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The R ailroad  T im etable: 

A Neglected R esearch 

Source

H. ROGER GRANT

T he Special C ollections D ep a rtm en t of 
The U niversity  of Iow a Libraries ow ns a fascinating  asso rtm en t 
of A m erican railroad  tim etables in  the  John  P. V ander M aas 
Collection of R ailroadiana. T hey are especially  w ide-rang ing  
an d  are richest for M idw este rn  or "G ran g e r"  carriers.

W hile m ost peop le  are fam iliar w ith  airline a n d  p e rh a p s  
in tercity  bus tim etables, th ey  p robab ly  k now  little ab o u t rail
road  schedules before the  appearance  of A m trak  folders. W hen  
A m trak (officially the  N ational Railroad P assenger C o rpora
tion) em erged  on  1 M ay 1971, it revo lu tion ized  p assen g er 
schedules. Except for The Official Railway Guide, d esig n ed  
m ainly for railroad  p ersonnel, never before h a d  a single n a 
tional tim etable been  issu ed  for public  co nsum ption . Earlier, 
how ever, h u n d re d s  of railroads p ro d u ce d  th o u sa n d s  of sepa
rate folders.

Railroad schedu les are nearly  as old as the  in d u stry  itself. 
W hen  steam cars d e b u ted  in  the  early  1830s, com pan ies like the  
Baltimore & O hio, S ou th  C arolina, an d  W estern  Railw ay of 
M assachusetts p rep a re d  p rin te d  listings of arrival an d /o r d e 
p artu re  tim es for s ta tion  stops. U sually  these  tiny  p ikes o p e r
a ted  only several score of m iles, an d  th e ir tim etables w ere 
sim ple one-sheet b roadsides. U n d o u b ted ly  in sp ired  by  con
tem porary  stagecoach an d  steam boat poste r-type  schedu les, 
railroad tim etables w ere  n o t in te n d e d  for p e rso n a l possession . 
R ather these b roadsides, o ften  m easu rin g  10 by  15 inches or 
m ore, ado rned  d ep o t w alls an d  likely those  of o th er public

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol53/iss1



14 http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol53/iss1



15

places: hotels, general sto res, an d  the  like. Early tim etables 
m ight be designed  for em ployees as well; som e listed  the 
principal opera ting  ru les, u sua lly  on  th e  reverse  side. This w as 
understandab le  since m any  of these  roads h a u le d  fre igh t 
sh ipm en ts an d  p a sse n g e rs—"h o g s  a n d  h u m a n s " —in  th e  sam e 
"m ixed" train.

But as railroad com panies g rew  an d  system s developed , 
particularly  after the  Civil W ar, b ro ad sid es  no  longer served  
effectively e ither travelers or em ployees. Traffic b u rg eo n ed  an d  
so did the  n eed  for m ore specialized form ats. W hat becam e 
com m on th e n  w ere  separate public  an d  o p era tin g  (em ployee) 
schedules.

A good illustration  of the  n in e te en th  cen tu ry  public  tim etable 
is one th a t da tes from  1892 for the  B urling ton , C edar R apids & 
N o rth ern  Railw ay (BCR&N), the  self-proclaim ed "Iow a 
R oute ."  This com pany , nee B urlington, C edar R apids & M in
nesota  an d  after 1902 p a rt of the  Chicago, Rock Island  & Pacific 
(Rock Island) Railroad, o p era ted  approx im ate ly  1,300 rou te  
m iles in Iow a, M inneso ta, a n d  S outh  D akota. Its m ain  line 
ex tended  from  B urlington, Iow a, th ro u g h  C edar R apids to 
A lbert Lea, M inneso ta, a d istance of 253 m iles, a n d  forged  a 
direct connection  b e tw een  St. Louis a n d  the  Tw in Cities. This 
schedule du ly  lists all s ta tions a n d  all p a ssen g e r tra ins. A n d  it 
includes those  of "w ay  fre igh ts"  th a t carried  passengers; m ost 
freight tra ins, th o u g h , d id  no t. The BCR&N w arn ed  p ro sp ec
tive pa trons th a t "F re igh t tra ins sh o w n  on  th is Tim e C ard  will 
carry passengers only  w h en  p ro v id ed  w ith  T ickets."  C o n d u c
tors, then , w ere n o t pe rm itted  to  collect cash  fares, p robably  
because they  w ere a nu isance  a n d  em ployees ' h o n e s ty  (or lack 
thereof) could n o t be easily m on ito red . A n d  as w ith  som e 
con tem porary  carriers, th e  ro ad  sold  advertis ing  space in  its 
public tim etables; it su rely  d id  so to  offset the  cost of d istrib 
u ting  thousands of free copies to th e  public.

