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Gustav Krollmann, Mission Range, Montana. Northern Pacific Railway poster, ca. 1935. Author’s collection.











I love planes, but they do sometimes make me feel the world is composed of Boston, Chicago, and Los Angeles tied together loosely by TWA, American, and United. I love cars, but they are simply an amplified version of all the frustrations and confrontations of everyday life. Buses I have never liked.




On a train, however, you get, if you look and can see, a deep, abiding sense of the continuity of the processes of nature and life.




—Georgie Anne Geyer, 1977




Train travel…is a place to contemplate life rather than push against it, the journey a luxury for the spirit as much as for the body. Unlike the dejected bus atmosphere or the cold airplane stratosphere, the train trip inspires conversation, seats single passengers together in the dining car, encourages a mapping of the unexpected.




—Susan Rich, 1999




In the course of [train] trips I have learned to feel the simple truth of time. Not necessarily time for relaxation, but time to observe, to contemplate, to discover portions of this country I had taken for granted or knew nothing about.




—Michael Frome, 1963
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Beloved husband, father, grandfather, friend, and teacher




May Heaven have trains.
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A reprinted book validates the importance of its subject. I thank the good people at Lyons Press for validating the importance of mine. The first edition, published as Allies of the Earth: Railroads and the Soul of Preservation, called for a long-overdue return to rail travel based on what railroads do for the environment. No sooner had the book appeared, however, than the environmental movement took a sharp turn ideologically. Suddenly, downplaying its traditional values, the movement shifted its priority to climate change. Even protected wilderness, should the alleged crisis deepen, might be needed for wind farms and solar power plants. It was either that or succumb to hypocrisy. After all, nature, including wildlife, hardly equated with planetary survival. Ideally, endangered species of plants and animals could maintain their protected status. As for individuals, from bald eagles to Joshua trees, a reasonable “take” would still be necessary.




It was a mind-boggling response given the movement’s origins. More than a century of environmental writing had grounded its leaders firmly in biology and natural history. Alone in the past fifteen thousand years, glaciers thousands of feet thick had retreated, raising sea levels on the order of four hundred feet. All of it had been considered normal. But that was before human -caused climate change, a new leadership retorted. Never had Earth faced this particular “tipping point,” one ultimately threatening to life itself.




Nonetheless, a vision of doom betokened the lack of confidence that the public could be convinced without it. As early as 1864, the noted diplomat George Perkins Marsh, writing in his classic book Man and Nature, had sounded the alarm about climate change, but with an emphasis on restraint. In the United States, vanishing forests need only be saved and properly managed, and the battle would be won.




The first public parks and forests followed, the former set aside for absolute preservation and the latter to ensure “wise use.” In time, scientists took the measure of both mandates, none more renowned than Aldo Leopold. His advocacy for a third category—public wilderness—further reaffirmed the best of Marsh. Conservation, if ethically practiced, should differ only subtly among the three. “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community,” Leopold clarified. “It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” Simply put, whatever the land was called—and however humans chose to manage it—doing the right thing, that is, respecting its biology, was the ultimate proof of management’s sincerity in dealing with the Earth.
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George Perkins Marsh. Library of Congress




As a technology, railroads came closest to that ideal by simply being railroads. Merely the requirement that they follow natural contours ensured a built-in respect for landscape. The Green New Deal, as it would come to be known, rather escalated the use of fear. Railroads, if even mentioned, were maligned as part of an old technology. The world needed an entirely new infrastructure designed specifically for reversing climate change. The concerns of biologists were misplaced. Wind farms and solar plants used but a fraction of the land they occupied. Beneath the collection panels and in between the wind turbines, natural processes might still go on.




