
by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

Although most people are familiar with a group of shaggy haired pop singers 
dubbed the Fab Four, Watco’s Wood River mechanical shop in Illinois has their 
very own Fab Five.  The Fab Five are what’s left of a group of about 20 men who 
transferred to the Wood River shop in 1995 when the St. Louis Refigerator Car 
Company (SLRC) closed its doors.  Rollie Pickens, fabricator; Roosevelt “Spi-
derman” Robinson, carman; Steve Sommers, blaster, Johnny Gutherie, carman 
and Jerry Will, office manager can all remember back in the day when the SLRC 
owned the dome, a facility in Springfield and the St. Louis location.

The railcar company was started in 1878 when Adolphus Busch started it to 
facilitate the distribution of his beer.  In addition to refrigerated railcars, Busch 
was also responsible for the creation 
of rail-side ice houses. The ice houses 
were a stopping point so the refrigerated 
cars could reload with fresh ice when 
needed.

The company not only maintained 
their own fleet of 850 refrigerated cars 
but expanded into providing cars and 
car repair services for Class I’s and other 
companies as well.  

“The shop was located right by the 
brewery,” said Will.  

Pickens added, “We’d see Auggie (Au-
gust Anheuser Busch III) come in and 
out of the building quite often, he was 
always friendly.” 

While working for the SLRC the five 
saw some interesting cars built at the 
facility.  Pickens  has the seniority in the 
group but even he wasn’t around to work on the refrigerated beer cars that the 
company originally made.  However, he and the others were around when the 
company was asked to build one to be placed in a railcar museum.  

The Fab Five were also around when the company was working on a special 

project for the military, the Peacekeeper cars. The Peacekeeper cars were part of a 
plan developed in the 1980’s which involved placing 50 Peacekeeper missiles on 
the nation’s rail network.  The theory was to keep the missiles moving throughout 
the rail system upon notification to avoid having them destroyed by a first  strike 
attack by the Soviet Union.  The missiles would be placed on 25 trains and each 
train was to consist of two locomotives, two cars to serve as living quarters for 
the security team, two launchers that would each hold a single missile, a launch 
control car, a maintenance car and a fuel car.  Each of the cars was to be built by 
modifying boxcars to disguise the actual purpose of the cars. 

By the time the prototype was completed and tested the Cold War had come 
to an end and the program discontinued.  A prototype car is now displayed at 
the National Museum of the United States Air Force at the Wright-Patterson Air 

Force Base near Dayton, Ohio.
Each of the Fab Five worked at the St. 

Louis facility until 1995 when the shop 
was closed.  Workers had been given 
the option to relocate to the dome, as it 
was called, and there were 20 men at the 
time who decided to go.  The shop was 
close enough to St. Louis that none of 
the five changed residences at the time 
to relocate.  Although Will has at least 
an hour drive from south of St. Louis to 
the Dome, which is located north of St. 
Louis. 

Pickens started with the SLRC right 
before Thanksgiving in 1968.  Then 
Sommers came on board in January of 
1971 and next came Robinson in August 
of 1972.  Will was the next to join in 
1974 and last, but not least, was Guthe-
rie, who joined the team in June of 75.  

Amazingly, the Fab Five has a total of approximately 195 years of experience.  
In November the Fab Five will become the Fab Four.  Will is planning to retire 
at that time and is looking forward to going back in time.  He and his wife are 
interested in genealogy and plan to spend time upon his retirement researching 

their families.  He is also interested in 
spending time at home and volunteer-
ing, which is something he was unable 
to do much of previously due the his 
drive time. 

“I’ve always had 
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Fab Five reign at Wood River mechanical shop

(Continued on page 4)

The Wood River, Ill., mechanical shop’s fab five (l-r): Jerry Will, office manager; 
Roosevelt “Spiderman” Robinson, carman; Rollie Pickens, fabricator; Johnny 
Gutherie, carman and Steve Sommers, blaster.

Left: The St. Louis Refrigerator Car 
Company constructed this replica of  one 
of the original beer cars for display in a 
railcar museum.  

Right: The Peacekeeper Lauch car pro-
duced at the SLRC.  The car was made 
to launch missiles from  in the event of a  
first strike attack during the Cold War.



By Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

When Bill Stewart, Cleco director of coal and 
transportation, opened last month’s issued of The 
Dispatch he grinned at the picture of the “lizard” 
that the Baton Rouge Southern Railroad team had 
caught on its property. 

The three foot alligator would be no match for 
the 11 1/2 footer that the Cleco team found  at their 
Rodemacher Power Station location  in Louisiana 
on July 30.  The large gator weighed in at 840 lbs. but 
wasn’t as large at the 16 foot one that was caught a 
few years ago.  

Unlike the Baton Rouge alligator that was released 
back into the wild, this alligator was shot under the 
authority of the Louisiana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries by a licensed trapper.  The alligator 
had been spotted at various locations on the prop-
erty including the company camp ground and picnic 
area. 

In the background of the picture you can see 
where the railcars are stored and where repairs are 
made to the cars by the Watco mechanical team.  
The alligator had crawled under the railcars while 
moving back and forth across the road from the 
main lake to the isolated area.

Jack Lewis, Coffeyville, Kan., shop manager,  and 
Dan Linden, vice president of Central Region car re-
pair, were at the location last year working on railcar 
couplers.  

 “It was a place that you definitely made sure 
to pay attention. Because of the condition of the 
ground, much of the track area had to be built up so 
once you step off the track you’re back down in the 
“wild” again.  I didn’t run across any alligators while 
I was there other than seeing one in the lake on the 
property, that or it was a log, it’s hard to tell some-
times,” said Lewis.

Each location that Watco performs work for usu-
ally has a specific set of regulations mandated by the 
Customer, especially when it comes to safety.  How-

ever, not too many of the locations have a “Beware 
of Alligataors” policy, but it would be a wise one to 
follow. 
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Customer First! reminders everywhere
By Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

There’s a saying that you can never get too much of 
a good thing, that’s what our Watco Team feels about 
the Customer First Foundation Principles.  It cannot 
be said too much, displayed too much or practiced 
too much.  It’s hard to travel throughout the Watco 
system and not find a reminder of the Watco Cus-
tomer First Principles at the various locations.  

The West Region Team got creative and printed 
the “Steps to Success” on the stairs leading up to the 
West Region main office in Twin Falls, Idaho. 

   The steps had been wooden but after a team 
member got her heel caught between the slats of 
the boards John Ostrander, purchasing manager 
operation and track, was enlisted to have the stairs 
replaced with something more safe. 

Matt Lewis, West Region human resources manag-
er; Rob Thrall, regional vice president of operations; 
Jerry Carter,  director of operations and Ostrander 
are responsible for the idea of putting the Customer 
First Principles on the face of the steps. 

Lewis said, “Truth be known the whole idea was 
John O’s.  We just jumped in and helped him run 
with it.  John does a great job of teaching the Foun-
dation Principals.  His entire department is currently 
memorizing the Foundation Principals in their 
entirety, including all sub-bullets.”

Ostrander was reluctant to take credit for the idea 
and  said, “Every one of them had input on how we 
would accomplish this “gang graffiti” and the result 
turned out looking very nice.”

If you visit the Grand Elk Railroad you’ll find the 
Customer First posters in the restrooms.  

“It may sound strange but it’s the one place we 
know our team members will visit during the day,” 

said Rodney Gordan, general manager. 
Sam Ricci, director of Midwest operations for the 

transload division had some shirts made up with 
the Customer First Principles to serve as a walking 
reminder.  The shirts are a neon green and hard to 
not see.

“Before we received the safety vests that we now 
wear I wanted to have something that increased 
the visibility of our team members, the bright neon 
green took care of that and since we were working 
to enforce the principles to a higher degree having 
them printed on the shirt seemed to be a good solu-
tion,” said Ricci. 

Each team member should also have  plastic card 
to carry with them so they can review the principles 
when they have some free time.  The Watco U group 
came up with the idea as a part of educating the 
team members on the principles that we follow on a 
daily basis. 

Even better then seeing the signs and reminders to 
practice the Customer First Foundation Principles 
is when Customers let us know that they are being 
practiced. 

