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he American Association of Private 
Railroad Car Owners (AAPRCO) 

sponsored a rare-mileage trip April 23-
27, 2022, with major cooperation from 
Amtrak, the U.S. Sugar Corporation, 
South Central Florida Express Railroad 
(SCFE), CSX, and various local entities. 
The private cars traveled together to 
Miami as a special train from Washing-
ton, D.C., a couple of days in advance 
of the AAPRCO special.

The Sugarland Limited departed Mi-
ami on April 23 at 8:00am and ran non-
stop to West Palm Beach. Just south 
of Indiantown it crossed the St. Lucie 
Canal (part of the Intracoastal Water-
way connecting the Atlantic Ocean and 
Gulf of Mexico via Lake Okeechobee). 
It then crossed the SCFE diamond (for-
mer Florida East Coast) at Marcy before 
sailing past Amtrak’s Okeechobee sta-
tion. Arrival in Sebring at 12:05pm was 
followed by a flurry of activity as the 
private cars were shoved onto the SCFE 
line by Amtrak engines 40 and 130, 
which then cut off to deadhead back 
to Miami. Former Florida East Coast 
4-6-2 steam locomotive 148 and a bag-
gage/concession car were then coupled 
to what had been the rear of the train, 
and at 1:49pm the Sugarland Limited 
whistled off for the day’s 74-mile trek 
to Clewiston.

The former Atlantic Coast Line route 
south of Sebring passes through or-
ange groves, rolling sand hills, and 
thick pine woods. About 40 minutes 
into the journey over SCFE rails, the 
Sugarland Limited crossed U.S. High-
way 27 via an overpass. A couple dozen 
onlookers were lined up under a stand 
of trees off the highway, attempting to 
get perfect shots of one of the first pas-
senger trains to traverse this rail line 
since the early 1950s. The December 
1951 Official Guide of the Railways 
revealed that an unnamed ACL pas-
senger train operated between Haines 
City and Clewiston via a route that was 
largely made redundant north of Se-
bring by the Seaboard/Atlantic Coast 
Line merger in 1967.

The AAPRCO special pulled to a stop 
at 2:38pm beside the Lake Placid de-
pot, which now serves as a visitor cen-
ter and museum. Passengers alighted 
from the train and made their way to 
a party tent set up beside the depot for 
a delicious barbeque lunch. Members 
of the Lake Placid High School march-
ing band performed music while guests 
from the various private cars mingled. 
The Lake Placid Historical Society and 
AAPRCO coordinated this lunch stop to 
welcome the historic train’s passengers 
to the area.

The special departed at 4:37pm and 
soon passed a loaded sugar-cane train. 
During ACL days, a line to Everglades 
City branched off at Palmdale, but to-
day the rails simply curve southeast-
ward toward Moore Haven where they 
cross a swing bridge over the Caloosa-
hatchee River/Intracoastal Waterway. 
Sugar-cane fields soon were visible on 
both sides of the train all the way until 
arrival in Clewiston at 7:30pm.

The following day, the train departed 
the SCFE yard in Clewiston shortly be-
fore 9:00am and headed eastward over 
the former ACL rails to Lake Harbor. A 
photo run-by was held beside the Mi-
ami Canal. The oil-burning steam loco-
motive put on a good show as it pulled 
its nine-car consist around a curve and 
charged over the bridge. 

At Belle Glade the line turns north-
ward, tracing the eastern shore of Lake 
Okeechobee with its levee visible about 
200 feet away. North of Pahokee, the 
Sugarland Limited again crossed the St. 
Lucie Canal lift bridge at Port Mayaca 
and stopped for the day’s second photo 
run-by. It then continued eastward for 
another 30 minutes and stopped just 
short of the CSX diamond at Marcy so 
the engine could be turned and run 
around to the opposite end of the train 
for the return to Clewiston.
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The extent of the sugar-cane fields 
was evident, with their 187,000 acres 
stretching in all directions throughout 
the bulk of the trip. It was interest-
ing to note the varying heights of the 
sugar cane, which reflected the rotated 
planting and harvesting seasons. In the 
distance, dark smoke emanated from 
burning fields, enriching the soil for the 
next growing season. Throughout this 
day and the next, numerous branch 
lines were active with freight trains 
transporting harvested sugar cane to 
nearby sugar mills. The day’s 105-mile 
round trip concluded shortly after 
4:00pm back in Clewiston. While some 
passengers spent the night aboard the 
train, others stayed at area hotels.

April 25 began with the Sugarland 
Limited heading eastward then bearing 
south on the Cane Branch. In the mid-
dle of the cane fields, the line crosses a 
diamond with an east-west branch line 
running deep into the fields. About an 
hour into the day’s journey, the train 
stopped near the Miami Canal for a 
photo run-by. After the passengers de-
trained, engine 148 backed the train 
out of sight before charging ahead with 
billowing black smoke, clanging bell, 
and melodious whistle, then made an 
encore run-by at the same location.

A few miles south of the Miami Ca-
nal, the Sugarland Limited stopped 
near the Okeelanta Sugar Mill and the 
engine and tender were turned for the 
return trip to Clewiston. The special 
arrived back in Clewiston right before 

1:00pm, ending the day’s 43-mile ultra-
rare-mileage trip over the Cane Branch, 
which reportedly had never hosted a 
passenger train. 

The following day, engine 148 and 
the private cars hosted area dignitar-
ies on a round trip to Moore Haven. 
The cars traveled back to Sebring on 
April 27, and continued south to Miami 
behind Amtrak power. Private cars re-
turned northward by the Silver Star on 
subsequent days.

U.S. Sugar is a major catalyst for the 
economy in this part of Florida, and the 
corporation hopes the occasional pub-
lic excursions operated over SCFE rails 
boost tourism in the region. More in-
formation on these operations can be 
found at https://sugarexpress.com.

The author thanks John Pearson, owner 
of private car NYC 3, and Julie King, Rory 
Newton, and Roger Schmorr of AAPRCO 
for their assistance with this story.

facing page On April 25, 2022, U.S. Sugar’s ex-Florida East Coast 4-6-2 engine 148 leads AAPRCO’s Sugarland Limited 
over the South Central Florida Express Railroad’s Miami Canal bridge between Clewiston and Okeelanta Sugar Mill. 
This was the first passenger train ever to operate over this line. russell t. sharp

above The AAPRCO special approaches Moore Haven, Fla., in the late afternoon on April 23, 2022. kevin burkholder

below On April 24, the Sugarland Limited rolls past cane fields near Lake Harbor, Fla., on SCFE. Smoke in the 
distance is from controlled burns of harvested cane fields. aerial by kevin burkholder
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