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Obsolescence in Signaling

THE INTRODUCTION of faster schedules for passenger as
well as freight trains has focused attention on the well-
known fact that the signaling on many miles of railroad
is decidedly obsolete, so much so that many of the older
installations are not only inefficient but entirely unadapted
for the handling of trains as they are being operated to-
day. The respacing of signals to provide adequate brak-
-ing distances has been dealt with recently in these col-
~umns, but beyond this major consideration serious prob-
lems arise also with regard to the replacement of obsolete
apparatus.

So far as the signals themselves are concerned, per-
haps the most antiquated are the hundreds of miles of
enclosed disk ‘signals that are still in service on lines
handling fairly heavy and fast traffic. Scarcely less open
to criticism are the extensive installations of two-position,
lower-quadrant semaphores that are still to be found.

Rail is allowed to wear to certain limits and is then re-
placed; bridges are replaced when they become inade-
quate for the loadings imposed; cars are scrapped when
they become inadequate for modern train loadings and
speeds; but signals are supposed to function forever.
This situation is, of course, due in part to the fact that
signaling must be so maintained as to function safely at
all times. Relays, signal mechanisms, switch machines,
etc., are sent through the shop time and again to take up
wear and bring them back to their original operating
characteristics. An accurate statement of all of the costs
involved in making such repairs would, in many in-
stances, show that the amount of money spent for over-
hauling an old device represents a large proportion of the
cost of a new piece of equipment, that would operate so
much more efficiently as to pay for itself in a few years.

The idea of “jacking up the bell,” constructing a new
locomotive under it, and calling it a shopping job, has
largely been discarded in the locomotive field. Thousands
of locomotives are being scrapped because railroad man-
agements find it more economical to buy new modern
motive power. Likewise, thousands of freight cars are
being burned in order to salvage the scrap iron, because
these old cars are of designs no longer adequate for oper-
ation in today’s trains.

In a similar manner, numerous interlockings and the
signaling on many sections of certain roads are due for
a thorough “house-cleaning.” The self-satisfaction, ac-
quired from the fact that maintenance has been improved
to such an extent that signal performance is much better
than in certain years in the past, is no fence to hide be-
hind. The signals may be working just as good or better
than they ever did. But if the entire layout is so anti-
quated as not to meet modern requirements, some one is
going to analyze the situation and the signal engineer will
then be placed on the defensive unless he has previously
called this condition to the attention of his management.

The opening wedge for prying loose certain signal re-
habilitation programs is the necessity for meeting the re-
quirements for the operation and protection of trains
now being operated. On certain territories extensive re-
placement of obsolete equipment must be made to provide
safety. However; there is always the necessity of justify-
ing an expenditure also from an economic standpoint. It
is oftentimes surprising to one to discover the savings
that can be effected by modern apparatus and methods
of power supply in reducing operating and maintenance
costs. However, in the vast majority of projects, such as
the combining of interlockings, installing remote con-
trol, extending centralized traffic control, etc., savings in
operating expenses, as well as increased efficiency in train
operation, go a long way to justify the expenditure re-
quired. :

As an example of what can be done, the Boston &
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Maine carried out 19 separate projects during the last
winter, involving extensions of C.T.C., remote control,
combinations of interlockings and the replacement of ob-
solete signaling, as explained in an article elsewhere in
this issue. It is true that this Boston & Maine program
was financed by a government loan ; but many other roads
have just as good credit with the government as the Bos-
ton & Maine. The situation as to signaling on the
B. & M. was just as good or better than that on numerous
other roads; the reason that the extensive program was
inaugurated and carried to completion so efficiently was
that the signal officers were active in presenting a clear
explanation of the opportunities to effect savings and in-
crease efficiency by modernizing the signaling and inter-
locking facilities.

The depression appears to be passing, general business
seems to be on a gradual upgrade, and with the continu-
ation of these trends financial problems will clear so that
funds will be available. The railroads are “clearing their
decks” as to cars and locomotives so that they may be
prepared to handle increased business on an efficient and
economical basis. Unless signaling is to lag behind in the
improvement program, investigations, plans and esti-
mates should be started now to include numerous projects
of rehabilitating signaling, combining interlockings, ex-
tending C.T.C. and adding cab signaling. By doing the
preliminary planning now, a lot of rush work entailing
snap judgment and errors will be obviated later.
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