Joe Weigel, Advantage Metals outbound trans-
portation manager feels that Kaw River Railroad 
marketing manager Shellee Currier represents these 
principles well.  “When Shellee started working with 
me she was new to the industry.  She was very will-
ing to learn all the nuances of the railroad business 
and has picked things up quickly.  If we have issues 
Shellee helps to provide solutions before it affects 
our service. We can always count on her to get back 
with us on any questions we may have.”

This is all part of listening and understanding our 
Customers so that we can grow together and build 
lasting relationships like the one with Boise, Watco’s 
first Customer. 

Steps to Success.  The steps above are detailed with the 
Customer First Principles, the Listen-Understand-Grow 
motto and the start date of Watco Companies.  The steps 
lead into the offices of the West Region main office in 
Twin Falls, Idaho. 

Cleco’s supervisor of field maintenance, David Lee, poses 
with an alligator found on their property near Lena, La.

Let the Louisiana Gator Wars begin
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ABS is “Pulling for the Tide”
by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

It’s that time of year again, the Million Dollar band marches onto the field sur-
rounded by a sea of red at the Bryant-Denny Stadium in Tuscaloosa and Ala-
bama Football is underway.   That’s football with a capital “F”, because if there’s 
one thing in Alabama that they take seriously, it’s football.  

The Alabama Southern Railroad (ABS) is serious about showing their support 
for the local university and painted two of their locomotives in the school colors 
with the university logo to show that they are “Pulling for the Tide”.  The ABS 
offices are only a mile from campus and the Warrior Sub line runs right along the 
back of the campus so the connection between the university and the railroad 
is not only emotional but 
physical as well.

Amy Parady, Watco’s 
vice president of  sales and 
marketing for the Gulf Re-
gion, remembers when she 
arrived in Tuscaloosa a big 
football and West Virginia 
Mountaineer fan from way 
back.  

“When I moved to 
Alabama the team spirit 
and overwhelming sup-
port from the community, 
of which many are our 
Customers, was and is, 
infectious.   It only took 
one season to convert me,” 
said Parady.  “We also have 
tremendous Alabama sup-
porters on the Watco Team 
who are diehard fans.”

Going through the phases to complete the locomo-
tives was no easy task though.  Todd Johns, ABS general 
manager had to go through both the university and the 
NCAA compliance departments to get their permission 
to use the Alabama logos. There are two different logos 
that are placed on the locomotives, the Alabama Script 
A and the Alabama circle logo.  The A’s appear on both 
the back and front of the locomotives and the circle logo 
is placed in the middle of the phrase “Pulling for the 
Tide” on both sides of each locomotive.  Both logo’s are 
licensed and trade marked with strict regulations on how 
they can be used.  

“I had to take pictures of the locomotives and give 
them our design ideas with the paint scheme for them to 
approve,” said Johns.  “Once it was submitted, a commit-
tee at the university reviewed the plans and gave the final 
approval.  All the hard work paid off though because 
we’ve had such a great response from our Customers and 
the community.”

John Guin, Nucor Steel, is a Watco Customer in Tuscaloosa and the first thing 
he said when he saw the locomotive was, “it’s about time.”

He explained that Tuscaloosa is a huge football city and that anybody with any 
common sense cheers for the Tide, so the obvious thing for a railroad that oper-
ates in Tide Country is to paint an engine (or two) in the teams colors. 

“Someone saw one of the locomotives and sent me a picture,” said Guin. 
“They’re pretty cool looking, some of the plants around here have the locomo-
tives that they’ve painted their own team stuff on but this is really nice.”  

Tim Liles, Elk Corporation, had also been sent some pictures of the locomo-

tives. “They look great, it was a good idea,” said Liles.  “I’m waiting for the loco-
motives to come out here so I can take some pictures of them here at our plant.” 

Once nice thing about the locomotives is that they were painted right there in 
Tuscaloosa at the railroad’s shop. The father-son duo of Joe and R.J. Davis from 
Joe’s Paint and Body Shop in Crosby Texas, along with his helpers Boston Lesjak 
and Kade Prince traveled from the Houston area to Tuscaloosa to paint the loco-
motives.  It took about seven days per locomotive to complete the project.

