
lar1land Historical Trust 
State Historic Sites lnventorJ Form 

1. Name (indicate pref erred name} 

hl1torlc 'lbe N'.xd lDt 

and/or common Gaithersburg Wye 

2. Location 
Saith side of 8'-0 Railroad Tracks, 

llagi Mo. 

llOE ._,. 

atreet I number be~ South Sumd t Avenue ard Fl:ederidt Avenue _ not tor publlcatlon 

city, town Gai thersbw:9 _ vicinity of congrestlonal district 9 

•t•t• Maryland county p.t:mtpre.ry 

3. Classification 
Ownership St•lus Present Ute ca1e1wr 

_dJ1trlct 
- bulldlng(•) 
_1tructure 

_public _occupied _ agrlcuhure _museum 
~private 2L unoccupied _ commercial _park 
_ both _work In progrest _ educational _ private residence 

•It• 
_object 

Public Actaulslllon Acceaaibl• _entertainment _ rellglov1 
_In proce11 _ yes: rHtrlcted _ government _ sclenlttlc 
_ bejng con1tdered _ yes: unrestricted _ Industrial _ transportauon 
_not applicable _no _ mltltary _ ott_ler: 

4. Owner of Property . <gtye names •':ld ~111ng addresses ot au owners> • 

name Olessie System Railroads, Richard C. Si.blej, ~ Estate Develqirent lkpart.r.ent 

street .. number 10(1 n. Charles St. telephone no. : (~01) 23?-·3972 

city, town Fal ti.rrJ:lre state and zip code '1al;!land 21201 

5. Location of Legal Description 

courthou••· registry of deeds, etc. ttxltgcnecy camty ~rds liber Em>31 

street I number SO CQi..rtho.lse Sqnare folio 435 

clty, town R:x:kville •tat• Ma!ylard 

6. Representation in Existing Historical Surveys 

"' N/A 

dete _ federal _ etate _county _ local 

depository for 1urvey records 

cfty,town atate 



-----------------------------""'·'- .,·-·"""' __ _ 
7. Description 

• Condition 
-••cellent 
_good' 

-••Ir 

_ deterlor•ted 
_ruins 
_unexposed . 

Check on• 
_unaltered 
-•11ered 

Check one 
.x_ orlglMI Ille 
_ moved d•le of move 

Survey No. If; J/-/6( 

Prepare both a summary paragraph and a general description of the reaource and its 
various elements as it exists today. 

DF.SCRIPI'IOO 

'!be Gaithersl:urg Wye is situated on 2.25 acres adjacent to the Metropolitan Branch of ~"le old 
Baltinore & Chio Railroad (nc:M Olessie System) tracks between SOuth Surmlit and Frederick 
Avenues in the City of Ga.ithersrurg, MarylaOO. 

In order to serve as a teDni.na.ting point for trains out of washington, it was necessacy that a 
means be provided for "turning" (reversing the direction) of the steam looc:rcotives at Gaithers
rurg. '!his could be accrnplished nost econanically by nEal1S of a ''wye, " an, arra.IlCJEller* of 
trackage which, "'1erl viewed fran above, looks like the letter "Y" attached perpendicularly to 
the mainline track (or to a siding parallel to the main track). 'lhe two "legs" of the "wye" 
are actually back-to-back concave arcs. '!he degree of curvature of these arcs nust be low 
enough t6 accamodate the wheelbase of the longest locxm>Live to be turned oo the wye. 

At the apex of the "triangle" of tracks thus fonn2!d, i.e., ~ere the two "legs" of the 
"wye" ccne together, a "tail track" (the base of the letter "Y") is provided which is long 
enough to accamodate the longest loccm:>Live to be "turned." 

In operation, the lOCXEOtive enters ooe leg of the wye fran the mrinline and proceeds to the 
end of the tail track. '!he track switch at the tail-track end of the wye is then aligned 
for the other leg of the wye. '!he locatDtive then reverses its direction and procoeeds frat'--./ 
the tail track back to the mainline over this second leg of the wye. Upon its arrival 
back on the mainl:ine track it is facing in the q;:iposite directioo fran its direction upon 
entering the wye ! 

