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Often unsung, 
these railroaders
get the job done 

“They are the point 
person. If anything 
goes wrong – go 
ask the assistant 
superintendent.”

— Terry Evans, 
vice president 
transportation

Terry Evans, vice president transportation, call s Norfolk Southern’s 11 assistant 
division superintendents the railroad’s “unheralded heroes.” He should know. He held 
down the assistant superintendent job on two different divisions as he 
advanced up the ranks at NS.

“The assistant superintendents are responsible for everything – they do  
the discipline, the rules checks, train performance, the federal reporting,  
and training,” Evans said. “They are the point person. If anything goes wrong 
– go ask the assistant superintendent.”

As the right hand to the division superintendent, the assistant has extensive 
knowledge of the division and helps oversee everything from daily operations 
to NS’ behavior-based culture change. They spend much of their time on  
the road traveling to yards, terminals, and shops and meeting with terminal 
superintendents, yard and trainmasters, local union chairmen, and craft 
employees. Their day typically starts before sunrise and ends after sundown. 
They also answer middle-of-the-night phone calls about accidents, derailments, 
and mainline blockages. In the midst of it all, they are expected to remain 
uncompromising yet flexible, forthright yet tactful, and firm yet compassionate. 

What they don’t often get are accolades. “It can be a thankless job,” Evans said. 
“You never see their names anywhere, and most people probably can’t even name 
them, but they’re the most important piece to success on a division.”

What follows is a look at three assistant division superintendents and the role they 
play to help NS be the best railroad it can be.

TAKIN G  C A RE  OF  B USI N ESS  AT  NS
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Rob Dickson: 
‘Knocking down barriers’

Wearing a crisp white oxford shirt and tan dress slacks, 6’2” Rob Dickson cut a 
commanding figure as he stood in the trainmaster’s office at NS’ Danville, Ky., yard.

Dickson, the Central Division’s assistant superintendent, had driven from his office at 
NS’ Sevier Yard in Knoxville on an overcast fall morning to follow up on a derailment 
that had occurred a few days earlier. Although the incident was relatively minor, he 
wanted to meet personally with the crew members involved. Despite his imposing 
presence, the former U.S. Army first sergeant put the men at ease as they entered 
the office.

“It’s not about me coming out here to speak with somebody,” he told them as they 
took seats around a table. “The key is we learn from it so it won’t happen again.” 
He also thanked the crew for their willingness to talk with him. He concluded the 
brief meeting by asking if he could do anything for them.

“There’s no reason to come out here and not like what we do,” he said.
In addition to getting a firsthand account of the derailment, the chance to deliver 

that simple message compelled Dickson to drive two hours from his headquarters 
office through the Cumberland Mountains to central Kentucky. Since becoming an 
assistant superintendent three years ago, Dickson has emphasized teamwork as well 
as accountability.

“It’s knocking down barriers of us against them,” he said. “People are accountable 
for their actions, but everybody has got to work together as a team. It’s in everyone’s 
best interests to go home safely.” 

“It’s knocking down barriers 
of us against them. 

People are accountable 
for their actions, 

but everybody has got 
to work together as a team.”

— Rob Dickson,  
assistant division 

superintendent

n Rob Dickson, right, Central 
Division assistant superintendent, 
discusses switching moves with  
Dan Varnell, yard foreman, at  
DeButts Yard in Chattanooga, Tenn.

2 BizNS             Spring 2014



While in Danville, he took care of other business. 
He met with Danville trainmaster Willie Mullens  
to go over talking points for Mullens to use the next 
day when he represented the Central Division on a 
conference call with Western Region managers. In 
addition, he took time to chat with yardmasters and 
yard employees, effortlessly shifting gears from 
discussing setting up a new computer in the yard’s 
conference room to talking about an employee’s 
cage-fighting hobby. All the while, he remained in 
contact with other facilities throughout the division, 
which spans four states.

“You don’t go very long without getting a phone 
call or an email,” he said.

The Central Division is one of NS’ largest. It runs 
from Chattanooga, Tenn., to Sharonville, Ohio, and 
from Asheville, N.C., to Louisville, Ky. He’s often on 
the road three to four days a week responding to 
incidents, discussing ongoing projects, and checking 
in with crews.

“There are so many different things to get into 
where you can make a difference,” he said.

Along with the daily railroading, another important 
aspect includes counseling employees. Dickson  and 
Division Superintendent Jeff Sliger frequently meet 
with employees dealing with marital breakdowns and 
other personal issues. In addition to recommending 
company and community resources, they listen and 
offer encouragement. Those conversations can be 
crucial in helping an employee manage a crisis while 
maintaining focus at work, Dickson said.

