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Bottoms up: 
Adding life to Top Gons
SPIR IT-F I LL ED  PROC E SS

NSight in action
GREEN  (AND G OLD)
WITH  TREE S  A ND  T RA I NS

NS women making
a difference
O FF  TO  A BUSY STA RT



n Portsmouth carman Nate Mullins on scaffold, 
above right, operates a shop crane using a handheld 
remote control to maneuver a steel cover hood inside  
a Top Gon car. Carman Randy Walker, left, monitors 
the situation. Carman Rick Horn is in the background.  
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Bottoms up!
TOP GON ‘RETUBS’ ADD LIFE TO NS COAL FLEET
Norfolk Southern’s iconic “Top Gon” coal cars – a name inspired by the 1986  
“Top Gun” movie starring Tom Cruise as a Navy fighter jet pilot – are getting 
renewed life on the rails.

Built to move export, domestic metallurgical, and industrial coal, thousands of 
the gondolas have become rusty and worn. As coal volumes began dropping in 2012, 
NS’ Mechanical Department started retiring the cars, storing them on tracks at NS’ 
Lamberts Point Coal Terminal to be sold for scrap.

Now, under an innovative initiative launched by 
mechanical, many of those cars will continue hauling 
coal. The department teamed with NS’ coal business 
group to work on a lower-cost alternative to buying 
new coal cars. It started when the coal group asked 
mechanical to take a closer look at the cars being 
identified for scrap.

Calvin Cox, assistant vice president mechanical, 
who oversees NS’ railcar maintenance program from 
Atlanta, traveled to Norfolk to scope out the situation. 
During the visit, he walked the yard tracks with four 
mechanical supervisors at Lamberts Point: Ray Jones, 
director piers and facilities, Jim Welch, senior general foreman, Bobby Carlow, 
general foreman, and Lewis Carbaugh, mechanical supervisor. 

Wearing protective hard hats and steel-toed boots, they walked from car to car. 
They quickly spotted a trend. Most of the car bottoms, known as tubs, were rusted 
and cracked, especially around “weep holes” designed to drain water. In that condition, 
a heavy load of coal could break through and spill, derailing a train. Mechanical 
employees, they concluded, made the right decision to pull those from service.

What stood out, though, was that except for the tubs, the cars still seemed 
roadworthy. As they talked, Jones joked offhandedly that they should call a bathtub 
relining company. Everybody laughed – and then a bulb seemed to click on.

Hey, maybe Jones was on to something.
“It made sense, not necessarily to line the tub, but to put another tub in the car,” 

Cox said.
“We said, ‘Shoot, we can do it,’ ” said Carlow. 

“The collaboration with the 
craft employees has worked 
very well. They have come up 
with great ideas to do it in a 
very efficient and safe way.”

— Calvin Cox, assistant 
vice president mechanical
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Cost-efficient and meets customers’ needs  
Fast forward to the fall, and that fact-finding visit has evolved into the Top Gon “retub” 
program. Not long after his Lamberts Point trip, Cox met with carmen at Norfolk’s 38th 
Street Car Shop and at Portsmouth Car Shop in Ohio and asked them to help develop  
a process for installing new tubs. They have delivered.

“This is a brand new process for us, so we challenged them to tell us how to get it done,” 
Cox said. “The collaboration with the craft employees has worked very well. They know 
what it means for business, and they know that the ideas for making this work are coming 
from them. They have come up with great ideas to do it in a very efficient and safe way.”

The retub initiative is a good story for NS. It is saving the company money and 
meeting coal customer needs. It also is an example of how employees have integrated  
a sustainable business practice into operations. Top Gons targeted for the initiative 
were “rebodied” in the 1990s, a process that involved replacing the entire structure 

above the trucks and wheels. Giving them new tubs extends 
their usefulness even longer.  

David Lawson, vice president coal, praised the Mechanical 
Department’s ingenuity for developing the retub idea and for 
helping his group respond to market needs.

“It contributes to the ease of doing business with Norfolk 
Southern, and we want to make it as easy to do business with 
us as possible,” Lawson said. “Customers respect and reward 
this type of ingenuity.”

The retub program, he said, offers NS flexibility at a time 
when the future of U.S. coal 
faces uncertainties because  
of environmental regulations, 
low-priced natural gas, and 
abundant global supplies  
of coal.

“This is a very innovative and 
cost-efficient approach that 
provides us with a lower-cost 
alternative to buying new cars,” 
Lawson said. “We expect to get 
a number of years of extended 
life out of cars that otherwise 
would be retired and sold for 
scrap.”  n BizNS

n BELOW: Carmen Scott 
Williams, top, and John 
Dougherty prepare a car for tub 
installation at 38th Street Car Shop. 
The tubs consist of two C-shaped 
panels of 3/16th-inch steel.

n BOTTOM: Portsmouth carman 
Dan Cremeans, standing,  
uses a bar to align a tub for  
carman Dan Potter to tack  
weld it into place. 
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On a sunny August morning, carmen at Norfolk’s 38th Street Car Shop were hard 
at work “hanging tubs.” One of them, Jerry Zollars, a 35-year shop veteran, wore 
a white paper jumpsuit with “Tub Dude” written on the back. On other days, he’s 
“Tub Man” or “Tub Master.” For the past 15 years or so, Zollars has worked mostly 
in training and administrative duties, but this summer, he was asked to help get the 
Top Gon retub initiative off the ground.

His debut as Tub Dude reflects the shop’s enthusiasm for the work.
“This is a really good program,” Zollars said, “and we’re happy to have it.” 

All down the line
NS carmen have replaced the C-shaped bottoms of coal cars before, including cars 
damaged in derailments. Their challenge on the Top Gon initiative has been to develop 
a standard work process on a larger scale.

