National Aeronautics and Space Administration

The NASA Railroad

he NASA Railroad is a 38-mile industrial

shortline on the Kennedy Space Center in
Central Florida. It connects to additional Air
Force trackage on Cape Canaveral Air Force
Station. The railroad system is government owned

and contractor opcratcd.

1963 - 1983:
In 1963, the Florida East Coast Railway builca

75-mile connection to the Kennedy Space Center
from its mainline just north of Titusville, Fla. The
line rcquircd a drawbridgc to be built over the In-
dian River, part of the Intercoastal Waterway. The
steel bridgc and its approachcs are approximatciy
ahalf-mile iong, built on concrete piiings. The
draw span stays open continuously until a train ap-
proaches, and the crew activates a switch to lower
it.

The Florida East Coast connection joined 28
miles of NASA-constructed track ata junction
named Wilson’s Corners.

The Florida East Coast built two yards, a
seven-track yard now called Jay Jay at the main
line interchange (originally called Cape Canaveral

Junction), and a SCCOI’ld SCVCH—U’&CI( yard caiicd

NASA Fafmad locomative and helium cars

Wilson Yard, slightly west of the geographical loca-
tion of Wilson's Corners.

East of Wilson Yard, the line divides with a
nine-mile branch going south to NASA’s Vehicle
Assembly Building and the Kennedy Space Cen-
ter Industrial Area, the other another nine-mile
branch going cast toward the Atlantic Ocean for
service to the NASA launch pads and the inter-
change with the Air Force track.

In the late 1970s, NASA acquired three
World War II-era ex-U.S Army Alco S2 locomo-
tives for local switching in the area of the Vehicle
Assembly Building and the KSC Industrial Area.
The Florida East Coast provided track mainte-
nance, crews and locomotive power for the arriving

and dcparting trafhic.

1983 - Present:
NASA purchascd the Florida East Coast

portion of the railroad line in June 1983. Because
of the hazardous commodities hauled over the
railroad, particuiarly the solid rocket boosters for
the space shuttle, NASA decided to completely
rebuild and upgradc the line.

The original track was 100- or 1 lZ—pound
jointcd rail on wood cross ties and limestone bal-
last. It was replaced with 132-pound continuous-
welded rail and concrete cross ties. The work was
done by the track maintenance subsidiary of the
Florida East Coast. The track was constructed
to 60 mph standards, which is Florida East Coast
mainline spccd; however, normal operating
spccd is 25 mph to reduce maintenance and in-
crease the life span of the track.

To replace the aging S2 locomotives, NASA
acquired three EMD SW-1500 locomotives,
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builtin 1968-1970 for the Toledo, Peoria & Western Railway.
Each was painted with the NASA Railroad red, gray and black
color scheme, and the locomotives were re-numbered 1,2 and
3. They are maintained in house at the NASA Railroad Shop
at Kennedy. One of the original Alco 52 locomotives has been
preserved at Florida Gold Coast Railroad Museum in Miami.

The primary traffic on the NASA Railroad are the solid
rocket booster segment cars. Each of the two booster rockets
on the space shuttle consists of four segments, cach 32 feet long
and 12 feet in diameter weighing an average of 150 tons. So,
cach launch requires dciivcry of cight segment cars.

Each segment car wcighs 510,000 pounds and there were
atotal of 24 railroad cars in the overall fleet. Thcy are delivered
to the Kennedy Space Center from the Thiokol plant in Wa-
satch, Utah, over a route that uses the Union Pacific, Kansas
City Southern, Norfolk Southern, CSX and Florida East Coast
Railway. The segments are stacked in the Vehicle Asscmbiy
Building before bcingjoincd with the external tank and space
shuttle orbiter. After launch, the twin solid rocket boosters,
empty of their fuel, are recovered from the Atlantic Ocean,
broken down into individual segments once again and returned
to Thiokol by rail. These solid rocket boosters will also be used
with the Ares I and Ares V launch vehicles for NASA’s return
to the moon.

The Air Force also had until rcccntiy three spcciaiiy modi-
fied SW-8 locomotives for the Titan IV rocket. Used to switch
the solid rocket booster segments thatare delivered to Cape
Canaveral Air Force Station, the three units were compictciy
rebuile by the mechanics at the NASA Railroad locomotive
and equipment shop. These locomotives would later deliver the
fully assembled Titan IV rocket to the launch pad. The Titan
IV program has since ended. One of the EMD SW-8 locomo-
tives, built in the Cariy 1950s, is on dispiay at the Air Force Space
Museum on Cape Canaveral Air Force Station.

The NASA Railroad also has had a unique move inter-
changing trafhic with Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, using
spcciaiiy dcsigncd cars for the Air Force and the Navy. The Air
Force used helium to purge the lines of the Titan rockets that
use iiquid tuel. However, the helium arrives asa 1iquid. A p]ant

at Kcnncdy convertsittoa gas which is then loaded into these

spcciaiizcd cars that are hauled by the NASA Railroad to the

Air Force intcrchangc. These cars were originaliy owned by
the Bureau of Mines, and when the government left the helium
business, some of the fleet was transferred to Kcnncdy for in-
plantuse. NASA currently has 34 helium cars in its equipment
inventory.

The NASA Railroad owns a small equipment flect of spe-
cialized cars and hoppcrs, aswell as some highiy spcciaiizcd cars
such as the solid rocket booster structures car. Many of these
cars travel to other NASA locations to bring back components
that cannot move by highway. An cxampic are skirts and frus-
tums which are very iargc, bulky rocket motor parts that are
transported on the booster structures car.

There are some signiﬁcant cost-saving opportunities
available to NASA where modified or specialized railroad
cars could be used, avoiding the expense ofshipmcnt by cargo
aircraft or bargc. The cars sometimes also eliminate the need to
disassemble oversized items. The railroad shop has either modi-
fied existing equipment or tabricated new roiling stock. In
some cases, a modified frcight car could be cost eftective just for
a singic one-way trip. There are currcntiy 102 cars in the NASA

Railroad inventory.
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