It was never biology. Birds, bats, and raptors are constantly moving about and need to move about. The journey between the blades of wind turbines is perilous; solar arrays confuse and blind. So-called service roads further debase wildlife habitat by subdividing it into fragments. Scavengers hide the evidence, dragging off most victims before they can be found. It is not that no birds and animals have died but rather that the death count is easily fudged.
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Aldo Leopold. Library of Congress




A technological fix, Leopold observed, is no substitute for a healthy ecosystem. “Many conservation treatments are obviously superficial,” he wrote, addressing the point in the spirit of Marsh. “Flood-control dams have no relation to the cause of floods. Check dams and terraces do not touch the cause of erosion. Refuges and hatcheries to maintain the supply of game and fish do not explain why the supply fails to maintain itself.”




A wind farm, Leopold would point out, does not touch the cause of climate change. A biological response would in all cases start with the land. Nor is a changing climate always what it seems. The textbook example still is the Dust Bowl from the 1930s. No less significant than swings in temperature was the ecosystem pioneer farming had displaced. Across the Great Plains, the resulting drought was worsened by decades of plowing up the native vegetation and replacing it with thirsty crops. The rich diversity of the region disappeared. Deep-rooted grasses and wildflowers capable of surviving drought gave way to shallow-rooted crops that could not. The wiser approach, in the estimation of the nineteenth-century artist George Catlin, would have been to designate the plains “a nation’s Park.”




Twentieth-century ecologists agreed, but by then farming was entrenched. Leopold’s response, A Sand County Almanac, similarly struggled to repair pioneer prejudices. Published posthumously in 1949 (he died in 1948), it was not a bestseller among civil engineers. Led by dam-building (and the bigger the dam the better), they declared scarcity on the run. Now that water could be stored and moved at will, no desert on Earth stood a chance. Not until the 1960s, as environmentalists battled bird-killing pesticides—and dams in the Grand Canyon, of all places—did A Sand County Almanac become their bible. It was and remains a classic, although again, no one would know that listening to the Green New Deal.




Still, its strategy, like that of the dam-building era, centers on a onesize-fits-all philosophy. Even at a success rate of 50 percent (30 percent is more accurate), wind energy is down half the time. No matter, the wind is always blowing somewhere, engineers persist. All we need to do is connect the dots. Only few are dots. The territory involved can be enormous—up to a hundred square miles for a single “farm.” Often farms adjoin. Even then, more collection points do not guarantee greater availability. Starting with an estimated $4 trillion for new transmission lines, it will take years to link all of those sites.




Solar power falls off in the evening and vanishes at night. Even in summer, with daylight at its zenith, the sun can be blocked by clouds. For the desert Southwest it is monsoon season; in the Midwest, hailstorms pound the ground. The worst events have taken out whole facilities, smashing solar panels into smithereens. It is no wonder advocates demanding taxpayer subsidies continue to rely on fear.
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A forest of wind turbines near Palm Springs, California. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service




Intimidation generally follows. How dare anyone question “the science,” goes the standard refrain. But it isn’t science, Leopold stood his ground. If it looks bad, it is bad. Renewable energy can’t get around looking bad. A compromised landscape lacks “integrity, stability, and beauty” as surely as a warming one. “You can’t get something for nothing,” physics defends ecology. The universe comes with limits, not merely opportunities. Accepting or denying climate change does nothing to remove those limits.




In essence, the arrogance of the Green New Deal may be linked to the gold-rush mentality that created it. Restraint, that is, respecting limits, “runs counter to our current philosophy,” Leopold explained, “which assumes that because a small increase in density enriched human life, that an indefinite increase will enrich it indefinitely.” It sounded hopeful but, again, wasn’t science. “Ecology knows of no density relationship that holds for indefinitely wide limits,” he observed. “All gains from density are subject to a law of diminishing returns.”




Put another way, every threshold approaching a limit becomes harder and harder to reach. Take storage batteries. If wind turbines and solar panels worked as advertised, why would engineers need that additional increment? They need it because their primary “solution”—the hardware—failed to stand on its own. Remember those windless and sunless days. By now, the world knows every disadvantage—every limit—of oil, coal, and natural gas. Renewable energy is still in hiding, insisting, if society spends enough—and hard enough—that something for nothing will still be possible.




