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This is the way I remember it.
I was born in 1936 in Pittsfield, Mass. (Of course I
don’t remember THAT!)
This is the story of my boyhood remembrances
growing up in Pittsfield.
In 1953, at age 17, I moved away to Rome, Georgia
where I graduated from High School in 1954.
I later went on to a career in railroad management,
rapid transit design, locomotive construction, and
railroad consultation.
It was interesting, but I have never forgotten my roots.

William D. Volkmer, Plantation, Florida August 2010

Background
Pittsfield is in western Massachusetts and is
the county seat of Berkshire County.
It was founded in 1767 by William Pitt.
The Berkshire area became a manufacturing
center with paper mills, textile mills and shoe
manufacturing.
In the early 1900s G.E. bought out Sprague
Electric and centered its transformer
manufacturing there after 1932.

The House of Mercy Hospital at the intersection of North and Wahconah Streets (and
Tyler) was the point where I first entered this world in 1936. It has since been greatly
expanded and renamed Berkshire Medical Center. There was one other hospital in town
at the time, St. Luke’s, which has since been replaced by Hillcrest Medical Center. Photo
from Library of Congress, dates back to about 1901.

The present day Berkshire Medical Center has had several outbuildings plus an additional
floor added on. People continue to get born and die here on a daily basis.

This map shows pretty vividly (within the rectangle) my travel range by bicycle, as a kid
growing up. There are lots of hills in the area and my balloon tired bike had no gear shift,
so when encountering a hill, I WALKED up! My home was in the southeastern quadrant
and my high school and paper route were pretty much center city.

Pittsfield
• It was a great town to grow up in…
• But opportunities for a career after
college were just about nil.
• I would venture that fully 95% of the
people I grew up with left the city as
soon as they graduated from high
school.
• Those that hung around painted
houses or mended fences for the
highway department.

Enlarged map shows our normal automobile driving range for things like out of town
shopping and Sunday afternoon rides. There was a large multi-story Sears Roebuck store
in Menans, a suburb of Albany. Pittsfield only sported a Sears Catalogue outlet so if we
wanted to really shop, we had to drive the 36 miles of two and three lane road to Albany.
I liked that because Albany still had streetcars!

There were lots of recreational
opportunies
• Two large lakes, Pontoosuc and Onota.
• Onota became off limits to boaters and
swimmers in the late 1940s when it
became Pittsfield’s drinking water
supply.
• Winter time affording skiing and
skating opportunities.

This is Pittsfield’s version of “The
Beach.” Pontoosuc Lake was the
site of a public bathing beach as well
as the Canoe Club, which was run by
the local YMCA. The photos here
show the locale during the days of
the horse car (pre-1892) as well as
modern days (1999).

This photo shows where we caught the bus to go back to town after a day at
the beach. The bus was our ONLY means of transportation while Dad was at
work. Period. The trolley waiting station was razed during the early years of
WWII. Trolleys were discontinued here in August 1932.

In the heyday of the trolley car, this was known
as “Swan’s Switch” next to Pontoosuc Lake. In
my day it was the site of the Canoe Club, where
we swam morning and afternoon while attending
YMCA Day Camp.

Winter could be very brutal on the
residents

Skiers came from New York by
NHRR train on Sundays

On Sundays when the Ski Train was running, on the way home from church, I
made Mom drive me past where the train off-loaded, since they usually arrived
right about Noon from New York. The buses took them to Bosquet’s Ski Run
about a mile away. Bosquet’s is now a condomium site I am told. Those old
clunker Yellow Coaches were cast offs from the Connecticut Company and
were only used during rush hours, usually for G.E. trippers.

This was the Hotel Wendell.
Photo must have been taken
after 1901 because the Country
Club trolley line had just been
installed in the foreground. It
was from the corner of this roof
that the next several photos
were taken. In the early 1950s
it was renamed the Wendell
Sheraton and was torn down
and replaced by a Hilton in the
1960s. In the basement, at the
extreme rear of the building,
was located Dom’s Barber Shop.
I got my haircuts, there while
discussing Yankee baseball.
Red Sox fans were not welcome
and got lousy hair cuts if they
dared enter.

The epicenter of activity in
Pittsfield was/is the corner of
North, South, East, and West
Streets, also known as Park
Square. North Street is the main
drag, East Street was 19th
Century upscale homes including
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,
South Street was churches, a
natural history museum and a
theater, West Street was fish
market, Pontiac dealer, and
railroad station. Top left was a
1906 era postcard, top right
taken by me in a November 1987
visit, and bottom left is Mr.
Google’s present day street view.