“We travel around to various locations paint locomotives,” said Joe Davis.  “I 
think I’ve done about 50 or so but not anything near as special as those two.  It’s 
exciting to see the attention that they’re getting, everyone seems to really like 
them.  I’m grateful that Todd brought us up to Tuscaloosa for such a memorable 
project.”

 Memorable is the key 
word.  Every school has 
a team bus but not many 
teams have their own 
locomotive.  Alabama may 
in fact be the only NCAA 
school with a locomotive 
painted with the school’s 
colors and authentic 
logos.   Many teams have 
also not had to deal with 
the circumstances that 
the Crimson Tide has. On 
April 27 of this year a mile-
wide tornado stuck Tusca-
loosa killing 50 people and 
obliterating entire parts of 
the city.  Since then the city 
has been working to clean 
up and rebuild.

Alabama coach Nick 
Saban and his players spent 

time gathering and distributing supplies for those in 
need after the tornado hit.   Saban told his players that 
they needed to be there to support all the people who 
had supported and backed them. 

Following the tornado the university called off the rest 
of the school year — canceling final exams and the last 
week of classes, and postponing graduation until Au-
gust. Although the storm spared the campus itself, the 
lives of the 30,000 students and 5,000 faculty members 
and staff at the university have felt the toll of the tragedy 
that occurred just blocks from the campus. 

This was just the right time to do this said Johns of 
painting the locomotives.  

“The people of the city have been through so much, 
we thought it would be good to do something a little 
unique to boost spirits, so many people have connec-
tions with the university that we thought this would be a 
good way to show our pride and support,” said Johns. 

Guin said, “I think the city is really looking forward to 
football starting back up, we’ve had a rough spring, with the devastation brought 
on by the tornados.  We all need to feel a sense of normal again and have a 
chance to focus on something positive, even if just a for a little bit.”

The upcoming season does look to be a positive one right now for the Crim-
son Tide.  Many of the polls that are out right now have the team ranked in the 
top five in the nation, some as high as number 2.  Although the Tide lost some 
key stars to the NFL, the faithful fans are hoping there’s enough talent to make 
another run at the SEC title or possibly even the national title - something that 
would definitely boost the spirits of the tornado ravaged town. Roll-Tide-Roll!

Alabama Southern Railroad’s  twin “Tides” roll by the Bryant-Denny Stadium in Tuscaloosa, Ala.

The “Tide” rolls along the tracks on the Alabama 
Southern Railroad showing off its Script A logo.



by Tracie VanBecelaere
Managing Editor

Watco team members are offered many benefits 
when joining the team and with all benefits, the ad-
vantage of receiving them comes whenyou actually 
use them.

  The Coordinated Health/Care 
link on the Watco web site is prob-
ably one of the most under-used 
benefits that our team has access to.  
The site offers numerous types of 
information ranging from what 
the fruit of the month is to the 
status of your claims - and all 
are just a click away.

There are particular areas 
when you will need to set up 
an account and password but there is also an abun-
dance of information that is readily available.  Not 
only is there information for the team members but 
there are also links for your providers to access in-
formation that they need to process claims and treat 
the patient in the most efficient manner.

There are links on the page that can also direct you 
to the National Library of Medicine where you can 
research prescriptions and side effects of medica-
tions you may need to take for a particular ailment. 

Anyone wishing to improve their health has ac-
cess to diet and nutrition ideas that are suitable for 
conditions of all types. The BMI tool and help you 

estimate your body fat.  It measures your weight 
relative to your height and when combined with 
waist circumference measurements and other risk 
factors for heart disease can yield your risk for devel-
oping obesity-associated diseases.  Another handy 
tool is the menu planner.  This interactive planner 
helps guide your daily food and meal choices based 

on one day’s calorie allowance.  You 
can use it to plan a meal in advance 
or at the end of the day to tally up 
your calorie intake.  The planner also 
helps keep track of fat and carbohy-
drates consumed. 

Everyone should know that the 
best thing you can do for your 

health is to be physically active.  
Before beginning any exercise 
program it is always a good 

idea to check with your doctor to be sure that you 
are in good enough health to start a new regimen. 
There are several links that can help you decide the 
amount of exercise you should be partaking in and 
the amount you need to maintain, lose weight or just 
tone up.