'1he wye, as originally coo.sttucted, oonnected directly to the eastbound :ma.in1ine track. In 
later years a sidiDJ parallel to the mrinline was oonstructed oo the south side of the 
eastbound track, am the wye was connected to this siding. '!be east end of this siding is 
connected to the eastbound mainline track ~st of the Surmlit Street grade crossing. '!his 
configuration is still in existence today. 'lbe ~st end of this siding now constitutes 
another "tail track• since it ends a short distance ~st of the wye switch. ('llle ~ end 
of the siding may at ooe tine have been connected to the eastbound mrinline track in the 
vicinity of the present Frederick Avenue ovei:pass.) 

As it exists today, the ~st leg of the wye has nmnerous small trees and bushes growing up 
through it. '!be east leg of the wye and the tail track are in rather poor conditioo. '!he 
siding is still in use. All three switches are still in place. 'llle east leg of the wye is 
still needed for the railroad to serve a camercial siding -wilich connects only to the wye, 
by means of a fourth switch. 



·8. Significance Survey No. ;4; 'J._/-/6 6 

.... ,1ot1 Ar••• of SlgnHlc•nc--.Chec• and Ju•llfr Mlow 
_ prehistoric 

_.... - t•00-1499 
_1500-1599 
_ 1&0o-1699 
_1700-1719 
L 1100-1199 _,900-

_ •rcheology-prehl1torlc 
_ •rcheology·hlstorlc 
_ •grlculture 

_community plannlng · _ 18nd1C9pe architecture_ rellglon 
_conservation _ 18w 
_economics _ literature 

_ •rchltecture 

-•" 
_ educetlon .. · , .-mllltery 
_engineering · ;__ music · 

_commerce - exploratlon/aettlement _ philosophy 
_communications _ Industry _ polltlcs!government 

_Invention 

Specific d•I•• Bullder/Archltecl 

check: Applicable Criteria: _A· _B C D 
and/or 

Applicable Exception: A _B. _c _D E F G 

Level of Significance: national _state ~local 

-•clence 
-•culpture 
.~aocl•ll .. 

humanlgrlan 
_theater 

· -X- transpo~atlon 
- other (specify) 

Prepare both a summary paragraph of significance and a qeneral statement of 'history and 
support. 

Sian:FICANCE 

'lbe Gaithersburg Wye dates back to 1888, a time when Gaithersburg was experiencing a period 
of substantial growth and mdenrization inspired by the q>ening of the Metrq?olitan Branch 
of the B&O Railroad. 'lbe "wye" was of major inportance to the town because before the wye 
was constructed, Gaithersburg could atl.y be served by through trains. Qlce the wye was 
available, trains ooold originate and tenninate at Gaithersburg and the town becane part of 
the washingtan-based camuter circle. Census records reflect rapid growth in the area during 
/-i.s tineframe. 'lbe wye was built during a period of substantial inprovment including the 
--Able tracking of the line, the introduction of block signals and major technological 
advances in rail q>eratian. In nany ways, the wye is better evidence of the ant>itians and 
success of the new system and the benefits derived fran it by the land it served than the 
~ stations that stand along the way. 

lllSTORY AND SUPPORT 

'!he Metrq?olitan Railroad was envisioned before 1850 to link washington, D.C. with the B&O 
west. Plans faltered on roote disputes and then were interrupted by the Civil war. '!be 
ConfederateassaUitan Maryland and close approach to washington dramatized the wlnerable 
plSition of a naticnal goverment dependent an a single rail access for supplies, mail, and 
t.rocps. After the war, the o.c. City Colmcil, the U.S. Ccngress and Maryland General AsSElli:>ly 
supported the new direct line west. t«:>rk was cxmnenced in 1867 and ccrrpleted in 1873. 

'lbe Metrcpolitan Branch of the Baltinore and Chio Railroad was carpleted in Gaithersburg and 
q:>ened for service an May 25, 1873. l£cal travel and agricultural shiprents burgeoned all 
along the line. In 1874, the Gaithersburg statioo handled 800 tans of fertilizer. By 1884, 
100, 000 rushels of grain were shi:wed. '!he local econanic and camunity grCMt:h created by 
the line resulted in vastly increased detand for local agricultural and passenger camuter 
services. 'lbese services, plus the already scheduled services to the west soon exceeded 
the capabilities of the single tracked line. 

