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Well on the road map marked Rapid – Denver  2011 West Portion, you can see Alliance, NE.   

 

The “attraction” in Alliance is Carhenge.   It is someone’s tribute to his father so I don’t complain too 

much.  But it was a bunch of cars painted white, set up on end in a large circle like Stonehenge stones, 

and capped with other vehicles.  Someone ranked it second among the sites that could have been built 

only in America.  And it attracts people.  Bev and I did not go.   

 

I see that Alliance is nicknamed “Cattle Capital of the World.”  The question is by whom.   

We seemed more attracted by the long isolated highway #2.   However as we approached Alliance 

another interest surfaced.  The BNSF.   Burlington Northern Santa Fe.   Alliance was a railroad hub for 

those coal trains I have seen stretching for miles on a lonely ride across the flats of Wyoming, etc.  

I am going to paste a picture here from Google Earth.  It is an aerial shot of Alliance with a couple 

interesting features.   

 

 

 

 

 

So, now that I have pointed at everything, let’s get going.   The rectangles, easily seen when one flies 

over these areas, show the tip of the iceberg as to the importance of irrigation.   These are fields with 

those mobile irrigators that pivot around the center water pipe.   From this shot, you can see that not all 

of a circle is planted in the same crop.   If you saw this in color (a later effort) you’d see that the dark 

spots are greens.   Where does the water come from?  I cannot spot the river name. It runs north of 

Rail yards Our motel (rough vicinity) 
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town as is a real curvy marshy river.  It is not the North Platte.  (If you are looking, the North Platte 

goes through Scottsbluff and meets with the South Platte River at North Platte, NE.   Is that enough 

Plattes?   Some major flooring was going on so we did not drop down on US83 to North Platte. ) 

 

Here is a little blip about railroads the railroads.  “The railway line from the northern exit of the 

Powder River Basin, one of the largest coal-mining areas of the world, to Alliance and the eastern 

United States, sees a rather large number of freight trains every day,
[6]

 to power plants in the Midwest 

and South.
[7]

 In the southern areas of Alliance there is a large train yard which hosts many of these 

freight trains.”  The railroad straight-away are mostly double and follow #2 and US385.   

 

Anyway, it looks like quite an up-to-date rail yard.  There were piles of new axles and other items that 

make it look like they can repair cars.   Railroads seemed to be quite the attraction for us on May 13 

and May 14.   The BNSF on May 13 and the Union Pacific on May 14.   

 

On the drive to Alliance we had seen some long trains loaded with coal and  pulled by multiple engines 

heading to the northeast paralleling our US385.  On May 13, most of the trains – maybe all of them – 

we encountered as we drove #2 were long strings of empty cars.   All were heading west.  Another 

item of note was that they looked uniformly new.  Maybe not brand new, but not the old rusty, graffiti-

ed, black coal cars that we see around here.   No graffiti, no rust.   Uniform color – a kind of gray or 

tan.   I speculate that this coal hauling might be a lucrative business.   To have issues on the line that 

would stop this steady flow could be another 

energy catastrophe.  Keep those coal trains 

rolling.  

 

By our count over 230 miles from Alliance 

to Hazard, NE, we counted 20 freight trains 

with two to three engines and 100 (a lotta) 

cars each.  We took #10 to Kearney – really! 

 

Down the road a piece…  We noticed some 

concrete structure on in a field.  We ignored 

it.  The second on came with a hysterical historical marker.   Looks like Stonehenge again. Here is the 

historical marker.  Potash.   I wonder if it was used in munitions also.   I guess not.  It has loads of uses 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Powder_River_Basin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alliance,_Nebraska#cite_note-5
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Midwest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alliance,_Nebraska#cite_note-6


 5 

-- metal electroplating, oil-well drilling fluid, snow and ice melting, steel heat-treating, and water 

softening.   That is an abbreviated list.   

 

Keep that magnifying glass working!! 

 

Potash is a name given to salts that contain potassium in water-soluble form. 

 

 

Here is a shot of one of the lakes close to 

that plant.  Remember that this is early 

May so that color is not weed growth.   

They don’t look like good fishing lakes.  

It must be one of the alkaline lakes 

mentioned.   

 

Most of the world reserves of potassium 

(K) were deposited as sea water from 

ancient inland oceans evaporated, and the 

potassium salts crystallized into beds of 

potash ore.  

 

At some point early in our journey to 

Kearney, we encountered a lot of railroad repair work.  I don’t know how you could be keeping up 

with road work, but maybe these next words and pictures might give you an idea of the changes.  At 

least it is not 

another 

electronic 

takeover, but 

it is new 

mechan-

ization.   The 

first place we 

stopped was 

to watch a  

specially 

rigged CAT.   

