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Introduction
Introduction and History:
Montgomery is a city wedded to history in a way few other Southern
cities are. The epicenter of the Confederacy, the lightning rod that sparked
the fire of the Civil Rights movement, an enduring center of power in the
deep south, and a pioneer in industries like streetcar service, rail and even
some of the first airplanes, the weight of Montgomery’s past drapes the
city’s iconic hills.
In the 19th Century, the railroad was the essential nerve system that
connected Montgomery to the rest of the country. Western Railway of
Alabama, Atlanta and West Point Railroad, Montgomery and West Point
Railroad and other lines crisscrossed the state before finding their way to
Montgomery, where they ferried passengers and goods to other locales
(McCall, 1885).
The railroads functioned as massive industrial operations, employing
dozens of workers to keep the system running smoothly. Slaves also
worked at the railroad companies, including those in Montgomery. They
were often rented from owners and used as labor. Workers were required
to unload cargo, manage repairs and improvements, couple and decouple
cars, and many other tasks (Cox, 2002).
But the railroad system also supported huge expansions of industry,
including foundries, food manufacturers, textile plants and other
industries that were able to ship their goods in bulk out of the city up to
Atlanta and onward still.
It is those connections – between the railroad itself, the workers, and the
industrial sites surrounding the rail yard – that tell the whole story of how
the city operated and how it came to be today.
Many of the rail services have long since halted as lines have been
consolidated and passenger service has been cut. Yet there is still a lively
sector in Montgomery, primarily run through the railroad behemoth CSX.

What is an interpretive plan?
Interpretive planning is more than the
creation of series of texts or signs for
imparting historical information. Instead,
the goal of an interpretive plan is to
broadly outline a holistic scheme for an
area.
Freeman Tilden’s four principles of
interpretation explain how the idea of
interpretation is larger than pure
information transfer: interpretation should
relate the experience to the visitor, inform
and also reveal a larger picture, provoke
thought instead of simply instruct, and
address the whole context of an area, not
just part (Tilden, 2009).
The interpretive plan includes several
parts: An overall interpretive goal, themes
and subthemes for interpretation, an action
plan (and sub-action plans for individual
sites), as well as a design and
programming scheme.
Plans may include funding sources and
public participation plans as well, as well
as marketing and promotion plans (NAI,
2009).
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Site Concept
The railroad industry is the central nerve that powered Montgomery during
its formative years, shaped the city’s form, and connected it to the wider
nation. The story of the railroad’s connection to the life and development of
the city is an engaging and vivid tale that connects regional history,
geography, economics, race and class struggle, engineering and other
factors.
The importance of history, however, is its ability to connect us not only to
the past but to what is happening right now, and to make us think about
what may happen in the future.
The Montgomery Railroad Passport Trail is a proposed interpretive corridor
that would tell the story of Montgomery’s railroad history by connecting its
historic and modern analogues. The corridor will be a spatial journey
between past and present, presenting the history of the rail infrastructure
and the historic industries that abutted it, and the present, still-functioning
railroads and industries that continue to line the corridor today. Through
signage, web and print content and educational programming, locals,
visitors and students will be able to make connections between the historic
railroad and industrial sites of the past and their contemporary descendants
which carry on the tradition today.
The corridor would extend from Union Station north on North Court Street
roughly to the intersection of 6th Street. Union Station is the heart of
downtown, and home to much of Montgomery’s railroading interpretive
content and its visitor’s center.
This natural starting point leads learners north out of downtown
Montgomery, past attractions like The Alley and, the riverfront and the
Biscuits stadium, and then directly into an industrial corridor that includes
the historic Western Rail trainshed, the CSX railyard and its associated
infrastructure (including other yards, transportation buildings and train
sheds) and various still-operating historic foundries and manufacturers.
The endpoint and full route of possible interpretive sites is to be decided but
should generally end around the turnaround point of 6th Street, by Hodges
Warehouse. From here, learners could easily return to the downtown to visit
other attractions or turn to the northeast and travel around to the State
Capital area.

