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Lecture on the Web

ÂThe PowerPoint slides and the Microsoft Word 
bibliography for this lecture will be posted on 
my website for your convenience

ÂPlease point your browser to:

http://habitant.org

ÂClick on the Tracing Your Ancestor Who 
Worked on the Railroad, Presentation and 
Handout links

http://habitant.org/


American Railroads

Â At its peak in the early 20th century, railroads employed 

2.25 million people

Â It was one of  the largest employers in the country

Â Most commercial and passenger traffic was carried by 

rail

Â Railroads built America and bound the country 

together by ribbons of  iron tracks

Â Your family would indeed be rare if  it had no relatives 

who worked for the railroads



Railroad Workers

ÂJust about every ethnic group would have 

worked for the railroads

Â In my research, I have noticed a heavy 

concentration of  Irish and many French 

Canadians in northern Michigan working for the 

railroads

ÂYour ancestorõs job title will give you an idea of 

what his work life was like



Job Titles

Â Conductor

Â Brakeman

Â Engineer

Â Fireman

Â Hostler

Â Station Agent

Â Yard Master

Â Section Hand

Â Others



Railroad Slang

Â The railroad workers used a slang rich in number and 

colorful

Â Example: Gandy dancer is a track layer

Â Source to help understand the slang are listed on the 

handout



Great Resources

ÂEncyclopedia of  North American Railroads, contains 

informative introductory essays, numerous 

articles, and a detailed glossary

ÂThe Historical Guide to North American Railroads, 

provides short histories of  most railroads and a 

map for each railroad



Tracing Railroaders

Â As usual in other types of  research, it is easy to trace 

the wealthy and powerful involved in railroading

Â For all others, tracing railroad workers depends on the 

records that have survived

Â After 1936 it is easy to trace most railroad workers 

because of  the Railroad Retirement Board

Â Before 1936 it is more problematic, but not impossible

Â In general, you are going to learn more about family 

history than genealogical facts



Filling in the Details

ÂOnce you know the railroad your ancestor 

worked for you can learn more about the 

company

ÂAlthough personnel records might be limited or 

missing, you can still learn a lot about your 

ancestorõs job and workplace through other 

records



Railroad Magnates

Â If  you have an ancestor who was a major player with 

the railroads, then consult the following:

Â Biographic Directory of  the Railway Officials of  America.  New 

York: Simmons-Boardman Publishing Co., irregularly 

published 1885, 1887, [1893], 1896, [1901], 1906, 1913, 1922

Â The 1893 edition is available on http://books.google.com

Â Later editions carried the title Whoõs Who in Railroading in 

America,1930, 1940, 1946, 1949, 1954, 1959, 1964, [1968] and 

Whoõs Who in Railroading and Rail Transit, 1971, 1977, 1983, 

1985 

http://books.google.com/


After 1936

Â The federal Railroad Retirement Acts passed during the 
New Deal (1934, 1935, and 1937) established the 
Railroad Retirement Board

Â Separate block of  Social Security numbers reserved for 
railroad workers, namely, 700-728

Â The Railroad Retirement Board records are for railroad 
workers after 1935 only, nothing for workers who died in 
1935 or earlier

Â Does not include workers on street, interurban, or 
suburban electric railways



Railroad Retirement Board 

Records Location
Â The records that have been inactive for more than seven years 

have been moved to the National Archives branch in Atlanta, 

Georgia

Â The National Archives holds over 54,000 cubic feet of  these 

records

Â The index for these records is available at Ancestry

Â Note that in the Ancestry index full names are not given, so 

include birth and death years when known

Â Do NOT contact the National Archives for Railroad Retirement 

Board records before 1936, they simply do not exist



Ancestry Index Example



Getting the Record

ÂMust supply the National Archives with the 

information found in the Ancestry index

ÂThe National Archives will charge $0.80 per 

page to copy the record



Railroad Retirement Board 

Contact Information

Â Contact:

U.S. Railroad Retirement Board

William O. Lipinski Federal Building

844 North Rush Street

Chicago, IL 60611-1275

Toll Free: (877) 772-5772

Â Living railroad workers or former workers can contact this board for 

their records

Â Or you can contact them for the records of  deceased workers for cases 

less than seven years inactive.



Railroad Retirement Board: 

Records

Â Application for participation in Railroad Retirement

Â Statement(s) of  railroad service

Â Application for employee annuity

Â Description and certification of  eligibility

Â Record of  Service for which no records are available

Â Certificate of  termination of  service

Â Death certificate of  employee

Â Notice of  death and statement of  compensation

Note: An individual file might be missing one or more 
of  these forms



Railroad Retirement Board 

Records Contents
Â Birth information

Â Parentsõ names and where they were born

Â Marriage information, including former and deceased spouses

Â Death certificates and funeral home records

Â Any children and where they lived

Â Addresses

Â Military service information

Â Employment information ðfor the railroad and other 

employers

Â Affidavits to prove relationships



Example Railroad Retirement Board 

Document

ÂMy wifeõs grandfather, William Luther Curtis, 

was an locomotive engineer

ÂHe worked for the Missouri-Kansas-Texas 

Railroad, otherwise known as the òKatyó

ÂHe retired in 1971

ÂHis report provides 22 pages of  detailed 

information regarding his Katy career





Records Destroyed

ÂNote that the Railroad Retirement Board had a 

policy on the books to destroy records 30 years 

after the last payment

ÂSome records were destroyed in the 1960s and 

1970s

ÂNow the policy is to transfer the records to the 

National Archives