(I shot 4 

pictures but 

I’ll show one 

and try to 

describe what 

is going on.  

Incidentally, 

this road was 

another real 

find.  No 

traffic on this 

Friday.  I could just pull off and on as I pleased.  Good pavement – wide shoulders.)    Also note the 

background.  Just rolling hills with grass atop sand.   

Ties – now 

concrete. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electroplating
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drilling_fluid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potassium
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The CAT was replacing ties.  Note the one lying on the track.  The other one is in the jaws of the CAT 

and is being slipped into place under the rails.   We watched at least one full process.   The jaws could 

be turned to present a sort of shovel that the operator used to push back stone from the ends of the tie.  

Then it would clamp on with the jaws and extract the tie like a tooth.  I cannot say whether the tie 

shown was going in or coming out.  What were the other two guys doing?   Did you still spike in ties 

on the EJ&E.  Well with these concrete ties, they have some new sort of clamp.  I believe one of the 

guys would use a sledge hammer to tighten the clamp.   Maybe this is a good place to show some 

close-ups we took of the rail system.   

 

Here is a shot of yours-truly’s big 

foot showing the old wood ties and 

the spiked clamps.  

 

 

 

Get ready for a surprise!!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Look here.  See the big foot.  See 

the concrete ties.  See the clamping 

system requiring a few soft hits of 

that sledge hammer.  

 

Notice how much farther apart the 

concrete ties are.  Every little 

penny counts.    
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Time for a geography lesson.  The Sand Hills is a region of mixed-grass prairie on grass-stabilized 

sand dunes in north-central Nebraska, covering just over one quarter of the state.  Very very little of 

this land has ever been plowed.  It was labeled useless for 

farming in the late 1800s.   However, ranches have been 

happy with the terrain.  More lines from Wikipedia: “The 

plant-anchored dunes of the Sand Hills were long 

considered an irreclaimable desert. In the 1870s, cattlemen 

began to discover their potential as rangeland for longhorn 

cattle.  The fragility of the sandy soil makes the area 

unsuitable for cultivation of crops. Unsuccessful attempts at farming were made in the Sand Hills 

region in the late 1870s and again around 1890. Some development of cropland agriculture in the 

modern era has occurred through the use of center-pivot irrigation systems.”  There is a huge aquifer 

below these hills – the Ogallala.    

Notice the contented cattle.   

A little farther down the road we had to wait for a 

cattle drive.  Some ranchers were moving their Angus 

across the road.  I didn’t catch the rancher on 

horseback.  He was on the far side of the herd.  This 

picture does not include the real worker.  A woman 

afoot was running and yelling to get the strays who 

were missing the target – the open gate.  

 

Well, now for the last part of the road work.   Chronologically this next bit of road work was about a 

mile farther east from the CAT replacing ties.   We spent even more time trying to determine what was 

being done.  Bottom line, they were “cleaning the rail-bed ballast”    The machine was built by Plasser 

American – but as usual there are Plasser & Theurer, Deutsche Plasser, Plasser American, Plasser 

Australia, Plasser India, Plasser Italiana, Plasser UK.   International to say the least.   

Before the pictures (you probably peeked) here is the model as described by Plasser American. 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prairie
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dunes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nebraska
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longhorn_cattle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longhorn_cattle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Center_pivot_irrigation


 8 

Ballast Cleaning 

RM 802 

 

The RM 802 is a High-Production Ballast Undercutting/Cleaning Machine especially designed to work 

on track with pre-dumped ballast. 

 The Ballast Pick-up Unit picks up the pre-dumped ballast and moves it onto conveyor belts. 

 A transition conveyor belt fills the first of several MFS type Ballast Conveyor/Hopper Cars. 

 With the help of these units, it is possible to bring new ballast to the worksite. 

 The cutting chain excavates the ballast and passes it on to the screening unit. 

 Here the reusable ballast is separated from waste material. 

 A system of conveyors transport the waste material to the end of the machine, where it is 

discharged. 

 The cleaned ballast is mixed with the pre-dumped, picked-up and stored ballast and put back to 

the track directly behind the cutter chain. 

 When working in curves, the shaker boxes can be adjusted to compensate for superelevation. 

 With the RM 802, production rates of up to 2,000 feet per hour are achievable. 

 

From our first vantage point here is 

the whole sequence of cars.  It looks 

like it was arranged a little different, 

or maybe this was a slightly different 

model. 

As we first looked at this, you could 

tell that the conveyor nearest us was 

dumping black gucky waste.  “Gucky” 

is a technical term.     