Imagine if all this research, time, and money had instead been invested in railroads. Imagine the American landscape without the assault on beauty for short-term, specious gains. Another classic essay, from 1968, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” explains why any gains in fact are specious. Whether a village green, ocean fishery, or oil field, resources shared in common tempt everyone to cheat. Say the United States were to uni-laterally promise not to burn fossil fuels. Would the rest of the world follow suit? Far more likely, the cheating would begin immediately as other countries swooped in to burn our “savings.” As we go “green,” and others don’t, we accomplish nothing and still lose our beauty.




Like Aldo Leopold, the writer of the essay, Garrett Hardin, was an accomplished political philosopher and biologist. Public policy, he warned, should never be based on a cliché. “Word magic,” he called it, noting how it tricked the mind into complacency. The purpose of a cliché was to shut down thinking. Thinking past the word magic, has “green” energy contributed anything—solved anything? Or has it rather distracted us from the things we could really use and for which we need not depend on anyone else?




Railroads would still head the list. After construction, a railroad is 100 percent usable 100 percent of the time. Still today, steel wheels on steel rails are at least three times more efficient than rubber tires on concrete. As necessary, a railroad can be designed, built, and run for any contingency. Why did we not think of that before throwing them away? We did think of it, but the word magic was too powerful. The car was freedom and the railroad constraint. Nor were just the right leaders around to explain climate change, in which the car placed at the bottom of the heap.




Problem solved, new leaders say. We should simply switch to electric cars and buses. But remember the tragedy of the commons. It is so much easier for a country to promise that than to actually switch. Nor is the fundamental problem itself resolved. Half the problem is highways, none of which will disappear. The cost of the infrastructure again erodes its efficiency. Renewable energy is in fact among the worst. From base to blades, a single wind turbine weighs on the order of 2,500 tons. There is no “free lunch” in any of those resources, led by steel, concrete, and composites.
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Garrett Hardin. Courtesy of Kate Dole




It is not that railroads escaped inefficiency; it is rather that they learned to address their needs creatively. The cover painting of this book confirms how. In the first place, it is a painting. In art, we buy what delights our senses and reaffirms our sense of place. The railroad earned its place in the American aesthetic by respecting the importance of land. Wind farms? Solar power plants? Both have yet to achieve that level of affection, and reading Leopold says they never can.




Just because the world needs alternative sources of energy is no reason to throw away everything else it needs. “I am glad I shall never be young without wild country to be young in,” Leopold wrote, admitting his fondness for one of those needs. “Of what avail are forty freedoms without a blank spot on the map?” Rejecting Leopold, it is no wonder that, as of this writing, seventy thousand wind turbines pockmark the American landscape, most hundreds of feet tall and visible over some of the nation’s most sacred blank spots. As one example, stand on the North Rim of the Grand Canyon and look past the South Rim. The wind farm you see in the distance is fifty miles away.




This book is not to suggest railroads are “the answer,” whether at the Grand Canyon or anywhere else. They do, however, remind us what a real answer looks like. Durable ones—moral ones—prove their worth by respecting the land. In the search for answers to our environmental problems, there is no higher standard—and never was. The marriage between utility and beauty began with railroads. We would do well to take those vows again.
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No book is an individual enterprise, no matter who gets to write it. Fifty-plus years ago, a dear friend, Walter Smith, started me down the path of railroad history. Together, we crisscrossed the cradle of American railroading in Maryland, New York, and Pennsylvania, Walt taking special note of the geography and its influence over rail development. Above all, he challenged me to consider how railroads had been a way of life. Further sensing the twilight of our hometown railroad (and his employer, the Erie Lackawanna), Walt was no less determined that my lessons come first-hand. I would get a phone call in the middle of the night, Walt suggesting we wake our girlfriends and take the train to New York City. “My God, Walt, it’s 2:00 AM !” I had all my life to sleep, he replied; however, Binghamton’s remaining long-distance train, the Lake Cities Express, would soon be gone. Its times of departure proved his point—midnight west to Chicago and 4:00 AM east to New York.