This particu lar Iow a R oute tim etable ho lds considerable  
value. M ost of all, it tells m uch  abou t the  n a tu re  of th is  nearly  
forgotten  road. Ind iv idual schedu les n o te  s ta tion  s to p s —an  
indication th a t depo ts  o r a t least she lte rs  once ex isted  there
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an d , of course , len g th  of travel an d  frequency  of service. Take 
th e  BCR& N's " Iow a C ity D iv ision ."  This b ranch  line ran  
tw en ty -one  m iles from  a m ain  line connection  at Elmira, 
th ro u g h  Iow a City, to  Iow a Junction , w here  it jo ined  the 
M uscatine-to -M ontezum a trackage. The com pany  opera ted  
th ree  th ro u g h  tra ins daily  except S unday , includ ing  a m ixed 
one , a n d  it p ro v id ed  add itiona l service to  e ither Elm ira or Iowa 
Junction . S peeds w ere  m odest; BCR&N trains w ere hard ly  
" ballast sco rchers ."  Yet th ey  w ere  n o t u n u su a lly  slow  by  late 
n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  s tan d a rd s . T rain  N u m b er 4, the  "B urling
to n  P a ssen g e r,"  for exam ple, covered  the  d istance betw een  
Elm ira an d  Iow a Junction  in  fifty m in u tes  or abou t tw enty-five 
m iles p e r hour. The w ay-freight, n o t su rprising ly , traveled  at a 
m uch  m ore  leisurely  rate: it took  tw o  h o u rs  a n d  tw en ty  
m in u tes  to  cover the  tw en ty -one  m iles.

This 1892 fo lder tells m ore. It ind icates, for one th ing , tha t 
th e  U n ited  S tates Express C om pany , one of several privately- 
o w n ed  package fo rw arders before W orld W ar I, served  com 
m un ities  a long  th is road . Even advertisem en ts  are educational. 
Since railroads, like the  BCR&N, p u sh e d  to  op en  the  trans- 
M ississippi w est to  se ttlem en t, lan d  p rom o ters  und ers tan d ab ly  
seized  th is o p p o rtu n ity  to  inform  travelers seeking  new  hom es 
th a t th ey  could  p rov ide  desirab le real estate. Similarly, these 
ad v ertisem en ts  reveal the  p rose  a n d  selling techn iques com 
m on  to the  period . For exam ple, D eSm et, S outh  D akota, realtor 
C .C . H o rtm an , w h o  offered farm s in  K ingsbury  an d  Clark 
coun ties, believed  th a t he could  a ttract a tten tio n  w ith  a clever 
w ord -g ram . A n d  p e rh a p s  he  did.

N o t only  d id  th e  Iow a R oute d istribu te  public  tim etables, 
com plete w ith  sn a p p y  advertisem en ts , it also p ro d u ced  oper
ating  ones. A s the  com pany  n o ted  on  each  cover: "For the 
G o v ern m en t a n d  In fo rm ation  of Em ployes [sic] O nly. N ot for 
In fo rm ation  of the  Pub lic ."  C ustom arily  railroads listed  various 
"classes"  of tra ins. In  the  case of BCR&N "Tim e Table No. 97," 
effective 4 June 1899, tw o  classes of p assen g er tra ins ("first"  
a n d  "seco n d ") a n d  a local fre igh t chugged  over the  Iow a City 
D ivision. W hat is particu larly  valuable abou t th is genre  of
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schedule  is th a t it gives details of opera tions , inc lud ing  exact 
m ileage be tw een  sta tions, location of te leg rap h  offices, an d  
tim es for fre ight m ovem ents.