Since starting the retub work this summer, employees at the 38th Street and 
Portsmouth car shops have created an assembly-line approach to do the work safely 
and efficiently. Along the way, they’ve made adjustments, including modifying 
existing tools and creating their own devices. Virtually all of NS’ SPIRIT values are 
at play, employees said, from safety and teamwork to innovation and performance.

“From the gang leaders down, we’ve pretty much had to manufacture a system 
– there were no blueprints to go by,” said carman Sean Kennedy. “Every day it 
seems that another employee is coming up with something that sheds a little time 
off a job, saves a little bit of lifting, or saves something somewhere.”

n TOP: Carman Charlie Clifton 
operates a CombiLift to maneuver a tub 
into position, while John Dougherty 
monitors during retubbing activity at 
38th Street. 

n ABOVE: Jerry Zollars, aka “Tub 
Dude,” helps align a tub at 38th Street.

‘Hanging tubs’ is 
 a SPIRIT-filled process
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“We’re all out there working as a group,” said Randy Walker, a Portsmouth 
carman. “When we come across an idea that might help us, we just follow through 
with the process to see if it does.”

Carmen start with cars whose tubs have been removed off-site before they are 
transported to the shop. An NS vendor fabricates the replacement tubs from 3/16th-
inch steel sheets bent upward on each side, forming what is known as a “C” channel.

Still in the early stages of work, the shops continue to evolve the process.  
On the morning in August, Zollars, aka Tub Dude, was part of a team that moved  
the steel tubs from a flatbed trailer to a staging area outside a shop building.  
An employee operating a CombiLift – a specialized forklift with pivoting wheels 
– maneuvered the tubs under the cars. After that, carmen working inside and 
outside of the cars installed fasteners on the corners. 

From there, each car was moved inside a shop building where carmen finish 
bolting the tubs down. In all, about 250 bolts are whirred into place with fastener 
guns. Next, carmen use jacks to pull the cars’ end caps snug against the tub. With 
the tub secure, carmen weld protective metal hoods to cover the center sill, which 
runs the length of the car providing support.

After that, carmen inspect the cars’ slope sheets on each end and patch as needed. 
Finally, carmen inspect the wheels and trucks and test air brakes. If those items 
pass muster, the cars are ready for service.

n Portsmouth carmen Gary Maddix, 
standing left, Dan Cremeans, kneeling, 
and Billy Cole work on a Top Gon retub in 
Portsmouth. Maddix bolts the tub into place, 
while Cremeans lowers a lift table used to 
position the tub. Shop carmen designed a 
rolling base for lift tables to eliminate the 
need of a crane to move them around the shop.

“We’re all out there working 
as a group. When we come 

across an idea that might help 
us, we just follow through with 

the process to see if it does.”

— Randy Walker,  
carman, Portsmouth
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Employee ingenuity at work
Shop employees have put smarts and sweat into  
the work. 

“Before we actually got any tubs, we brought a car 
in to try to figure out the easiest way to put a tub in,” 
said Harvey Barlow, a carman with about 25 years 
at 38th Street. Through brainstorming with co-workers, 
he is credited with developing the “Barlow,” a push- 
button device with an air ram. The ram, coupled with 
a shop-designed tool to brace it, pushes the side of 
the car outward, enabling the team to easily lift and 
install the tubs.

“We have employees constantly coming up with 
ideas,” said Bobby Carlow, general foreman at  
38th Street. “Some work, and some don’t. Sometimes 
you come up with an idea to get your feet off the 
ground, and then you find through the process that 
there is a better way to do something.”

During the fall, employees were working on innovative 
tools to replace the use of jacks. The come-along jacks 
are used to move the coal cars’ end caps back and 
forth before and after tub installation. Trying to improve 
on that, carmen Scott Kuczynski and Jay Caris 
have developed two different prototype tools that 
could be options. Kuczynski crafted an adaptor tool for 
use in combination with an air ram, allowing employees 
to work outside the car rather than inside to push the end 
caps back into place. Caris’ device involves a spreader 
bar and straps that he dubbed the “hodag” – named 
after a woodlands creature of Wisconsin folklore.

 “They encourage us that if we have an idea to 
bring it up,” Kuczynski said. “We’re looking for ways 
to save time and improve safety.”

In Portsmouth, shop employees designed boxes to 
hold water coolers and tools they need while working 
inside the cars. 

“We can lift them in and out of the cars with  
a crane instead of handling all the tools separately,” 
said Dan Cremeans, a Portsmouth carman.

n TOP: 38th Street carman Charlie Clifton uses a shop-designed 
Barlow ram to push the car wall away from the side sill in preparation for 
installing a tub. The push-button ram is supported by an angle brace the 
shop built, one of several innovative methods carmen at 38th Street and 
Portsmouth have designed for the retub work.

n ABOVE: Carman Dave Sykes applies bolts to a tub at 38th Street, 
while carman Micah Cassell welds a hood cap into place.
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Portsmouth employees also crafted what they call 
“rail sliders,” pieces of finished metal that enable 
carmen to maneuver lift tables between tracks inside 
the car shop without using a crane.

“It’s faster, and you can make better use of the crane 
rather than tying it up moving tables,” said carman 
Gene Powell.

Craft employees at both shops said they appreciate 
the opportunity to contribute to NS’ success through 
the retub program.

