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1. ​​​​​​​​​​​​INTRODUCTION

[image: ]




​​​​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 also residues 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 enhance the onboard experiences of people traveling on Amtrak's long-distance trains. Over many years of traveling on Amtrak and other rail services around the world, I constantly wanted to know more about the places we were passing through. Why is 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 scanned.  

In 1978, I made my first journey aboard Amtrak, traveling around the USA, 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 on board 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, and Australia. 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 surprises along the journey, 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. The government established Amtrak, America's only nationwide provider of passenger rail services. The network is almost 100% owned by the federal government and runs a yearly deficit. Amtrak relies on congressional appropriations to help balance the books and continue operations. 

Amtrak is essential to the national infrastructure, especially for rural communities. It links 500 locations across 46 states and three Canadian provinces. Twenty thousand employees support this network, greeting approximately 32 million passengers annually. 

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 it, mainly in the Northeast corridor. This lack of control of the tracks causes many Amtrak delays, as the track owners' freight services have priority. 

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

​​​​​​​​​What are the Superliners?

The first time you stand beside a Superliner or any of Amtrak's long-distance fleet, you are impressed by their grandeur and imposing size. These two-level cars are 85 feet long, 10 feet wide, and 16 feet high. They allow passengers to travel on two levels, upper and lower decks. The Superliner cars are larger and heavier than others in Amtrak's fleet. This provides a ride that’s smoother and more comfortable. 

The Empire Builder, introduced in 1979, was the first train fully equipped with Superliners. The Texas Eagle had to wait until January 1981 before Amtrak assigned the cars to the southern route between Los Angeles and New Orleans.

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 Sunset Limited may vary occasionally. However, it is typically comprised of:

Locomotives: The Texas Eagle is powered by a pair of GE P42DC locomotives, each with an engine output of 4,250 horsepower.

Coach Cars: Coach passengers are accommodated in Superliner Coach cars. There are typically 62 seats on the upper and 12 on the lower levels, plus space downstairs for a wheelchair. Most Superliner cars have a seat pitch, i.e., the distance between seats, at about 50 inches, far more than Viewliner single-level Amtrak coaches and first-class seating on most airlines.

Dining: Each train has a Superliner dining car that usually seats 72 people on the upper level at tables for four. The galley, i.e., the kitchen, occupies the entire lower level, and a dumbwaiter brings food to the dining level. Service in the dining car is limited to sleeper car passengers.

Sightseer Lounge/Cafe: Each train has a Superliner Sightseer lounge car and café. The Sightseer Lounge observation cars have distinctive floor-to-ceiling windows on the upper level. Service here is for all passengers. 

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

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

Transition Sleepers: This car provides sleeping accommodation for train personnel. Most transition cars have 16 roomettes on the upper level for crew accommodations, with an accessible bedroom and a small crew lounge on the lower level. Bathrooms and showers are located on both levels. 
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A Starliner prepares for another cross-country adventure. Image TW Baker

​​​​​​​​​​​​​Seats, Sleeping, and Sightseeing on Amtrak

Your fellow passengers may be staying in various accommodations aboard the Texas Eagle. Many are likely traveling in three or four Coach cars. These cars provide a wide reclining seat, leg rest, folding tray table, and overhead lights. That's more abundant space than you'll find in First Class on most international airlines. 

Amtrak's observation cars are called Sightseer Lounges and are open to all passengers on a first-come, first-serve basis. These upper-level lounges above the Cafe give panoramic views of the passing scenery through dome-shaped floor-to-ceiling windows on both sides of the car. 

For those who want more privacy and a bed, Sleeping cars provide privacy and comfort in a small private room. These range 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 converts 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.

For the ultimate sleeping car experience, Bedrooms Suites combine two adjoining Bedrooms providing two sofas and two armchairs. For customers traveling with kids, Family Bedrooms span the car's width with space for two adults and two children aged 2-12. Each room features two sofas by day, which convert to two upper and two lower berths by night. There's also a wheelchair-accessible bedroom with a larger sleeping room that provides two bunkbed passengers.  An ensuite bathroom has space for a wheelchair to maneuver around easily and into the shower. 

