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For Patrick McGrath






Each was what the other had not chosen to be, the cast-off self, what he thought he hated but perhaps in reality loved.

—Patricia Highsmith, Strangers on a Train








PROLOGUE [image: ] A Tale of Two Cities


L.A. THE ONLY CITY IN the world that goes just by its initials, like the self-assured global celebrity it is. Unlike Miami with its beaches, New York with its skyline, or Houston with its oil, Los Angeles is a fantasy of a city whose identity somehow floats free of mundane physical characteristics. All, that is, except for the sunshine radiating down from impossibly blue skies and the palm trees that rise up in greeting.

Unlike virtually everywhere else in America, to say nothing of America itself, L.A. has no founding myth to define it. No pilgrims, no explorers, no pioneers. While most people have the vague idea that the city dates back to Spanish times, the details are lost in the glitter, replaced by the gauzy notion that it somehow created itself as a product of its movie business.

It’s hard to account for it otherwise. Although L.A. lies by the sea, it did not begin life as a port. Nor was it birthed by the river that runs through it from the San Gabriel Mountains or a natural resource like the gold that brought prospectors surging into San Francisco. (Oil wasn’t found until L.A. was well established, which is why a pumpjack might be cranking away in a McDonald’s parking lot.)

No, the city in fact owes its origin to something so foreign to its self-conception that it represents a violation of its existential code. It was started by a railroad. Los Angeles is a railroad town. Startling as that might sound, on reflection it should not be quite so surprising, since railroads gave rise to countless cities in the West (and plenty in the East, too). While San Francisco, up the coast, was not built by a railroad, it was certainly built up by one when the first transcontinental arrived there in 1869. Numerous other western cities were created almost entirely by railroads—Denver, Reno, Dallas, Houston, Seattle, Tacoma, to name just a few.

Curiously, Los Angeles was not the result of the first railroad that came to town nearly so much as the second. Its arrival set off a furious competition between the two in the spring of 1887 that dropped the price of a $125 ticket from Chicago to just one single solitary dollar. The news set off a stampede into Los Angeles. Just in the first three years of the frenzy, it went from a sun-splashed Spanish pueblo of thirty thousand to a bustling city of a hundred and fifty thousand, a fivefold expansion that marks the most explosive growth of any city in the history of the United States. That growth curve has rarely flattened since.



Over a thousand miles to the east, Colorado Springs lies just south of Denver on the edge of the Rockies, a mile up in the crystalline mountain air. A rather sedate, if not sleepy, college town in the shadow of Pikes Peak, a jagged-topped “fourteener” that looms over everything, Colorado Springs was also created by a railroad. Founded in 1871, it was intended to be a mountain retreat in the Alpine manner, a place of healthy air and cultural refinement for high-end refugees brought in by train from the smoggy East. Small, out-of-the-way, closed-in, Colorado Springs seems to exist in a separate universe or on a separate plane of meaning from L.A. But there is a connection between them all the same.

The train that made the modern Los Angeles started in Colorado Springs. Not literally—the town never had an L.A. Express—but figuratively, riding the tracks of history, which often run by puzzling, circuitous routes from the past into the present. While the course of progress is often thought to be the result of economic, social, technological, and environmental forces beyond anyone’s control, that was not at all true of the development of the railroads. In the robust industrial age, they were all run by powerful, strong-minded men who bent their industry, and a good deal of the country, to their will. They set the course, chose the route, and built up the cities and towns their tracks reached. In this, Colorado Springs and Los Angeles were no exception.

The fates of these two distant cities, one as big as the other is small, were linked because the railroad men behind them were linked. More than linked, in fact. Bound like a pair of conjoined twins, two bodies somehow sharing a single mind, burning as one with the identical, all-consuming determination to go west. It was freakish, but undeniable: these two wildly different men became almost indistinguishable once they focused on the same objective and did so in the full realization that only one of them could attain it. It made quite a ball of fire, this frenzied competition, a blind, stupid, and utterly destructive jealous rage. A sun all of their own making that drew all eyes to it—even as the real one rose up overhead, day after day, and silently crossed the sky to the far horizon, as if to remind these two railroad men what they were fighting for: the chance to develop and define the modern West as no one else could.






INTRODUCTION [image: ] A Very Personal War


WILLIAM BARSTOW STRONG AND GENERAL William Jackson Palmer met three times over the course of their decade-long fight to run tracks from Colorado to the sea, but the visits did nothing to warm the two men to each other. The first was at the General’s castle in Colorado Springs, a handsome wooden fortress of high ceilings and stunning views that was inspired by an ancient version in Scotland. He put it up amid some ruddy, up-thrusted sandstone formations in a near-sacred spot called the Garden of the Gods. Colorado Springs was that kind of place, and the General very much that kind of man. The meeting was in early November 1877. The General, who had been raised in Philadelphia, had built Glen Eyrie five years before at the age of thirty-six to lure Queen Mellen, a wild-haired nineteen-year-old beauty from Flushing, New York, to come live with him as his wife in western splendor. To him, the jagged, snow-capped Rockies were nothing less than an earthly paradise. “A sight burst upon me which was worthy of God’s own day,” he wrote Queen after seeing them for the first time. “The Range, all covered with snow, arose, pure and grand, from the brown plains. As I looked I thought, ‘Could one live in constant view of these grand mountains without being elevated by them into a lofty plane of thought and purpose?’ ” That vision lit him up, but his Queen was at heart a city girl, and, as his letter demonstrated, she needed some convincing.

General Palmer had been a certified Civil War hero before turning to railroading. He was an extraordinarily handsome man with swept-back hair, a well-turned mustache, sky-blue eyes, a proper, military bearing, and the air of breezy self-confidence that can arise from such qualities. Turned out for photographs in a flowing jacket, taut vest, wing collar, and necktie, he had to have been the best-dressed man in Colorado. If other subjects in that early photographic era often seem a bit startled by the pop of the photographer’s flashbulb, the General maintains his poise, unperturbed.
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General William Jackson Palmer.



Palmer signed up for the Civil War after considerable soul-searching. Few take easily to battle, but in his case, the anguish was personalized. Raised a thee-thouing Quaker, he agonized over whether his commitment to ending the horror of slavery outweighed the strict pacifist obligations of his religion. Ultimately, while he conceded war was “inconsistent” with “the example of Jesus Christ” as his parents had stressed, he decided “the inner light made it very plain” he still needed to join up. Once he did, though, he was overjoyed to plunge “into the maelstrom,” as he put it, in the cavalry of the Pennsylvania Fifteenth Volunteers, which he considered a better class of men. After Antietam, he volunteered to serve as a spy behind enemy lines to see if General Lee planned a retreat—only to be caught when a mindless companion gave him away. Sentenced to be hanged by order of Lee himself, Palmer was thrown into a hellhole Confederate prison instead, a stroke of luck that saved his life. He tried to escape by sawing through the floorboards under his bed with a serrated jackknife, only to discover that the floor stood on pilings over bare ground, with sentries all around. After months of imprisonment, he finally cadged his freedom, returned to the war, and won the rank of brigadier general for his bravery at the otherwise disastrous battle of Chickamauga in the western theater of Tennessee. After Appomattox, he completed his service by tracking down the fugitive Confederate president, Jefferson Davis, in Georgia.