“We take great pride in what we do,” said  
Jason Strange, a 38th Street carman. “We want to 
put out a quality product, and we know by doing this, 
it’s going to help the business.”  n BizNS

PUTTING 
SAFETY FIRST
Employees at the 38th Street and Portsmouth 
car shops have accumulated impressive 
safety and work records. In March,  
the approximately 116 craft 
employees at the Portsmouth 
shop achieved 1 million 
employee-hours without a 
reportable injury, while the 
approximately 135 employees 
at 38th Street were approaching 
six years without a reportable 
injury in October.

Between them, the shops’ employees 
repair and maintain virtually every kind of 
railcar on NS’ system, from gondolas and 
hoppers to high cube boxcars, coil steel 
cars, and machinery flats.

“We can repair any type of car, we can 
weld anything, and we can rebuild anything 
– we’ve shown it over and over,” said  
Jim Welch, senior general foreman with  
37 years at 38th Street. “We could build cars 
from scratch if we had to – that’s the talent 
we have.”

Welch said letting employees play a 
larger role in the planning and execution of 
projects contributes to improved working 
relationships and to a more positive work 
environment. That dovetails with the goals 
of NS’ behavior-based safety program.

“There was a time when management 
decided every step of the work, and 
employees had no ownership,” Welch said. 
“That created an atmosphere of negative 
attitudes. Now we’re handing much of the 
process over to our employees and they’re 
coming back to us with a game plan. My 
role is to free these employees to be thinkers.”

n 38th Street carman Brandy Herrin works 
on Top Gon slope sheets, located on each end  
of the car, installing new bolts, knocking off 
rust, and identifying patching needs.

6 BizNS             Fall 2014



From the start, the Mechanical Department has exercised its NSight efficiency 
practices to develop the Top Gon retub initiative.

 NSight, introduced to the department about two years ago by Don Graab,  
vice president mechanical, is the railroad’s version of Lean, a process improvement 
system popularized by Japanese automaker Toyota. Mechanical employees are 
using NSight in locomotive and car shops to spark innovation, streamline work 
processes, engage employees, increase productivity, and reduce costs.

Here are three examples of how NSight has been used in the retub initiative.

Go see
Before doing anything else, Calvin Cox, assistant vice president, toured the 
Lamberts Point yard for a firsthand look at Top Gons identified for scrap. His visit, 
opening the door to thinking differently about a work issue, exercised NSight’s  
“go see” principle.

“‘Go see’ means get your boots on the ground and look at something so you’re 
more familiar with it,” Cox said.

The take-away message: Always look for opportunities.
“We wouldn’t have come up with this if we hadn’t just gone out there and looked 

at the cars and asked ourselves the question, ‘What can we do?’ ” Cox said.

NSight practices 
   inspire retub initiative

GO  SEE ,  L I ST E N,  DEVELOP:

n Carman Sean Kennedy 
works underneath a Top Gon car  
at 38th Street to help install a tub.

“We wouldn’t have come up 
with this if we hadn’t just 
gone out there and looked 

at the cars and asked 
ourselves the question, 

‘What can we do?’ ” 

— Calvin Cox,  
assistant vice president
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Listen to people who do the job
The department allowed craft employees to take the 
lead in developing work processes. This ground-up 
approach reflects NSight’s people principles of 
consensus decision-making and problem-solving to 
develop shared work goals.

 “What’s making this truly successful is that 
employees made the decisions on how certain things 
were done,” said Jim Welch, senior general 
foreman at 38th Street Car Shop. “There have been 
differences of opinion, and we had meetings to talk 
about it and come to agreement on the best practice.”

Aaron Euton, manager Portsmouth Car Shop, 
noted that Cox met with carmen at his shop before 
the initiative began.

“He had much discussion with them about the 
importance of their involvement and the importance 
to the company,” Euton said. “When the project 
began to develop, employees had complete 
ownership of where we were going to go with it. This 
is clearly a sustainable approach to doing business.”

Develop a process
Craft employees have followed NSight principles in 
structuring the work flow safely and as efficiently as 
possible. They have focused on storing tools where 
they are needed and easy to reach to reduce 
unnecessary movement, for example, and they are 
developing standardized ways of doing the work.  
A big part includes creating standard work documents 
with step-by-step instructions.

“We get employee involvement to map out the 
entire process of how we do the work, including 
personal protection equipment,” said Ray Jones, 
director pier and facilities. “It’s good for reference.  
If you’ve got new employees coming on, they can  
look at it and get a good understanding of what the 
job entails.”

The documents will be made available on the 
Mechanical Department’s sharepoint website for 
systemwide access, and they can be updated if  
a more efficient work process is developed.

“They’re living documents,” Jones said.  n BizNS

n Carmen Scott Williams, left, and Jason 
Strange, right, conduct a job briefing before 
installing tubs in a car at 38th Street. In the 
background, carman Charlie Clifton removes the 
Barlow ram after placing a block between the side 
sill and side brace, making space to install a tub.
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Three years after launching Norfolk Southern’s Trees and Trains initiative to reforest 
10,000 acres in the Mississippi Delta, CEO Wick Moorman wanted to see firsthand 
the impact of the railroad’s $5.6 million investment.

“The plantings were at a point where it was worthwhile to go down and gauge 
the progress,” Moorman said of his summer trip to three privately owned Mississippi 
properties. “We walked away with the feeling that our money is being well spent, and 
it’s an extraordinary project to be part of.”

These properties are part of former woodlands spanning four states in the Mississippi 
Alluvial Valley that NS is helping to reforest through a partnership with GreenTrees, the 
country’s top reforestation and carbon capture program. 

This winter, GreenTrees will begin its fourth planting season as part of a five-year 
collaboration with NS to restore 6.04 million native cottonwood and hardwood trees in 
an ecologically important region the railroad has long served. To date, nearly 70 percent 
of NS’ trees have been planted. Most, if not all, of the remainder are expected to go in 
the ground during the 2014-15 planting season – a year ahead of schedule. NS will 
evaluate whether to make additional investments as GreenTrees secures property rights 
from additional landowners. 

