
Exit the Passenger Train
In  th is  e ra  o f  th e  m o to r  c a r  a n d  a irp la n e  it is 

e a s y  to  fo rg e t  th e  o n c e - im p o r ta n t ro le  th e  ra i lro a d  

p la y e d  in  m a n y  h u n d re d s  o f Io w a  co m m u n ities . 

T h e  p a s s e n g e r  tra in  w a s  o f te n  th e  o n ly  link  w ith  

th e  o u ts id e  w o r ld . D a k o ta  C ity , fo r  e x am p le , is a  

little  w a y  s ta tio n , th e  se c o n d  to w n  w e s t  o f  E a g le  

G ro v e , w h e re  sh o p s  a n d  offices o f th e  fo rm e r 

N o r th e rn  Io w a  D iv is io n  w e re  lo c a te d . In  th e  

1 9 2 0 's  it h a d  fo u r  d a ily  p a s s e n g e r  tra in s  in c lu d in g  

N o s . 24 a n d  25 , th e  “ F l y e r / '  T h e  F ly e r  n o t o n ly  

c o v e re d  th e  145-m ile  b ra n c h  from  E a g le  G ro v e  to  

H a w a r d e n ,  it w e n t  e a s t  to  C h ic a g o  a n d  w e s t  to  

H u ro n , S o u th  D a k o ta .

F o r  a  b ra n c h  line, th e  F ly e r  w a s  q u ite  a  tra in . 

P u lle d  b y  a  h ig h -s te p p in g  A tla n t ic - ty p e  e n g in e  

w ith  a  U n ite d  S ta te s  m ail c a r  b e h in d  th e  te n d e r , it 

u su a lly  h a d  a  b ra c e  o f e x p re s s  c a rs , a  b a g g a g e  ca r, 

a  sm o k e r a n d  tw o  c h a ir  c a rs , fo llo w e d  b y  o n e  o r 

tw o  P u llm a n s . T h a t  w a s  th e  firs t tra in  w e s t. B asil 

W .  K oob , w h o  s ta r te d  ra i lro a d in g  a s  a  c le rk  a t  

D a k o ta  C ity  s ta tio n , re c a lls  th e  h a rd  w o rk  r e ­

q u ire d  a t  tra in  tim e.

There was often a traveling salesman or two, and when 
I saw them I knew there would be a lot of excess baggage 
on that train. They always had big, heavy trunks carry-
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598 THE PALIMPSEST
ing their wares, which were drayed to local hotels. Every 
hotel of any consequence had a “sample room,’’ where 
drummers displayed their merchandise. It was up to me 
to check all the baggage for excess weight (over the 150- 
pound maximum) and load it back on the train again 
when the “traveling men” left town.

M o r e  a rd u o u s  la b o r  fo llo w e d  w h e n  th e  w a y  

f re ig h t  c la n k e d  in to  to w n  b e tw e e n  9 a n d  10 a .m . 

I t  f irs t h a l te d  fo r  w a te r ,  D a k o ta  C ity  b e in g  th e  

o n ly  w a te r - s to p  b e tw e e n  th e re  a n d  E a g le  G ro v e . 

W h e n  th e  t r a in  f in a lly  p u lle d  u p  to  th e  d e p o t  th e  

c o n d u c to r  s w u n g  d o w n  fro m  th e  c a b o o se  w ith  a  

fist fu ll o f  w a y b ills . A s  K o o b  re la te s :

The usual routine was to begin from the rear car, just 
in front of the “crummy,” and work toward the engine. 
W e  unloaded every conceivable size and description of 
merchandise and foodstuffs, including fruit, vegetables, 
fresh meats, canned goods . . . even machinery. T hat 
took from a half to three quarters of an hour. Then the 
“peddler” whistled a reply to the conductor’s “highball” 
and the cars rumbled by, leaving a pile of assorted mer­
chandise on the platform.