Soldier, spy, hero. Palmer’s war years made for quite a résumé, and now he hoped to make something of them in the railroad business.

Palmer had started railroading at seventeen when he did some surveying for a small line seeking to push a train through the Alleghenies. By the time the war broke out, he’d risen to become the personal assistant of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s president, J. Edgar Thomson. When Palmer returned from the war a hero, Thomson appointed him to an executive position at the Kansas Pacific, an offshoot of the Pennsylvania that was running west from Kansas City.

Besides his lengthy railroad experience, it was his warrior side, plus some army connections, that the General relied on most to create his Denver & Rio Grande Railway Company in 1871. Inwardly, however, he had some gentler characteristics that he revealed almost exclusively to Queenie. To her he was tender, dreamy, and not a little poetic in his aspirations to build his railroad, to take the West, and to win her hand. By 1877 the construction of the General’s railroad was well underway, and he had built not just his Colorado Springs castle for Queen, but Colorado Springs itself.
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Palmer at thirteen, with his parents, John and Matilda.



It was fitting that he would place his town below Pikes Peak, the most forbidding mountain in the Rockies, about a hundred miles down from Denver. Palmer was always stirred by the sublime, which to him had some of the majesty of death itself. With that jagged, ice-topped peak as the looming backdrop, Palmer built Colorado Springs to his exacting specification, personally laying out the streets, positioning the parks, and even deciding on the citizenry to make sure they would be the perfect sort for his wife. He made Colorado Springs less a town than a social club of which he alone determined membership, restricting it to wealthy, cultured, well-connected, and urbane easterners and Europeans who would appeal to his citified wife. And he banned alcohol to distinguish his settlement from the boozy hell-on-wheels towns that were popping up elsewhere in the West, bringing nothing but embarrassment with them. The General made the town the first stop south on his new Rio Grande railway, and, although the line would ultimately extend more than a thousand miles more as the General chased his dreams, it was always the place of his heart, for he saw it as the place to win the heart of his Queen.



The General’s first meeting with William Barstow Strong at Glen Eyrie came shortly after Strong joined the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad as its general manager, charged with taking that small but ambitious line west. The Santa Fe had only recently crossed from its native Kansas into the General’s home state of Colorado, which was why Palmer was so keen to meet him. He was eager to size up the interloper and see what he could do about keeping him from causing any trouble.

At that point, the Union Pacific and Central Pacific had already famously joined at Utah’s Promontory Point in 1869 to create the nation’s first transcontinental. That line ran well to the north, on Chicago’s latitude across Wyoming to San Francisco, deliberately skirting the highest of the Rockies. The Northern Pacific was slated to run west even farther north, closer to the Canadian border, to Seattle; it had been started in 1864, but had tumbled into bankruptcy and now lay unfinished. The Southern Pacific, built by the backers of the Central Pacific, was snaking south from San Francisco in search of a southern route east through Yuma, at the bottom of the Arizona Territory. To these other railroad men, the Rockies marked a frightening, no-go zone, but Strong and the General had seen an opportunity, and dared to seize it.

The Santa Fe Railroad was owned by its investors, an assortment of interbred Bostonians who were known collectively as the “Boston Crowd.” They established the corporate headquarters on Devonshire Street in downtown Boston, nowhere near the West they were seeking to claim. For the Santa Fe, unlike Palmer’s clubby Rio Grande, which he largely owned and solely operated, was that new thing largely of the railroads’ creation, a modern corporation. In that hypercapitalist era the idea was not, in fact, to build a railroad so much as to create a financial vehicle to make money off a railroad, while leaving its actual management to trained professionals like Strong, who had little financial stake in the enterprise. Still clinging to the old ways, Palmer saw a corporation like the Santa Fe as a Frankenstein’s monster, partly human in that it could hold property, sue, and be sued, and partly a machine in that it was just a mechanism to bring wealth to its investors, while freeing them from the full legal, financial, and moral consequences of proper ownership. It was stuffed with people but had no personality.

That was never Palmer’s way. While he relied on financial backers in Europe and the East, he viewed his railroad company as his “little family,” with himself at the head, the proud papa. It was a point of particular satisfaction for him. As the third of four children, Palmer had been the fragile one, bedridden for months at a time with a variety of severe, but unspecified, complaints. Now, let other railroads like the Santa Fe grow into vast, disembodied, highly capitalized corporations; the General was determined to keep the Rio Grande a sole proprietorship, guided solely by his own desire to capture the soul-stirring beauty of the Rockies. He brought others into it, of course, not as investors, but as friends who felt the Rio Grande was, as he said, “their own road, and not some soulless stranger corporation.”

Reflecting the intimacy of the small Palmer’s line was known as the “Baby Road” for its almost unique reliance on three-foot-wide “narrow gauge” tracks that Palmer considered more efficient and economical when twisting about the mountains, as opposed to the Santa Fe’s “standard gauge” width of four feet, eight and a half inches. Palmer was convinced that small was not just beautiful, but in the uncertain world of the West it was practical and safe. He held firmly to that belief even as more railroads adopted the standard gauge. The General often paid little heed to what others did. If other trains did not adapt to his preferences, that was their mistake.

Strong had little use for small, and even less for feelings. Not in business, anyway. If the Santa Fe was not yet big, he knew it would get big, and then bigger still, and it fairly exulted in the wider gauge. It would eat cash and grow. Barreling out of Kansas, it was built for the long haul, with powerful locomotives up front and plenty of cars behind. Strong had no use for the light and nimble. He trusted in sheer might. Bigger was always better. No freight car could ever become too bulky, no passenger cars would ever be too numerous to fill, no locomotives would ever become too heavy for the rails they rode on, and, more broadly, no highly capitalized railroad corporation would ever become too unmanageable to get west. Of all this, Strong was utterly convinced. With its size and weight, the Santa Fe was designed to burst through obstacles, not twist around them.
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From these crucial differences between the General’s Rio Grande and Strong’s Santa Fe one rose above all the others: their geographical orientations, a full ninety degrees apart. Like just about every other railroad with transcontinental ambitions, the Santa Fe planned to get west by going west. Coming from Kansas, the Santa Fe was on a line to California that a bullet might take. The General, on the other hand, planned to get west by going south. His Denver & Rio Grande would hold true to its name and run down to Mexico like the Rio Grande River, which flowed from its headwaters in the snowmelt of the Rockies down along the Texas border to empty into the Gulf of Mexico at Brownsville. More outlandishly, Palmer dreamed that his railroad might go even farther, pushing through Mexico’s capital city clear to a Pacific port on the country’s Gulf of California. He’d connect his line to ships bound from there not just to California, but to Australia and Asia as well. The idea wasn’t entirely preposterous. If shippers who’d otherwise dock in San Francisco Bay could get past the idea of Mexico as a foreign country, the route would save them well over a thousand miles. By going south, Palmer would also have all the connecting business between any further east-west lines to himself, and—this was always important to him—by going south he could keep competitors like the Santa Fe guessing about his intentions, since he could veer west from any point along the route.