Over a 15-year cycle, the trees NS is planting are expected to generate 1.1 million 
tons of carbon credits. For comparison, NS now generates roughly 5 million metric tons 
of carbon dioxide emissions annually, mostly from diesel-burning locomotives.

To recoup its GreenTrees investment, NS can sell the carbon credits in the voluntary 
U.S. carbon-offset market. The credits are verified and registered by the nonprofit 
American Carbon Registry, and the first 10,000 tons of carbon credits from Trees and 
Trains were transferred into NS’ account earlier this year.

Green (and gold) benefits sprout

n TOP: CEO Wick Moorman, fourth 
from left, and an NS delegation traveled 
to Mississippi in the summer to visit 
properties that are part of the company’s 
Trees and Trains partnership with 
GreenTrees. Other NS representatives 
pictured are Blair Wimbush, at far 
left, Josh Raglin, next to Wimbush, 
Deb Butler, fourth from right, and  
Esi Waters, second from right. 
Speaking at right is Don Anderson,  
a forestry manager with GreenTrees.

n ABOVE: This young cottonwood will 
grow to provide shade and shelter to 
slower-growing hardwoods and can be 
harvested for timber when mature.
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“It’s a great investment for us both in terms of 
improving our sustainability profile and in receiving 
carbon credits as the trees are planted and mature,” 
Moorman said. “When you think about sustainability 
as a company, there are two sides of that coin. You 
do everything you can to reduce your own footprint  
in terms of waste of all kinds. At the same time, it’s 
important that you step outside the company to support 
worthwhile initiatives in the broader community.”

Economic value from environmental 
commitment
Moorman traveled to Mississippi with Deb Butler, 
executive president planning and chief information 
officer, Blair Wimbush, vice president real estate 
and corporate sustainability officer, Josh Raglin, 
general manager facilities, and Esi Waters,  
manager corporate sustainability. While there,  
they met with Carey Crane, GreenTrees founding 
partner, and Chandler Van Voorhis, the company’s 
managing partner.

“We wanted to get a representative sense of what 
the growth pattern is over a period of years,” Wimbush 
said, noting that fast growing cottonwoods act as 
“nurse trees” for the slower growing hardwoods by 
shading and sheltering them as they get established. 
The trees were in various stages of growth, ranging 
from 2 to 26 months. The 2-month-old cottonwoods 
were waist high, while the more durable hardwoods 
were a foot to 18 inches tall.  
The 26-month-old cottonwoods had reached 8 to 9 
feet tall, while the hardwoods were between knee 
and waist high. 

The NS group also met with members of wildlife 
organizations, including specialists in bears and 

migratory neotropical birds. Wildlife numbers 
declined as forests throughout the Delta region 
were cleared for agriculture, but as the forests are 
restored, birds, deer, bears, and other animals are 
expected to return.

“Trees and Trains is not just about carbon mitigation. 
It’s also about rebuilding forest habitat,” Wimbush 
said. “You need trees that produce food for birds as 
they head north and south, and other animals depend 
on the forest for cover and sustenance.” 

GreenTrees’ goal is to reforest 1 million acres in 
the Mississippi Alluvial Valley, the United States’ 
largest watershed and known as North America’s 
Amazon. Only about 4 million acres of the Delta’s 
original 25 million acres of woodlands remain, with 
the rest converted to development and agricultural 
production. Much of the farmland is now either 
underused or marginally productive.

NS is GreenTrees’ largest corporate partner.  
In addition to environmental benefits, NS’ Trees  
and Trains project provides economic benefits to 
landowners who can leverage tax credits, conservation 
grants, and lease payments when they commit their 
property to GreenTrees. Support from NS and other 
corporate partners gives GreenTrees added traction  
in the community, Wimbush said.

“Getting enough people into the process is  
a great motivator,” he said. “Owners see the results 
from other farms, and that leads to a surge in  
willing participants.”

Landowners can generate additional income by 
harvesting and selling some of the cottonwoods for 
lumber at 10, 15, and 25 years, a thinning process 
that creates additional light and space for the 
hardwoods’ long-term health. 

“The real value of a reforestation project like 
this is in the breadth of its ecological and economic 
impact,” Wimbush said. “It is an economic project 
that also has water quality, habitation, and land 
conservation benefits.” 

MISSISSIPPI  ALLU VIAL  VALLEY
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In short, Trees and Trains 
represents for NS an ideal 
combination of conservation  
and capitalism, he said.

“What we have learned  
from the GreenTrees model  
for reforestation is that scale 
matters in a way that transcends 
a more limited program,” 
Wimbush said. “Instead of 
planting 100 trees here or there, we’re responsible for planting 6 million 
trees on 10,000 acres in a related ecosystem. We’re creating something 
of tremendous ecological and economic value.”

GreenTrees developed the Advanced Carbon Restructured Ecosystem 
program to measure the economic benefits associated with the conservation 
of an acre of land. Using U.S. Forest Service calculations of the ecological 
value of a single tree, GreenTrees estimates that the NS trees will generate 
almost $1 trillion in benefits over 50 years, including  monetary values 
assigned to the trees’ abilities to release oxygen, absorb CO2, reduce soil 
erosion, and recycle water.

Raising NS’ sustainability profile
As NS’ initial commitment with GreenTrees winds down over the next  
two years, the railroad plans to evaluate future investments while seeking 
additional ways to enhance its sustainability profile. Through the Norfolk 
Southern Foundation, the company supports a variety of conservation 
projects, including those with The Nature Conservancy, the Elizabeth River 
Project, The American Chestnut Foundation, and The Longleaf Alliance, Inc.