“A lot of things can preoccupy people’s minds, but 
we want to help them be successful at their job and 
also help them be successful at home,” he said. 
“That’s leadership.”

Sliger, Dickson’s boss, knows what it’s like to be an 
assistant division superintendent, having served in 
that position on the Illinois Division from 1997 to 2000.

“A good assistant superintendent either makes or 
breaks a superintendent,” Sliger said. “He has to 
keep up with day-to-day operations, overtime, 
budgets, derailments, injuries. He’s the first guy to get 
the phone call. If you don’t have a good assistant, 
the division is not going to run very well. It’s a tough 

job to be in with rules checks and discipline, but  
it’s a very important position for our company.”

After a stint in the Army, Dickson began his 
railroading career in 1994 as a conductor and 
locomotive engineer and later at Conrail’s Locomotive 
Engineer Training Center. Following the Conrail 
transaction, Dickson became a road foreman, then 
trainmaster, road trainmaster, assistant terminal 
superintendent, and terminal superintendent in 
Harrisburg and Chattanooga. His NS service was 
interrupted about 10 years ago when he spent  
16 months in Iraq as a first sergeant with the  
U.S. Army Reserves. 

“As a terminal superintendent, you have time to drill 
down, in detail, into the challenges of your terminal,” 
he said. “As assistant division superintendent, you 
have to rely on the expertise of those who work for you. 
You’ve got to be good at delegating responsibility and 
realize you can’t do everything yourself.”

While he enjoys his current role, Dickson is preparing 
himself to become a division superintendent and 
more fully engage his strengths in service design and 
terminal operations. He is taking online business 
courses through Pennsylvania State University and is 
considering majoring in industrial psychology. Being 
on the road helps because he can complete many 
assignments while on overnight business trips.

“Quiet hotel rooms are awesome to get a lot of 
work done,” he said. 

 A proponent of open communication, Dickson 
keeps in contact with local union chairmen and 
regularly engages employees in behavior-based 
safety processes, part of NS’ ongoing change in 
operating culture. He initiated a weekly conference 
call for more than two dozen division supervisors to 
discuss the positive changes occurring, including 
cost-saving initiatives and peer-to-peer safety efforts.

“I’m not a fan of conference calls,” he acknowledged, 
“but the benefits have far exceeded the time people 
have given up to be on them. We’re keeping the 
behavior-based principles in front of supervisors  
and letting them share the results of their efforts.  
It’s a good way to recognize supervisors in front of 
their peers.” 
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The ultimate payoff is the company’s success, 
he added, an accomplishment made possible by 
employees willing to put in extra efforts. “A good 
company doesn’t become a great company with a 
work force that does what it takes to just get by,” he 
said. “It takes discretionary effort by all employees.”

Over the past year, the Central Division has 
improved operating efficiencies and reduced costs, 
part of which Dickson attributes to maintaining good 
relationships with employees in the field. “If you 
want to know how to do something, talk to the people 
who do it every day,” he said. “It’s opened up a lot 
of communication. The challenge is creating a better 
quality of life while finding ways to make operations 
more efficient.”

Robert Munch, a locomotive engineer at the 
Cincinnati Yard and a local union chairman, says the 
tone from the division office has become more cordial. 
In the past, he said, disagreements with upper 
management sometimes turned into heated arguments.

“You don’t have that with Mr. Dickson,” Munch 
said. “He’ll explain why things were done a certain 
way, then I can call my members and say why that 
decision was made. It helps out a lot.” 

Dickson’s accessibility impresses Vince Means, 
road foreman of engines. “He’s everywhere,” Means 
said after catching up with Dickson at the Danville 
yard. “He knows everything from road foreman stuff 
to trainmaster stuff and works really well with the 
crews. We can call him up about anything, from 
pulling locomotive event recorders to the budget. 
They feel comfortable with him and really appreciate 
it when he comes around.”

That’s the reaction Dickson likes to hear.
“We’re creating a culture where people want to 

come to work and feel comfortable expressing their 
opinions, and the barriers of ‘us against them’ are 
gone,” he said. “We’ve been very quick in the past 
to point out what’s wrong. If ADI (Aubrey Daniels 
International) has taught us anything, it’s recognize 
those who do it right.” 

He pointed out, however, that leadership also 
involves making – and standing behind – decisions 
that might be unpopular.

“It’s easy to want to be the good guy all the time, 
and to say yes,” he said, “but sometimes you’ve 
got to go back and say, ‘It’s about what’s best for 
Norfolk Southern.’ Because when Norfolk Southern  
is successful, we all are successful.”  n BizNS

n Theo McGhee, locomotive 
engineer at DeButts Yard in 
Chattanooga, shares a work 
moment with Rob Dickson, 
Central Division assistant 
superintendent.
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Michael Giles: 
Something new every day

“The atmosphere we work 
in is much better than I can 

ever remember it being on 
the railroad. We’re reaching 

out to employees and 
offering them opportunities 
to come to us. It’s taking us 

to the next level.”