In March of 1876, the two lines, the Santa Fe coming west, the Rio Grande running south, had crossed at Pueblo, about forty-five miles down from Colorado Springs. That intersection, long anticipated by the Santa Fe, gave Palmer a jolt. It seems never to have occurred to him that another line would ever encroach on his territory, and for some time he was flummoxed about how to respond. Some of his distress stemmed from the natural anxieties of railroad men everywhere, caught in the ferocious, big-money Darwinian struggle for survival in uncertain territory. But the stress was far worse in the West with its uncharted, mostly inhospitable terrain of barren desert and steep mountainside. Not to mention the nasty and perilous surprises like venomous snakes, hostile Indians, gun-toting outlaws, drunks, plagues, and horrendous weather.I

In 1877, General Palmer still had all of Colorado pretty much to himself, so it didn’t much matter what others did. But, of course, as other lines like the Santa Fe encroached upon his, he ran the risk of being isolated, his network of trains an island, as his adherence to narrow gauge would require awkward and time-consuming transfers if the Rio Grande were to pass its freight and passengers to the standard gauge of other lines, or other lines passed theirs to his. To a railroad man, the greatest terror of all was another train coming into territory he’d thought was his alone. It was frightening enough to see a rival’s tracks come closer, set down by teams of fevered workmen, rail by rail. It was far more disturbing to find tracks that had somehow materialized overnight, which could happen at any time once a competitor was in range. Vast as the West might be, a competitor made it all too tight.

And now, here a competitor was.



As soon as Strong stepped inside the heavy, wide door of Glen Eyrie, he was greeted by Palmer in his front hall. Immediately, they both must have felt a rivalry stir within them, Strong’s meatier hand enclosing the General’s more delicate one for an introductory shake. That must have been discomfiting for the General. Although he was only a year younger, forty to Palmer’s forty-one, Strong was supposed to be the obsequious junior man. At that point, Palmer had owned his Rio Grande for six years. How long had Strong had been on board the Santa Fe—a week?

The General must have felt a chill, too. Strong was, to him, an alien figure, odd to the point of being inscrutable. Palmer always drew his closest associates from the old soldiers of the Fifteenth Pennsylvania, but Strong had not served, and therefore offered none of that old-soldier camaraderie. Nor was he a man of the Rockies. More startling still, in an era when men were defined by their whiskers, he wore a long, wavy Old Testament beard that ran down from his chin to his chest like an inverted flame, and it shook in a grandfatherly way when he spoke. It somehow made him all beard. All, that is, except for the bracing determination in Strong’s eyes under his stern brow. His face was not tanned or weather-beaten from the rugged, outdoor life, but instead bore the sallow pallor of the career office dweller. This was, in fact, Strong’s very first time west of the Missouri. A midwesterner by upbringing, he worked out of Santa Fe’s tiny, brick-fronted operational headquarters in downtown Topeka, Kansas.
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William Barstow Strong.



Nonetheless, Palmer may have sensed uneasily that Strong saw him as the strange one. The General was likely wearing jodhpurs, tweed, and riding boots, his usual getup at home, and sported a clean-shaven face, except for a neatly trimmed mustache. (The workaday Strong routinely stuck to a business suit and tie shoes.) There was the matter of the General’s accent, too. Having spent some time in England, he’d developed an English accent to go along with his proper English spellings.

While many admiring photographs of the General capture him from head to toe, the precious few pictures of Strong are only of his bulky upper body, suggesting he was a far bigger man than the General, who was just five foot eight. But that was just a part of it.

For a titan of the railroad industry, the details of Strong’s life are oddly scant even now. We know only that he was born in 1837 in Brownington, Vermont, up by the Canadian border, and he was descended from Puritans who’d come to America in 1630. Although Strong’s father had been high sheriff of the county, he and his wife took the family to Beloit, Wisconsin, a town founded on the New England model by emigrants from Vermont in 1836. There, the couple established a temperance hotel—and likely encouraged their sons’ higher aspirations. For the oldest became the mayor of Beloit and the second the president of Minnesota’s Carleton College. The third was William.

He started in with the railroads at fifteen, taking a position as a railway agent and telegrapher for the Milwaukee & Mississippi at its Beloit station. He soon moved from there to the M & M’s stop in Milton, then to two more Wisconsin towns. Although one brother served in the Civil War, William stayed with the railroads. He caught on at ever higher positions with two other, larger railroad lines coiling about the state, culminating in 1876 with an appointment as general superintendent of the potent Chicago, Burlington and Quincy, another Boston-based railroad that was eager for better things. Just one year later, the Santa Fe snapped him up to be its general manager in Topeka, in charge of directing the western expansion. By then Strong had married a Beloiter, Abbie Jane Moore, and had three children with her. His family did not come to live with him but settled instead into a modest house in Chicago while Strong toiled for the railroad down in Kansas.II

Of Strong’s private life, the inner man, little written evidence survives. Just about all of it resides in a scant “letter press” collection of blurry carbon copies of office correspondence he marked “personal,” from the early years of his presidency. Nonetheless, those letters reveal a good deal about the force of his personality, as all the writing is laid down in the brisk hand of a man with far too much to do; he is clear-eyed in his objectives and invariably comes right to the point. Crisp in their succinctness, his letters stand in sharp contrast to Palmer’s, which could be windy. A favorite term of approval for Strong, aptly enough, is “strong,” which for him conveyed conviction. “Of course we should make ourselves stronger and stronger every day,” he wrote to a friend in the business office. “Do not loan any more money at present. Collect all you can—And let us be very strong in actual money at hand.” But, more than the General, he had a marked preference for firm and decisive action. No dithering for him. “Be ready to move,” he told another associate. “And ‘in full blast.’ ” And his principles come through, too. “What I desire in his case is not what will be best for him,” he writes of one subordinate, “but what will be best for the company and the question is wholly in your hands for a solution.” For all his executive command, Strong is not without fellow feeling. A brotherly concern for favored associates runs all through these few letters. He shows, for example, a touching sympathy for a colleague who’d been experiencing “the blues.” More remarkably, he extended that same consideration to himself in a fashion that is stunning for a titan in an industry that favored bluster over candor. In one dire interval, he confided in a colleague to a debilitating despair when it appeared his railroad might be doomed.

Broadly, Strong spoke in actions, which were communicative enough, and recorded in the network of the train lines he built. His answer to every business question was to lay down track, and then to lay on more. “A railroad to be successful must also be a progressive institution,” he wrote. And by progressive he did not mean politically. It must go forward. Must! “It cannot stand still, if it would. If it fails to advance, it must inevitably go backward and lose ground already occupied.” Grow or Die—this was the maxim Strong lived by, pushing his railroad ever deeper into the uncharted West, no matter what obstacles or hazards. He intended to push his railroad to the Pacific if he had to put a shoulder to it himself.

Now, as he stood in the General’s front hall, Strong made clear this was not a social call. He had a proposition for him. He’d like to lease the General’s little railroad, thirty percent of it, to be exact. Palmer’s jaw surely dropped at that. He could not have been more dumbstruck if Strong had asked to borrow Queenie for the weekend. What on earth? Palmer was too much a gentleman to respond with the contempt that in his mind such a question deserved. Instead, he demurred, likely between clenched teeth, his heart pounding in fury. It was an absurd idea, unbearable, not to be considered. When Palmer later reported Strong’s outrageous offer to his general manager, he let him know that it was to go no further. “Keep this carefully and confidential, or destroy it,” Palmer told him. As far as Palmer was concerned, his meeting with Strong was over.