The Lounge Cafe and Dining Car are the perfect places to meet fellow passengers and enjoy a delicious meal as the scenery glides by. The most popular spot is the Lounge/Café, where you will find lighter menu choices such as sandwiches, snacks, and beverages. The lounge area is 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. 
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Relaxing in the Superliner Observation car is a great way to spend time aboard the Texas Eagle Image TW Baker

Dining service in the Dining Room features a variety of meals created by Amtrak chefs. The Texas Star 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. The dining car is limited to sleeping car passengers.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​Who's Who on Board?

During your journey aboard the Texas Eagle, you will see and meet several Amtrak staff performing various special roles. You may be unsure of their specific functions. Here are brief explanations of what each is responsible for.

Two Engineers are responsible for operating the locomotives and the train. Their roles are separated from the onboard service to passengers, except for getting the passengers to their destinations safely and on time. 

The Conductor works closely with the train Engineers. They are responsible for the overall performance of all On-Board Services staff, ticket collection, passengers' well-being, and the train's safe operation. If you have questions or problems during your journey or are concerned about a safety or comfort issue, the Conductor is your go-to person. They are highly knowledgeable about the train, the route, and Amtrak services. 

The Lead Service Attendant is responsible for everything in the Dining Car and the staff there. 

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

The lounge car attendant provides services in the lounge/café car. 

Sleeping Car Attendant is responsible for the well-being of all ticketed passengers in the Sleeping Car. This includes room preparation, turn-down service, luggage service, and any special assistance required. They are always available to assist with meal reservations or arrange for your meal to be served in your allocated compartment. All passengers in sleeping rooms receive complimentary lounge access at major stations, priority boarding, and complimentary meals while on board.
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2. ​​​​​​​​​​​​​THE TEXAS EAGLE
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​The History of the Texas Eagle

​​​​​​​​The Texas Eagle is the oldest named train in the United States . It has held the name since its inauguration in 1894. This beloved passenger train, which operated between St. Louis, MO, and various cities in Texas from 1948 to 1971, was popular with travelers linking the Midwest and Texas. Although it was initially discontinued when Amtrak began operations, it was revived in 1974 as the Eagle and eventually rebranded as the Texas Eagle in 1988. 
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Passengers relaxing in the Lounge Car on the Sunshine Special Circa 1930s. Image: Wiki Commons  

Throughout its history, the Texas Eagle's journey has not been without its twists and turns. Originally known as the Sunshine Special, it was renamed and operated as two sections for thirteen years. Departing from St. Louis, the sections would closely follow each other ten minutes apart until they reached Longview TX, dividing to serve onward stations. The West Texas section continued to Dallas and El Paso, while the south Texas section traveled to San Antonio and Houston. 
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Sunset Express Southern Pacific Railroad at Yuma Station. Image: Wiki Commons

In 1952, the Texas Eagle introduced dome cars, making the journey even more luxurious, quickly making the train a favorite among travelers. Then, in 1961, the train began operating as a single, long train between St. Louis and Longview TX, where it would split off again. The west Texas section, known as the West Texas Eagle, continued to Dallas, Fort Worth, and El Paso, while the south Texas section, known as the South Texas Eagle, served Austin, San Antonio, and Laredo. The train also had another section that separated at Little Rock AR, heading east to Memphis TN. Today, the rich history of Texas Eagle continues to captivate and inspire, making it a beloved part of American train history.

​​​​Why Ride the Texas Eagle?

​​​​​​​​The Texas Eagle is one of Amtrak's longest and most spectacular rail journeys. It traverses seven States, diverse landscapes, and vibrant cities linking Chicago with Los Angeles. Aboard the Texas Eagle, the beautiful Southwest, Midwest, and Texas scenery unfolds as you visit major cities like Tucson, San Antonio, Dallas, Austin, Little Rock, St. Louis, and Chicago. Sit back as you travel through the mesmerizing deserts, the great plains of Texas, the Hill Country, the Mississippi Valley, the Ozark Mountains, and the Land of Lincoln. 

​​​​The Texas Eagle Schedule

The Texas Eagle, known for its comfort and convenience, takes approximately 65 hours to travel from Los Angeles to Chicago via San Antonio. Operating three days a week, it offers the longest train route in the United States, ensuring a leisurely and relaxing travel experience. There are several very attractive places along the route where you can break your journey and stopover for a few days.
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