— Michael Giles,  
assistant division 

superintendent

A ringing telephone is all it takes to awaken Mike Giles from a deep sleep.
Coming from the dispatcher’s office at 1, 2, or 3 in the morning, the calls might 
relay news of a derailment, mainline blockage, injury, or some other issue 
affecting train movement. Pushing all thoughts of slumber aside, Giles, assistant 
superintendent of the Piedmont Division, springs into action.

“You’ve got to wake up pretty quickly and understand what’s going on,” he said.
In the absence of a pre-dawn phone call, Giles’ typical day starts with a 5 a.m. 

call to the division’s chief dispatcher for a rundown of the previous night’s activity. 
Giles is at his desk in the Greenville, S.C., division headquarters by 6 a.m. for a 
conference call with each district and terminal on the division. That’s followed by 
a 7 a.m. conference call with Greg Comstock, general manager Eastern Region, 
and representatives from the Pocahontas and Virginia divisions. “By 7 o’clock or so, 
the plan is already put in place, and you know what you’re going to accomplish that 
day,” he said. 

Giles usually is in the office on Mondays and Fridays and travels across the 
division Tuesdays through Thursdays. It’s an eight-hour drive from Greenville to the 
Piedmont’s northernmost point in Manassas, Va. “The division is an integral part of 
the Crescent Corridor,” he said. “It’s the main line between Atlanta and Manassas, 
and it’s important in moving intermodal traffic. It carries a lot of UPS traffic and 
has more passenger traffic than other divisions because of Amtrak and the North 
Carolina Railroad.”  

n Mike Giles, left, Piedmont Division 
assistant superintendent, talks to 
Bobby Walker, conductor, outside 
the division headquarters office in 
Greenville, S.C.
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He said his main responsibility is to support Division 
Superintendent Robert Lewis. Giles works alongside 
Lewis to handle customer issues and to ensure 
operations run safely and efficiently and meet Federal 
Railroad Administration requirements. He supervises 
district trainmasters and works closely with field 
employees, including terminal superintendents and 
road foremen.

“The division superintendent is a busy person so 
we try to take as much of the workload as we can,” 
he said.  

Giles began his railroad career 38 years ago earning 
$42 a day as a brakeman on Southern Railway. “I thought 
I’d make some quick money,” he said, laughing. “The 
first thing I knew I was there five or six years and  
was promoted to conductor. It got into my blood.”

He worked his way up to engineer, supervisor, road 
foreman of engines, and trainmaster before becoming 
assistant terminal superintendent and then terminal 
superintendent at Detroit’s Oakwood Yard. Giles joined 
the Piedmont Division as assistant superintendent  
in 2007.  

“I’ve been fortunate in my career that all my 
promotions were the next logical step,” he said, adding 
that he prefers his current job to working in a terminal. 
“In a terminal, it’s hectic, fast-paced, and exciting, but 
you do the same thing over and over each day. With 
this job, it’s something new every day.”

Despite that fluidity, Giles makes it a point to review 
his calendar every Sunday afternoon to determine 
what he wants to accomplish during the week. 
“Sometimes by Monday afternoon that plan is pretty 
much shot,” he said. “You never know what the  
next phone call will be, and you have to be prepared 
to reconfigure.”

The Piedmont Division was one of the first to 
participate in NS’ behavior-based safety training and 
has helped set the standard for NS’ new safety culture.

“We’ve seen tremendous results with a lot of 
discretionary effort from the crews,” Giles said. “The 
atmosphere we work in is much better than I can ever 
remember it being on the railroad.” He added that 
employees are offering suggestions more frequently 
for improving safety and performance, and supervisors 

are listening and implementing their ideas. 
“It’s taking us to the next level,” he said. 
“We’re reaching out to employees and 
offering them opportunities to come to us.” 

Railroading has become a family matter 
for Giles. His son, Brent Giles, is a shop 
supervisor at NS’ Charlotte Roadway Shop. 
Mike looks forward to retiring in about a year 
and a half, but he acknowledges that he will 
miss the railroad – even the middle-of-the 
night phone calls. 

“I would not trade my experience for 
anything,” he said.  n BizNS

n Linwood Yard, pictured here, is the Piedmont Division’s only 
hump yard. Located centrally between Atlanta and Washington, 
the yard daily humps 1,500 to 1,800 railcars and operates 
around 14 scheduled outbound general merchandise trains and 
five local trains.
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Gaylon Bancroft: A 24/7 mindset
Ask Gaylon Bancroft what time an assistant division superintendent clocks 
off duty, and he’s likely to say never. “It’s a 24/7 assignment,” he asserts. “We’re 
responsible for items 24/7 because of the nature of our business.” 