When two trains drew into close proximity, the question in railroading was whether to cooperate or to compete. Cooperate meant sharing tracks and pooling revenues; compete meant engaging in rate wars and legal strife. In Palmer’s hall that afternoon, the answer was clear. Compete everywhere over everything. Even though the West could not have been more wide open in those years, Palmer and Strong ended up fighting wherever they went. While they could have avoided each other, they moved closer together time after time, with devastating results. It was almost as if they had telepathic powers, a feeling for how each other was going to act—and then tried to do it first themselves. The two lines could never break free of each other, and neither could the two men. They lived in each other’s shadow, for each the clearest proof of a route’s value was that his rival wanted it. For two years they battled to take all of Mexico, but they converged most crucially at two narrow passes through the Rockies where there was room for just one set of tracks. Still, the conflict ran deeper than a fight for any individual piece of territory. Both men set their sights on that distant, glittering shore of the Pacific to which all Americans’ eyes were increasingly drawn in that expansionist age.

Because the vast terrain of the great Southwest was so open, there was an empire to build along the way. In 1877, the General had planted his flag at Colorado Springs and was working his way south from there, building towns as he went. He’d gotten as far as El Moro, a coal-based railroad town of his creation at the very bottom of the state. Since the Santa Fe had only recently reached Pueblo, Strong had scarcely gotten started.

Still, both men were intent on raising civilization from the barren sea of wildness that was the West. A railroad would string together the few settlements and fewer true cities to form archipelagos that rose out of the primordial waters, and they would, in turn, rise and spread into wide peninsulas of lively business that ultimately merged into a whole new landmass of cities and towns clear to the far coast, all of it studded with handsome buildings along proper streets, joyous with parks, abuzz with people, and throbbing with the commerce that was, in the end, the railroads’ ultimate product.

This would be the new West these two railroad men sought to build out of the nothingness of the old. But only one could win. And which of them would it be? Would it be Strong or the General? The manager or the proud papa? The corporation or the sole proprietor? The machine or the man? Would it be mass-produced or handcrafted? Driven by greed or inspiration? There was much in play, and all of it fed a conflict that spun out from the personal to the professional to the existential and eventually led to an armed confrontation that resulted in the longest, most expensive, and most destructive railroad war in American history.

I. I use the word “Indians” to refer to America’s indigenous people because that was the term in general use at the time, and the one they used to describe themselves. Being of relatively modern coinage, “Native Americans” would have been unknown to them. I mean no disrespect.

II. All but the last of these details come from a three-page entry out of the thousand-plus pages of the fat, two-volume history of Rock County, Wisconsin, published in 1908, which offers the most comprehensive account of Strong’s life in existence, even though it skips over his years with the Santa Fe almost entirely, and offers an apt summary of the man: “His knowledge of human nature and trained judgment enabled him to pick the right men for the right places, and his genial nature secured from all subordinates their personal devotion and very best service.” Recognizing Strong’s position as the county’s most famous resident, the book takes Strong’s austere, full-bearded image for its frontispiece. There is little else. Of the 1,700 cubic feet of the complete records of the Santa Fe Railroad in the Kansas Historical Archives in Topeka, Strong’s personal file takes up about a quarter of one single cubic foot. Originally, there had been two boxes; the other has gone missing.
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An early Rio Grande train passing through the Colorado Rockies.







PART ONE [image: ] THE RATON PASS









CHAPTER 1 [image: ] On the Train to El Moro


SHORTLY BEFORE SEVEN O’CLOCK ON the bitter, snowy evening of February 26, 1878, two men, both traveling lightly but well bundled against the cold, boarded a Rio Grande train in Pueblo, Colorado, on the edge of the Rockies south of Denver. A modest settlement when the General first put in his line, Pueblo had emerged as a thriving trading center with a proper layout of right-angled streets, a few good-sized buildings, some retail shops, plenty of noisy saloons and some serious retail bustle after the Santa Fe arrived to make it two. The two travelers were ticketed to go south for El Moro, that drab coal mining town of the General’s at the current southern terminus of his Rio Grande tracks eighty miles down, just shy of the New Mexico border, though they were not traveling together.

One was from William Barstow Strong’s Santa Fe Railroad. The other was from General William J. Palmer’s “Baby Road,” the Rio Grande. Although both were fairly prominent in the world of the western railroads, that world was so thinly populated that the men had never met. But each knew enough about the other to be watchful: each was the very last person on earth the other wanted to find aboard that train that night.

The Rio Grande train was most likely pulled by the Las Animas, a mighty locomotive the General had purchased from the Baldwin Locomotive Works. It had been built back East at the company’s vast plant in Philadelphia, which took up an astounding eight blocks of the city’s downtown. Since it weighed fifty tons, Palmer had the locomotive shipped west in parts to be assembled on the Rio Grande tracks. The fully reconstructed Las Animas had an angled cowcatcher in front to shove any obstacles out of the way as the train roared along, with two spanking yellow domes capping the engine’s boiler. Charging across the open prairie, the train made for a roaring, clanking slab of iron, forest green with yellow trim, trailed by a thick and smelly plume of coal smoke. In this largely barren outback, its arrival was excitement itself, the sight, sound, and smell of progress.

Running on steam, the Las Animas put out six hundred horsepower and kept up a steady clip of twenty-five miles an hour. If the train relied on actual, paired horses, they’d have stretched a full half mile ahead. Such a speed also made the train the very devil to stop. The job was left to brakemen who had to climb atop the teetering passenger cars and hand-crank metal brakes down onto the track, the second riskiest task in America after the physical coupling of the cars, which could clip off a man’s arm or throw him under the wheels.

All railroads depended on a curious fact of nature: that a cloud of steam is a spectacularly potent force, so determined to break free of any containment that it will drive a piston to escape. This fact lay behind the industrialization that was, in 1878, busy transforming nearly every aspect of human life through its revolution of industry and transportation. The first steam-powered engines pushed steamships across water until an Englishman thought of inserting them onto wheeled vehicles that could roll on land atop straight iron rails that wouldn’t freeze, flood, or dry up. An American inventor brought the concept to the United States, developing a darling locomotive called Tom Thumb to do the hauling. To publicize this marvel of engineering, he raced it against a horse—only to lose when a gasket blew. Still, the concept caught on to form the basis of America’s first railroad, the Baltimore and Ohio, in 1827. Countless more train lines crisscrossed the East before the first transcontinental finally ventured west four decades later, sounding a steam whistle as it went.
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A Denver & Rio Grande locomotive from the period.



The Rio Grande train lumbering south now had just three passenger cars, each one a “long, narrow wooden box, like a flat-roofed Noah’s ark,” said a young Robert Louis Stevenson, who rode such a train for a magazine story a year later. There were likely fairly few passengers aboard, so the two mutual strangers from Pueblo could sit well apart, each one settling himself onto one of the tight, uncomfortable wooden benches. Most of the trains of the more established East were far cushier, offering mobile parlors for the well-to-do, but this was the rugged West. While the standard gauge was wide enough to offer four seats across, the Rio Grande’s narrow gauge left room only for benches for two on one side of the aisle and just one on the other, an arrangement that was reversed in the middle of the car, for balance. (The narrow cars could still tip alarmingly in the gusts of wind that whipped across the plain. Just the year before, one had toppled over entirely in a gale.) Overhead, hanging oil lamps swung about as the train rocked along on the uneven tracks, jostling the passengers sideways as the train sped forward. A meager coal stove in the middle of each car kicked out a little heat. At either end a “convenience” provided, according to Stevenson, “a somewhat dangerous toilet” on a lurching train.