In addition, NS has developed substantial cachet among the environmental 
community through its conservation efforts of longleaf pines and endangered 
red-cockaded woodpeckers at the railroad’s Brosnan Forest corporate retreat near 
Charleston, S.C. In 2008, NS permanently protected most of the property from 
development through donation of a conservation easement to the Lowcountry  
Open Land Trust.

Earlier this year, NS received about 225,000 carbon credits for its Brosnan Forest 
Improved Forest Management program. Proceeds from selling the credits could be 
used to further enhance management of wildlife and forestry resources at the Forest.

“Part of our sustainability strategy is to encourage activities that mitigate carbon 
emissions through reforestation, while also taking steps to reduce our energy 
consumption and greenhouse gas emissions,” Wimbush said. “It’s important for  
a company of Norfolk Southern’s stature to go beyond what might be required and 
ordinarily expected.”  n BizNS

n TOP: An aerial view of an NS Trees 
and Trains planting site in Mississippi. 
NS’ $5.6 million investment in the 
GreenTrees partnership will reforest 10,000 
acres in the Mississippi Alluvial Valley.

n ABOVE: Blair Wimbush, vice president 
real estate and corporate sustainability 
officer, talks with Don Anderson,  
a GreenTrees forestry manager, about the 
ecological and economic value of cottonwood 
trees, which are native to the Delta.
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Norfolk Southern has stepped up recruitment of women into operations jobs as part of ongoing 
efforts to expand employee diversity and hire the best talent available – both men and women.  
More women are moving into leadership positions on the railroad and are contributing to NS’ 
business successes. BizNS profiles three women who are helping lead the way in operations.
 
More online: Visit BizNS on NS’ corporate website, www.nscorp.com/bizns, for additional profiles. 

NS WOMEN MAKING A DIFFERENCE

As a bridge and building supervisor, Ruth Brown breaks down gender stereotypes 
with as much intensity as she drives spikes into bridge ties. 

“I have to prove my mettle out here and do the same work as the men on the gang,” 
said Brown, who works on the Harrisburg Division. “That doesn’t mean I have the 
same physical capabilities, but they need to see me be willing to do the same work 
as they do.”

In October 2013, Brown became NS’ first female B&B supervisor, and she is now 
among a small but growing number of female supervisors within NS maintenance 
of way and structures. She joined the company six years ago as assistant engineer 
of structures in Atlanta. Before her latest move, she worked as a B&B project 
manager on the Dearborn Division.

Ruth Brown: Gender doesn’t matter
n Ruth Brown, B&B supervisor, 
left, and Max Brinck, B&B mechanic, 
measure track gauge and cross level 
on a bridge in Harrisburg, Pa. Gauge is 
the distance between the inner edges 
of the two rails, while cross level is the 
difference in elevation between the top 
surface of the rails.
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While her previous positions focused on the design side of engineering, her 
current job often has Brown working in the field with 20 men she supervises in 
gangs based at Harrisburg Terminal and Lock Haven Yard. Her 
gangs are responsible for everything from installing bridge ties  
to inspecting and maintaining 385 bridges and thousands of 
culverts and tunnels on her territory.  An office component includes 
scheduling work outages to ensure minimal disruptions of train 
schedules, assigning tasks to the gangs, approving credit cards 
and payroll, ordering supplies, and ensuring that equipment is up 
to date and safety requirements are met. It’s a job that puts her on 
call 24/7 and compels her to always be attuned to the next task.

“You have to stay three steps ahead,” she said. “You have to 
get the project right because it affects rail traffic. It’s some of 
the most tiresome situations, but some of the most rewarding. 
Ultimately, I’m responsible for the quality of work, the safety of the job, and the 
work getting done.” 

All in all, Brown, who was certified as a professional engineer in 2013, believes 
that her male crews have accepted her as a supervisor. “Gender as a whole really 
doesn’t matter,” she said. “We’re all railroad workers. The commonality is the job 
and what we’re trying to accomplish.” 

A native of Augusta, Ga., Brown joined NS after graduating from Georgia Tech, 
where she received her bachelor’s degree in civil engineering with a structural 
focus. She had never considered working for the railroad until she saw an online 
job listing for NS. 

“It’s a big step just coming into the railroad period,” she said. “It’s a very 
different lifestyle for any young engineer or supervisor out here. It’s challenging  
on your personal life, especially when you start moving a lot.” 

For her next career move, Brown is weighing remaining in the field versus 
returning to an office setting. Eventually, she would like to become assistant 
division engineer for bridges, combining her design and construction experience.    

“Every day has something to learn and new challenges,” she said. “If you’re 
willing to come out here and do the job, there is a lot of room for growth.”  n BizNS

“Gender as a whole 
really doesn’t matter. 
We’re all railroad 
workers. The 
commonality is the 
job and what we’re 
trying to accomplish.” 

— Ruth Brown,  
supervisor, B&B

Read about Ashlee Hurt
   on page 16.
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NS WOMEN MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Jessica 
Kappel:

Stepping 
up to 

a large 
challenge

Growing up in a Chicago suburb, 
Jessica Kappel enjoyed working 
on cars with her father. These days, 
Kappel is responsible for keeping 
much larger vehicles on the “road.”

As a mechanical supervisor at Norfolk Southern’s Roanoke Locomotive Shop, 
Kappel supervises employees who work on locomotive power assemblies and air 
compressors. When she was hired in June after completing the company’s yearlong 
management trainee program, she was the shop’s only female supervisor.

 Initially, Kappel said she worried about how the shop’s male employees would 
react to a female supervisor.

