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1888 Gulf, Colorado, & Santa Fe Railway Roundhouse
(41TH311)

by Larry Riemenschneider

ABSTRACT: The information from many 19th-century sites in cities and
towns has been lost, buried beneath 20th-century structures. The 1888
roundhouse located in San Angelo (Tom Green County), Texas, is an ex-
ample of a historic structure that was buried and its exact location lost.
This article reports the findings of emergency archeological investiga-
tions at the location of the 1888 roundhouse of the Gulf, Colorado, &
Santa Fe railway in San Angelo.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In the late 19th century, the Gulf, Colorado, & Santa Fe railway,
based out of Galveston, Texas, was looking for a way to expand its rail-
ways westward, eventually to Colorado. The rail company was seeking
a source of revenue, and the vast livestock and agricultural holdings in
the San Angelo area prompted the expansion of the lines toward that
city. The railway reached San Angelo on October 1, 1888.

In the early days of steam railroading, servicing the locomotives re-
quired special facilities. The procedure for servicing a steam locomotive
began when the locomotive entered the yards and was routed to a track
that was located next to an ash pit. The locomotive stopped at the ash
pit and the fire, ash, and clinkers (residue from burned coal) were
cleaned and washed out of the fire box. The locomotive was then re-
filled with water and its coal supply was replenished. After this proce-
dure was completed, the locomotive was rolled onto an armstrong
turntable, which was capable of turning 360 degrees. The locomotive was
balanced on the turntable over the center bearing, and when the locomo-
tive was perfectly balanced, two to four men could push on beams extend-
ing outward from the turntable itself and rotate the locomotive; thus the
name armstrong turntable originated (Figure 1). The locomotive was po-
sitioned in front of the stall of the roundhouse and rolled into the round-
house nose first. This enabled the mechanics to service and repair the lo-
comotive. After being serviced, the locomotive was rolled back on the
turntable and positioned nose out to exit the yard (Charles Anderson,
personal communication, 1991).

The extension of the railroad to San Angelo, and the consequent need
to service locomotives there, prompted the construction of a roundhouse.
In 1888 a turntable and a wooden structure that housed three service
stalls were built at the corner of Fourth and Sherwood streets on the
banks of the Concho River (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Replica showing a steam locomotive on an armstrong turntable. The
turntable was manually operated by two to four men, thus the name armstrong.
Replica by Charles Anderson.

Figure 2. Replica of the 1880s railroad yard showing a steam locomotive on
the armstrong turntable and the wooden structure housing three service stalls.
Replica by Charles Anderson.