The tracks ran south along the edge of the craggy Rockies, and they made for quite a divide. To the passengers’ left lay the known world—a broad plain, its whitened mesas looming up off the icy desert like tombstones, stretching back to settled Kansas. To their right, the unknown world—a mostly uncharted, largely uninhabited territory lying behind those menacingly high peaks that glistened in the twilight.

It is doubtful that either man much took in the view. They were the chief engineers of their respective lines, and unbeknownst to each other had both boarded the train for the same urgent purpose: to seize the Raton Pass, the sole passage through the mountains to the great Southwest. Each of their bosses, Strong and the General, had independently decided it was key to his future. The General had long thought so, but not yet acted on it. Strong had long been aware of the General’s interest but come to see its brilliance only upon taking the Santa Fe job. The task now for each of these men was to claim it—to get a work crew there first and start digging. On the western frontier, possession was not nine-tenths of the law but just about all of it.

The chief engineer of any railroad is a key figure, and Strong and the General had each dispatched his man personally. The two train men had been tracking each other’s movements practically from the moment they parted at Glen Eyrie, and the situation had turned into a matter of spy versus spy. All the most sensitive cables were sent in code—but then each man intercepted the other’s and bribed the telegrapher to decode them. The messages conveyed a tightening of focus, and an increasing need for haste, but they did not reveal the nature or timing of any clear plan. The whole business induced a rising panic in the two rivals, but neither was free to act.

The General was in the tighter bind. By early 1878, he’d become dangerously overextended. His branch lines reaching into the coal fields of the foothills of the Rockies had not produced the revenues he’d hoped for, leaving him reluctant to push past El Moro at the bottom of the state to Raton—let alone into virgin New Mexico on the far side. He’d decided it was safer to wait.

But Strong had his own problems. New to the job, he had difficulty persuading the somewhat stodgy financiers of the Boston Crowd to leap into the Southwest, which they felt would just swallow up their railroad and never cover the costs of construction. Unlike the General, however, Strong lived by that one maxim, Grow or Die, and he saw the Raton Pass as the company’s route to prosperity. To him, it was the Santa Fe’s destiny to reach the holy city of its name and press on to the sea from there, but to the Boston Crowd, it made much more sense to go straight on through the Rockies from Pueblo, picking up revenue from local mines and then blasting west from there when the time was right.

The General couldn’t imagine that Strong would spring for Raton any time soon. The Santa Fe, after all, had only fairly recently reached Pueblo, and for Strong to hit Raton, he’d now have to swerve drastically south and build a lot of track along territory that the General had already claimed for himself. Why would Strong ever want to double the General’s tracks, only to fling himself over some distant mountains into the unknown? And so early in his tenure?

But the fact was, from the moment he had joined the Santa Fe, Strong was determined to hit the pass—and to hide his intentions from the competition. The General might have experience as a military spy, but Strong knew a few things about keeping secrets. Shortly after leaving Glen Eyrie that November, Strong had hired a surveyor to plot a train route over Raton, directing him to disguise himself as a Mexican shepherd so he could map the exact contours of the local topography without drawing suspicion.

Such subterfuge succeeded only into February, though, when the General intercepted enough cables from him to Boston to realize that the upstart might be planning the unthinkable. Through his own surveillance channels, Strong likewise sensed that Palmer had become all too aware of his interest and was now responding to it with plans of his own.
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In each man, the anxiety went deep. It was as if the needles on their internal compasses no longer oriented to their own intentions, but to the other man’s. What the devil was he up to? And this forced on each man a begrudging reappraisal. Previously, each had defined himself by his difference from the other. Now, suddenly, that difference wasn’t so clear, for each was starting to act exactly like his rival. The General may have convinced himself that Strong was the soulless figurehead of the money-grubbing Santa Fe, Inc., while he himself was the rugged individualist who acted on principle, and Strong may have seen the General as a blithe aristocrat, while he was a businessman with one overarching conviction, Grow or Die. Now as their two engineers rattled through the night to El Moro, the two men’s objectives were merging into one. And as they did, the fundamental distinction between these two very different bosses was gradually draining away, leaving each to wonder, once their ambitions collided at the Pass, who he was now.

But, of course, there was more at stake than these men’s egos, for they were struggling to determine the direction their lines would take. Initially, of course, the two lines ran perpendicularly to each other, the Rio Grande due south, the Santa Fe due west. But now, as the two lines became entwined, they settled on a new, common direction, running neither south nor west, but into the Southwest on the same route to the sea.




CHAPTER 2 [image: ] The Wild West


IT IS HARD TO IMAGINE now, but well into the 1870s, most of the American West, for all its cloud-topped peaks and gorgeous coastline, was a barren and uninhabitable tundra as far as most Americans knew. If the United States opened like a book, just about every sign of domestic habitation would be on the right-hand page, and, as if by divine ordinance, the crease down the middle followed almost exactly the 100th meridian that ran just west of the Mississippi. The left-hand page was widely dismissed as the Great American Desert.

Of the 38.5 million Americans counted in the census of 1870, fewer than two million were in the West. (The Plains Indians were left uncounted, but they were never especially numerous.) Of the top ninety cities in America, only two were located west of the Mississippi, and for both their appeal depended on gold. San Francisco, port city for most of the incoming miners seeking gold and a residence for those who found it, edged out Buffalo to claim spot number ten, with a thriving population of 149,473. Sacramento, a mere mining town, came in at number eighty-nine, with a paltry 16,283 even though it was the first western terminus of the Pacific Railroad.

It made sense that the West was still relatively empty. Most Americans arrived in the East, and if they wanted to go farther west, they faced a daunting topography. On maps, the East was colored a lush green, being heavily forested and well watered, while most of the West was a dull brown, barren and parched. The Appalachian Mountains of the East were relatively gentle compared to the towering Rockies of the West, which seemed designed to intimidate. And, for many, the Mississippi served as a moat halting passage beyond. While the many waterways of the East provided easy transportation, there was no equivalent in the bone-dry West. (That function would be filled by trains.) This made America less one country than two.

The United States, of course, was originally made up of the thirteen colonies hugging the Atlantic coast, plus Indian land stretching out to the Mississippi that was secured by treaty from the British after the War of Independence. Another wedge of land, running up from Louisiana through the Midwest to Montana, was added in 1803 as part of Jefferson’s famous Louisiana Purchase. The final piece was acquired in a series of bold strokes by President James K. Polk, a one-termer who has never received his due credit. Polk had been determined to fulfill America’s supposed Manifest Destiny to reach from sea to shining sea, and he did, acquiring much of the Pacific Northwest in his own treaty with the British. He also formalized the annexation of Texas, formerly a breakaway state from Mexico, and took the rest of the spreading flatlands of the Southwest out to California as the spoils of the American army’s sweeping victory over Mexico in 1848. Altogether, Polk added all or part of what would become thirteen western states, a full third of contiguous America.

