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​​​​INTRODUCTION
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​[image: ]

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

My love of trains began during my childhood when I would ride the passenger steam trains from my hometown of Newcastle, Australia, to Sydney in the 1950s. I can still recall the dark wood-paneled carriages of the Newcastle Flyer and hear the sharp whistles and the huffing and puffing of those huge locomotives. They burst clouds of steam and smoke across the platform as they left each station. Some would come drifting into the cars, bringing the unmistakable smell of soot and smoke. Those sights, sounds, and smells were always the start of an adventure, though it was for only one hundred miles.

This series of books was born from a desire to make long-distance rail journeys on Amtrak even more engaging and enriching. Over many years of riding trains in the United States and around the world, I found myself constantly curious about the places we passed through. What is this place? Why is it here? What happened here? Who lives here, and what makes this place unique? 

I created these guidebooks to offer quick, accessible insights into the cities, towns, and places of interest you’ll see from the train window. I’ve designed it for relaxed and intermittent reading, so I've created each section to provide easy-to-read, concise snippets throughout your journey, and made it available at your convenience. 

This series of books was born from a desire to make long-distance rail journeys on Amtrak even more engaging and enriching. Over many years of riding trains in the United States and around the world, I found myself constantly curious about the places we passed through. What is this place? Why is it here? What happened here? Who lives here, and what makes this place unique? 

I created these guidebooks to offer quick, accessible insights into the cities, towns, and places of interest you’ll see from the train window. I’ve designed it for relaxed and intermittent reading, so I've created each section to provide easy-to-read, concise snippets throughout your journey, and made it available at your convenience. 

My first Amtrak journey was in 1978, when we circled the country, traveling from San Francisco to Denver and Chicago on the California Zephyr, and then to New York on the Lake Shore Limited. We then traveled down the Eastern Seaboard to Orlando on the Silver Meteor. The trip back across the country involved a Greyhound bus from Jacksonville to New Orleans, where we boarded the Sunset Limited for the journey across the vast open spaces of Texas and the desert Southwest to Los Angeles. The people we met while sitting in the café car were just as memorable as the landscapes we had crossed. Since then, I’ve taken dozens of rail trips across every region of the country where Amtrak operates.

My fifty-year career in travel and tourism has enabled me to explore rail systems across Europe, Asia, Australia, and North America, from the narrow-gauge mountain railways of Switzerland to the sleek, high-speed trains of South Korea, which travel at speeds of up to 200 mph. Yet, no matter the speed or scenery, the simple pleasure of watching the world unfold outside the window draws me back again and again.

In an age dominated by fast-paced travel and impersonal technology, I love the slower pace of a train. It’s an escape with a hint of nostalgia and adventure, and a reminder to slow down and enjoy the journey. The train's rhythm creates a sense of connectedness with the world outside and with those inside. I enjoy sitting back and letting the world pass by, immersing myself in the moment.

Then there are the unexpected encounters along the way, such as meeting interesting people from around the world and seeing beautiful places that are inaccessible by any other mode of transportation. I hope these pages enhance your Amtrak experience and reveal fascinating places that would otherwise remain hidden.  It’s time to sit back and let the miles roll by.

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

There’s something special about traveling by train. Amtrak is at the heart of that experience in America, as it connects over 500 cities and towns across 46 states and three Canadian Provinces. It has a workforce of approximately 20,000, welcoming over 32 million passengers annually. With Amtrak, you get a front-row seat to the best of America, with its vast and diverse beauty, fascinating cultural encounters, and rich history.

Amtrak is the USA’s national passenger rail service and one of its largest transportation networks. It was created in 1971 by an Act of Congress that established the National Railroad Passenger Corporation to maintain intercity rail travel. At this time, private railroads were withdrawing from passenger services because these were unprofitable. Amtrak remains almost entirely federally owned and relies on annual support from Congress to cover operational costs.

Spanning 33 routes and over 21,300 miles of track, Amtrak offers an alternate and affordable way to travel throughout America’s diverse geography. Unfortunately, Amtrak owns only about 600 miles of track, primarily along the busy Northeast Corridor. Freight rail companies own the rest, which means Amtrak often has to yield priority, contributing to periodic delays. 

Still, for many travelers, Amtrak is the preferred mode of transport. However, in some cases, it is the only viable option for traveling long distances and reaching many communities. It's also the greenest option for transcontinental travel because it’s 46% more energy-efficient than car travel and 34% more efficient than domestic air travel.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​Why Subsidize Amtrak?