North Street business district from atop the Wendell Hotel about 1906. The building in
the center with the dome was the First Baptist Church which was torn down around 1930.
The rails belonged to the Pittsfield Electric Street Railway, which merged with the
Berkshire St. Ry. in 1910.

North Street business district again from atop the Wendell Hotel about 1930. The Holden
and Stone store now sits where the Baptist Church once stood. By the 1940s the autos
parked with their fronts to the curb. One of the last members of the Holden family just
passed away this year (2010).

Here is the same scene at the 4th of July parade in 1909. Notice that all the spectators
were wearing hats and jackets. Must have been COLD that July day! The folks on the
float were dressed as INDIANS, NOT Native Americans. No such thing in those days. The
trolleys had brought the spectators one and all downtown for the parade. No baseball
games on TV to watch.

The presence of the trolleys at the park dates this photo as being post 1902 when the
Berkshire Street Railway began running to Great Barrington and North Adams. Many of
the buildings shown are still extant. Photo looks north on North Street near Park Square.
The trolley going up North Street belonged to the Pittsfield Electric Street Railway. The
Berkshire Life Ins. Building on the left still stands, though modernized soon after this
photo was taken, but most of the other buildings on the west side of North Street have
been razed.

Roughly the same scene taken in 1926 when the Berkshire St. Ry. finally bit the bullet and
installed the necessary special work plus electric switches so that cars could operate from
North Street to South Street without changing ends on West Street. Progress was SLOW
in the track department since the trolley company was a poor orphan of the New Haven
Railroad, and as such only got crums for sustenance.

It has been 78 years since trolley cars
roamed North Street

Angle parking with the penny parking meters has been supplanted by parallel parking,
with your choice of open spaces. NOBODY walks on the sidewalks and very few people
use the bus system. Trees now grow where trolleys once operated. Such is life in
Pittsfield in 2010.

The presence of the trolleys at the park dates this photo as being post 1902 when the
Berkshire Street Railway began running to Great Barrington and North Adams. Many of
the buildings show are still extant. Photo looks north on South Street near Park Square.

In modern times traffic control has been difficult and in the early 1950s a rotary pattern
was adopted where all traffic had to circle the park in a counter clockwise direction. In
2009 this idea was scrapped and sophisticated traffic control computers now allow
motorists to drive straight through without circling the park. The fact that the population
went from 55,000 to 47,000 during the 60 year interim may have helped.

During my youth, I spent many an afternoon freezing mine buns off at this corner waiting
for the once-per-hour Dawes Avenue bus to go home. The First Congregational Church
(center) probably dates back to the 1880s and the old City Hall on the right which dates
back to 1832 and is still extant.

Buses of the Berkshire St. Ry. were a mixed bag of Twin Coach, GM, Yellow Coach, Brills,
etc. Berkshire went out of business the year I moved away and was bought by Yellow
Cab. Today it’s the Berkshire Regional Transportation Authority. (BRTA) The mercantile
activity that once abounded here has moved to a shopping mall in Lanesborough, the next
town north. A few stalwart merchants still hold there hands over the flame here.

44 at Park Square and 54
at Elm Street and Marcella
Ave. The bus behind the
44 is the East Street /
Plastics Ave. route which
served the GE South Gate.
In trolley days that line
went all the way to
Hinsdale via Dalton. It
was the last line to go bus,
November 11, 1932.

The 44-48 Series 1937 Twin
Coaches were the mainstay of the
once-per-hour Dawes Ave. line.
If I just missed my bus, rather
than wait another hour, I would
hop the 15 minute headway Elm
Street line requiring a half-mile
hike when I got off. However,
this model Yellow coach was my
all time favorite bus. Berkshire
had four of them, 54-57 and all
were assigned exclusively to the
Elm Street –Benedict Road – Lake
Ave. North route. The leather
chaps on the drivers had been
done away with by the time I
began riding.

Berkshire buses were blue
and white, same as
Connecticut Company.

One has to wonder how many generations of trees have been grown in Park Square over
the past 104 years. Just in my own lifetime I am sure there have been several. The
Dutch Elm disease wiped out this group in the early 1950s, followed by a Maple tree
disease. After the 1910 unification of the Berkshire St. Ry and Pittsfield Electric, a track
was constructed around the south side of the park here and in 1911, the Elm Street car
line was installed, the last of the city line expansions. The trolleys were scrapped four
years before I was born so I rode buses from this location exclusively.