“I was really nervous that they would not respect me, but it’s worked out really 
well. They don’t treat me any differently,” she said, adding that co-workers have 
appreciated her willingness to ask questions. “I was out on the floor shadowing 
employees to fully understand the shop. They respected that I wanted to learn 
what they were doing rather than just supervise them without knowing what they 
were doing.” 

Kappel, who graduated from Purdue University in 2013 with a bachelor’s degree 
in mechanical engineering technology, had a lot to learn about locomotives. “I had 
never seen a locomotive up close,” she said.

n ABOVE: Jessica Kappel, 
mechanical supervisor, is pictured 
in the Roanoke Locomotive Shop.

n NEXT PAGE: Jessica Kappel 
inspects part of a GE Evolution 
locomotive power assembly 
at Roanoke locomotive Shop. 
Standing by are machinist  
Tung “T” Nguyen, right, 
pipefitter Josh Jennelle, left, 
and machinist Ryan Walker.
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Because of a lifelong love of cars, Kappel had intended to pursue a career in 
the automotive industry. She shifted gears after the 2008 economic downturn left 
automakers in financial straits. Still desiring a career in transportation, Kappel 
turned her focus to trains.

Kappel found what she was looking for after attending a job fair at Purdue and 
speaking to an NS human resources representative about mechanical engineering 
jobs on the railroad.                         

“I have always been interested in moving parts, and I wanted to do something 
different day to day and not just sit behind a desk,” she said. “I wanted to get my 
hands dirty.”

Contemplating a long future with NS, Kappel said one area of concern is the 
transient lifestyle often associated with career advancement on the railroad.

“Realistically, I’ll probably move around a lot,” she said. “Right now, it’s perfect 
because it’s just me and my dog, but in the long run, I’d like to have a family. 
With moving around a lot and the potential of my job to be on call 24/7, how do 
you balance that?” 

Kappel has found support from other women at NS, including those she has met 
through YoungNS, WiNS, and at the company’s Women in Operations Leadership 
Conference she attended at Brosnan Forest earlier this year.

“In my mind, I had an image of what women who work for the railroad were like,” 
Kappel said. “I had heard that railroad workers gain a lot of weight because of the 
abundance of unhealthy food, but the women at the conference were all concerned 
with eating right and had the same concerns I had. It was really reassuring.” 

As she develops her NS career, Kappel said she plans to continue cultivating those 
relationships. “As long as I’m somewhere in the mechanical department,” she said, 
“I’ll be happy.”  n BizNS

“I have always been 
interested in moving 
parts, and I wanted to 
do something different 
day to day and not just 
sit behind a desk. I wanted 
to get my hands dirty.”

— Jessica Kappel,  
mechanical supervisor
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NS WOMEN MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Before joining Norfolk Southern’s management trainee program in 2013, Ashlee Hurt’s 
only exposure to the railroad was the coal trains she encountered near Old Dominion 
University in Norfolk.  

“I had no knowledge of the railroad industry,” she said. “The only thing I knew about 
Norfolk Southern was that there were tracks near ODU, and sometimes I got stopped by 
the train on the way to school.” 

A year after receiving her bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering, however, Hurt 
has become immersed in NS. She learned about the company at an ODU career fair and 
was impressed by the long line of students waiting to talk with NS recruiters.

“I knew I wanted to do something new and learn something new, and it’s different 
from any other industry I’ve worked in,” Hurt said. “It’s very fast-paced and is really  
a 24/7 operation. You could be troubleshooting a problem at 3 in the morning.”  

Working now in NS’ communications and signals group, Hurt has experienced late 
nights and early mornings. Based in Roanoke, she was promoted in August to engineering 
associate and now spends much of her time traveling across NS’ system to update micro 
hot box detectors – heat-sensing devices installed beside main line tracks to detect 
overheated axle journal bearings on railcars.

Ashlee Hurt: 
   A C&S engineer on the go

n Ashlee Hurt, engineering 
associate, confers with Mark 
Luttman, senior project 
engineer, at a signals construction 
project in Roanoke.
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“Once we finish one site, we figure out 
where we’re going the next day, the time 
we begin, and who we’re working with,” 
she said. “We always walk away knowing 

we fixed the problem and left the site better than when we started.” 
The Virginia Beach, Va., native enjoys traveling and working with wayside 

systems engineers and other C&S employees. “It’s been a great opportunity to go 
around and meet people,” she said. “It surprised me how much there is to learn 
within the C&S department.” 

She wasn’t surprised, however, to learn that she is one of the few women in the 
Engineering Department, noting that men far outnumbered women in her college 
engineering classes.

“I’m very used to working with men,” she said. “There were only one or two 
females in my engineering classes.”

Hurt said she would like to continue working in C&S, perhaps as a terminal, 
maintenance, or construction supervisor. She first became interested in engineering 
when she was 9 years old. Her uncle, who worked in a technology industry, noticed 
her interest in math and suggested that she become an engineer.

“From that moment,” she said, “I was hooked.”  n BizNS

 “I knew I wanted to do something 
new and learn something new, 
and it’s different from any 
other industry I’ve worked in. 
It’s very fast-paced and 
is really a 24/7 operation.”

— Ashlee Hurt,  
engineering associate, C&S  

n Ashlee Hurt is pictured 
inside a track signal “bungalow” 
in Roanoke. The bungalow houses 
electronics and computer systems 
that power signals. 
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Cayela Wimberly had barely settled into her job in May as Norfolk Southern’s 
grade crossing safety director when she boarded an Operation Lifesaver train 
to promote public awareness of railroad safety. With barely time to unpack, she 
followed up with three more of the weeklong whistle-stop trips.