I never refused, in either case, and fortunately the train was generally on time. Accordingly, the four of us would stumble aboard, hoping to catch a few more winks. Two hours later, topping the Pocono Mountains east of Scranton, Pennsylvania, the lifting darkness presaged our favorite ritual. Within moments the steward would be standing in the doorway, carrying a miniature xylophone. Lightly his mallet touched the keys. Bong, bing, bong! “Breakfast now being served! Dining car to your rear!”




Filing in, we took our seats beside the spacious window, marveling at the tablecloth and heavy silver. Of course, beginning with coffee was a must. We loved the burnished pot, its scratches hinting at many stories. Try the corn muffins next, Walt insisted, assuring us they were made on board from scratch. Once, a deer sprang from the forest and paced us briefly beside the tracks, then darted back into the underbrush as we, too, sped on our way. “A buck!” Walt added commentary. “Look at the antlers on that thing!” He added, and we agreed, that the dining car made all such sightings special.
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The dining car of the Lake Cities, late winter 1967. The photographer and his friends have just arrived for breakfast, expectantly waiting their passage through the Delaware Water Gap. Photograph courtesy of Walter E. Smith.




The Pocono Mountains slipping behind us, we looked for the Delaware River off to our left. “Delaware Water Gap,” Walt offered precision, slouching in his chair to see the cliffs. No sooner had we done the same than our waiter snapped us back to attention. “Here are your eggs and hash browns, folks. I’ll be right back with your toast and bacon.” How many times, we reflected quietly among ourselves, had he balanced that tray down the aisle? “No rush,” Walt reassured him. “We have everything we need.” He meant, of course, the memories. Certainly, never have they grown old.




In recent years, another colleague, J. Craig Thorpe, has picked up where Walt left off. What people find inspiring, Craig confirms, they celebrate in art. The art of the railroads inspired Americans to believe in them as a public good. In that spirit, Craig offered me four special line drawings (and a cover painting for the first edition) depicting the relevance of trains today. He is right. Art clarifies the difference between change and mere expedience. His own book on the subject, Railroads, Art, and American Life: An Artist’s Memoir, has been released by Indiana University Press.




The sad reality of getting older is to note the death of so many friends. Carl Bajema, to whom this book is dedicated, passed in October 2020. A world-renowned biologist and Michigan railroad historian, Carl spent most of his teaching career on the faculty at Grand Valley State University, Allendale (Grand Rapids), Michigan. Hundreds of students credit him for their love of the natural world. The late Dan Monaghan and Charlie Luna, my mentors in railroad economics, hold special places of honor in Dallas, Texas, where they worked tirelessly to save Amtrak. Charlie Luna further served with distinction on the Amtrak board. My seven years at the University of California, Santa Barbara, piled up many debts, notably to Arthur Lloyd and Ralph Kerchum. Each encouraged me to ride the Coast Starlight more times than I can count. It was never a hard sell, of course. After Ralph joined the Amtrak board, Art continued supporting him from the wings, officially as West Coast director of Amtrak public affairs.




I am further saddened by the passing of Ron Sheck, Hal Cooper, Gordon Chappell, and Bill Withuhn. Each was a giant in the field of railroad history and a very special friend. Carsten Lien, Ben W. Twight, Michael Frome, Robin Winks, and Harry Butowsky added specialties in the national parks. Chuck Mott, Tony Trifiletti, and Lloyd Flem, originally with the Washington Association of Railroad Passengers, are fortunately still going strong. George Thompson and Randall Jones, then with the Center for American Places, guided this book in its early stages and delighted when I found a publisher, Truman State University Press. Regrettably, the press closed some years ago, but not before distinguishing itself in book editing and design, guided by its director, Nancy Rediger, and senior editor, Barbara Smith-Mandell.




