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​​​​​​​​​​​INTRODUCTION
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The Newcastle Flyer crossing the Hawkesbury River Rail Bridge Image: WIKI Commons

My love of trains started at a young age on passenger steam trains from Newcastle, my home city in Australia, to Sydney, during the 1950s. I still recall those old carriages on the Newcastle Flyer with their dark wood-paneled walls and trim. I fondly remember the sounds of the whistles, the giant locomotives, and the powerful gushes of steam that were expelled - not only filling the platform but residues also coming into the carriages filling the air with traces of soot and smoke. They were the signs of the adventures to come. 

I have written this series of books to make the onboard experiences of people traveling on Amtrak's long-distance trains even more enjoyable. Over many years of traveling on Amtrak and other rail services around the world, I found that I was constantly wanting to know more about the places that we were passing through. Why have this place here, what happened here, who comes from here, what's interesting here? This book is designed to provide concise information about places and can be read quickly.  

In 1978, I had my first journey aboard Amtrak when I circled the USA, traveling from San Francisco to Denver, Chicago, New York, Orlando, New Orleans, and across the rugged expanses of Texas and the Southwest to Los Angeles. The people we met onboard were just as memorable as the landscapes. Since then, I have made dozens of trips on Amtrak in all regions of the country.

My fifty-year career in travel and tourism has enabled me to experience the joys of rail travel in Europe, Asia, Australia, and North America. These trips have involved narrow-gauge railways in Switzerland, super-efficient services throughout Europe, and a super-fast blur through South Korea at 200 mph. 

Whatever the speed and the terrain, I love traveling by train and enjoying the world passing by my window. Then there are the unexpected encounters along the way, like meeting interesting people, getting into a zone of relaxation, and seeing beautiful places inaccessible by any other mode of transportation. ​​​​I hope that these pages make your Amtrak experience even more enjoyable and that you uncover many fascinating stories along the way.  

Happy travels!
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1.  ​​​​​​​​​​​ALL ABOARD AMTRAK!
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​​​​​​​​​​​What is Amtrak?

​​​Amtrak is one of the largest transport networks in the USA. It commenced operations in 1971 following an Act of Congress which created the National Railroad Passenger Corporation. Establishing Amtrak, America's only nationwide provider of passenger rail services. The network is almost 100% owned by the federal government enabling it to run a yearly deficit. Amtrak relies on congressional appropriations to help balance the books and continue operations. 

Amtrak services link 500 locations across 46 states and three Canadian provinces. Supporting this network are 20,000 employees who greet approximately 32 million passengers a year. 

Bridging every climatic and geographic region of the country, Amtrak operates 33 routes over 21,300 miles of track. However, most of this track is owned by freight rail companies, and Amtrak only owns about 600 miles of this track, mainly in the Northeast corridor. This lack of control of the tracks causes many Amtrak delays, as the freight services of the track owners are given priority. 

However, Amtrak is the way to go if you want to travel long distances using the most environmentally attractive option. It's 46% more energy efficient than car travel and 34% more energy efficient than domestic air travel.

​​Meet the Viewliners

If you have traveled with Amtrak on long-haul services in the western USA, you will immediately notice that the Viewliners are one-level trains different from the towering two-level Superliner trains. The Viewliner operates mainly on the East Coast, with some traveling as far west as Chicago and South to New Orleans. Their lower profile allows them to clear the tunnels and bridges in some of the Northeast Corridor's cities. 

If you listen to Amtrak staff and rail enthusiasts long enough, you'll discover they have their own language and jargon. One case in point is when referring to the number and type of locomotives and train cars in a train movement. This is called a "train consist." The train consist and length of the Crescent may vary slightly occasionally. However, it is typically comprised of:

Locomotives: The Crescent is powered by a pair of GE P42DC locomotives with an engine output of 4,250 horsepower south of Washington, DC, or one Siemens ACS-64 locomotive north of Washington, DC.

​​​​​​​​​​​Coach Cars: Coach passengers are accommodated in 3-4 Amfleet II Coach cars. There are typically 59 seats in each car, with ample legroom between seats. 

Dining: Each train has an Amfleet II cafe car that can usually seat 46 people on the upper level at tables for four. The galley, i.e., the kitchen, occupies the entire lower level. While a dumbwaiter is used to bring food to the dining level. 

Sightseer Lounge/Cafe: Each train has an Amfleet II lounge car and café.

Sleepers: There are typically two Viewliner sleeping cars with roomettes, bedrooms, a shower room, a bathroom, and a small refreshment area with complimentary coffee, water, and juice. 

Baggage: One Viewliner II Baggage car and a transition sleeper accommodate the baggage and the sleeping and rest quarters for the crew.

Seats, Sleeping, and Sightseeing on Amtrak

The fellow passengers you meet on board may be staying in various accommodations aboard The Crescent. Most likely, they are traveling in three or four of the Coach cars. These cars provide a wide reclining seat, leg rest, folding tray table, and overhead lights. That's more space than you'll get outside of First Class on many international airlines. 