By the time she completed the final leg six weeks later, Wimberly had traveled 
more than 1,500 miles, stopped in 38 cities in nine states, and talked to several 
hundred people, including local and state government officials, law enforcement 
officers, emergency responders, business and school leaders, and reporters. 

For Wimberly, the outings provided a rapid immersion into her new responsibilities 
as leader of NS’ three-person grade crossing safety group. While the pace was hectic, 
Wimberly said she appreciated the opportunity to speak with guests about safety 
issues that train crews encounter daily. The trips, she said, are an important tool 
for informing the public about staying safe at highway-rail grade crossings and the 
dangers of trespassing on railroad property. 

“The most rewarding part was when we brought somebody on board, and they’d 
say, ‘I had no idea that this was a problem,’ ” Wimberly said. “The best part after that 
was the follow up when they said, ‘Let’s do a project.’ ”

New director gets busy start
on NS grade crossing safety

“The goal is to keep 
everyone safe, and when we 

can all work together to 
accomplish it, that’s awesome.”

— Cayela Wimberly,  
director grade crossing safety

n Cayela Wimberly, director grade 
crossing safety, greets passenger David 
Jordan, a Peoria, Ill., resident, as he 
boards the Great Midwest whistle-stop 
train at Tilton, Ill. The train was one of 
four Operation Lifesaver tours that NS 
conducted in the summer. 
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That proved to be the case in Whitfield County, 
Ga., where officials invested $100,000 to upgrade 
pavement markings that warn motorists they are 
approaching a rail crossing. Wimberly had talked 
with them about the importance of grade-crossing 
safety on NS’ Peach State whistle-stop train through 
Georgia.  After their trip, the county repainted 
markings at 11 crossings where weather, traffic, and 
construction work had faded the old symbols.

“That pays for the trip itself,” Wimberly said. 

A large responsibility
As part of NS’ Safety and Environmental Department, 
Wimberly, along with grade crossing safety managers 
Derrick Mason and William Miller, covers a lot 
of territory. Among other things, her group monitors 
approximately 30,000 public and private highway-rail 
grade crossings across the railroad’s 22-state system, 
evaluating things such as warning devices, the 
number of vehicles using 
them, and the proximity of 
adjacent crossings.

A major focus is 
identifying potential safety 
issues and working with 
local and state officials to 
gain community support on 
solutions, including altering or closing crossings.

“The safest crossing is a closed crossing,” she 
said. “We want to reach as many people as possible 
to let them know the importance of grade-crossing 
safety, trespass abatement, and crossing closures.”

That’s where the whistle-stop trains come in. 
NS partners on the safety trains with Operation 
Lifesaver, a national nonprofit organization that 
works to prevent collisions, injuries, and fatalities 
on and around railroad tracks and highway-rail grade 
crossings. Bill Barringer, who retired earlier this 
year from the job Wimberly now holds, is chairman  
of Operation Lifesaver’s board of directors.

This year’s NS whistle-stop trips, operated during 
June and July, included the Peach State train; the 
Appalachian train from Cleveland, Tenn., to Lynchburg, 
Va.; the Keystone train from Harrington, Del., to 
Latrobe, Pa.; and the Great Midwest whistle-stop 

from Monroe, Mich., to Jacksonville, Ill. Altogether, 
more than 1,260 government, business, and community 
leaders rode on the trains.

Each day, guests boarded two NS-owned 1940s-era 
Pullman passenger cars powered by two locomotives 
in a consist that included NS’ Exhibit Car and an  
NS research car. A camera mounted on the front 
locomotive streamed live video on monitors in the 
passenger cars, allowing guests to see the tracks 
from the engineer’s perspective.

Finding a good career
Wimberly, a 10-year NS employee, was no stranger 
to Operation Lifesaver trains. Before moving into her 
current job, she spent three years as administrator of 
NS’ grade crossing program, serving as a technical 
liaison between NS’ Engineering Department and 
local, state, and federal governments. She joined 
the company as a communications & signals 

management trainee on 
the Piedmont Division after 
receiving a bachelor’s degree 
in electrical engineering from 
Georgia Southern University. 
That was followed by a two-
year stint in Bellevue, Ohio, 
overseeing signal maintainers 

as NS’ lone female C&S supervisor at the time.
“For a long time, I was the only woman out there,” 

she said. Wimberly then spent three years as a 
crossing signal engineer in Atlanta. As her career 
advanced, the Macon, Ga., native earned a master’s 
degree in management from Georgia Southern. 

She had never considered a career in railroading 
until she met and talked with an NS human resources 
representative at a Georgia Southern job fair.

“I was really surprised by the career opportunities 
available for electrical engineers through the railroad,” 
she said. “I didn’t realize the rail is just one long 
electrical circuit.” 

In her new job, Wimberly continues to find 
opportunities to use her engineering skills. “Safety 
has got the 3 E’s – engineering, education, enforcement,” 
she said. “My engineering background is a definite 
positive for this job.”
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An awesome project
While she had ridden on Operation Lifesaver trains in her previous position, 
Wimberly had not realized the extent of trespassing on the railroad.

“My past experience was always focused on crossings,” she 
said. “In this job, we look at crossing and trespassing incidents, and 
trespassing incidents are significantly higher than crossing incidents. 
The goal is to get to zero trespassing and zero crossing accidents.”

By the time passengers on this summer’s last whistle-stop train 
disembarked in Jacksonville, Ill., Wimberly had a greater appreciation 
of the issues communities face when crossings are altered. She also 

received an up-close look at progress NS has made in enhancing grade-crossing 
safety for trains, pedestrians, and motorists.

