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The Great Rock Island Route: A History of the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific 
Railroad, Its Predecessors and Subsidiaries, 1852–1984, by John T. Gaertner. 
St. Paul, MN: Privately Printed, 2022. 391 pp. Illustrations, maps, notes, 
bibliography, index. $64.95 hardcover. 

Reviewer H. Roger Grant is Kathryn and Calhoun Lemon Professor of His-
tory at Clemson University. He is the author of many books, including A 
Mighty Fine Road: A History of the Chicago, Rock Island, & Pacific Railroad Com-
pany (Indiana, 2020), The Station Agent and the American Railroad Experience (In-
diana 2022), and Sunset Cluster: A Shortline Railroad Saga (Indiana, 2023). 

In this privately printed book on the history of the Chicago, Rock Island 
& Pacific Railroad, John T. Gaertner focuses on the construction history 
of what once was one of America’s greatest inter-regional trunk roads. 
For Iowans, the Rock Island emerged as its dominant carrier. By the 
mid-twentieth century, it owned 2,075 route miles compared with 1,053 
route miles for the state’s second largest rail operator, Chicago & North 
Western Railway. The Rock Island, moreover, was the first railroad to 
reach the Hawkeye State and the first to bridge the Mississippi River. 
Gaertner painstakingly constructs the fourteen-state Rock Island Sys-
tem. In Iowa this involves more than the major arteries, which include 
the historic east-west Davenport, Des Moines, and Council Bluffs main-
line, “Golden State Route” between Davenport, Eldon, and southwest-
ward to Kansas City and beyond to Santa Rosa, New Mexico, and what 
later became known as the “Spine Line” that linked Kansas City and the 
Twin Cities through Des Moines, Iowa Falls, and Mason City. All of the 
maze of secondary lines and branches are covered, ranging from the 
Carlisle to Winterset and Elmira to Clinton appendages. Gaertner also 
includes abandonments and how Rock Island properties were sold fol-
lowing its liquidation in the 1980s. One sell-off led to the formation of 
what became the successful trans-state Iowa Interstate Railroad re-
gional carrier. 

 Other parts of the complex Rock Island history receive less cover-
age. Such key events as the Reid-Moore syndicate looting of the com-
pany during the formative years of the twentieth century, the later 
ineptitude of several administrations, and the modest renaissance of the 
Jervis Langdon Jr. years in the 1960s are given either short shrift or 
largely ignored. What is striking about this book is that no secondary 
works are used, including the classic centennial history, Iron Road to Em-
pire by William Edward Hayes and more recent company studies by Bill 
Marvel, Gregory Schneider, and Roger Grant. Also ignored are The Iowa 
Route: A History of the Burlington, Cedar Rapids & Northern Railway by 
Don Hofsommer and biographies of John W. Barriger III and Jervis Lan-
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don Jr. Occasionally the author makes minor factual errors and ques-
tionable generalizations. He claims, for example, that John D. Farring-
ton, who headed the company for several decades in the mid-twentieth 
century, made the Rock Island into the “strongest of Midwestern rail-
roads” (1).  

Still, The Great Rock Island Route holds considerable value. Gaertner 
has conducted extensive research, especially with newspaper coverage, 
of the multiple construction and acquisitions in the Rock Island’s com-
plex corporate history. Furthermore, the book is blessed with exception-
ally good and frequently detailed maps. Other illustrations are generally 
good and appropriate. And throughout the work, the author presents 
his material in a pleasant writing style. This book complements other 
monographic studies of what was at least in song a “Mighty Good 
Road.” 

Crossroads of a Continent: Missouri Railroads, 1851–1921, by Peter A. Han-
sen, Don L. Hofsommer, and Carlos Arnaldo Schwantes. Railroads Past 
and Present. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2021. xiv, 378 pp. 
Illustrations, maps, notes, bibliography, index. $55 hardcover. 

Reviewer Simon Cordery is Chair of the History Department at Iowa State 
University. He is currently writing a biography of Albert Benton Pullman 
and is the author of The Iron Road in the Prairie State: The Story of Illinois Rail-
roading (Indiana, 2016).  

This is an excellent introduction to the railroads of Missouri. It is com-
prehensive, well-illustrated, and places the Show-Me state in a wider 
regional context. Despite the book’s title, it does not claim any special 
place for the state in the firmament of American railroading history, nec-
essarily paying attention to St. Louis’s unwinnable rivalry with Chicago 
and the slow growth of rails across the state. The book bears the marks 
of being written by three separate authors, but is nonetheless readable 
and illuminating.  

Let’s begin with that title. Many places, at many times, have 
claimed the mantle of America’s crossroads. Indiana calls itself The 
Crossroads of America, as does Vandalia, Ohio. Wentzville, Missouri, 
brands itself the Crossroads of the Nation, which at least brings us to 
the Show-Me State. To call Missouri the “crossroads of a continent” is a 
grand claim, one the authors do not try to justify. They do assert that 
“all of the state’s major railroads served as linchpins in a complex web 
of regional and national spatial relationships” (3–4). It is not entirely 
clear what this means or how it gives Missouri special standing in the 