Overall Site Plan Map:
The full trail is 1.25 miles, from the front of Union Station, northeast toward
the Biscuit Stadium, and then north on North Court Street until it terminates
at the ALAGA Syrup headquarters. It takes approximately 30 minutes to walk
by foot (one way), 11 minutes by bicycle and 6 minutes by car (with no
stops).
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Union Station
Biscuits Stadium (Western Rail)
Old City Water Works
Sabel Steel
CSX Rail Yard
Western Rail Yard
ALAGA Syrup

These seven sites were chosen through a combination of factors. Some
(ALAGA Syrup, Sabel Steel) are businesses which have operated for more
than a century in the same area, while others are buildings of historic
interest or are directly related to the historic Western Railroad (Water
Works, Biscuits Stadium, Union Station). CSX, on the other hand, is notable
not for its historical significance per se but for its analogous usage as a rail
yard directly adjacent to the historic rail yard, providing a context that
informs the overall interpretive goal.
Within this framework, the Railroad Passport Trail seeks to combine
multiple planning goals, including furthering civic pride and education,
encouraging active transport, furthering economic development and
boosting property values in an underserved city area.
History
At its core is a desire to tell the history of an area of Montgomery that has
perhaps been overlooked amid the vast historical heritage of the city proper.
Industrial areas are no less historically important than other sectors – and
indeed, in this case, the industrial area along North Court Street holds an
enormous amount of history that is vital to understanding the larger
contextual narrative of the city. Preservation, especially in the downtown
region near the site area, is a primary point of the Envision Montgomery
comprehensive plan draft report.
Civic Pride
A key goal of the plan is to provide a service for local children and residents
as well as tourists. The Envision Montgomery plan highlights this directly: a
successful city will know it is successful when “there is a better sense of
shared community and pride that leads to unity.” Providing an area for
reflection on area history, pride in industrial accomplishment, reckoning
with past injustices, and physical improvements to land and transport, all
seek to boost civic pride and awareness as per the Envision goals.
Tourism
The trail seeks to aid tourism and visitor interest in the city by naturally
moving visitors from a logical starting point and circulating them back into
the city to enjoy the rest of its historical offerings. The trail’s beginning is at
Union Station, a natural draw for visitors which includes the visitor’s center.

It then moves directly past several major tourist draws, including the Alley
shops and restaurants, the Riverfront, the Biscuits stadium, and the new
Legacy Pavilion, before moving down North Court Street to the remainder
of the sights. At the end of the trail, guests can travel north toward
Boylston and the Montgomery Zoo and then south to the State Capitol
building and the surrounding complex, circulating them back through the
city into other historic areas like Dexter Avenue.

Site Inventory

Value
Although there is a gap in high quality research, studies have shown that
bicycle and transportation infrastructure generally increases land values for
residential parcels (Liu & Shi, 2017; Ohler & Blanco, 2017). Extrapolating
this to industrial uses may not be logical, but the Envision Montgomery
plan makes a point to increase and maintain the value and desirability of
industrial areas of the city. Adding critical infrastructure (through improved
roads, sidewalks and landscaping alone), as well as funneling more visitors
and potential customers through the area, may increase value for the entire
corridor.
The incorporation of “industrial tourism” through the interpretive signs and
programming, especially if the industries participate in the programming,
also presents a branding opportunity and allows businesses to build name
recognition and value for visitors, possibly attracting further investment to
the area (Otgaar et al., 2016).

Union Station
Montgomery’s Union Station is the focal point
of downtown, adjacent to the Riverfront Park
and several museums and attractions. The
opening of the station took place to much
acclaim on May 6, 1898, a capstone in a rapid
expansion on rail activity that saw more than 40
passenger trains passing through the city daily
(Neely, 2001). It was built by the Louisville and
Nashville Railroad in 1898 and served
passenger trains on the many railroads that
passed through Montgomery at the heyday of
passenger rail service, including passage
through Auburn, Opelika and Columbus
(Highsmith, 2010).
Passengers were segregated by race, an
inclusion in its design with whites given the
main hall and black passengers relegated to the
eastern end. The station was used heavily for
troop movements in the Spanish-American,
World Wars and Korean War. Nelly reports
figures like Franklin Roosevelt, Scott and Zelda
Fitzgerald, the Wright Brothers and other
passing through the station.