I am likewise indebted to the staffs of America’s leading historical sites and museums, variously federal, state, and local. The archives of Steamtown National Historical Site proved especially important. Admittedly, Steamtown, located in Scranton, tells only part of the railroad story. However, my theme being landscape, that part of its story is exceptional. Patrick McKnight, park historian, generously provided images of the landscape tiles enshrined in Scranton’s historic Lackawanna Station, now the Radisson Hotel. North of Scranton, Tunkhannock Creek Viaduct towers above the borough of Nicholson; an hour east, Starrucca Viaduct guards the town of Lanesboro. Both are without peer in the United States. Granted, other railroads are more famous. That is still not to detract from Steamtown but, rather, proves the need for additional museums and historical sites.




It does gratify me, of course, that Steamtown secures my memories. Growing up, I never would have thought it a future national park—or my starting point for a lifetime of studying railroads. I have since spent better than half of it with my wife, Christine. She is still fine with being mentioned last. No, really, she insists. After all, the observation car, her favorite, brings up the rear of the train. It is nonetheless first in the hearts of its passengers, and so she remains first in mine.












prologue
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The Earth on Display




It was 1915, the place was San Francisco, and America’s railroads were stealing the show. The nation (and an estimated 18 million visitors) believed the focus of the huge celebration underway at the Panama– Pacific International Exposition was the completion of the Panama Canal. But the railroads were packing the house with their message: they were the proud owners of America the Beautiful. In the Palace of Transportation at the exhibit called “The Globe,” four railroads had bypassed the Panama Canal entirely, presenting the transcontinental railroad in miniature. “The earth itself is on display,” they announced. “The United States, with its mountains, rivers, valleys, national parks, and cities, is taken in at a glance. In fact, the eye travels with tiny trains which flit across the huge miniature exactly as the trains they represent are in flight across the continent.” Even if the Panama Canal became important, the railroads held the land and had since 1869. The cities glowing in the exhibit were their achievement and so too were the national parks. “Yellowstone, Mesa Verde, Rocky Mountain, and Yosemite National Parks and Great Salt Lake are indicated by squares of soft light.” No canal would be taking that business from the railroads. America the Beautiful was theirs to sell.1




Indeed, all the railroads had come to the fair to advertise, sparing no expense. Hosting the largest exhibit, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway had appropriated six acres for a giant replica of the Grand Canyon. Visitors skirted the rim “in an electric observation parlor car,” stopping at “seven of the grandest and most distinctive points.” More than 100 miles of the canyon were on display, “reproduced accurately, carefully and wrought so wonderfully that it is hard to realize that you are not actually on the rim of the Canyon itself.” Not to be outdone, the Union Pacific Railroad was exhibiting Yellowstone on four acres, including “the Great Falls of the Yellowstone,” its “grandeur akin to the original.” Dominating the grounds filled with other “natural wonders,” a full-size replica of the Old Faithful Inn seated two thousand for lunch and dinner. “There is no curtailment in proportions,” the railroad reported, “no elimination of details. The reproduction is exact.” Patrons dined while enjoying an eighty-piece orchestra, then stepped outside to watch a replica of Old Faithful Geyser steaming to full height “at regular intervals, uniform with those of its prototype.”2
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And the railroads were just getting started. On the roof of the Grand Canyon diorama, a Pueblo Indian Village, inhabited by Pueblo Indians, displayed their life and art. And members of the Blackfeet tribe in full ceremonial dress greeted visitors entering the Great Northern Railway building, promising “a wonderful display of the beauties of Glacier National Park.” The even grander building of the Southern Pacific Railroad featured “the Glade, where are reproduced with most natural effect in beautiful landscape settings noted scenes on Southern Pacific lines.” The Glade won the grand prize.3




Although the eastern railroads were well represented, it was obvious why the western railroads had spent so lavishly. After all, the show was all about the continent, and the West represented the American dream. In the mind’s eye, the Panama Canal was not about heading east. As if that message might be lost in San Francisco, San Diego dared to repeat it, offering a second exposition, hardly less popular, on the grounds of Balboa Park.