This view looks west at the Park showing the present day flora and fauna. There was an
old horse-drawn popcorn stand that sold popcorn at the corner of North Street and a few
years ago it was still doing business at the same corner, pulled there every day by a
pickup truck as it was in the days of my youth.

Popcorn was Expensive when I was a kid. A bag
cost a dime and the bus ride only cost 6 cents. 3
cents if you rode during school hours with a
cardboard ticket.

For three years I attended Pittsfield High School shown here. Each graduating class
planted a tree along side the school, but they all had to be cut down to allow for the
school to expand. More trees were subsequently planted. A home, once occupied by
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, was torn down here in 1932 and the school opened in
1933. The school is obviously patterned after the nation’s capital.

This was the Post Office where I became an avid stamp collector. In 1947 when I did
that, the PO only came out with about three commemorative stamps per year and I
eagerly awaited each issue.

The Post Office building still stands serving as City Hall, as does the old fire station to its
right which now houses bank offices. Today’s fire trucks would never fit into that old
station. As a kid I used to stroll through the fire station and admire the spit polish on the
hook and ladder that was resident there.
That’s the First Methodist Church opposite Allen Street. The newspaper office where I
picked up my papers six days a week was about a block north (left) of this location.

This photograph illustrates perfectly what got a seven year old kid interested in trolley
cars. There were unused and partially paved over tracks all over town which piqued my
interest. But it was this 1943 war effort where they were digging them up to turn into
scrap metal for the war effort that really got me going. I somehow thought that the
tracks would eventually be put back into service and I was absolutely crushed to see
them being taken away. No I didn’t take the pictures but I WAS THERE.

The gent on the right was the only guy in the crowd who spoka da English. The rest of
them just talked to each other!

Union Station was my favorite building, bar none, in the entire town. Every Saturday I
would go here first to worship at the shrine before venturing over to the newspaper office
to get my daily ration of newspapers for delivery on East Housatonic St. and Appleton
Ave. The building was built in 1914 and was torn down about 1962 in a massive urban
ruinall project that obliterated the entire area. This station hosted both the New Haven
and Boston and Albany Railroads. In 1971 Amtrak put up a bus shelter alongside the
right of way about a quarter mile east of this site.

After dinner, as a kid growing up in
an era before TV, on warm summer
evenings I would hop on my bike,
armed with my trusty fixed-focus
Ansco camera and ride the two or
so miles over to the Boston and
Albany’s North Adams Junction to
catch a little railroad action.
I would usually catch the
westbound New England States
racing down the mountain with a
Hudson helper ahead of the Alco PA
diesel consist.
The top shot was taken during June
1949 and shows Tower 55, where I
took a flashbulb into on April 9,
1950 to make the lower photo. I
often wondered what the two
officials who were standing there
thought of that nutty 14 year old
kid taking pictures inside their
tower with its “Armstrong Lever”
arrangement. FWIW B&A went all
diesel on March 7,1951.

The Boston & Albany bought a fleet of Alco FA units to totally dieselize the
freight operation and most of the switching in 1947. However, other than the
New England States passenger train, the rest of the varnish was hauled by
about eight 4-8-2 Mohawks with the elephant ear smoke detectors. These
pictures were taken during June 1949 at North Adams Junction and Union
Station, in Pittsfield, another of my favorite hangouts.

The big 4-8-2s always had to take on
a big drink of water at Pittsfield
prior to taking on the Washington
hill just to the east. It was 55 miles
to Springfield and the next water
plug. Below, we see a 4-6-4 Hudson
making a fast run of it, roaring past
what formerly was a helper station
for steam powered freights.
Freights had been diesel for two
years in June 1949, when I took
these shots.

Union Station had a footbridge straddling
the center of the platforms. This made an
ideal spot to watch the action, which was
usually a switch engine (RS1) flat switching
cars for local industries. In the photo
below, a B&A variety Hudson, 615, was
making a stop westbound at Pittsfield
during July 1950, when the Korean War was
less than a month old. The photo at the
right was taken in March 1952, a year after
steam operation had ended on the B&A.

When steam power ruled
the B&A (2-8-4 Berkshires,
what else?) there was a
helper station eastbound at
North Adams Jct. for the
Washington summit.
Suddenly, in 1947, without
warning (to me anyway)
these Alco FAs showed up
and the 2-8-2s in the 1200
series evaporated
overnight. I never saw a
diesel freight with a helper
while I lived there, but I am
told that CSX routinely uses
helpers on that hill today.