It is the major piece of the railroad infrastructure
that focuses on the passenger-transport side.
Today, it is used as a museum, visitor center,
conference space, souvenir, restaurant, office
and meeting space, and acts as a natural beacon
for a first stop for visitors in the city.
The site was added to the National Register of
Historic Places in 1973 and was named a
National Historic Landmark in 1976.
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Biscuit Stadium (Western Rail Freight
Depot)
The current home of the Montgomery
Biscuits minor league team is a
renovated Western Rail freight terminal
and train yard. The outer façade still
shows off its history a traditional onestory train depot, while the main office
entry bears many marks that say
“Western Rail,” including detailed corner
pieces on the outside and floor-inlay art
on the inside (Watkins, 2017).
The freight terminal dated back to 1898.
It is also notable as a holding camp for
prisoners of war during the civil war
(Alabama Historical Association, 2001).

CSX Yard
CSX is the only remaining train and
freight company that routinely runs
routes in Montgomery. It has a major
engineering and rail yard adjacent to the
old Western Rail lot, providing a great
dichotomy of the past and present. Trains
carrying everything from steal to coal to
military vehicles rumble past this area
daily. It provides no passenger service
but is an interpretation opportunity to
compare its operation with how the
Western Rail site operated decades ago.
The site is a major rail yard and a major
transfer yard.

Sabel Steel
Sabel Steel is a 160-year-old steel plant that has operated in Montgomery
since its founding. It still occupies an industrial site south of the CSX and
Western Rail yards, where large piles of discard and scrap metal is sorted,
melted, forged and cut into new metal products. Many of the operations can
be seen from the road.
Sabel Steel was founded by Marx Sabel in 1869 after moving his family to
Alabama from Kentucky. The company traded in various goods before
moving into the steel business in the early 1900s to take advantage of the
steel industry in Birmingham (Flynt, 1980). At one point, during
reconstruction, the company reverted to a barter system because the
Confederate dollar had sunk to worthlessness (Heritage Pub, 2001).
The company distributes steel products across the country, and the site in
Montgomery is the original site of the business, which was purchased back
by its original family in the early 2000s (Harper, 2016.) While the physical
structure of this site is of minimal importance, the industry itself acts as a
very promising potential for interpretation, linking to the area’s past while
still clearly involved in its present.

Old City Water Works
This brick building is listed as a city water works building on an 1887 map
of Montgomery, making the building more than100 years old at least. It is a
two store deep-red brick building with brickwork ornamentation. An
illustration accompanying the map shows the building with a 105-foot-tall
water tower, and an 1899 map shows the parcel with three water towers.
The water works company was organized in 1873, and recorded in 1885 as
costing $125,000 to date, running 1.5 million gallons per day and operating
13 miles of mains, with water coming from the Alabama river. It was
distinct from various private “artesian wells” that supplied other water, with
one well described as being opened by Western Rail and shooting a stream
of water 35 feet high (McHall, 1885).
It no longer appears operational. Relatively little history has been gathered
about this building and more will be collected through interviews with city
staff about its current use and immediate history. It is across from a train
crossing that leads toward Union Station.
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Western Rail Yard
Western Rail began in 1832 and developed
into a critical line for goods transport from
Montgomery. The sprawling rail yard
housed a train shed and roundhouse as well
as the yard tracks. The railroad declined as
passenger rail declined with the advent of
passenger air and the interstate system
(HAER, 1976).
The railroad was built in spurts, with
original lines being led by mule power. The
railway was eventually consolidated into the Western Railway of Alabama
in 1856, when the 29-mile line connecting it to Opelika and Columbus was
completed (McCall, 1885).
The rail yard exploded into a huge collection of industry. Rail cars were
repaired and painted, furniture and individual cars constructed, electrical
components manufactured, coal stored and prepared for use, and many
other tasks, resulting in “the largest and most complete” rail shops in the
state (HAER, 1976).
This site in particular is a notable one for its relation to equity concerns.
Rail companies commonly used the labor of enslaved persons, and a 2002
USA Today report quoted Ted Kornweibel, a professor of Africana studies
at San Diego State University, as identifying nearly 100 rail lines that were
confirmed to have been constructed using the labor of enslaved persons,
including many owned by CSX and Norfolk Southern (Cox, 2002).
In an editorial for the New York Times, University of Nebraska professor
William Thomas wrote “Railroad companies and contractors hired slaves by
the hundreds; they also purchased slaves directly, in lots of 50 or more. In
fact, by the 1850s, the South’s railroad companies could be counted among
the largest slaveholders in their regions.” (Thomas, 2012).
Skilled black slaves worked in the shops, creating components for the tracks
and train, while unskilled black slaves were contracted out to railroads to
use as field labor, freight unloaders or fuel hands (Kornweibel, 2010). Early
in its construction, Western Rail bought at least 84 slaves for construction
(Lee, 2010).