The railroads’ exhibits were so memorable they were talked about for decades. In tracing the origins of the National Park Service, its founders acknowledged the importance of 1915. A third major conference on national parks, hosted by the Interior Department, divided its program between the University of California–Berkeley and the San Francisco exhibit grounds. Delegates met in the Southern Pacific Auditorium. As at the 1911 and 1912 conferences, all of the principal railroads were represented.4 The next year in Washington DC, their executives again linked arms with preservationists, testifying in Congress in support of a government agency that would carry the spirit of 1915 forward. The resulting agency, the National Park Service, could reasonably credit its creation to the power of the railroads—and to the great expositions where the railroads had opened America’s eyes to landscape. Never again would American technology and a love of continental vastness seem as close as they were then. Although the alliance had many proud moments ahead, they somehow lacked the same exuberance. By the 1960s, all of it—the exhibits and the conferences, the testimony on behalf of parks, the belief that natural beauty was best seen from a train—was just a memory.
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Poster stamps were popular among American railroads, inviting passengers to advertise through the mails. On this stamp, Union Pacific features its Yellowstone exhibit at the 1915 Panama–Pacific International Exposition. At $500,000, the display cost two and a half times as much as the original Old Faithful Inn built in 1904. Author’s collection.




Few environmentalists today know to acknowledge it, but this is preservation’s missing link. Back at “The Globe” in 1915, the exhibit’s railroad sponsors continued their effusive praise of the American land. “When the visitor has reached the center of the earth, as it were, the effect is exactly as though one were standing in a garden on a matchless summer night.”5 Think of it. These were the railroads, America’s most hardened corporations, talking about believing in natural beauty. At the moment they stopped talking about the earth, preservation lost a timeless ally. Who would not agree, watching the march of asphalt, that we need them to talk that way again?
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As a reminder that they had opened the country first, America’s railroads participated lavishly in the 1915 California expositions celebrating the completion of the Panama Canal. In this brochure, the Union Pacific describes its exhibits. Author’s collection.




Following page: The cover of this Union Pacific leaflet (ca. 1960) comparing airplane and train fares has an unmistakable message that railroads better serve the landscape. Note the cloud formation suggesting the famous plume of Old Faithful Geyser. Author’s collection.









chapter 1
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The Places We Rode




As late as 1929, approximately twenty thousand passenger trains served the 130 million residents of the United States.1 Of course, the numbers were a bit deceiving, just as they are today. Many trains operated shorter distances, connecting neighboring cities. Like commuting, those trips were considered routine; however, the moment longer distances entered the equation, the character of the passenger train wondrously changed. Then a state or region might be involved, and possibly a journey from coast to coast. Trains going somewhere looked the part. The finest among them, a railroad’s so-called varnish, were luxurious beyond compare, each heralded to be the signature of that railroad and its landscape.




A comparable level of service today would still require trains numbering in the thousands. Instead, barely a handful cross the country, and an equally small number go north and south. The rest act like commuter trains, plying the routes between the cities and the suburbs. The popular term today for these routes is corridors, as if train passengers no longer look left or right.




And so less than a century later, we have forgotten that railroads once dominated the environment. For years, the principal selling point of the passenger train was an American sense of place. After all, the passenger train was itself a place, each with its own separate name and identity. Identity today is static; travel is focused more on where we are going and less on how we get there. The passenger train was all about place, and the trains put a community—a place—in motion.




The railroads named each community boldly, preferring major cities and prominent landscapes. Everything betokened place. Then it was still the Pennsylvania Railroad, the Delaware & Hudson, and the Santa Fe. No one would have dreamed of using an acronym like Conrail or CSX. What do those mean anyway? Railroads believed in the opportunity of pacing the country, calling out the names. A passenger train celebrated the changing landscape, even as the train itself stayed the same.