M ore m o d ern  public  tim etables con tinue  the  trad ition  of 
those p ub lished  d u rin g  the  late  n in e te en th  cen tu ry . Yet, these  
schedules com m only  ap p e a r  in  a s ta n d a rd  size (9 by  4 inches), 
spo rt a corporate  logo on  the  cover (frequen tly  in  color), featu re  
local and /o r system  m aps, a n d  con ta in  m ore  p a g e s—after all,
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system -bu ild ing  of the  late  n in e te en th  a n d  early  tw en tie th  
cen tu ries  p ro d u ce d  large, even  gigantic carriers, a n d  intercity  
p a ssen g e r traffic generally  increased  un til th e  G reat D epression  
of the  1930s.

Rock Island  tim etab les illustrate  the  n a tu re  of these  publica
tions, b o th  d u rin g  a n d  after the  go lden  age of railroading . For 
m ore th a n  seven ty  years th ey  consisted  of a s ta n d a rd  size and  
fo rm at (sta tion  agen ts  in stan tly  recognized  a Rock Island 
folder), an d  fea tu red  the  ro ad 's  logo, w h ich  evolved from  
h o rsesh o e  an d  globe d e 
signs to  a d istinctive sh ield  
abou t 1900. T hese tim eta
bles custom arily  con tain  a 
system  m ap , index  of sta
tions, ra ilroad-re la ted  a d 
vertisem en ts  (usually  u se d  
as filler m aterial), sleep ing  
a n d  pa rlo r car charges, 
a n d  re la ted  in form ation .
T hey also p rov ide  con
d e n sed  th ro u g h  schedu les 
w ith  eq u ip m en t n o ta tio n s  
a n d  list in  a de ta iled  fash 
ion  every  tra in , includ ing  
m ixed ones, th a t h a n d le d  
p assengers. W hile the  
len g th  of these  tim etab les 
varied , th ey  usua lly  ex
ceeded  th irty  pages u n til 
th e  1960s. But as th e  Rock 
Island  w ith d re w  p a sse n 
ger ru n s , th e  schedu les 
sh ran k  noticeably . The 
co m p an y 's  last public 
tim etab les resem ble those  
of th e  early  an d  m id 
n in e te en th  century : th ey
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w ere m erely  9 by  4 inch  cards w ith  schedu les o n  one  side an d  
travel in fo rm ation  on  the  o ther.

C on tem porary  o pera ting  tim etables also becam e h igh ly  s ta n 
dard ized , a lthough  w ith  an  im p o rtan t variation . Those p rin te d  
before W orld W ar II com m only  cam e in  a large-sty le form at, 
m easu ring  approx im ately  11 by  14 inches. Som e roads u se d  
even  larger ones, ap p rop ria te ly  d u b b ed  " b ed -sh e e ts ."  Later 
these tim etables took a less aw k w ard  9 by  10 inch  form , a n d  so 
they  could  be fo lded  easily to  fit th e  pocket of a tra in m an 's  
un ifo rm  or overalls. U ltim ately, m ost cam e in  a red u ced  
(usually 5 by  9 inch) size.