For those who want more privacy and a bed, Sleeping Cars provide privacy and comfort in a small private room, ranging from roomettes to bedrooms with lavatories and showers. The Roomettes feature two comfortable seats by day, which convert to upper and lower berths in the evening. Each features a large picture window and access to a restroom and shower in the same car. Nearby, providing twice the space as a Roomette, are the Bedrooms which include a sofa and armchair by day, which convert to upper and lower berths by night. Each room has a large picture window, comfortable bedding, pillows, towels, an in-room sink, a restroom, and a shower.

The Lounge Cafe and Dining Car are the perfect places to meet fellow passengers and enjoy a delicious meal while the scenery glides by. The most popular spot is the Lounge/Café, where you will find lighter menu choices such as sandwiches, snacks, salads,and beverages. Sitting in the lounge area, you'll find it ideal for enjoying a beverage, reading, sightseeing, and making new friends. From early morning until late at night, all passengers, irrespective of their class of travel, are welcome to visit the Café and hang out in the Lounge. 

​​Dining service in the Dining Room features a variety of meals created by Amtrak chefs. The Crescent features Amtrak's Traditional Dining with seasonal menus highlighting regional specialties among various entree selections. There's also a wide selection of beverages, including beer, wine, and spirits. 

Who's Who on Board?

During your journey, you will see and meet several Amtrak staff. They each have very specific roles. Here are some brief explanations of what each is responsible for. 

Two Engineers are responsible for operating the locomotives and the train. Their roles are separate from the service given to passengers by other staff, except for getting everyone to their destination safely and on time. 

The Conductor works closely with the Train Engineer. They are responsible for the overall performance of all Onboard Services staff. They oversee the collection of tickets, the well-being of passengers, and the safe operation of the train. If you have questions or problems during the journey or are concerned about some unruly passengers, then the Conductor is your go-to person. They are also highly knowledgeable about the train and Amtrak service. 

Lead Service Attendant is responsible for the services in the Dining Car and the staff in the Dining car. 

Lounge Car Attendant is responsible for the services in the Lounge/Café car. 

Sleeping Car Attendant is responsible for the service extended to ticketed passengers in the Sleeping Car, including room preparation, luggage service, and special assistance required. This includes making meal reservations or arranging for your meal to be served in the privacy of your allocated compartment. 

Coach Attendant is very conspicuous and is responsible for providing service for passengers ticketed in coach. Duties may include seat assignment, pillow service, luggage service, and special assistance requirements. 

​​​​​​​​​
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2.  ​​​​​​​​​​​THE CRESCENT
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​​​​​​​​​​​The History of The Crescent


​​​​​​​​​​​The name of The Crescent originated from the nickname for New Orleans, the "Crescent City." The Crescent rail service was the premier service operated by the private railroad, The Southern Railway, and carried passengers from New Orleans to Montgomery, AL.  

Despite the importance of the Crescent to Amtrak's long-distance network, it did not join the Amtrak system until 1979, almost eight years after the establishment of Amtrak as the nation's intercity passenger rail service. When Amtrak commenced in 1970, 20 private railroads merged their routes into the new national network. In 1970, only three railroads, the Rock Island, Denver and Rio Grande Western, and the Southern Railway, decided not to merge with Amtrak and to continue their independent services. 

The Southern Railway's most prestigious train was the Southern Crescent which ran daily from New York to Atlanta, then three times weekly between Atlanta and New Orleans. These services were streamlined in 1970 by combining two of Southern Railway's most popular trains: the Southerner, which began in 1941, and The Crescent, which traces its roots to the 1890s. Amtrak and Southern Railways eventually negotiated an agreement in which Amtrak would operate the route of the Southern Crescent by early 1979. 

Why Ride the Crescent?

​​The Crescent is one of Amtrak's most interesting routes because it travels 1,377 miles through areas of scenic beauty and others of deep historical and cultural significance and presents the tremendous diversity of the nation. On this 30-hour journey, the Crescent passes through twelve states and the District of Columbia. This is more than any other Amtrak route. It is Amtrak's third-longest route in the East, behind only the Silver Service routes to Florida.

From the towering skyscrapers and pulse of Manhattan to the swamps of Louisiana Bayou Country, The Crescent presents America's unique cultural and historic landscape. Along the way, you can take in a Broadway show, explore the roots of jazz and the Blues, visit solemn Civil War and the War of Independence battlefields, soak in the beauty of the Blue Ridge Mountains, and savor the hospitality and cuisine of The Deep South. the vibrancy of small rural communities and the cities of the New South.

Then there's the opportunity to meet fellow passengers from around the world. And the added benefits of traveling from city center to city center, in a mode of transport that's eco-friendly and uses less energy. You're free to wander about and you get to experience America in ways that you can't at 30,000 feet!
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