 

 

 

 

 

javascript:%20MM_openBrWindow('00picture.htm#rm80201.jpg&','Picture','scrollbars=no,width=464,height=448')
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This car could 

be seen doing 

something with 

the ballast.  See 

the pile 

underneath.    

 

 

 

 

 

Aha!!! This is 

an RM 80 not 

like the latest 

described 

above, the RM 

802.    Those 

arms were 

doing 

something with 

the ballast too.  

Notice that the 

concrete ties are 

all visible under 

the machine at 

the left.   

 

I don’t know how the pick-up truck managed.  It must have been on the active track where we saw so 

many trains heading west.  He obviously knew something more than we.    He knows where the sidings 

are and maybe can control switches.   

 

I don’t know if this replaced Happy Dan and the EJ&E gang – but it probably did.  Maybe there was 

no “cleaning” of ballast.   

 

Well we found lodging in Kearney, NE.  I am already forgetting accommodations (probably a Comfort 

Inn) and eating.   Things were good or else I’d remember.  

 

Kearney was a progressive little town.  It would be a nice place to stop longer sometime.  Notably it 

had parks – and lots of bike paths.   We drove around town and took at least on jaunt down Hwy 80 to 

see a unique sculpture at one of the rest areas.   That rest area had something else interesting for 

tourism.  It had a touch sensitive kiosk that described routes throughout Nebraska.   The presenter took 

each route and described the special features and sights along the way. 
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On May 14, we took off for another site that I had been looking and recommending for quite a while. 

Roy, you remember that National Geographic with the athletic mountain goat.   In that same issue, 

there was a picture of a huge number of sandhill cranes on their migratory.  Over 500,000 of them pass 

through the Rowe Sanctuary outside of Kearney.   I have been watching a webcam focused on the 

Platte River which flows through the sanctuary.  I believe I only saw a large collection of birds once.  

But watching time is during March and early April.  I also found one note somewhere that the best 

time on the webcam was before 7:30 AM.   During migration season, view spots go for $20 a day.  I 

believe that advance registration is required and there are lots of notes encouraging viewers to dress 

warm.  

 

Well we found it.  Now this was Saturday and at their entrance they said they were closed Saturdays.  

So much.  We walked around the main building anyway.   It was cold as the wind blew off the cold 

waters of the Platte.  A few 

goldfinches were at the feeders.   

Here is one shot of the Platte just 

before it started raining.   

 

Someone described the Platte as “a 

mile across and a foot deep.”   It 

wasn’t a mile across here, but 

maybe down river.    Looks 

shallow.   

 

 

Well, we went on down the back 

road from the sanctuary.  We made 

friends with some folks that 

seemed real interested in us.   Well 

really not “folks”.  But here are 

another photos. 

 

What breed?   
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Well that was about it.  We headed to Sioux City, IA.   Somewhere on the journey we encountered 

some  Winnebago history.   Since Beverly has some far removed Winnebago relatives (related to 

Pierre Pouquette’s half-breed wife of Portage, WI), I am obliged to include this about the Winnebagos. 

 

  
 

On May 15, we looked around Sioux City, IA.  Ultimately we were destined to reach Minneapolis.   

However our first tourist site was the grave of Sgt. Charles Floyd.   He was the only one to die on the 

Lewis and Clark journey in 1804-1806.  His body was moved to a site high on the shores of the 

Missouri, re-buried, and commemorated by a tall obelisk.   At the site were interpretive displays of the 

Lewis and Clark trek.  Since Beverly’s paternal grandmother had the name Lewis and claimed 

relationship to Meriwether, I am again obliged to include the map of the Lewis and Clark exploration 
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of the Louisiana Purchase.  

 
 

Phew.  These obligations are getting to me. 

 

If you ever heard of Loess Hills in Western Iowa which occur also on the Yellow River in China, let 

me know.  I have about three pictures describing the formations of those Ice Age geological hills.  

 

Finally, we went to Trinity Heights which is a large sculpture garden where most of the main statues 

are created by a sculptor from Rapid City, SD.   Here are pictures of the statue of the Virgin Mary and 

the statue of Jesus.   There were several other smaller statues.   The site includes a bookstore, an 

exhibit center, and a chapel.   The site is funded by the Diocese of Sioux City.  The statue of Jesus is 

32 feet and Mary is 30 feet tall.                                                                     

 

So that pretty well does it.  

We headed home as stopped 

briefly in Orange Town, IA 

which was a really quaint 

town with Dutch roots.  The 

park was full of miniature 

windmills and some of the 

shops on the town square 

had fronts that remind one 

of the façades of old 

Amsterdam. 

 

 

 