The answer is pretty straightforward if you’ve ever wondered why the federal government provides subsidies to Amtrak. In the 1960s, many passenger rail operators faced severe financial challenges due to the rising popularity of automobiles, the newly established national freeway system, and the rapid growth of airlines.  

The challenges of operating a national long-distance passenger rail service become apparent when you consider the difficulties faced by these private operators before Amtrak’s creation. These commercial rail operators were unable to maintain sustainable and profitable intercity passenger rail services. 

A passenger rail system is essential for those who don’t have access to cars, prefer not to drive, are unable to drive due to disabilities, or live in rural areas or communities underserved by affordable airline options.  Consider a person in a rural town without access to cheap flights or an elderly individual who no longer drives. For them, rail isn’t a luxury. It’s a necessity.

Then there’s the bigger picture: rail transport helps reduce traffic, especially in highly urbanized corridors like the Northeast. Trains are often more affordable than flying, making rail travel more accessible to lower-income travelers. In emergencies such as a major storm, an airline strike, or a fuel shortage, Amtrak provides backup transportation that helps keep people and goods moving.

An additional benefit is that rail supports local economies, stimulates tourism, and contributes to the overall economic growth of small businesses, colleges, and Main Streets in small towns. It connects students to universities, unites families, provides access to medical care, and supports small businesses in communities near rail stations.

When considering Amtrak's benefits, it is worth examining the value of investing in cleaner transportation, increased accessibility, regional development, and a more affordable and resilient travel network.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​Are European Rail Systems Better?

You’ve probably heard people rave about the train systems in Europe, and you’ve possibly asked yourself, “Why can’t we have trains like that here?” It’s a fair question because, in many ways, European rail systems are ahead of what we have in the U.S. But there’s an interesting backstory.

Historically, Europe has made a significant commitment to its railways and stuck with them. Successive governments have viewed trains as being in the public interest and worth investing in beyond simply moving people. 

Europeans recognized their benefits in boosting economies, reducing carbon emissions, and the social benefits of connecting communities. Their cities have evolved with rail in mind.

After the Golden Age of rail in the 19th and early 20th centuries, America’s priorities shifted toward investing heavily in automobile infrastructure and airports. The change in priorities from the 19th Century, when railway subsidies facilitated the race to open the West and unleashed the country's industrial and economic might. 

Cars and planes were the focus from mid-century, and passenger rail fell behind. Overall, Amtrak hasn’t received the consistent support or funding that its European counterparts have enjoyed.

The denser population centers of Europe and the shorter distances between these cities made all forms of rail, including high-speed rail, more efficient and economically viable propositions. By comparison, the USA is larger and has greater distances between places that frequently have small populations. European governments have invested significant public funds in rail infrastructure through the nationalization of operations and heavy direct subsidies.

When considering the advent of the new era in rail travel, Europe has more readily embraced next-generation high-speed rail. Whether it's France’s TGV, Germany’s ICE, or Spain’s AVE, these trains zip between major cities at impressive speeds and with remarkable punctuality. In contrast, the U.S. is still in the early stages of building high-speed lines, and politics, funding issues, or land-use challenges often hinder these projects.

Meanwhile, the Chinese government is using high-speed rail as a symbol of China’s technological progress. It is also a significant source of national pride. The Chinese transition to high-speed rail has taken less than a decade. They have built the world’s largest high-speed network, which is achieving impressive performance standards.

[image: ]Deutsche Bahn’s ICE train at Frankfurt-Main station. Image: TW Baker

While some in the USA recognize the value of rail, the commitment of European countries to their national rail systems, high-speed rail, and sustainable transportation may leave the U.S. lagging as they develop superior services. Nevertheless, Amtrak remains a crucial, affordable, and reliable mode of transport in the USA, offering some of the world’s most scenic and interesting rail journeys.  

​​​​​​​​

What are the Superliners?

​​​​​​​The first time you stand beside the Southwest Chief Superliner or any of Amtrak’s long-distance fleet, you’ll be impressed by their grandeur and imposing size. The Superliner fleet is used for long-distance services in the West, allowing passengers to travel on two levels: upper and lower. These trains are larger and heavier than others in Amtrak’s fleet. They provide a smoother and more comfortable ride. Unfortunately, the height of the Superliners prevents them from operating on the East Coast due to the low clearance of tunnels in that network.  