W hether th ey  u sed  large or sm all tim etables, railroads issued  
these em ployee tim ecards by o p era tin g  d iv isions or p e rh a p s  by 
opera ting  districts w ith in  a d ivision. O nly  after p assen g e r 
tra ins d isap p eared  a n d  decisions w ere  m ade  to d ispa tch  fre ight 
tra ins as " ex tras,"  th a t is w ith o u t a p rin te d  schedu le , d id  these  
tim etables encom pass an  en tire  railroad . (Sm aller roads, e sp e 
cially shortlines, h a d  long  u se d  system -w ide tim ecards). C om 
panies m arked  them  sequentially , frequen tly  w ith  big colored 
Arabic num erals , a n d  com m anded  p e rso n n e l to  " D estroy  All 
Time Tables of P revious D a te ."  T hey d id  n o t w a n t their 
em ployees to opera te  tra ins w ith  an  out-o f-date  tim etable: 
D isaster m ight resu lt, for tim es p rin te d  in  these  schedu les gave 
crew s legal righ ts if obeyed  p roperly .

M ore so th an  em ployee tim etables from  th e  last cen tu ry , 
tw en tie th  cen tu ry  ones m in u te ly  detail ra ilroad ing  over a 
particular stretch  of trackage. Take the  case of Rock Islan d 's  
" No. 6" tim ecard for the  First D istrict of the  D es M oines 
Division, w hich  took effect on  5 June 1938. The page  th a t 
includes " M ain Line W estw ard ...S ub-D iv ision  4"  show s p a s
senger trains (first-class) w ith  nam es a n d  n u m b ers  a n d  fre ight 
trains (second-class), also w ith  n a m e s —for exam ple, " Chicago, 
Colorado, Calif. Red Ball" a n d  " East Iow a R ed Ball" —an d  
num bers. The tim etable also n o tes  car capacities of sid ings an d  
o ther tracks, d istances b e tw een  sta tions a n d  railroad  junctions
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an d  crossings, an d  tra in -su p p o rt facilities. M arengo, Iow a, for 
instance, h ad  b o th  a w a te r tan k  [W] a n d  coal chu te  [F] for 
servicing steam  locom otives.

Em ployee tim etables p rov ide  even  m ore data . T hey  list 
nam es of opera ting  officials a n d  physic ians, includ ing  "local 
su rgeons"; no te  particu lar o p era tin g  in structions , for exam ple 
speed  restrictions; ind icate  h o u rs  w h e n  agen ts  are o n  du ty ; an d  
contain  "Special In structions"  for add itiona l ru les a n d  com 
m en tary  abou t tra in  opera tions.

U nlike public tim etables, em ployee tim etab les are m ore 
difficult to find. This is tru e  for b o th  the  U n iversity 's  Special 
Collections an d  o th er research  libraries. The exp lanation  u n 
questionab ly  involves th a t un iversa l in struction  to  p e rso n n e l to 
destroy  p rev ious issues. A nd , too, railroads p rin te d  few er of 
these tim etables. A large ("C lass 1") carrier, like the  Rock 
Island, generally  o rd ered  10,000 to  20,000 copies of a public  
tim etable issue b u t few er th an  a th o u sa n d  of an  o p era tin g  one.

U ses for old tim etables are considerable. T hey ru n  the  g am u t 
from  the  obv io u s—to check on  the  n u m b er of p assen g e r and /o r 
freight tra ins th a t served  a com m unity  a t a particu lar p o in t in  
tim e—to the  less readily  ap p a ren t. P e rh ap s  som eone  involved  
in historic p reservation  w ishes to  research  a local depo t. A n 
operating  schedu le  w o u ld  tell abou t staffing, satellite facilities 
and  o ther m atte r involv ing  daily  business. This in fo rm ation , 
coupled w ith  oral h isto ries, n ew sp ap e rs , p h o to g ra p h s , m aps, 
and  governm en t repo rts, can flesh o u t a b u ild in g 's  past. In 
addition  to u tilitarian ism , there  exists an  aesthetic  d im ension . 
Railroad en thusiasts , m ost of all, find  considerab le  p leasu re  in  
exam ining such  artifacts. Som e public  tim etab les are  tru ly  
w orks of art, an d  all m ake possib le a m en ta l trip  by  tra in  
th rough  the past.
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