Knowledge is the best tool to have when dealing 
with any health care issues.  Anyone wishing to hone 
this tool can use the Watco Team link at watcocom-
panies.com and click on the top link under Benefits 
titled Health Benefits.  Links are available to con-
tact “Care Coordinators” who can help guide you 
through any health care issues.

an interest in carpentry 
and would like to help with one of the Habitat for 
Humanity projects if possible,” said Will.

The group said they have seen many things since 
joining the SLRC, They transitioned from a com-
pany that maintained their own fleet to an outside 
customer shop.  They changed from primarily 
working on boxcars and hoppers to auto racks and 
flat cars and watched as the industry was affected 
by new technologies.  Safety and environmental 
rules were nonexistent back then but are top priori-
ties at the railcar shops now.

The five said the SLRC was a small shop and a 
friendly place to work. The old SLRC crew still gets 
together for reunions every so often. The group 
said they liked the work they were doing at SLRC 
and transferring to the dome was a easy decision 
for them to make.   

Steve Prokopich, Wood River plant manager said, 
“Although it was a sad day to see the end of the 
SLRC after a long distinguished history, it was for-
tunate for the Wood River location to gain a great 
amount of experience and capable team members. 
All of the transferred team members have made a 
positive impact on this facility and we are grateful 
for their service.” 

The team has the advantage of not only working 
for a historic company but they can also say they 
worked in a historic building.  The dome is the last 
of two geodesic domes designed by R. Buckminster 
Fuller to serve as roundhouses for the Union Tank 
Car Co. 

The first and larger dome was built near Baton 
Rouge, La., in 1958 and was demolished in Novem-
ber of 2007. l Fuller himself helped supervise the 
erection of the Wood River dome which became 
fully operational as a Union Tank Car Co. car shop 
in 1964.  St. Louis Refrigerator Car Company pur-
chased the dome in 1975 and in 1999 it came under 
the ownership of Millennium Rail, Inc., which was 
then acquired by Watco in 2007. 

(Continued from page 1)
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Sitting on locomotive from left to right: Doug Williams, engineer / switchman; Rob-
ert Justice, switchman; Dave Matthews, maintenance personnel.  Standing in front 
from left to right: Gerry Wiser, engineer / switchman; Tony Gill, engineer / switch-
man; Mike Kauffman, engineer; Harry Hart, switchman.

Nebraska mechanical shop receives “repurposed” locomotive
The mechanical shop in Omaha, Neb., recently received a “new” locomo-

tive to  switch their cars.  The former ISCX 9140 was used for switching at the 
GAF plant in Dallas, Texas, but was replaced with a larger locomotive.  This one 
was then repainted and renumbered and sent down to Scottsdale, Ariz.  How-
ever, the team there felt it was too large for their 70 lb. track so the locomotive 
was then sent up to the Cornhusker State to assist in switching the cars at the 
mechanical shop. Although smaller than the GP 7 that has been switching cars 
at the facility, this SW 1 EMD follows the motto of the state’s famous comedian, 
Larry the Cable Guy, and it “gets er’ done”.  

The Omaha shop originally started out as a steel plant and sat surrounded by 
cornfields.  The cornfields have now been replaced by  various industries and 
residential areas as Omaha has grown throughout the years. In the 1970’s the 
location was owned by Unarco Transportation.  After being split into different 
divisions the railcar division was purchased by GLNX in 1984 and then Integrat-
ed Railcar in 1997.  I was then sold to Fitzgerald Railcar Services, Inc., (FRSI) in 
2001.  Watco acquired the Omaha shop and one in Fitzgerald, Ga., from FRSI in 
June of 2008.  

There are currently 31 team members working at the Omaha location which is 
served by the Union Pacific Railroad. 

Fab Five reign Health care link a real benefit

Texas Veterans Scholarships
Texas Veterans need to know that there is a scholarship available that may pay for college tuition  to 

many major Texas colleges. If you were a Texas resident when you entered the military and you received 
an Honorable Discharge, you or your children may be eligible to receive up to 150 semester hours. 

Even if you have already paid a portion of your tuition, you may still be able to receive a refund for 
payments made.  For information regarding this benefit visit the website listed below.

http://texas-veterans.com/education/hazlewood