Suddenly, railroads deny it is their responsibility to celebrate anything. America is not so sure. The columnist Georgie Anne Geyer remains one of the eloquent holdouts, defining trains as the flow of life. “Pieces fit together. They overlap. People work together. The dependencies and interdependencies of real life are laid out before you like a perfectly woven shawl. Cities fade into countryside and rain edges into sunlight and the little houses wait for the whistle that tells them it is all together.”2




Spectators also share the experience, if only to wish they were on board. One moment, a person is alone beside the tracks, and suddenly a whole community comes gliding through. The mind fills in the blanks. Where has this train been? Where is it going? What places will it visit next? Isn’t our first reaction to instinctively turn to wave? We might (but rarely do) show the same affection for an airplane or a bus. Nothing comparable, nothing spontaneous, reassures us that buses or planes are special. The modern airplane is sold as a destination, ignoring the magic of reaching out to it. A bus partakes of a right-of-way we might discover for ourselves. Our thrill for a passing train is in the knowledge that we cannot capture what it does anywhere else.




Without trains, the gulf between place and technology in transportation is very wide. No airport or expressway wins public affection the way the railroads did. Even sitting at the gate, an airplane appears somehow inaccessible and aloof. The windows of a plane seem superfluous, as if traveling has nothing to do with place. Hoping to locate a friend or loved one, we can only count backward from the nose; even then, the face squinting through the dinky window probably belongs to someone else. We can never be sure. Most buses have generous windows but seating and aisles no wider than an airplane’s. Missing is a train’s sense of reassurance, a conviction that while we are changing places outside, the place we occupy inside is special too.
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This Fred Harvey postcard (ca. 1910) celebrates Arizona’s lovely Crozier Canyon, recently destroyed by mining for ornamental rocks. The protective influences of American railroading are now missing from the national landscape. Author’s collection.




Airplanes offer utility—yes, we will get there fast. Otherwise, place is defined as the row where the passenger sits, not what the passenger sees. Life moves in one direction—squeezed together and facing front. On a train, we can reverse the seats and face one another; we are free in an instant to move about. We may venture to another coach, often a lounge car or a diner. Most long-distance trains maintain their observation cars, sometimes even the traditional domes that made them famous. On a train, if someone is bothersome or distracting, we have many options for finding another seat. Conversely, those same options allow us to invite newfound friends into our lives.




Aboard an airplane, where you sit is where you stay. If clouds cooperate, the window overlooks a relief map; otherwise, landscape is only a distant option. Either that or someone decides to pull the shades the moment you are airborne. In the past, pilots offered at least some familiarity with the largest sights below; now, any commentary would disrupt the movie. If the landscape is still your personal choice, you are hopelessly singled out, the light spilling through your window announcing your reluctance to conform. The interior of an airplane is all about conformity, and always will be so.




In contrast, a train cannot possibly be on the way to somewhere by denying the worth of where it is. Every city, farm, and village still comes with faces and countless waves. Our waves and smiles return the compliment; windows mean exchange. A train will always have two destinations, the moment being lived and the one to come.




Without denigrating the speed of an airplane, speed is all it has to offer. Security dictates how to board, higher altitudes dictate the smaller windows. The moment after takeoff, all associations with landscape and community fall away. The airport itself cowers behind security fences with even more security measures in between. Speed comes at a price. The greater the risk of failure (perhaps even the threat of sabotage), the less an airline can trust its passengers, and worse yet, the less we trust one another. Loss of trust is the price of airplanes as surely as the opposite is the wealth of trains.




Granted, railroads began as conquerors, both of people and the landscape. Labor was expendable and, good grief, think of the federal government’s generosity! Think of the western land grants totaling an area approximating the size of California, Oregon, and Washington state.3
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