In actuality, while on the Georgia Division, Bancroft’s day began around 3:20 a.m. 
with a run – what he described as his “WellNS before work.” By 5 a.m., he arrived 
at division headquarters in Atlanta’s Goode Building or some other location on the 
division and normally finished his day around 6 p.m. “Fridays, if I was lucky, I got 
out a little earlier and beat the traffic, but I stayed involved around the clock.” 

As a right hand to former division superintendent Neville Wilson, now director 
operations and locomotive, Bancroft made many day-to-day decisions to ensure  
a safe and efficient operation. Among other things, he coordinated train movements 
across the division; prepared budgets; directly supervised six trainmasters and 
oversaw the employees who report to them; scheduled training for division officers 
and approximately 1,200 train and engine employees; shepherded safety performance 
and SPIRIT culture initiatives; responded to employee injuries and significant 
interruptions to main line operations, including derailments; reviewed disciplinary 
cases; and met with customers.

n Gaylon Bancroft, 
left, former Georgia Division 
assistant superintendent, 
discusses train operations with 
David Sansbury, assistant 
superintendent dispatch, in the 
division’s train dispatching office 
in Atlanta’s Goode building. On 
March 1, Bancroft became Illinois 
Division assistant superintendent.

Editor’s note: On March 1, Gaylon Bancroft became Illinois Division assistant superintendent. This article was 
prepared while he held the same position on the Georgia Division.
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“This position has got its hands on almost everything that’s involved in operations,” 
he said. “There’s a lot of planning and train coordination that takes place between 
departments to keep trains on schedule and meet other department objectives. 
It’s a busy life, but it’s rewarding because you can see if the things you put into play 
work and meet corporate objectives.” 

During the past two years, he has helped introduce behavior-based safety into 
NS’ operating culture, serving as mentor and trainer to new officers and encouraging 
success among all employees.

“The new culture has changed the railroad for the good,” he said, noting that 
changing ingrained attitudes and behaviors is not an overnight process. “We might 
not always get the change right, but being willing to change is one of the biggest 
keys to making it happen.”

 Bancroft’s railroading career began when he took a job as a track laborer on 
Michigan’s Grand Trunk Railroad in 1978 while pursuing a degree in material 
logistics management from Michigan State University. “It was a tough way to  
go through college,” he said, “but I made it.”

In 1987, Bancroft joined NS as a conductor in Chicago. He began his management 
career the following year, starting as a trainmaster in Detroit. In all, Bancroft has 
worked on five of NS’ 11 divisions, including three stints on the Georgia Division. 
He became the division’s assistant superintendent in 2010 after serving three years 
in the same role on the Central Division.

No matter the division, Bancroft said an assistant superintendent must have  
a good work ethic and communication skills, including the ability to listen and 
understand. “You have to believe in the Golden Rule,” he said, “and treat people 
the way you want to be treated.”  n BizNS

n Inman Yard, with Atlanta’s skyline 
in the background, is one of NS’ major 
yards, handling mostly intermodal 
freight, including premium freight. 
The yard operates approximately 35 
outbound trains daily.

“The new culture has 
changed the railroad for 

the good. We might not 
always get the change 

right, but being willing to 
change is one of the biggest 

keys to making it happen.”

— Gaylon Bancroft,  
assistant division 

superintendent
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Roanoke shop on the rise
EM PLOY E E S  EXC EL  IN  SERVICE  AND  S AFET Y

When he walks the f loor of Norfolk Southern’s Roanoke Locomotive Shop,  
Raul Huerta, a third-shift general foreman, sometimes thinks he’s working at  
a startup company.

“I feel like I’m on the ground floor of something big going on,” said Huerta, who 
started working at the shop two years ago after stints at the Shaffers Crossing, 
Juniata, and Kansas City locomotive shops.  “Everything we’re doing here is building 
for the future. Everything we’re doing matters.”

During railroading’s steam era, the formerly named Roanoke Machine Works, 
opened in 1883 by NS predecessor Norfolk and Western, earned a reputation as 
the South’s premier builder of locomotives. The shop produced the famous Class Y, 
Class A, and Class J steam engines, known as the “Magnificent Three.”

n Roanoke Locomotive Shop, 
above, is experiencing what 
shop manager Chuck Sloan 
describes as a resurgence.
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Roanoke shop employees say they were practicing 
behavior-based safety long before the positive changes 
occurring in NS’ operating culture gave them a name 
to call it. 