As Wimberly waited for a safety train to get under way in Monroe, Mich., she 
chatted with an NS signal maintainer preparing to retire after 40 years with the 
company. He talked about a project in Monroe that closed several crossings and 
updated others with new gates, flashers, and cables.

“He told me that this is the best he’d seen this territory in 40 years,” Wimberly 
said. “He said he almost hated to retire. Engineering, safety, real estate, and 
transportation joined together to get it done. It was just a great project all the way 
around, and it had a positive effect on the community as well as our own signal 
maintainer. The goal is to keep everyone safe, and when we can all work together 
to accomplish it, that’s awesome.”  n BizNS

READ MORE AT BIZNS ONLINE
A college student who tried to take a shortcut through a rail yard in Ohio 
lost his legs when he slipped and fell on the tracks. Mark Kalina Jr. 
recounted his story while riding an NS Operation Lifesaver train. Visit 
BizNS at NS’ corporate website, www.nscorp.com/bizns, to read about 
him and NS employees who rode Operation Lifesaver trains this year.

n ABOVE: NS’ Cayela Wimberly is 
pictured on the Great Midwest whistle-
stop train. Above her is a monitor screen 
that streamed live video from a camera 
mounted on the front of the locomotive, 
giving passengers an engineer’s 
perspective of the track ahead.

n ABOVE RIGHT: NS’ Great Midwest  
whistle-stop train passes through Hull, Ill. 
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Music is woven into the history of Norfolk Southern.   
One of the most notable examples dates to the 

early 1880s in Roanoke, Va., where employees built 
and repaired steam locomotives for Norfolk and 
Western Railroad. The Roanoke Machine Works 
Orchestra was founded by G.F. Fraser in 1883, two 
years after the locomotive shops were founded. 
Fraser, a native of England, played in the British  
army band and worked in Canada for the Grand  
Trunk Railroad before settling in Roanoke as chief 
clerk for the Machine Works.

 The works’ first orchestra included two violins,  
a viola, flute, clarinet, cornet, trombone, and a bass 
violin. The orchestra flourished, playing events 
including the dedications of state parks, July Fourth 
gatherings, festivals, political conventions, dances, 
and picnics. When the First World War ended in  
1918, band members spontaneously left the shop, 
grabbed their instruments, and paraded down the 
streets of Roanoke in their work clothes to celebrate 
the armistice. 

In the undated photo above, the orchestra is outfitted 
in performance regalia outside the Hotel Roanoke.  

From the NS archives
In 1940, the Norfolk and Western Magazine 

reported that the band had played in “almost every 
city in Virginia, Tennessee, Maryland, Western 
Virginia, and North Carolina – always eliciting praise 
for their musicianship and appearance.” All 28 
musicians then in the band were Norfolk and Western 
employees, and most worked in the Roanoke shops.  
The band boasted an elaborate tympani section as 
well as a pop gun, which was featured in one of its 
popular numbers – “Pop Goes the Weasel.” During 
that era, the band practiced Thursday nights in the 
Railway Express Building in Roanoke. Its repertoire 
included Sousa marches, Strauss waltzes, operatic 
selections, swing music, polkas, and the band’s 
theme song, “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad.”

More than a half-century later, Norfolk Southern 
continues this musical tradition with The Lawmen 
band, full-time company musicians who are goodwill 
ambassadors for the railroad. The Lawmen’s mixed 
repertoire leans toward country, rock, and pop. 

  – Jennifer McDaid, NS historical archivist

21



Presorted
First-Class Mail
U.S. Postage PAID
PPCOThree Commercial Place

Norfolk, Va., 23510

Materials used in this publication are comprised of recycled material.
Please help the environment by doing your part and recycling.

On the cover:  
Carman Chad Newsom 
works inside a Top Gon 
coal car undergoing a 
“retub” at NS’ Portsmouth 
Car Shop in Ohio. He is 
aligning a new tub for  
bolt application.

____________________________

GO GREEN: Receive BizNS 
electronically. On the ERC, 
click Employee Self Service, 
About Me, then Green 
Communications.
____________________________

BizNS offers an in-depth look at  
NS’ challenges and opportunities. 
It is produced by the Corporate 
Communications Department.

Jonathan Glass
EDITOR

Beth Cooper
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

Patty McDonald
DESIGNER

Casey Thomason
Steve Smedley
PHOTOGRAPHERS

CONTACT US:
Three Commercial Place
Norfolk, Va. 23510

e-mail: bizns@nscorp.com

NS Main Number:  
 855-NOR-FOLK

website: www.nscorp.com

© 2014 Norfolk Southern Corp.
All Rights Reserved          10.1114.7915.36K

Companies doing business with the federal government, including Norfolk Southern, 
now are required to collect data and report on the number of military veterans and 
people with disabilities in their workforces.

 As a result, NS is asking all employees to confidentially 
update their personal information on the Employee Resource 
Center. On the ERC, employees are able to self-identify as a 
veteran or as having a disability. 

“Norfolk Southern is committed to workplace diversity and to providing equal 
employment opportunities. That includes hiring and promoting qualified veterans 
and people with disabilities,” said Ricky Morris, manager EEO. “Information that 
employees provide under the new requirement will be kept confidential and used only  
to benchmark employment goals. Employees are not being asked to disclose specific 
disabilities or other sensitive information.”    

The government’s new EEO reporting requirement was implemented by the U.S. 
Department of Labor’s Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs. NS falls under 
the requirement because the company provides transportation services to the federal 
government. Most of NS’ government business involves transport of U.S. military 
equipment and supplies.

Employees who have questions about updating their personal information on the  
ERC can call the HR Help Desk at 1-800-267-3313.  n BizNS

Please update 
     your ERC profile 

UPDATE


