Steam Locomotives in Cuba 

Part 2: Central Cuba


This information sheet draws on two sources. In normal text are my own comments on the footage on the DVD. In italics you will find extracts from Rob Dickinson’s summary of the 1999 season (available along with other historic Cuba reports at http://www.internationalsteam.co.uk/trains/cubazafra.htm). Rob has also produced a CD-ROM of Cuban steam locos called Zafra (details at http://www.internationalsteam.co.uk/cd/zafra.htm). For additional details on the locos seen on the DVD, you are recommended to obtain a copy of G.A.P. Leach, 1997, Industrial steam locomotives of Cuba (Second edition), Industrial Railway Society, London.

On the DVD, the year is given where know. Digital video stores the date and other data so all 1999 footage is identified. 1996-1998 footage is converted from analog and in some cases it is not clear which year the footage is from. Where possible below, I will offer a guestimate. Where 1999 footage is followed by earlier footage, there is a ‘push’ transition before the older footage.

403 Mal Tiempo 

Widely reported to be closed for the season with their mercenary crews farmed out to other mills in the area and taking their nasty bad habits with them. 

We see footage from previous years. In addition to the crews, wind and drop outs on the video made editing a challenge. Visitors to this and other mills in the area usually stayed at Los Caneyes near Santa Clara where the received wisdom was to have a good breakfast and then go out to the mills as there were no early morning trains. Ted Talbot and I skipped breakfast and found that Mal Tiempo had photogenic early morning trains of empties going to the fields. Having got a few of these ‘in the bag’ we could then go back to the hotel for a decent lunch (avoiding the overhead sun) and go back for the loaded trains in the late afternoon light. The mill had one long (20 km?) line from the mill to a mechanised loading point which served a wide area and engines normally towed a second water tender.

404 Ciudad Caracas 

One visitor reported the mill not working but 1538 and 1725 were in steam here on 16th March, the latter being seen to work a transfer train to Marta Abreu! (However, another report suggests that this was the result of a mill breakdown and the mill was later seen working) Another visitor found it at a LP 3km north of the Autopista so there was some very interesting workings here! 1724 also active. 

In 1999, we see 1538 shunting and then working to a nearby loading point. In a later sequence, entitled Intermill Working we see 1725 working a loaded train to Marta Abreu (probably the transfer talked about above as there was a large group there to observe and report this).

405 Luis Arcos Bergnes

The mill is working. 1539, 1622 and 1755 in steam. 

In 1999, we see 1622 taking a load of empties to the LP prior to returning with the fulls. We also see it returning light engine. In a previous year, we see 1539 propelling the fulls (the common method of operating prior to 1999) and then being serviced in perfect glint lighting.

412 Juan Pedro Carbó Serviá 

Mill working, 1727 in steam and 1728 spare and used recently. 

1999 saw my one and only visit to this mill. 1727 was shunting an LP very close to the mill along with a MINAZ diesel. The practice of moving the loading points very close to the mills was becoming common then and was an attempt at efficiency only made possible by increased road haulage. This had a dramatic effect on the number of steam locos required, far greater than the additional diesels.

413 Espartaco 

Working this year and both fireless locos (1130/1131) reported active as well as all the 2-8-0s 1326, 1327, 1328 and 1329. 

We catch up with the fireless and two diesels on the patio as well as 1329 which came to fuel/take water. We see O&K fireless first (cylinders at the cab end) and then the Baldwin fireless. Of the two diesels, loco 4136 appears to be a steam to diesel conversion from a 2-4-0T. We also see the two fireless in use prior to 1999. The majority of lineside footage is also prior to 1999. Following 1999 footage of a loaded train returning to the mill, we pace 1326? for several minutes and then see it storm past. Of interest, is the spherical water feed pump behind the cylinder which is a primitive method of getting water into the boiler long superceded by live steam injectors.

Intermill Working and 433 Marta Abreu 

Fireless 1239 reported active again. 

On the FCC we see diesel 71044 towing 52694 dead in a mixed train, a pair of Minaz diesels with a train of refined sugar and then 1725 is assisted from the Cuidad Caracas mill branch onto the mainline and into Cruces station by a Minaz diesel. 1725 then took the train on alone to Marta Abreu and reversed up the avenue of royal palms to the mill. We also get a brief glimpse of the Fat Fireless 1239.

440 Ifrain Alfonso 

Working normally. 1635, 1637, 1850, 1910 in steam. 1550 seen visiting from Carlos Caraballo. 

Ifrain, along with Mal Tiempo, had the worst reputation for money-grabbing, obstructive crews. They weren’t always as bad but by 1999, it was worth ignoring and seeking out mills without this problem. So the footage here is from pre-1999 and shows the two big engines 1850 and then 1910 on line work. We also see 1635 (their only 2-6-2) on an intermill working.

Lionel Layout

While waiting at Cruces for the above working, we were invited by an old man to see his Lionel layout in a garage. All of the equipment was bought prior to 1958 and (like the old American cars in Cuba) was a real time warp. Also amazing was how this huge layout had survived in working order under 30 years of communism. In the final seconds, the train hauled by the steam loco derails. 

441 Diez de Octubre 

The mill was working with 1661 in use. Unfortunately it had been painted in Minaz diesel orange..... 

I quite liked the colour scheme but the crew (while not as bad as Mal Tiempo or Ifrain Alfonso) insisted on stopping and starting and wouldn’t get on with their job of shunting energetically and naturally. This was the best I could do in the circumstances.

443 Pepito Tey 

Working normally although at least one report stated that some of the Mal Tiempo crews were here and had imported their bad habits with them. 1220, 1236, 1337, 1357, 1358 in steam (Good to see 1220 ex-Mal Tiempo at work....) 

Mal Tiempo crews had indeed tainted this place. One sequence was spoiled completely by the crew performing for German still photographers who want the train to stop and start on the quarry line (and has been omitted) and the sequence on the south west line was not improved by the crew stopping to ask for presents. However, we have almost 20 minutes of footage here from 1999 and previous years of these delightful Baldwin 2-8-0 performing on this steeply graded system. The highlight of this DVD, in my opinion.

435 Hermanos Ameijeiras (out of sequence – special charter for Dorridge Travel)

Believed to be working normally although most visitors found even the pilot diesel. 1667 thought to be in occasional patio use. 

David Ibbotson kindly agreed to let me join the Dorridge bus for a special charter at this mill. This was the end of the 1998? trip and my analog camera was objecting to weeks of fine dust. 1373 took out our charter but there were no watering facilities which led to a shortened trip. I ignored the diesels which did 100% of the normal work (apart from 1667?) and now wish I hadn’t as they were all Hunslet products from an era when UK narrows gauge diesel exports were rare. If you look closely during the departure sequence, preserved loco 1 (1156 Baldwin 8956 of 1887) is derailed.

418 Obdulio Morales, 428 Marcelo Salado and 448 Simon Bolivar

These 3 mills are east of the mills covered on this DVD and appear on DVD 3 Eastern Cuba.
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