“Our safety committee members are on the front 
lines every day looking and checking for things, but 
we’ve got regular employees who aren’t on the 
committee out there doing their jobs, and if they see 
something, they speak up,” said Kevin Fletcher,  
a boilermaker and chairman of the shop’s safety and 
service committee. “The participation of people on 
the shop floor has been key.”

Nobody does GE like Roanoke
Roanoke’s craft employees – machinists, pipefitters, 
electricians, boilermakers, laborers – specialize in 
overhauling and repairing GE locomotives, which 
comprise roughly 75 percent of NS’ road fleet. The 
shop now applies that expertise to such projects as 
the Dash 8.5, NS’ first locomotive rebuild project 
involving GE engines. The first 4,000-horsepower  
Dash 8.5 unit, reusing the frame of a 1980s-era GE 
locomotive, rolls out this year, and three more are 
underway on the shop floor. The Dash 8.5 features a 
custom wide-body cab and high-tech engine upgrades 
that make it more fuel-efficient and cleaner burning 
than the older locomotives.

As the company’s road fleet of GE Dash 8, Dash 9, 
and Evolution series locomotives ages, Roanoke shop 
is expected to play an increasingly important role in 
overhauling and rebuilding them. The rebuilds cost 
roughly half of buying new.

“If capital rebuilds are going to be a viable option 
for the future, as our CEO has challenged us to 
develop, we’re going to be looking at the GE fleet for 
opportunities,” said Don Graab, NS vice president 
mechanical. “That’s where Roanoke’s special expertise 
comes into play.”

These days, the shop is experiencing what shop 
manager Chuck Sloan describes as a resurgence 
using leading-edge 21st-century technology. The facility’s 
employees have taken on an important new role in 
NS’ growing locomotive rebuild program, essentially 
recycling 25-year-old locomotives into like-new 
machines. Along the way, they have developed 
capabilities unique at NS and within the industry.  

“We’re bursting at the seams with opportunities  
to contribute to Norfolk Southern, and that’s our goal 
in life,” Sloan said. “We always look for new ways to 
enhance our value to the company and its shareholders. 
We don’t directly generate revenue, but the work 
we’re doing is saving the company millions of dollars 
in the maintenance of our locomotive fleet.”

Even better, shop employees have helped the 
company raise the bar on safety. Last October,  
the shop became the second NS work group – Enola 
Locomotive Shop was first – to achieve 2 million 
consecutive hours of reportable injury-free service. 

n Machinist Brian Porterfield helps refurbish GE 
power assemblies that are supplied to NS locomotive 
repair shops across the system. Here he uses a drill 
to tap the bolt holes of a power assembly jacket.
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Graab describes the Roanoke shop as a “center  
for excellence” on GE locomotives. The shop currently 
is the only non-GE facility developing full-repair 
capability on Evolution series engines, he said.  
The company also is outfitting Roanoke to repair 
AC-locomotive traction motors, making it the only 
shop on NS with that ability, Graab said.

Last year, Roanoke added a $1 million line-boring 
machine to its repair arsenal – the only one of its kind 
in the rail industry – that has given the shop the 
capability to repair GE engine frames that before 
would have been scrapped. The company saves  
a minimum of $155,000 for each frame salvaged,  
Sloan said. 

The capabilities at Roanoke are complemented  
by the expertise and innovative workforce at the 
larger Juniata Locomotive Shop in Altoona, Pa., 
where craft employees focus on overhauling and 
repairing EMD-manufactured locomotives. NS 
launched its locomotive rebuild program on EMD 
yard and local-service engines at Juniata and has 
since introduced the SD60E to the fleet. The SD60E 
road locomotive is a rebuild of the SD60 EMD and 
features ground breaking technology, including a novel 
engine- cooling system patented by NS.

Combined, Juniata and Roanoke equip NS with  
a competitive one-two punch. NS is the only Class 1 
railroad that operates two full-time shops for heavy 
repairs and overhauls, known as back shops. The key 
is that Roanoke and Juniata have carved out their own 
niches, minimizing duplication of efforts, Graab said.

“I’m a believer that shops excel when they have 
specialized work groups focused on defined tasks,” 
Graab said. 

Pride in work
A big overhead banner in the Roanoke shop proclaims: 
“Safety Protects People/Quality Protects Jobs.” 
Roanoke employees take that slogan to heart.

When asked how employees surpassed 2 million 
hours of injury-free work – a more than six-year streak 
that ended with a reportable injury in January – 
machinist Brian Porterfield could not point to any 
single safety initiative or program.

