown here 
are by Ken Fitzgerald and 
are used with his permis-
sion.  We also want to thank 
Don Phillips, columnist for 
Trains magazine for in-
sights into the growth of 
rail intermodal traffic.

The vast BNSF rail network is shown in red.
The Southern Transcon line is highlighted in green.

 

The map is in the 
public domain 

and was acquired 
at Wikipedia



Two ways to make derails more visible
1. POP-UP 
DERAIL SIGN
A worker can forget to lift up 
the derail sign after throwing 
the derail block onto the rail.

A derail  without a visible 
warning sign is a hazard to 
rail traffic.

T h e  n e w  A l d o n  Po p - U p  
Derail virtually eliminates that 
danger.   When you throw 
the derail onto the rail the 
s ign  automat ic a l ly  p ops 
up.  When you throw the  
derail off the rail the sign goes 
down by gravity below the top of the  rail. 

With our derail lifting lever, it’s one easy motion 
to swing the derail 180° on or off the rail.
No need to bend down a second time to pick up the sign holder.  No risk 
of forgetting to raise or lower the sign.
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Replace the usual small blue “derail” sign with our 18” diameter MoonSign™ 
Derail Signal.  In daytime its very size makes its presence known ... but at night, 
reflecting the light of on-coming headlights, it glows like the full moon.

The two-sided aluminum MoonSign™ Derail Signal is faced with high-in-
tensity retro-reflective white film and over-sized black lettering.

2. MoonSign™ DERAIL SIGNAL

Night or day,  it’s hard to miss seeing this sign! 

1

2

the second generation

We introduced the Switch Cube™ Indicator in 
January 2011 as a major improvement in switch 
stand target design.  For more than 100 years there 
has been very little change in target design.  What 
has changed is the level of experience of many 
railyard workers.   Confusion about how the switch 
is lined can lead to accidents and lost time.  

In just a few months the Switch Cube™ Indicator has 
proved to be an instant success.  Customers are re-
placing their existing switch targets with the Switch 
Cube™ Indicator because the simple clear symbols 
and traditional colors (green, yellow, red) tell anyone 
how the switch is positioned for train movement.  

But any product can be improved.  Several custom-
ers have pointed out to us that the red sign plate 
which faces the frog end of the switch may still 
be misinterpreted.  While the yellow and green 
arrow signs left no doubt as to how the switch 
was lined from the points end of the switch, the 
red sign with white bar facing the frog end of the 
switch still required some interpretation.   The red 
stop sign was not as descriptive as the yellow and 
green arrow signs.  

As an improvement, we are now offering a yellow 
sign with a  downward facing arrow as an alterna-
tive to the red stop sign.

Winter is coming ... do you have your 
Hatch Key™ Pry Bar?

Protect your 
switches with 
the new High 
Security Switch 
Point Lock
Locks switch points 
tight against running 
rail to avoid derailment 
caused by wheel- pick-
ing of a loose point.  
Fits rails 90-141 lbs./yd.

Precision fit — Switch point lock features 
a fine-threaded rod (3/4”-16) and three 
point steel locking star.  Lock can be tight-
ened to 1/32” on any rail size.

Roll right through a 
switch or rail crossing 
while gauging track!

 

Six roller bearings on each side 
assure smooth, continuous 
gauging. 

Roadmaster Track Gauge Reader 
detects gauge changes 56”-58”.

Can be equipped with a distance 
counter and digital level for cross-
elevation checks.  

Watch for our 2012 Catalog.  
80 pages.  Many new products.

If you are not on our mailing list,  contact us now.

Opens frozen 
hatches on covered 
hopper cars.
Just hook the Hatch 
Key™ Pry Bar under the 
lip of the hatch and lift 
straight up.  A worker 
can stand in place 
while lifting the hatch. 