Double tracking frcm wash:ington to Gaithersburg cxmnenced in 1886 and was carpleted in 1893. 
Ql July 5, 1888, land was ?JrChased fran the F\tlks-DeSellum family and the turning wye was 
panstructed, whereupon Gaithersburg became the temdnus for local service to and fran 

hington. '!be wye made it possible to "turn" the loccm>tives and cars at Gaithersburg, 
thus further enhancing lx>th freight and passenger service capabilities of the line. In 1891, 

(See Attachnent 8 .1) 



(Attachnent 8 .1) 

Jciln T. DeSellm stated that, •1it:>re wheat is now annually delivered here than was fonnerly 
grown in the whole COlmty." By 1894, eight of the 18 passenger nms CD the B&O .Met.rqX>litan 
Branch were locals between washington and Gaithersburg. · 

Gaithersrurg had been chosen as the tenninus for ~ service for several reascns, the m:>st 
inportant of Vdch were as follows: 

First, a direct line west intersecting the Metrqx>litan at Gaithersburg (the 
Gaithersburg-laurel, or Gaithersburg-Hanover line), had been planned since 
the 1850s rut was dr:q;p:!d in the ecananic recessicn of the 1870s. later, in 
1881, a "Baltinore, Cincinnati and WesteJ:n• railroad thiough laurel to 
Gaithersburg was proposed. Neither cmre to fruitioo., tut the possibility of 
such a fumre line may have influenced the selectioo. of Gaithersburg as outer 
l.llnits of local service. 

secaid, Gaithersburg was the hub of a nebiork of market roads extending into 
the adjacent fa.nn area. '1h.e large brick staticn and freight shed were b.tllt 
in 1884, evidence of its inportance. Many stations ranained within small frane 
sheds or platfonns for passengers. Iocal develcprent was greatly enhanced by 
the c:anst.ructicn of the wye. '!be B&O sustallled transportatioo. access during the 
cnx:ial period before autan:>biles became reliable means of travel and hauling. 

'lhinl, the MetZ'q)Olitan Branch stirculated •Sl.Jbw:banizaticn" and nU11Erous sunmer 
resorts in the area between Washington and Gaithersburg, thus creating great 
delend for local passenger service. '~ 

With the advent of the turning wye, passenger looaiotives, and indeed ccrrplete (short) pas
senger trains could be "tumed" at Gaithersblrg. qx>zi arrival of a passenger "lcx:al" fran 
washington, the train wou1d stq> to mtload CD the ~ track (or siding) at the pas
senger statim. '!he train's lexx11otive 'WQl].d DDSt likely be uncrupled fnm the train, nove 
to the eastboond track and then to the wye to be •turnea" and "serviced" for its ret:uni 
trip to Washington. If the cars of the train 1llere to return to Washington withoot being 
tumed, they might be left in front of the statial for the Washington-boond passengers to 
board while the lCXXILIOtive was being tumed and serviced. 

en the other hand, if the train fran Washington was short enough to fit en the tail track of 
the wye, the locmotive might remain with the train while it mtloaded in front of the statioo., 
and then the whole train wtJUld mve to the wye to be "tumed." 'lhe train would then, at the 
prq>er time, JlDVe to the ea.st:bound mainline in fralt of the staticn to load passengers for 
the run to washingtal. 

'!'he "local" passenger runs were undoubtedly pr.inarily "inbound" in the m:>rning and "outbound" 
in the eveniDJ, a pattern which exists to this day, even though Gaithersburg is no longer 
the "tetminal" for this cpera:ticn. 

In 1916, the lcx::al tennina1 was extended to Washington ~uncticn (Point of Ia:ks), and later 
to Brunswick. 'B1e wye' s inportance then transferzed to eastbound freight .operations. 

(See Attaclment 8.2) 



(Attacment 8. 2) 

Gaithersblrg is located at the crest of a series of rather long and steep grades (by railroad 
standards) fran the west. As the tamage of eastbound trains increased, the railroad began 
using helper localDtives oo the rear of these trains to provide a "push" up these grades. 
'lhese "pusher" (helper) locarotives would uncoople fran the rear of the eastbound trains at 
Gaithersb.Jrg, their mission having been acxxrrplished. '!he helper locatDtives then needed to 
return westward to their base in Brunswick, Maryland. 'lhus the Gaithersburg wye was ideally 
located for its seccnd major mission-to tum "helper" steam locarotives originating west 
of Gaithersburg. --. 