Even after emancipation, black railyard workers were victimized and
eventually excluded from work through literacy tests and seniority regulations
that forced hundreds of black workers out of a job, including at Western Rail
(Kornweibel, 2010).
Only a few buildings remain standing, including the shed and roundhouse.
The site is privately owned but not in imminent danger of removal and is an
important opportunity for interpretation, as it can be directly compared to the
workings of the adjacent CSX yard.
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ALAGA Syrup Factory
ALAGA Syrup is the
final historic area on the
trail. It is the site of the
ALAGA factory, a
Montgomery company
that has produced a
sweet cane syrup at its
downtown factory for
more than a century
(AL). The historic
building faces the front
of the trail, but a
sprawling compound
stretches out to the back,
and includes a wire
archway with the
company name wound
into it. Today, the
company makes less
syrup and more
concentrate beverage
products for companies
like Pepsi. (Azok, 2014)
It provides a final cap to
the tour of industry as
relates to the railroad:
passengers, heavy
industry (steel), the
workings of the physical
railyard, and then goods
manufacturing (food/
syrup).
Further details on sites can be found in the Appendix: Survey Forms
section

Goals

1
2
3
4

Create interpretive trail highlighting
the connections between industrial
railroad history and industry in
Montgomery, Alabama.
Bring history alive by integrating
current businesses and residents into
the planning process, building a
bridge between the past life of the
area, the present and the future
Draw visitors safely and intentionally
through the history of Court Street as
a natural starting path to explore the
rest of the city
Provide a service for local students
and residents by increasing the pride
of place and hope for the future,
while reckoning with the terrors of
slavery and oppression that the
railroad was built on.

Themes &
Subthemes
Theme 1: The railroad was the lifeline of Montgomery
Subtheme 1: The railroad brought life and investment to
the city (inflow)
Subtheme 2: It provided a link from Montgomery to the
rest of the nation (outflow)
Theme 2: That lifeline was built on the suffering of enslaved people
Subtheme 1: The railroad and railroads like it were constructed
using the labor of enslaved people
Subtheme 2: Even after slavery ended, free blacks suffered from
discrimination in the railroad industry and were relegated to the
harshest, most grueling work
Subtheme 3: The riches brought by the railroad trade largely left
behind those who contributed to its existence
Theme 3: The industries that powered the Montgomery/Western
Rail corridor still survive today
Subtheme 1: The railway itself carries on, through CSX
freight and the remains of the old Western Rail site
Subtheme 2: Industries like steel/food manufacturing still exist
at the site, linking Montgomery’s present to its past in a tangible
way
Subtheme 3: Activity was attracted to the railyard, creating early
industrial districts. This can be seen through other sites on the
trail, such as the water works building and machine shops.

