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SPEED AT SWITCHES 
by Lawrence G. Lovejoy,. P.E., Director of Engineering 

 

Operating Rule No. 250 reads as follows: 

 

 250. Switches, regardless of type, may not be traversed at a 

speed greater  

than five (5) miles per hour. 

 

Why do we have that restriction? What might happen if you go faster than that?  

And just how fast is 5 mph anyway? 

 

The reason we have a 5 mph restriction on track switches is because our 

switches are primitive designs that are not connected to a signal system. On a 

main line railroad, switches incorporate a system that can detect whether the 

switch is fully closed and then automatically lock the switch in position. If a 

mainline railroad switch is not (1) completely closed and (2) locked in position, 

the signal system isn’t able display a “clear” aspect and operation though the 

switch cannot occur. 

 

None of the track switches at PTM incorporate this sort of technology. Why?   

Because it was simply too expensive for a trolley line such as Pittsburgh Rail-

ways Company, which spent most of its corporate life in bankruptcy. 

 

What PRCo did have, as does PTM, is trolley operators who can see and react to 

conditions. That’s right, YOU are our first line of defense against a switch that 

isn’t completely closed in the correct orientation. Hence, the 5 mph rule. If you 

approach a switch at 5 mph, you have time to: 

 

 OBSERVE the position of the switch 

 DETERMINE whether it is set the way you want 

 DETERMINE whether it is FULLY CLOSED in that position 

      ...and if the answer to either of the questions above is "NO" you still have   

 time to 

 

 REACT and STOP your car before you reach the switch. 

 

Note that the above procedures require that the motorman be paying attention.  

If you limit your speed to 5 mph at when approaching a switch and are PAYING 

ATTENTION, you'll be able to make a smooth and non-panic stop before reach-

ing a misaligned switch. 

Continued on page 3 
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Why might a switch be misaligned? There could be several reasons:  A switch could 

be gapped open because: 

Some piece of debris fell into it. 

Somebody could have thrown the switch to the non-normal position and forgot 

to throw it back. 

A vandal could have sabotaged the switch. 

The switch mechanism itself might be broken or out-of-adjustment. 

 

It is important to understand that Rule No. 250 applies regardless of which direc-

tion you are traveling through the switch. This is especially important in the case 

of spring switches, such as we have at each end of the County Home and Fair-

grounds passing sidings and at the Arden and McClane loops. The spring mecha-

nisms in these switches are primitive designs that can be knocked out of adjust-

ment if trailed too fast. Recently, the Way & Track Department discovered that the 

spring switch at the outbound end of County Home Siding was gapped open. Inves-

tigation revealed that some shims inside of the switch stand were dislodged and 

bent. These shims are under a cover that is bolted down, so this wasn’t vandalism.  

The reason the shims were out-of-place is that trailing movements through the 

switch at too high a speed have been slamming around the overall switch mecha-

nism, forcing the shims out of location. Without the shims, the mechanism because 

loose, allowing the switch points to gap open.  If everybody had been consistently 

abiding by the 5 mph rule, the forces in the switch mechanism would have be suffi-

ciently benign that the shims would have stayed in place and the switch would 

stay in adjustment. 

 

So, how fast is 5 mph? Do the math and that's 7.3 feet per second. Call it 8 feet per 

second for talking purposes. The crossties under the rails are roughly two feet 

apart so if you have more than four ties per second disappearing under the front of 

your trolley, you are most certainly going faster than 5 mph.  

So remember, Rule No. 250 requires: 

 

FIVE MILES PER HOUR AT SWITCHES, 

REGARDLESS OF DIRECTION 

OBSERVE THE SWITCH POSITION 

REACT AS MAY BE NECESSARY 

 

 

 

Speed Restrictions 
 

There are two speed restrictions, due to track work, on the Arden Valley side of the 

line. Speed through work zones is 5 MPH. Rule 109C. 
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Washington County Fair 
 

The Washington County Fair is coming up August 10-17. New this year are tick-

ets that visually remind the patron where they parked their vehicle. Make sure 

the proper location is punched upon them boarding the car. 

 

Remember, those who are actively helping during the fair can check out a PTM 

2013 volunteer badge which allows you to gain entrance to the fair; uniformed 

operators may use their name badge. However, neither the PTM badges nor the 

fair passes grant admission to rides at the fair. 

 

OPERATORS NEEDED FOR FAIR 

Check the schedule on the Operations Website 

 

Contact Lynne at:  

educator@pa-trolley.org       724-228-9256.  

Items of Concern 

 
We all need to take responsibility for the safety and security of our museum and 

our precious artifacts. Several serious issues have come to light that need to be 

addressed immediately.  

 

Make sure all doors are locked at the end of the day. 
This includes all doors to the carbarn and the trolley display building. 

Make sure to check the door to the “new” room. 

Lock the TDB after each tour, no need to set the alarm each time. 

 

Do not put any poles into the rafters of the carbarn. 
There is enough room to park the cars with walking space between them. 

 

Close all windows and doors of cars at the end of the day. 
We want to keep the animals out of our cars. 

 

Turn off the compressor when you put away a car. 
This includes battery switches and MG sets where applicable. 
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Carbarn Paving Project 

 
The much anticipated paving project of the floor of the original carbarn is about to 

commence. Work has already begun moving some of the cars in preparation for the 

project and all of the moves will be completed by the end of Sunday, August 17, 

2013. We will not have access to the barn portion of the building nor the yard in 

front of the building. The power to the yard will be de-energized for the remainder 

of the project, due to be completed sometime around the beginning of December. 

 

If you look at the drawing below, Art Schwartz has developed a plan for storing the 

cars while the project is underway. It will take more time at the beginning and 

ends of shifts for operators to get to the TDB to pick up the service car for the day 

and to return it when the day is complete. Please plan accordingly. 

 

In the drawing, Building 1 is the original carbarn, Building 2 is the shop, and  

Building 3 is the TDB. 

 

Keep an eye on your inbox for operation plans  

and updates during this project. 
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