A heavy, eastbound coal drag being assisted up the Barnesville and Gaithersburg "hills" by a 
"pusher" 10CXJ1otive wou1d gradually increase in speed as it crested the hill at Gaithersburg. 
As the caboose of the coal drag neared Stmni.t Avenue in Gaithersburg, the rear-end brakem:m 
'WOUl.d uncouple the p.lSher engine fran the caboose "on the fly," and the :plSher locarotive 
would slow to a stq> just east of the Gaithersb.Jrg station. '1he pusher crew would then nove 
their locarotive westward onto the south siding and proceed to the Gaithersburg Wye. 'll1ere 
they would turn the engine; either by backing to the tail track via the east leg of the Wye 
and returning to the south siding via the west leg, or, by heading into the tail track via 
the west leg and backing out the east leg. ~ carpleting the "turn" they 'WOUld return to 
the Gaithersburg Station. '1he crew 'WOUl.d then oontact the division dispatcher and request 
orders for a crossover and return nove to Brunswick. With the pr~ orders issued, the crew 
would rem:::we the padlocks fran the crossover switches just west of Sumnit Avenue, wait the 
required tine for the switches to tmlock, thrOlrl the switches, cross over· to the westbound 

,,..tt"ack, realign and lock the crossover switches, and proceed back to Brunswick to await their 
xt assignment. 

1he Wye was used heavily during the latter part of the steam era for turning eastbound helpers. 
As the years passed and steam locxnotives gave way to diesel electric 1CXX1totives w.hich woo.ld 
operate equally well in either directian, the Gaithersburg Wye was no longer needed to tum 
localDtives. 'lhe east leg of the Wye and the tail track oontinued to serve as an tmloading 
track for a local 11.JliJer yard, but the west leg of the Wye was no longer used. Today, the 
11.JliJer yard has DDVed to make way for a new highway interchange, but the east leg and tail 
track are still needed to serve the Southern States CCq>erative ccmrercial siding, which is 
cxmnected only to the east leg of the wye. 

Gaithersburg is no longer the "end of the line" for the railroad, but interestingly, has 
asS\:l'led a similar position in the eyes of the washi.ngt:cn Metrqx:>litan Area Transit Authority's 
Metrorail system. Today Gaithersburg is a transportaticn market and enplcyment hub with a 
network of feeder roads being constructed to serve the area nuch as originally intended in 
18,50, blt with SCJDEW'lat different technology. 

In recognitioo of the Wye's significant contri.buticn to the camurity's heritage and progress, 
the City now seeks to preserve this site as a historical remant of the pranise 130 years ;q:> 
of a DDdern transportaticn system destined to serve the burgeoning popul.aticn of Gaithersrurg 
and Maltgal:ery Cblnty. 



. . 
9. Major Bibliographical References Survey No.11;a/-/{; G 

·Montgomery County Land, Records. Herbert Harwood, The Impossible Challenge. Gaithersbur'1 
The Heart of Montgomery County, "Gaithersburg and the Railroad", "Government". 
Correspondence with Wm. Hutchinson, Herbert Hardwood and Gerald Hott 

------------------------------~------------------~-------------------------------------1 o. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property _ _...2 ........... 2.,,,.s._,a...,c..._r._..e=s"----

Quadrangle name------- Quadrangle scale-------
UTM References do NOT complete UTM references 

ALU I I I I I I I I I 0 W I I 1 I I I I I . I 
Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting Northing 

cLLJ! ...... .L-L~ ......... ~' ...... ! _.__.__.__~-- oLJ.JI ~ !.___.__ ........... ~! ~I .._.___..__..____ 
E LLJ I I II ...... _.__...__.__.......,...._ F LL.I I I .._I ....__............._ ___ 
G Li_J I I II ...... .......__.__.__.-....,....,_ HLLJ I I 
Verbal boundary description and justification 

Located at the southern side of the old B&O Rialroad tracks between South Stunmit Avenue, 
South Frederick Avenue, and bounded by Cedar Avenue. 