Design
The logo and branding for the trail is
meant to simulate a “passport”
or cargo-style stamp aesthetic.
This style aims to match with
the themes of industry and
travel which connect with the
rest of the trail concept.
The logo itself is a a passport
stamp-style circle bisected
with a railroad track, with the
two halves symbolizing how the
railway connected to the wider
industrial and business sectors of
Montgomery. Its weathered and
distressed look alludes to the difficulty of the work and the racial
history in the industries,
To the right is a proposed print supplement to the trail, aimed
particularly at younger visitors, who can treat the trail
as a literal journey from site to site. A completed booklet could be
returned to the Union Station visitor’s center for a reward of some
sort, like a challenge coin or book. The inside of the print
supplement would include pages with each of the sites, including a
picture or pictures, some introductory text, and several questions.
These questions could be a mixture of reflective considerations
relating the history of the site to the child’s imagination, or they could
be based on answering some fact explained in the provided
information. These need not be written down, though they could be.
Instead, parents or guardians could be encouraged to talk about the
questions, reflect, and work through the program with their child.
At each station, a stamp is provided on the
platform at the sign. The stamp design would be
a simple vector outline of a prominent feature of the site, similar to
the the factory and and train on the main logo. After completion, the
booklet can be shown to a staff member and a reward given.

To the right is a
signage proposal
for the trail.

The Otocast app is the premiere interactive interface for selfguided tours in cities. The Otocast app combines photographs,
audio stories, maps and GPS systems to allow users to
navigate the trail at their own pace, in whatever mode they
choose.
This provides a novel, information-rich and technologyforward way to provide information and context to the
various sites. The potential to add oral histories or general
audio content is especially appealing during a significant
recent boost in interest in audio content through the
“podcasting boom.” The service can be subcontracted out or
designed by in-house staff with assistance from the Otocast
staff.
It is free to download on Apple and Android devices. It can
supplement or replace paper pamphlets and guides.

The signage must
be significantly
different than the
traditional black
metal historic
signs in order to
draw attention,
and so the signs
are struck in 4
inch metal or
stone, with two
large focal points:
the name of the
site in large
letters on top and
the logo of the
trail at the
bottom.
The text of the
sign tells the
story of the site,
various facts and
context, and
includes several
pictures.

Notably, to the bottom right is a compartment
where a stamp may be kept (on a small chain)
This sign acts as a in order to mark the pamphlets of children
supplement to the who are trying to get the reward. This provides
a paralell “scavenger hunt” game to the trail
Otocast tour, or
can be enjoyed on that adds works as an activity on its own. This
incentive could also be appealing to adults
its own without
with the correct reward (perhaps a challenge
Otocast.
coin or other memento).

The design of the physical
trail is imagined in various
levels of intensity. At
minimum, the trail may be
originated as an
automobile-forward
driving corridor, with
small pull-offs where
signage and landscaping
make it possible to stop,
look, watch the freight
trains, read the signage
and Otocast apps. There is
adequate space along the
trail in multiple areas for
possible pull-off spots and
parkshare agreements may
be explored with
businesses to optimize
locations.
For increasing levels of
intensity, the sidewalks or
mixed-use trails may be
installed along the length
of the corridor adjacent to
the right of way. The
eastern side of the road
generally has adequate
space for pedestrian and
cycling infrastructure, as
seen in the adjacent image.
It provides an opportunity
to view sites from a
distance, without getting
in the way of the workers,

and provides an easing and
exciting viewing
experience for the trains
the frequently travel down
the tracks on the eastern
side. Landscaping through
small trees and shrubs
combined with litter and
debris removal will greatly
enhance the appeal of the
site and increase feelings
of safety for pedestrians.
To the right are two images
of industrial trails in use
elsewhere in the United
States. The top image
shows a signage and rest
area for the Buffalo, New
York industrial heritage
trail, showing seating,
signage and protection
from traffic, which is still
active.