If you listen to Amtrak staff and rail enthusiasts long enough, you’ll discover they have their language and jargon. One case in point is the number and type of locomotives and train cars in a train movement. 

This configuration is referred to as a “train consist.” For example, the consist and length of the Southwest Chief may vary slightly from time to time. The consist for the Superliners typically comprises:


➔  Locomotives: A pair of GE P42DC locomotives with an engine output of 4,250 horsepower powers the Southwest Chief.

➔  Coach Cars: Coach passengers travel in 3 or 4 Superliner Coach cars. Each typically carries 62 passengers on the upper level and 15 on the lower level.

➔  Dining: Each train has a Superliner dining car. 

➔  Sightseer Lounge/Café: Each train features a Superliner Sightseer Lounge car and Café.  

➔  Sleepers: There are typically two or three Superliner coach cars, each featuring 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 Superliner transition sleeper accommodate checked luggage, as well as the sleeping and rest quarters for the crew.





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

​​​​​​​The fellow passengers you meet may be staying in a variety of accommodations aboard the Southwest Chief. Most of them are likely traveling in three or four double-deck Coach cars. These cars provide a wide reclining seat with a leg rest, a folding tray table, and overhead lights. You’ll probably find that there’s way more space than you’ll get even in First Class on some airlines. 

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

If you’d like more privacy and a bed, Sleeping cars provide a private and comfortable space in a small room. These range from roomettes to bedrooms with lavatories and showers.  The Roomettes feature two comfortable seats during the day, which convert to upper and lower berths at night. Each features a large picture window and access to a restroom and shower in the same car. 

Nearby, providing twice the space of a Roomette, are the Bedrooms, which include a sofa and armchair by day and convert into sleeping quarters by night. Each room features a large picture window, comfortable bedding, pillows, towels, an in-room sink, a toilet, and a shower. 

For the ultimate sleeping car experience, Bedrooms Suites combine two adjoining Bedrooms, providing two sofas and two armchairs. If you are 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 during the day and two upper and two lower berths to accommodate the family through the night. There is also a wheelchair-accessible bedroom with a larger sleeping area that accommodates two passengers in a bunk bed.  An ensuite bathroom allows a wheelchair to maneuver around and into the shower. 

The Lounge/Cafe and Dining Car are the perfect places to meet fellow passengers. This car is the spot to relax and enjoy a delicious meal while the scenery glides by. Here, you'll find a light menu featuring sandwiches, snacks, and beverages. Sitting in the lounge area, you’ll find it the ideal spot for enjoying a drink, reading, sightseeing, and making new friends. 

Dining service in the Dining Room features a variety of meals created by Amtrak chefs. The Southwest Chief features Amtrak’s Traditional Dining, with seasonal menus that highlight regional specialties among various entrée selections. 

There’s also a wide selection of beverages, including beer, wine, and spirits. Unfortunately, following the COVID-19 pandemic, the dining car is now limited to passengers booked in Sleeping Cars only. Stay tuned for a welcome change to this policy.

​​​​​​​​​Who’s Who on Board?

During your journey, you will see and meet Amtrak staff serving a variety of unique roles. You may be unsure of what these roles are. Here are brief explanations of their responsibilities. 

Two Engineers are responsible for the operation of the locomotives and the train consist. Their positions are separated from the onboard service extended to passengers. That is, except for being responsible for ensuring the passengers arrive at 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, ensuring the well-being of passengers, and the safe operation of the train. The Conductor is your primary point of contact if you have questions or concerns during your journey or if you are worried about safety or comfort. They are also very knowledgeable about the train, the route, and Amtrak services. 

The Lead Service Attendant is responsible for overseeing all aspects of the Dining Car and its staff. 
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Relaxing in the Superliner Observation car is a great way to spend time aboard the Empire Builder. Image: TW Baker

A Coach Attendant is highly visible and provides seat assignment, pillow service, luggage service, and assistance to passengers ticketed in coach cars. 

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

The Sleeping Car Attendant will look out for the well-being of all ticketed passengers in the Sleeping Car. Responsibilities include room preparation, turn-down service, luggage service, and any special assistance required. In addition, they are always available to assist with meal reservations or arrange for meal service in the privacy of your allocated compartment. All passengers in sleeping rooms receive complimentary lounge access at major stations, priority boarding, and complimentary meals while onboard. 
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