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The 1951 Super Chief in an original lithograph used to promote the re-equipped train when new sleeping cars, dining cars and the famous Pleasure Dome lounge cars were introduced.
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A Santa Fe Railway postcard shows the Super Chief in Apache Canyon, N.M., circa 1956.
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Dedications


To Mom and Dad, who brought me to New Mexico in 1949 and took me on many unforgetable trips aboard Santa Fe’s streamliners.


—Robert Strein


To the memory of my grandfather Papa John, who always rode the San Francisco Chief to New Mexico.


To the memory of Betsy Bryant Rose, who loved Santa Fe streamliners and the romance of the rails.


—John Vaughan
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This poster was used in ticket offices, depots and also was sold to individuals. The portrait of the Indian chief was used in other promotional items as well.
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My sister, Janet Vaughan Schwandt, and I in front of the Big Dome lounge car on the San Francisco Chief in Clovis, N.M., circa 1955.
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The San Francisco Chief glides into Clovis, N.M., from the east. I took this photograph with a Kodak Brownie Hawkeye camera in 1955.





Some of my fondest childhood memories are of my family’s annual summer road trips from my hometown of Hobbs, N.M., to Clovis, N.M., to meet the westbound San Francisco Chief. My grandfather Papa John rode the train, traveling from Nebraska every summer to visit us.


We always arrived at the depot early, allowing me time to go to the ticket counter and drool over the huge rack of timetables beyond my reach. There were hundreds of them, it seemed, and they represented every passenger rail line in the country. They were bright and colorful with images of streamliners all over them. I fantasized about being allowed behind the counter where I could take one of each.


But I was too intimidated by the ticket agent to ask and I thought that a mere 10-year-old boy would be dismissed as being greedy or silly. Twenty years or so later, my fantasy came true when a wonderful ticket agent at the depot in El Paso, Texas, allowed me to go behind the counter and take as many timetables as I wanted. I will never forget his kindness and generosity.


Soon it was time to watch for the train. The distinct smell of creosote, which oozed from the wooden ties in the hot summer sun, was like an aphrodisiac to my senses. Heat waves rose from the ground and blurred the horizon as I peered down the endless track. Daddy urged me to place a penny on the iron rail and mark the spot so I could retrieve it after the train flattened it. Suddenly, a bright rotating light appeared through the swirling heat waves. It came closer and closer until the nose of the San Francisco Chief, which was painted like a red and yellow Indian warbonnet, came into full view.


I stood as close to the tracks as possible to feel the heat from the giant engines. The long string of stainless-steel cars glided to a smooth stop. Suddenly there was a flurry of activity as porters opened Dutch doors and placed step boxes for the passengers to detrain. A loudspeaker at a greasy spoon near the depot wailed in a Texas drawl, “Get your hot fried chicken—get it while it’s nice and hot!” People immediately swarmed all over the brick platform. Soon we spotted Papa John in the crowd in his dapper suit and hat. People dressed up when they rode the train back in the 1950s.


I wanted to look inside the train. Daddy said I could walk through it but to make darn sure I was off of it before it started rolling to the west. I entered with mixed feelings of excitement and fear. I walked through each car and soaked up the ambiance. It was cool and there was a pleasing odor in the cars. I climbed the stairs to the Big Dome lounge under a panoramic glass. What a view! People in the sub-dome bar laughed and drank, while porters cleaned up and helped new passengers settle in.


I spotted a timetable someone left behind. Wow! I picked it up and still have it to this day. Suddenly, I heard, “All aboard!” I panicked, thinking I would end up in San Francisco. But I managed to get off right before the doors slammed shut. I stood by the elegant streamliner as it picked up speed—the stainless-steel cars soon became a glistening blur. I watched as it headed west in a cloud of dust, the red mars light on the rear car barely visible through the haze.


It was all over as soon as it began and an eerie silence befell the platform. My love for Santa Fe streamliners began right then and there and it’s just as passionate today. I went back to the empty track and found my flattened penny and it remains a valued treasure in my collection of railroad memorabilia.
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The new San Francisco Chief is depicted in this stylized illustration used to advertise the 1954 streamliner—the last passenger train to be introduced by a railroad.
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This Santa Fe brochure for the California Limited was issued in 1906. The cover illustration is one of the earliest known uses of Native Americans in Santa Fe advertising.





The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway became a part of the American Southwest in November 1878 when construction crews working from the east reached the summit of Raton Pass and entered the Territory of New Mexico for the first time. Over the next several years the railroad extended its tracks south to Albuquerque and El Paso, and westward from Albuquerque to Arizona and California.


In the process of building through New Mexico, the Santa Fe encountered lofty mountain ranges, cut through spectacular canyons and skirted multicolored mesas and rock formations. It also passed by numerous Indian pueblos still inhabited as they had been for many hundreds of years. Next to its tracks towns sprang up and a new prosperity spread through the territory. From its earliest beginnings the Santa Fe Railway profoundly impacted New Mexico and the Southwest. But soon the American Southwest and its Native American people profoundly influenced the railway.


This influence manifested in many ways, from the names the railroad gave its passenger trains and cars to decoration, both inside and out. Indian symbols even adorned the china used in the dining cars. For many years Indians from several Southwestern tribes actually rode the trains through New Mexico, acting as guides for fascinated passengers. The Southwest’s influence is most apparent in the railroad’s advertising. Beginning as early as the 1880s, images of Southwestern landscapes and Native people were used in promotional material, and these images became more and more widespread as time went by. By the late 1940s and 1950s this advertising campaign had developed into a virtual artform.
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