Image courtesy Alto Aluminum and NYDOT

The lower image shows a
basic mixed-use trail the
fronts industrial parcels in
Kokomo Indiana’s
industrial heritage trail.
This type of low-intensity
trail provides a protected
and easily-navigable path
through the site and allows
visitors to travel forward
and back or start from
either direction.
Image courtesy Kokomo, Indiana Visitor’s Bureau

bjectives

Objectives & Policies
Develop unique signage that tells the story of the
street’s industries and their connection to the
railroad
Create interactive Otocast app with audio stories
and extra photos about different sites
Gather stories from residents and families that
lived or live in the vicinity
Work with employers to identify opportunities
for collaboration (in site planning, interviews,
programming, etc)
Identify ideal parking pull-off spots and space
for possible walkers and bikers
Design way-finding platform that guides users
safely down the trail and shows what to expect
Develop programming for local schoolchildren
that speaks about the role of industry in
Montgomery’s history, and the impact of slavery
on that role

Create task force with local designers, historical commission
(Alabama and Montgomery), Chamber of Commerce and citizen
members to design signage.
Signage must be visual-forward, not text heavy, and the
physical shape of the signage should be custom to the trail.
Work with EJI and other civil rights groups to develop the text
that contextualizes and reckons the history of the industrial
sites with the legacy of slavery and civil rights. Organize as
small task force, with input from area industries that still
operate
Work with Otocast company to create narrative audio-visual
tour to accompany the trail. Work with previous signage board
for approval.
Survey employers and work with planning dept to identify
areas where visitors in cars could briefly pull off to read
signage.
Plan physical ROW improvements for bikers and walkers along
Court Street, integrating into larger network
Identify major safety issues and alleviate them through modest
fencing and other transparent barriers (particularly around rail
tracks and Sabel Steel yard)
Integrate wayfinding system into signage that points out the
next site and the larger context of the trail
Work with local school board and Landmark foundation to
integrate trail with goals of extracurricular excursions in the
public schools (field trip programming)

Resources Funding
Existing resources for interpretation in
the area are scarce. There is a substantial
collection of historic photographs and
exhibition space stored at Union Station
which may be tied in to the project.
Additionally, the Montgomery County
Historical Society has a large collection
of artifacts, images, signs and other
physical items that can be used for
enhancing the trail through
landscaping, signage and exhibition.
The Landmarks Foundation, which
operates Old Alabama Town, may be an
invaluable resource for leveraging
resources and experience with
interpretive planning for this area.
Integrating the Railroad Passport Trail
with an overall experience that includes
the Old Alabama Town could be of
mutual benefit to the city, the
stakeholders of the trail, as well as
Landmarks.
A clear and consistent engagement
process that includes stakeholders in
historic preservation, city leaders,
nearby businesses, everyday citizens and
economic development groups will be
essential to securing stakeholder
interest and continued resources for the
project. Task forces and public
engagement processes as detailed in the
policies section will help realize these
goals.

There are a number of possible funding
resources to help with implementation
of the project.
Grants may be pursued through the
Alabama Department of Economic and
Community Affairs Recreational Trails
Program and/or the Land and Water
Conservation Fund program. Both of
these programs assistant with projects
that involve trails and outdoor
recreation.
Grants may also be sought from the
Alabama Historical Commission, which
distributes funds appropriated by the
Legislature to public or non-profit
entities that operate historic sites. This
could be leveraged to rehabilitate a
specific site, such as the water works or
Union Station building.
Funds may also be sought through
Community Foundation Culture and
Community Enhancement grants.
Additional funding may come from
public-private partnerships with nearby
businesses, partnerships with
nonprofits like Landmarks Foundation,
appropriations from Council and/or
funds from TIF increments. The lower
portion of the trail is in a TIF district.

Appendix
Maps

Many of the original sites, including Union Station, Water
Works and Western Rail can be seen on historic maps dating to
the late 1800s.
Courtesy Alabama Department of Archives and History

Top: Sidewalk network is expanded north from downtown.
Bottom: Opportunity to add tree corridor to city lacking canopy

The majority of the trail is surrounded by M-3 (General Industry), a
unique opportunity to leverage industrial space for wider benefit.
The area is also in a TIF-zone, as shown by the crosshatching.

Survey Forms
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