The US government had been duly sending out explorers to investigate these mysterious western lands, starting with the most famous of them all, Lewis and Clark, in 1803. But as late as 1869, when the first transcontinental railroad was completed, large portions of the West remained the “Great Unknown,” as the grizzled, one-armed geographer John Wesley Powell put it. As he paddled down the Colorado River into the otherworldly chasm he named the Grand Canyon, he summed up the mixture of terror and admiration that all these early western explorers experienced:


We have an unknown distance yet to run; an unknown river yet to explore. What falls there are, we know not; what rocks beset the channel, we know not; what walls rise over the river, we know not. Ah, well! we may conjecture many things. The men talk as cheerfully as ever; jests are bandied about freely this morning; but to me the cheer is somber and the jests are ghastly.



It was left to the railroads to dispel the terror of these alien landscapes.



The first train to venture into the uncharted West was the Union Pacific, a new railroad company that had been created by Congress solely for the purpose. Extending out from the Midwest, the UP had linked up with another federal creation, the Central Pacific, coming in from California. Together, they created that first transcontinental, the Pacific Railway.

May 10, 1869, was a glorious day for the young country, as it marked the occasion when the two lines met at Promontory Point in the Mormon country north of Salt Lake City. It was a fantastic engineering achievement and a triumph of heroic perseverance, especially by the track layers, mostly Irish going west, mostly Chinese coming east, who engaged in a spirited competition to outdo the other. (That honor fell to the Chinese.)

But when judged purely on commercial terms, the line was a dismal failure. It was the moonshot of the railroad era, an accomplishment that was only symbolically significant. It was all too telling that when Leland Stanford, one of the four powerful money men behind the Central Pacific, tried to slam home the Golden Spike with a monstrous hammer, he missed it entirely. This was especially embarrassing since the blow was to complete an electric circuit that would automatically send the thrilling news out over the telegraph wires that accompanied the tracks. A telegraph operator had to key in the word that flew around the world—“DONE!”—setting off a chorus of bell-ringing all across the country, led by Philadelphia’s cracked Liberty Bell. In San Francisco two hundred and twenty cannons boomed forth; Washington, D.C., fired a hundred more. Chicago greeted the news with the biggest parade of the century. And so it went, total jubilation all around the country. It was as if these intrepid Americans had discovered a new continent, come up with a spectacular invention, or won a world war. And, indeed, they had done all of these. What they had not done was find a sound business rationale for the endeavor.
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Celebrating the completion of the Pacific Railway at Promontory Point, Utah.



A railroad to the Pacific had first been proposed by a New York merchant, Asa Whitney, back in 1844, and was long championed by the visionary engineer Theodore Judah. But it was the former railroad lawyer Abraham Lincoln who pushed the initiative through as president in the war year of 1862. Lincoln had also set the width of track for the railroad, establishing the peculiar distance of four feet eight and a half inches as the national standard for a train system.I The odd measure actually stemmed from an obscure English line that may have taken it from the distance between Roman chariot wheels. It seemed to offer a usable compromise—narrow enough to be affordable, wide enough to be capacious. Lincoln saw a transcontinental train as a means to join East and West without the horrifying bloodshed of the Civil War that was then raging. It would have the added benefit of solidifying the north’s hold on vast California, which otherwise might have slipped away like Texas to the Confederacy. The project relied on the government to provide the capital, much of it in the form of copious track-side land grants for the trains to develop towns for profit along the way. Such federal largesse was indispensable. For the distance across the West was so great, the tracklaying so expensive, the physical obstacles so many, the threats from Indians so terrifying, and the scale of the enterprise so audacious, no railroad man would have gone along, especially in wartime, if it had been purely a financial proposition. But it also made the Pacific Railroad far more a political act than a commercial one, and that was its undoing—riddling it with the corruption of insider politics while insulating it from the efficiencies of markets.

Financially, it proved to be such a disappointment that, once the hullabaloo died down, many wondered why it had been built in the first place, and, now that it had, why anyone would build another. Winter snows made the line impassable for long stretches of the year; precious few towns created in the vast outback of the West ever developed into anything because so few of them connected to anything; and relatively few people were in such a hurry to get West that they’d spend their life savings on a ticket. Some of these issues were anticipated by its backers, which is why they pitched the railroad less for its utility for passenger transportation and more for its potential use in shipping eastern goods speedily to Asia. But even that failed to materialize.

The investors who’d put their own money into the Union Pacific soon regretted it. Countless bank loans were in default, and, worst of all, the whole venture was revealed to be a scam. The UP backers had created a theoretically independent construction firm, grandly termed the Crédit Mobilier—after a similar scheme in France, in the hope that its exotic Europeanness might be a mark in its favor—to do the actual laying of track, making the Union Pacific itself just a corporate shell designed to reap the profits that stemmed from the healthy differential between the prices charged by Crédit Mobilier and the actual costs incurred.

To create the Crédit Mobilier, and to secure the funding of this boondoggle, the UP backers had paid off seemingly every political power player in Washington from vice president Schuyler Colfax and future president James Garfield on down to push the legislation through. When the facts were revealed in 1873, the nation recoiled in shock. KING OF FRAUDS, bannered New York’s The Sun, COLOSSAL BRIBERY. One of the men accused of making the bribes, Congressman Oakes Ames (of the Ames Shovel Company that stood to profit from the construction) was mocked mercilessly in the newspapers as “Hoax Ames.” Mortified, he dropped dead from a heart attack.

Through the scandal, the American citizenry was introduced to a much more insidious form of corruption, a creation of “friendships” between powerful train men and powerful government officials, based on a sense of shared enterprise that redounded to their mutual financial benefit, regardless of the public interest. That, in turn, revealed something important about railroads as they scaled up to go national. They were becoming nations themselves, with their own economies, customs, laws, and governments. All too often, they engaged with America as sovereign equals, with potentially calamitous results.



That first transcontinental linked up East and West in only the most theoretical sense. To start with, despite its name, it actually traversed only the West. By 1869, there were plenty of lines in the East—several hundred of them having been built up since the Baltimore and Ohio—blackening a railway map with more track per square mile than anywhere in the world. It was telling that the Union Pacific did not head West from Chicago or St. Louis, which were then the nation’s western hubs, but from obscure Council Bluffs, Iowa, which would require a separate link to Chicago. Why Council Bluffs? Largely because the UP’s chief engineer, Gen. Grenville Dodge, had grown up there, had substantial land holdings in town, and was friends with President Lincoln, who made the final determination. By the same token, rather than start in San Francisco, the West’s largest city, the Central Pacific originated in the much-smaller Sacramento.

There was another reason why the Mississippi had marked the limit of train territory for so long, aside from its role in dividing the lush East from the barren West. Not only was it wide enough that it was not easily bridged, but it was filled with steamships that carried goods north-south and were not keen to see any goods cross the river to go east-west by train. This attitude was expressed unequivocally in 1856 when the fledgling Chicago and Rock Island Railway had the temerity to build a bridge across the Mississippi from Rock Island, Illinois, to Davenport, Iowa. A steamboat coming up from New Orleans deliberately slammed into its foundation, dropping the whole thing into the river in a fiery blaze. Sympathetic river men raised a banner: MISSISSIPPI BRIDGE DESTROYED. LET ALL REJOICE.