 “It’s just taking pride in what we do, really,” said 
Porterfield, a working gang leader. “We want to put  
a good product out the door so the locomotives are 
not out of service, and we want to do the job right  
the first time.“

n Cecil Greene, left, boilermaker, and Sam Epperly, boilermaker 
working gang leader, work on the roof of an EMD SD40-2 locomotive cab, 
using a template to mark the spot where a new air conditioner will be 
installed. The Roanoke shop works on the Dash 2 cab modifications as part 
of NS’ locomotive rebuild program.
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Porterfield, who has not had a reportable injury or incident in 22 years of service, 
works on a team of machinists who refurbish GE power assemblies that are then 
shipped to NS locomotive repair shops systemwide. Shop employees have to work 
as a team to succeed, and co-workers look out for each other, Porterfield and other 
craft workers said. 

“You kind of become a family,” he said. “We keep each other safe and we feed 
off of each other.”

Cecil Greene, a boilermaker who hired on at the shop two years ago, said 
emphasis on safety has impressed him since Day One. Veteran employees, he said, 
model good safety behavior and reinforce the safe behaviors demonstrated by less 
experienced co-workers.

 “The first day I walked in this shop,” he said, “they were making sure I had 
everything on – ear plugs, hard hat, safety glasses, and jacket.” 

Greene, who now serves on the safety and service committee, views injury-free 
service as job security – the shop’s superior safety record makes it a cost-competitive 
place to do business.

“Quality of work depends on safety,” he said. “If we keep everybody safe, nobody 
gets hurt, productivity goes up, everything goes well. The company sees that we 
get the work done efficiently and safely, and that means more work for us.” 

Dee Myers, who will leave his job as electrician working gang leader in March 
to join NS’ Operations Supervisor Trainee program, said safety is tied closely to 
productivity at Roanoke. For example, safety and service committee members 
monitor work stations to ensure that equipment employees might need, such as 
face shields or ladders, is readily available.

“That way, people don’t have to wander away from the job to get the equipment 
they need,” said Myers, who has served as the committee’s assistant chairman.  
“To me, that makes it less likely that people will take a short cut and use improper 
equipment to keep from walking to the other end of the shop.”

Active support from shop management factors big into daily safety and productivity, 
said Fletcher, the committee chairman.

“I feel like I’m on 
the ground floor of 

something big going on.  
Everything we’re doing 

here is building for 
the future. Everything 
we’re doing matters.”

— Raul Huerta,  
general foreman

n Don Mott, left, machinist, and Mark 
Martin, sheet metal worker, work on a  
GE locomotive engine at the Roanoke shop.
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“If there’s ever a problem or something needs to be 
fixed, it’s never, ‘We’ll have to wait and see’ or ‘We’ll get 
it when we can,’ ” he said. “It’s taken care of right then. 
Employees see that the supervisors actually do care, and 
that’s a big help. ”

During the past year, Fletcher said, the safety and 
service committee helped develop a shop-wide program 
that allows employees to identify safety focus areas,  
such as communication or use of forklifts or other shop 
equipment. Every two weeks, employees in each of the 
various work groups, such as fabrication shop and diesel 
shop, pick a topic. Then, using cards supplied by the 
committee, employees can record instances of co-workers 
demonstrating proper work behaviors associated with the 
focus topic. They also can point out coaching opportunities. 
Using the cards, employees are encouraged to reinforce 
safe behavior on the spot.

Employees drop the cards in collection boxes, and the 
results are graphed and discussed during shift safety 
meetings. Members of the shop’s safety and service 
committee lead the shift meetings, Sloan said.

“I tell employees that we have to keep reinventing  
our contributions to the company and we have to keep 
re-inventing our safety processes,” Sloan said. “When you 
allow things to go stale, that’s when incidents start to occur.”

Creative energy
Huerta said the shop reminds him of a startup business 
because of the new work opportunities coming in and the 
creativity of an energized workforce. Employees, he said, 
are working with and developing cutting-edge technology, 
such as the engine upgrades on the Dash 8.5. He jokingly 
refers to that as the shop’s “mad scientist work.”

Ideas from employees are flowing. As of February, Huerta 
said he was working on three separate ideas submitted 
recently by third-shift employees that he plans to send to 
InnovatioNS and enter in this year’s Ergo Cup competition.

“We have a lot of employees putting their ideas out 
there, and we’re taking them and making them happen,” 
Huerta said. “We’re building our own engines, coming up 
with new concepts, and rebuilding things from the ground 
up. The exciting thing is we’ve got people thinking 24 
hours a day about how to improve the business and the 
way we work.”  n BizNS

REBUILD PROGRAMS 
AT ROANOKE

n Dash 8.5 remakes from Dash 8s

n Dash 2 (SD40 and SD40-2) cab 
rehabilitations 

n MP15E conversions to AC power, 
increasing tractive capability

n Wreck-damaged GE road units

OTHER PRIMARY WORK 
AT ROANOKE

n GE Evolution EPA maintenance 
tuneups, formerly known as 
midlife tuneups, to replace or 
refurbish engine components and 
ensure compliance with current 
federal emission standards

n GE Dash 8 and Dash 9 engine 
overhauls

n GE Dash 8 electronic fuel-injection 
upgrades

n Unscheduled heavy repairs on  
all GE engines 
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Floor managers at Roanoke Locomotive Shop are quick to brag about the shop’s 
craft employees.