Prior to 1947, when the freight trains on the Boston and Albany were
dieselized, the B&A utilized these 1200 series 2-8-2s as helpers on the
Washington summit grade. Since they had disappeared overnight, I thought
they had all been scrapped with the 1400 series 2-8-4 road power. Imagine
my elation when, on August 16, 1949 during summer vacation I happened by
the Pittsfield freight station and found one alive and well on a work train while
a burro crane did some ditching. The 1207 operated out of West Springfield
engine house, where steam apparently still ruled the roost. The crew saw me
taking pictures and invited me up into the cab, my first visit ever to the cab of
a locomotive. The engineer even climbed down and took MY picture at the
throttle! It just didn’t get any better than that. I think that was the moment
I was hooked for life.

During the ’40s and ’50s the Presidential campaigns were 100% rail travel. NO buses or
planes were permitted or utilized. Candidates from BOTH parties always made
Massachusetts their very last point of contact prior to election day. I saw Dewey and
Truman speak the weekend prior to the 1948 election for example. Dwight Eisenhower
showed up westbound at Pittsfield on October 22, 1952. Ike is on the back platform in
the picture on the right. New FM C-liner 5017 was doing the heavy lifting that day. In the
next episode we shall see Adlai Stevenson visiting three days later eastbound to Boston.

Unsuccessful Democratic contender, Adlai Stevenson, a Senator from Illinois visited
Pittsfield on October 25, 1952, a week or so prior to the election. Train was eastbound
behind a pair of new E8s complete with skirts and coupler doors.

My Days as a Newspaper Boy
Every afternoon after school let out, I would
walk to the Eagle Building, which was the
oddest shaped building in town, to pick up my
papers.
Quite often the presses, located in the
basement, would break down - requiring me to
go out on the adjacent bridge and watch the
B&A trains go by.
After I got me a camera, I took that along with
me.
The next photo shows the Eagle Building as it
appears today.

About 1946 the B&A installed a siding for unloading newsprint at the Eagle
building shown here. In my day the Eagle was an evening paper 6 days per
week. Today it is a morning paper and, of course, appears on line. The vacant
lot opposite the building once housed their radio station and the newspaper’s
accounting department where I dumped my nickels and dimes once a week to
pay for my papers. I guess the radio station is now out of business as well.

For Christmas 1946 I received a Brownie 127 camera as a gift. They cost
$1.85 cash in those days! A week or so later I stood on the loading dock in
back of the newspaper office and took these pictures of a B&A 2-8-4 Berkshire
#1400. The next time I ventured out to shoot freight trains, the Berkshires
had been retired and a bunch of Alco FAs were trundling up and down the line.
That taught me a valuable lesson. SHOOT ‘EM WHILE YOU CAN! Incidentally,
as a sign of the times, time marches on for churches also. Mt. Carmel Church
in the background has recently been closed.

Round two of dieseldom on the B&A was the arrival of two groups of Fairbanks
Morse units. NYC thought erroneously, I guess, that the FMs would do better
on the hills between Pittsfield and Springfield. Here is 5009 about to pick up
some cars at Pittsfield Union Station on August 15, 1952. NYC re-engined
these babies to EMD a while later.

On April 7, 1950 I caught this Erie-built FM unit, #5000 hauling a solid block of
matching red and gray Pacemaker merchandise cars eastbound through
Pittsfield. The LCL business would last about another 10 years before
succumbing to truck competition.

In early 1950 passenger trains from North
Adams to New York were steam powered
on April 2, and 9th respectively when I
caught 4802 and 4809 at North Adams
Junction. A few weeks later, when the
RDCs on order didn’t show up, the B&A put
newly delivered RS1, 8109 and a single
coach on the run. You had to change trains
at Chatham, because the Harlem Division
was still all steam until 1952.

After the Beeliners (RDC-1s) were delivered, 8109 was relegated to switching
duties around the Pittsfield area. That was because the 5800 series Limas
didn’t work out very well in that or any other capacity. September 15, 1952.

RDC-1 M-459 is leaving Pittsfield for North Adams on October 24, 1952. The
old order changeth rapidly. The tall building in the background was England
Brothers Dept. Store. In 1999 it was demolished and replaced by a drive in
bank.

Here is M-464 at Pittsfield on January 24, 1953. By this time, most of the
through passenger trains to Boston were operated with this type of equipment
and service to North Adams was discontinued.

Epilogue
• Industry has largely fled from Pittsfield over
the past 57 years since I left there.
• General Electric had five plants in 1950. One
survived, and became the headquarters for
the Polarius submarine but even that moved
away to Rhode Island.
• The various mill supplier and the mills
themselves have all “gone south”.
• Not too many jobs worth having are left
there.
• But the tourist industry survives.
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