When the courts tried to determine liability, the question turned on who owned the river. Was it the exclusive property of river boats—or could it be traversed by trains, too? The future of the nation hung on the decision. When the Supreme Court sided with the trains, the whole country rotated. No longer would America run north-south with the Mississippi and the Atlantic coast. Now it would go east-west with the trains. The lawyer for the Chicago and Rock Island who won this victory? A former Illinois congressman named Abraham Lincoln.

If judged purely in commercial terms, the first transcontinental was an abject failure. But there were other ways to look at it, starting with the geopolitics of the matter and going from there. It was no small thing to rotate America ninety degrees to run east-west. And in the process, the first transcontinental did something even more astounding. It altered the popular understanding of space. Previously in America, distance was defined by how far you could go on foot, then it was how far a horse could take you, either on its back or pulling a stage. Those journeys marked the natural limits of your world.
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A newspaper cartoon expressing American joy over east–west unification.



Trains changed all that. The early eastern lines just compressed distance, bringing Chicago, for instance, much closer to New York, once trains joined them. But when the Pacific Railway came in to speed people to the far coast, it annihilated any mental idea of distance at all, in part because the country was so unimaginably wide, and replaced it with the more comprehensible measure of time. After the first transcontinental was completed, San Francisco was no longer a head-bending three thousand miles from New York, but a tidy seven days away. Before long, it would be three and a half.

And then time fell away as the measure, too, for a journey was tabulated instead by what was becoming the universal unit in that hypercapitalist era, its price. No longer was the question how far or even how long. It was “how much?” Distant places seemed nearer as the price of a ticket dropped and farther if the price rose. This shift happened in the West ever more frequently as more trains came in to drive the fare down—but that price could rise again if a new train drove the old one out of business. The whole matter was even more dizzying for shippers, as the rate charged by a single train might vary with the good to be transported. A ton of shovels might be cheaper to send than a ton of wheat, making the destination nearer or farther, depending. In time, trains charged more per mile for short hauls than for long ones, collapsing or expanding distance accordingly. It made the West strangely intangible. It was no longer under your feet. It was in your head.

For passengers, that was just the beginning. A train was not just faster than anything that had come before but made for a far more pleasant ride. And this was no mean feat, for it required a physical rejiggering of America. The great tumult of the nation’s mountains, canyons, rivers, ravines, forests, and deserts—all of it had to be leveled so that trains could go straight along the flat: Anything above a four-percent grade—meaning four feet of rise for every hundred feet of run—was a near impossibility. What God hath wrought civil engineers would now revise. And they did, ultimately running out a vast web of iron rails, more than two hundred thousand miles of them altogether by the end of the century, enough to circle the globe nearly ten times. Construction crews tunneled through mountains, gashed ridges, switchbacked over rises, bridged rivers, and overpassed ravines. All of it so train passengers everywhere could sip tea as they rocketed along.

It was amazing. Even as the trains pushed through the vast, still-forbidding wildness of the West, they provided much of the coziness of home. At the high end, the wealthy could turn their private cars into mobile drawing rooms, complete, as one publisher’s wife gaily noted, with “bouquets, shawls, rugs, sofa-cushions,” not to mention the “various personalities” of her companions in the “general salon” of her Wagner Palace Car. Before long, General Palmer himself would travel aboard a three-car train all his own, the Nomad, its interior done in deep-red upholstery with mahogany furnishings. The first car held a fully staffed kitchen and dining room, the second offered berths for four guests, and the third was reserved for himself, with a glassed-in observation deck trailing behind.

Those who’d previously traveled by stage or on horseback had to be bowled over by how nice it was to go by train. There was no wind in their faces, and none of the stagecoach’s lurch or the horse’s discombobulation. Inside a train car, a passenger had no sense of the weather beyond a hint of winter chill or summer heat. No one ever got wet, or muddy from rain slop. Outdoor sounds were muffled, and all smells came from oil lamps, a fragrant seatmate, or dinner.

As the early rail passengers sped along, none could fail to notice a highly curious phenomenon that, in its way, superseded all the others—that strange blur of things outside the window. It was like the world had somehow dissolved. Near objects whipped by so fast that they lost their physical integrity and appeared only as streaks of color. So observed Ralph Waldo Emerson back in 1834 when he first rode a train. “Matter is phenomenal”—meaning the stuff of mere impression—“whilst men and trees and barns whiz by you as fast as the leaves of a dictionary,” he declared. “Trees, field, fields, hills, hitherto esteemed symbols of stability, do absolutely dance by you.” This transition from matter to phenomenon—that was the blur. The train seemed to devour the world it raced through. But, curiously, only passengers gazing out the side of the train would see it that way. The train’s engineers looking ahead up front had no such impression. And, no less remarkable, the blur did not extend all the way out to the horizon. It consumed only the near objects. Far ones remained fixed to create a distant panorama, a kind of mural in the distance. This was particularly pronounced on the trains of the West, as they sped through wide-open territory that offered a grand vista. This perspective somehow enhanced the grandeur of the landscape, emphasizing its bigness. But it also made it seem like solid reality was beyond their reach.


[image: Image]
The interior of General Palmer’s private railway car, the Nomad.



As innovation proceeded, and trains ran faster, the blur extended out still farther until it threatened to consume everything. But by that time, travelers were so used to this optical illusion, they had long since stopped marveling at it, or even noticing it, particularly. Nine years after he had first been taken aback by the blur, Emerson himself simply noted that it was merely “dreamlike” to see everything whiz past without making any “distinct impression.” And he left it at that. He was by then far more taken by the fact that his passenger car glided so smoothly along he could pass his entire journey absorbed in a French novel. He was not alone. Aboard a rollicking stagecoach, to say nothing of horseback, no one could possibly have read a book in any language. But it turned out that train rides were for reading. Indeed, railroads did much to expand the publishing business, both because train travelers provided a new market for publications of all sorts—books, magazines, newspapers—and because the trains could disseminate them more widely. The trains spread the news, and enlightenment with them.

A blur outside, stillness inside—those were the essential characteristics of high-speed train travel. But just as the blur became forgettable, the stillness could be annoying, leaving irritable passengers with the idea they were just packages to be shipped. “I get so bored on the train that I am about to howl with tedium after five minutes of it,” the French novelist Gustave Flaubert complained. “One might think that it’s a dog someone has forgotten in the compartment; not at all, it is M. Flaubert, groaning.” But that was hardly the dominant view.

For many rail passengers, the overwhelming impression was not of riding at all, but of flying. Aboard some projectile, possibly, or perhaps even becoming one. But the exhilaration was in there, too. Freud saw the erotic in the way trains rushed people ahead, unstoppably, in what might have been, in another context, breathless abandon. Indeed, trains early on acquired the quality of romantic adventure, as honeymooners often took off on a train. Affairs could also begin on one. Conversation with a mysterious stranger might reach unexpected depths over the course of a long journey. The romantic possibilities reflected the fun part of being in a land of immigrants, everyone thrown in together to begin life anew.