List all states and counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries 

state code county code 

state code county code 

11. Form Prepared By 

name/title Judy Christensen. Architectural Description Gerald Hott, Co-author 

Historic Preservation Potomac Chapter, National Railway 
organization City of Gaithersburg Advisory Committee date June 1986 Historic Saclet.}L. 

street & number 31 South Sununit Avenue telephone 948-3220 

city or town Gaithersburg ~~eMaryland 20877 

The Maryland Historic Sites Inventory was officially created by 
an Act of the Maryland Legislature. to be found in. the Annotated 
Code of Maryland, Article 41, Section i81 KA, 1974 supplement. 

The survey and inventory are being prepared for information and 
record purposes only and do not constitute any infringement of 
individual property rights. 

return to: Maryland Historical Trust 
Shaw House 
21 State Circle 
Annapolis, Maryland 21401 
(301) 269-2438 

PS-2746 



1 WASllJNnTON FINAi.LY nETS WEST: 
Tll~: METHOl'OLITAN HHANl'H H.a1-1£( 
the sloirnn ''All Trnins via Wnshington .. With Stopover Privill•gt> '. 
woven around the Cnpitol dome to mnke the point. B&O'-. new Philnclel · 
phin line and its New York connection wns certainl .v not the most din•ct 
rciule hetwE>en thoseciliC>s nnd th<' miclwPst. hut th<' W:ishinj!tnn stnpnv..r 
wus 11n nttrndiv1• and lwrd.v sl'lling point. Th<> slognn livf'cl on through 
the late l ~J:IO's: the t'npitol dome survived it hy becoming the symbol for 
the roilrond itself'. 

And hy the lnte 1-~Htrs the Metropolitnn had nlsostnrted tostimulote 
11 new kind of cmnmPrc-ial clev<'lopmenl: suhurlwni7.ntion. The wooded 
hills outside WashinJ!lon may hnve heen nn nperntinJ! nuisance to H&O. 
but thev were R plensnnt refuge from the low. steamy nnd still·malnrinl 
dly B<'fore the t>lectric streetcnr and paved roods - nnd even after thPm 
- the Metropolitnn route provided the fastest trnnsportntion comhined 
with some of the most attractive country. Property nlon~ the line from 
Washington to Hl)(·kville hecnme a hot tnrget for developers nnd real 
estnle speculntors. Gnrrett P<Hk. for exnmple. wns lnid out in IRR? as n 
Wnshington version of New York's exclusive Tuxeclo Park nnd Philnclt>I · 
1>hia's Bryn Mnwr. Ill was named for B&O president Rohert Gnrrett.l At 
nbout the some time Knowles station was given the more fashionable 
norne of Kensington nnd lorge frame houses appeared on the hillsides 
south of the trnck Hockville nod Forest Glen WE'rP promoted both as 
!'1thurhs and summer rPsorts. Washington Grove. between Rockville and 
Gnithershurg. already hnd heen developed ns n summer colony nnd camp 
meeting site by Washington Methodists nnd B&U excursion trains regu
larly carried out crowds on summer weekends to hear the oratory. 

A Met branch local has just turned on the wye at Gaithersburg and its 
crew relaxes before the next trip into Washington. In this photo dat· 
1ng to about 1889, the high peaked roof of the passenger station may 
be seen dimly behind the first car: the freight house is behind the 
engine. Both buildings remain today. Credit: Smithsonian 
Institution. 
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Summers House 
309 N. F

1
J.ederick Ave 

M-21- w9 
Beall House 
307 N. Frederick Ave. "\; '' i'I 

M-21-/b 7 
Fraley House 
J303 N. Frederick Ave. 
M-21- 155 
Reed House 
301 N. Frederick Ave. 
M-21-j§'f 

/ 

-,, 

Gaithersb~rg B&O Railroad Station. l 
,5 S. Summit Ave. : 
M-21- /SJ 

{'Bowman Mill 
If 31_7 E: Diamond Ave •. 

__ ,[_ M 21 153 i~ 
r ,. 
' . -_ - I - ~ r~~_;;~ > 

-====.F"=.,;1. __ ,~ r_l~b,~\ __ • . ~ 
The Ascension Episcopal Oiapel ~, _ 
·200 S. Summit Ave. 
M-21-136 
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