“The craft people here take the initiative to make the product better and are very 
mindful of the quality of their work,” said Brian Lucas, a general foreman who has  
33 years at NS car and locomotive shops but less than a year at the Roanoke shop. 
“Since Day One, I have been impressed by the way employees address their work 
and the thought process that goes into it.”

 Their ingenuity is reflected in Norfolk Southern’s Ergo Cup competition, which 
focuses on work process improvements that make railroad jobs safer, easier, and 
more efficient to perform. In 2013, shop employees placed first and third in the 
mechanical systems shop category, while a shop machinist earned honorable mention 
the previous year. The shop’s 2013 winners developed simple, inexpensive solutions 
using readily available resources.

Jump-starting an idea
Shop electrician Jacob Walters, with the assistance of boilermaker Cody Bryant, 
developed the battery charger receptacle, an Ergo Cup first-place winner. Walters 
brainstormed a safer, more efficient way to install the terminal pins on locomotive 
battery jumper cables.

Roanoke shop employees ask:
How can we do it better?

n TOP: Electrician Jacob Walters 
attaches his self-designed battery 
recharger receptacle tool to the front 
of a locomotive. The tool won first place 
in the NS Ergo Cup competition for 
mechanical system shops.

n TOP RIGHT: Electricians Corey 
Orange, left, and Jacob Walters 
say they look for more efficient ways 
to do their jobs.

n RIGHT: Pipefitter Joe Monaghan 
points out the Monohand pipe holder, 
which won third place in the Ergo Cup for 
mechanical system shops.
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During locomotive overhauls and modifications,  
the shop’s electricians routinely install or replace the 
two jumper cables, which are connected to a battery 
charger or to another locomotive to jump-start a dead 
battery. An electrician solders a battery terminal pin 
to the end of each cable, a 45-minute job that typically 
involves two people: one wears safety gloves and 
holds the terminal pin in place with pliers while the 
other solders the pin to the cable with a torch. 

One night, while on third shift, Walters needed 
help soldering the pins, but the other electrician on 
duty was working another job. Walters decided there 
had to be a more efficient way to do the task. With  
a little trial and error, he found a solution.

His innovation combines a metal pipe clamp that 
shop pipefitters use to install air brake lines and a 
piece of Schedule 80 pipe. He sawed the pipe to 
about three inches in length – just wide and long 
enough to securely hold a terminal pin. Walters then 
approached Bryant and described the tool he had  
in mind. Bryant heated the end of the pipe clamp, 
bent it slightly to form a base, and then welded the 
Schedule 80 pipe onto the base to serve as pin holder.

That was it. Walters was in business. By clamping 
the receptacle tool to the front of the locomotive,  
he doesn’t need a co-worker to hold the terminal pin 
while he solders it to a jumper cable.

“It definitely makes doing these a lot easier, and 
it’s safer because you don’t have to worry about 
somebody else’s hands being near where you’re 
soldering,” said Walters, whose hard hat sports an 
InnovatioNS sticker.

As it turned out, Corey Orange, a first-shift 
electrician, was working separately on the same work 
challenge. Orange developed a slightly different tool, 
but it performs the same function as Walters’ 
receptacle device. While Walters’ creation was 

entered in the Ergo Cup, the takeaway message for 
all NS employees, Orange said, is to keep an open 
mind about ways to improve work processes.

“I would say don’t get stuck in a rut of doing things 
the same way they’ve always been done,” Orange said. 
“Be creative.”

Monohand at your service
A tool that third-shift pipefitter Joe Monaghan 
created addresses a work issue that people have 
wrestled with for more than 40 years – coupling oil 
and coolant pipes between the engine and front end 
of GE locomotives. His innovation – the Monohand 
pipe holder, a play on his name – placed third in the 
Ergo Cup.

Monaghan, who formerly worked at a Caterpillar 
dealer, hired on at the Roanoke shop in October 2012. 
Like Walters and Orange, who each joined the shop 
within the past five years, Monaghan was looking  
for an easier, better way to perform a work task.