Anonymity plus intimacy could be a potent combination, turning a train ride into a novel that a passenger could actually enter by taking a seat. And a novel of almost any genre—romance, adventure, domesticity, detection, even horror. Trains offered a rare chance to view the human drama close up, and potentially to participate in it. Everyone was playing a part—the newlyweds, the traveling salesman, the crippled Civil War soldier, the freed slave. It was fun to learn where a seatmate was headed or had come from, and a thrill to get the full attention of an attractive stranger.

But of course such encounters might well not be pleasant, too. Initially, passengers had trouble coping with the idea of being private in public, and vice versa, especially in mixed company. It took a while to determine the rules of these social relations. For their part, women tried to always be of “respectable” appearance to maintain some social distance in close quarters with men, and this extended from their attire to their deportment. This was the Victorian era, after all. Any number of magazine articles warned women to be wary of the small courtesies of men, lest they lead to some drastic moral compromise. It was better, wrote the New York Times, for a woman not to accept a peanut from a strange man. But this did not keep strange men from offering.II



Operating as a single line across the West, with no other lines to feed it, the Pacific Railway was likely to face a dearth in passengers. But this shortfall was compounded by its failure to develop new towns along its route to generate traffic on its own. It was this combination that doomed the first line commercially. Indeed, the town-site selections were often shockingly random. One eastern journalist explained the process: “Some official put an inky finger on the map. ‘There,’ he said, ‘is a good place for a city. Call it Smith’s Coulee after our master-mechanic.” Too many of these new towns flared only briefly when they were the line’s temporary terminus, the end of the line, and then returned to obscurity, if not nonexistence, when the tracks pushed on farther West. These were the notorious “Hell on Wheels” towns that gave the West the uproarious cast that General Palmer sought to avoid, since it did nothing to inspire easterners to move there. A distraught railroad agent decried them in Harper’s Magazine as “wicked, wonderful and short-lived,” temporary quarters for “canvas saloons, sheet-iron hotels, and sod dwellings surrounded by tin cans and scattered playing cards.” He mocked them as “air towns” that would soon be nothing but “punctured bubbles.”

To be fair, the Pacific Railroad did try to boost some of these new towns but met with only the limited success that comes from inexperience and poor strategy. When the Union Pacific wised up and shifted its eastern terminus from Council Bluffs to the more promising Omaha, Nebraska, ten miles away, it entrusted the promotion of this portion of the outback to the eponymous “Mr. Train”—George Francis Train, an early backer of the Union Pacific who’d had a hand in the creation of the Crédit Mobilier financial device that proved such a scandal.III

Train was enlisted to deploy his considerable promotional skills in boosting the Union Pacific’s new railroad towns, starting with Omaha and nearby Columbus, which Train thought he could plump up not just to be the capital of the state, but of the entire nation, supplanting Washington, D.C. In Columbus, though, the closest he came to making it the seat of the federal government was to put up a hotel with the best rooms reserved for the American president. None ever came, but thus the notion of a presidential suite was born.

While that promotional effort may have failed, Train ensured his own success by buying up five hundred acres of Omaha on the cheap—and then selling them for a higher price after it was announced the railroad was coming to town. Once a terminus, the town grew pretty much on its own, adding a new district dubbed Traintown, a play on both the railroad and its promoter. Train’s most lasting contribution to Omaha was the 120-room Cozzens House Hotel, which he built out of spite: Apparently, he’d felt insulted by the poor service in Omaha’s sole and rather modest hotel, the Herndon. In retaliation, he found eastern backers to erect a far grander one directly across the street to drive the Herndon out of business.

In fairness, Train did bring a focused energy to the project of making Omaha a Paris of the West. One journalist marveled: “He drinks no spirits, uses no tobacco, talks on the stump like an embodied Niagara, composes songs to order by the hour as fast as he can sing them, remembers every droll story from Joe Miller to Artemus Ward, is a born actor, intensely in earnest, and has the most absolute and outspoken faith in himself and his future.” At a time when standard promotional efforts consisted of flags, a brass band, and a platoon of beribboned dignitaries, Train upped the ante. To boost the train line, he duly gathered two hundred potentates, including Nebraska’s two senators-elect; future president Rutherford B. Hayes; George Pullman of the passenger car company; and the full board of the Union Pacific. And he enlisted the Great Western Light Guard Band of Chicago to entertain them before sending them all down the tracks aboard a pair of Union Pacific trains pulled by two flag-decorated locomotives. After crossing the broad and rather spooky Platte River Valley, the entourage camped for the night in “a brilliantly illuminated encampment,” according to one attendee, a man named Seymour, where everyone dined under a vast tent and, after dessert, enjoyed a war dance performed by friendly Pawnee warriors. “Of all the wild and hideous yells, grotesque shapes and contortions that have ever been witnessed by a civilized assemblage in the night-time upon the plans,” Seymour enthused, “this was most certainly the climax.”

Actually, the true climax came the next morning when the Pawnee crept back just before dawn to stage an impromptu Indian attack just for the fun of terrifying the excursionists. Still, Seymour couldn’t help being struck by the final tableau as the Pawnee and the dignitaries bade each other goodbye from opposite sides of the Union Pacific track. The “extremes of civilized and savage life,” as Seymour put it, face-to-face, although, as the railroad continued mercilessly on, it was less and less clear which was which.IV

I. Previously, American trains ran on a maddening hodgepodge of track widths. When Lincoln went by train from Springfield, Illinois, to New York City to receive the Republican presidential nomination for president in 1860, his trip took four days because of all the delays in transferring to trains on five different widths of track. If he had ridden a single width of track, the trip would likely have taken one.

II. As it was, men tried things they’d never dare to do closer to home. One popular cartoon showed rows of train passengers behaving decorously—until the car plunges into the darkness of a tunnel, whereupon one man plucks out a bottle of whiskey to suck on and another tries to steal a kiss from a startled female seatmate. Concerned about the lack of behavioral standards on these “common carriers,” the government stepped in to force the railroads to take responsibility for their passengers’ well-being. Railroads responded by creating a rulebook on passenger behavior, much of it designed to discourage male drunkenness and lewd behavior. They also set strict rules for employees’ conduct, chiefly in regard to their uniforms, from which, said the Northern Pacific “no deviation… will be permitted.” But of course there was no rule book to govern the manners of the men who ran the trains.

III. Even in an era of outsize personalities, Train was something of a wonder. For he was also a peripatetic self-promoter later known as the inspiration for the globe-trotting Phileas Fogg in Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days. He claimed to have invented the eraser tip for a pencil, the folding carriage steps on horse-drawn broughams, and the boutonniere for aspiring gentlemen like himself. Near the end of his life, Train’s lively eccentricity tipped toward frank insanity after he was imprisoned in the Tombs of New York City for publishing a racy article, judged obscene, about the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher’s alleged extramarital affair. He emerged a broken man. He took to shaking his own hand when greeting others. Eventually, he marketed himself as a public spectacle, charging admission to rallies in his campaign to become, per his term, “Dictator of the United States.”

IV. The Pawnee stunt brought the Union Pacific reams of publicity, but few sales. One writer later declared that of all the places in America none was “so well lied about” as Omaha. The Pawnee warriors who entertained Train’s dignitaries ended up performing in the Wild West Show of “Buffalo Bill” Cody.
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