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Coal in the West

SE
V

EN

A southbound Rio Grande coal 
train appears to be coiled like 
a snake about to strike as it 
negotiates a curve along the 
Joint Line between Denver and 
Pueblo, Colo., in 1985.

The map on page 13 shows that despite the upheaval and 

subsequent erosion that formed the Rocky Mountains, vast 

pockets of coal remain in the West, most in a north-south band 

extending from Arizona and New Mexico up through Colo-

rado and Utah into Wyoming, the Dakotas, Montana, and 

several Canadian provinces. Even California has coal.

 The most active Western mines are those in the Powder 

River Basin around Gillette, Wyo. The lion’s share of Wyoming 

coal is hauled by the Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) and 

the Union Pacific, but coal also continues to be a major source 

of ton-miles on the former Denver & Rio Grande Western lines 

in Colorado and Utah, now part of the Union Pacific’s empire. 

In 1996, 14 mines in the southern Powder River Basin pro-

duced more than 250 million tons of coal.

Tony Koester
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Much of the coal near the U.S. 
and Canadian Rockies is at the 
bottom of the food chain: sub-
bituminous, lignite, and brown coal. 
Medium- and high-volatile coal is 
found throughout Colorado, eastern 
Utah, and northern New Mexico.

Major coal deposits suddenly 
end along the western edge of the 
Rockies. That’s because everything 
west of Elko, Nev., is a series of 
island arcs (like the Philippines) 
that were bulldozed up along the 
western edge of the North Ameri-
can tectonic plate as it pulled 
away from Africa and sailed west. 
Those collisions shoved up the 
Rockies; the ongoing scraping of 
the westward-moving North 
American plate against the north-
erly movements of the Pacific 
plate created the coastal moun-
tain ranges. 

A typical coal road
On the next several pages, we’ll 
take a closer look at a good 
example of a Western coal road, 
the Denver & Rio Grande West-
ern. Until the development of the 
huge coalfields around Gillette, 
Wyo., Colorado – the West Vir-
ginia of the Rockies – led the West 
in coal production. The Rio 
Grande, which merged with SP 
and then UP, tapped the heart of 
Colorado’s bituminous coal fields. 

Its original line ran south out 
of Denver, then west through the 
Royal Gorge to reach beds of 
medium- and high-volatile soft 
coal in western Colorado and 
eastern Utah. The Moffat Road 
(Denver & Salt Lake, née Denver 
& Northwestern) merged into the 
D&RGW and contributed exten-
sive coal deposits on what became 
the Craig Branch. 

With Alco PAs on the Yampa 
Valley Mail, gold and silver Fs on 
the California Zephyr, 2-8-8-2s or 
SD40T-2s lugging tonnage over 
Tennessee Pass, and compact 
Moffat Road 2-6-6-0s, the Rio 
Grande is an excellent prototype 
to model or use as the basis for 
freelancing.

The three photos above show (from top) D&RGW 5378 leading three other tunnel motors at 
Banning, Utah, on the Sunnyside Branch in 1991; EMD SD70 demonstrator 7002 on a coal 
train on the Craig Branch at Phippsburg, Colo., in 1993; and a Rio Grande coal train at the 
Ute Generating Station in 1999.
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The Virginian and N&W built their physical plants to handle big engines and heavy coal trains. Number 741, one of the Virginian’s massive 
USRA 2-8-8-2s (above), also saw service as N&W 2029 and Santa Fe 1796. The N&W’s Y6 2-8-8-2s were among the finest articulateds ever 
built. Below, class Y6b no. 2180 leads a string of hoppers northbound toward Roanoke on the Shenandoah Division.
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South Fork on the author’s HO Allegheny Midland (above) was the home of the 2-6-6-2 Mallets that worked the coal fields. The Otter Creek 
Shifter worked the tipples at Big Springs Junction (bottom left) and Big Springs, W.Va., while the Low Gap Shifter theoretically worked tipples 
beyond Low Gap (bottom right). Another mine run, the Coal Fork Shifter, worked tipples between Coal Fork and Low Gap.
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