The GE coupling pipes that link oil and water piping 
between the engine and a locomotive’s front end can 
be four feet long and weigh up to 40 pounds. Pipefitters 
remove and connect them during engine overhauls and 
repair. One person can perform the task, but it could 
involve using a shoulder or a hand to support one end 
of the pipe while using a wrench in the other hand  
to tighten a gasket on the pipe’s opposite end. Two 
pipefitters have limited space to work.
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Inspiration struck one 
night after Monaghan tired 
of having to repeatedly 
call on another pipefitter 
for assistance. Rather 
than interrupting his 
co-worker, Monaghan tested a simple idea that came to him on the spot. He took 
a section of four-inch diameter plastic pipe, known as PVC, and cut off a piece 
about 10 inches long. He then cut that piece in half lengthwise with a hack saw. It 
took him about five minutes. Then he strapped one end of the canoe-shaped piece 
to the coupling pipe on the front of the locomotive. Viola! Problem solved.

“It acts like a cradle and holds one end of the pipe,” Monaghan said. “That 
frees up both of your hands so you can easily work on the other end. It makes the 
job real simple.”

Monaghan’s creation will be reviewed by NS’ locomotive standardization team 
for possible adoption systemwide. In the meantime, the shop has produced a 
“fancy” prototype made of steel, Monaghan said.

Chuck Sloan, shop manager, said Monaghan’s solution had everybody wondering 
why no one had come up with the idea sooner.

“Everybody has wrestled with that issue since the 1970s,” Sloan said. “Joe was 
the first to say, ‘I’ve got an idea’ and then did it and said, ‘Hey boss, what do you 
think of this?’ It’s so simple, and everybody in the shop loves it.”  n BizNS

n TOP: Mike Harris, a second-shift sheet 
metal worker, is pictured at the diesel shop’s 
pipe rework bench.

n ABOVE: Kevin Fletcher, left, 
boilermaker, and Dee Myers, electrician 
working gang leader, show off the safety bell 
that shop employees earned for working 
2-million consecutive hours without a 
reportable injury. Fletcher is chairman of the 
shop’s safety and service committee, while 
Myers was assistant chairman.

n RIGHT: Machinist Randy Stump examines 
a wrist pin —a component of a GE locomotive 
engine piston. Stump refurbishes the pins using 
a surface grinding machine, saving the company 
money with each pin he reworks. Stump said 
shop employees look for innovative ways to 
improve their efficiency and enhance safety.
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A black-and-white photograph in the Norfolk 
Southern archives captures the moment in 1968:  
Herman Pevler, Norfolk and Western Railway 
president, shakes the hand of a grinning  
John A. Robertson as Robertson’s wife, Bertha, 
stands proudly by his side. A fourth-generation 
railroader, Robertson had just received his 50-year 
service pin.

The pin that winks in the lapel of his suit jacket 
was recently donated to the NS archives by his 
daughter, Sue Robertson Shepheard, along with 
two other service pins and a pocket-sized booklet 
from 1958 that describes and classifies locomotives. 
His initials are engraved on the back of the 50-year 
pin, which is decorated with a train and a diamond.

Robertson began his railroad career in his native 
Crewe, Va., where he worked 12-hour days as a yard 
clerk. He began work on a national holiday, July 4, 

From the NS archives
1918, during World War 1, when workers were 
scarce. “They needed me that very day, so I took  
the job,” he recalled years later in the Norfolk and 
Western Magazine.

Robertson later served as a stenographer in the 
Crewe superintendent’s office. In 1923, he moved  
to the superintendent’s office in Roanoke. By 1948, 
Robertson was working in the office of Norfolk and 
Western’s president, Robert H. Smith, first as an 
assistant file clerk, then as chief clerk, and ultimately  
as manager of the Pass Bureau, his last post before 
retiring in 1968.  

The donated pins are reminders of his family’s 
railroad service. Robertson’s grandfather began 
working for the Southside Railroad in 1862 as a 
locomotive fireman, while his father was a train 
dispatcher in Crewe. 

  – Jennifer McDaid, NS historical archivist
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“I am Norfolk Southern Ethics & Compliance” is NS’ theme for this year’s 
Corporate Compliance & Ethics Week.

NS is participating for the sixth year in this national event, which takes place 
May 4–10. The purpose is to showcase the importance of ethics and compliance  
in today’s corporate environment and increase employee awareness of NS’ Ethics 
& Compliance Program. 

“Participating in this event demonstrates our continued  
dedication to fostering an effective ethics culture,” 
said Wayne Lockwood, director ethics 
compliance. “Our SPIRIT values should be the 
foundation of our everyday professional conduct.” 

Visit the Ethics & Compliance website at  
ethics.nscorp.com during Corporate Compliance 
& Ethics Week for more information on interactive 
daily activities and for the chance to win a Code Bear. 

All employees are encouraged to participate. 

Getting personal
with Ethics & Compliance