A f te rn o o n  b ro u g h t  th e  lo ca ls , o n e  e a s t, th e  o th e r  

w e s t. T h is  m e a n t is su in g  tic k e ts , m o s tly  to  w a y  

p o in ts , a n d  c h e c k in g  b a g g a g e . L a te r  in  th e  d a y  

th e  e r ra tic  e a s tb o u n d  " p e d d le r ” sh o w e d  u p . A lo n g  

b e tw e e n  8 a n d  9 o ’c lo ck  in th e  e v e n in g , tic k e ts  

w o u ld  b e  so ld  a n d  sp a c e  co n firm ed  fo r  th e  C h i­

c a g o -b o u n d  F ly e r . T h a t  p o p u la r  tra in  o p e ra te d  

o v e r  th re e  b ra n c h e s  v ia  E a g le  G ro v e , Jew e ll, a n d  

T a m a , th e n c e  on  th e  m a in  line  fo r  its  e a r ly -m o m -
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ing  a r r iv a l  in  th e  W i n d y  C ity . S a tu r d a y  w a s  

" s to c k  d a y ,” a n d  liv e s to c k  tra in s  k e p t th e  ra ils  p o l­

ish e d  th ro u g h  e a r ly  S u n d a y  m o rn in g .

T h e  d e c lin e  o f  p a s s e n g e r  b u s in e s s  s ta r te d  w ith  

th e  s h o r t-h a u l  r id e r . M o s t  Io w a n s  fe lt  th a t  th e  

m ain  lin e  s s tre a m lin e rs  o n  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  

w e re  a n  in s ti tu tio n  h e re  to  s ta y . I t  w a s  a  g la m o r ­

o u s  e ra  th a t  w o u ld  n e v e r  e n d .

O n e  c o u ld  s ta n d  in C lin to n  a n d  w a tc h  th e  p a ­

r a d e  o f y e llo w  c a rs  g o  b y , s ta r t in g  a t  7 :0 2  in th e  

ev en in g  a n d  c o n tin u in g  u n til  a lm o s t m id n ig h t. 

T h e r e  w e re  se v e n  tra in s , b e g in n in g  w ith  th e  

s tre a m lin e d  C ity  o f  D e n v e r  a n d  e n d in g  w ith  th e  

q u ite  o r th o d o x  s te a m -o p e ra te d  G o ld  C o a s t.  T h e  

s tre a m lin e rs  h a d  n e w  ro o m e tte s  a lo n g  w ith  o p e n  

sec tio n s , d ra w in g  ro o m s a n d  o th e r  c u s to m a ry  

s le ep in g  a c c o m m o d a tio n s . A ll W e s t  C o a s t-b o u n d  

" C i ty ” tr a in s  w e re  s tre a m lin e rs  u s u a lly  fe a tu r in g  

v a le t se rv ice , b a rb e r s  a n d  ra d io s . M o s t  o f  th em  

a lso  h a d  b a th s .

E v e n  s e c o n d a ry  t r a in s  h a d  u n u su a l a t t ra c t io n s . 

T h e  L o s  A n g e le s  L im ite d  a n d  th e  S a n  F ra n c isc o  

O v e r la n d  b o a s te d  o f th ro u g h  s le e p e rs  from  N e w  

Y o rk  C ity  to  th e  P ac ific  C o a s t , in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  

th e  P e n n s y lv a n ia  a n d  th e  N e w  Y o rk  C e n tra l .  T h e  

fo rm er a lso  h a d  th ro u g h  P u llm a n s  fro m  W a s h in g ­

ton , D . C ., v ia  th e  P e n n s y lv a n ia . A p a r t  from  th is  

th e re  w e re  o th e r  th ro u g h -c a r  ro u tin g s  o f long  

s ta n d in g  from  th e  T w in  C itie s  to  th e  W e s t ,  in co l­

la b o ra tio n  w ith  th e  O m a h a  R o a d . In d e e d , T h e



600 THE PALIMPSEST

N ig h t in g a le  a n d  T h e  N o r th  A m e r ic a n  w e re  b o th  

c ra c k  “ O m a h a "  t r a in s  w ith  s le e p e rs  to  a n d  fro m  

L o s  A n g e le s . T h e y  w e re  p o p u la r  w ith  re t i r e d  

M in n e s o ta n s ,  w h o  fled  fro m  z e ro  c lim es to  s p e n d  

th e  w in te r  in  b a lm y  s o u th e rn  C a lifo rn ia .

B y  1955 t r a n s - I o w a  se rv ic e  w a s  tr im m ed  to  five 

C h ic a g o - to - th e - W e s t  th ro u g h  tr a in s  in  e a c h  d ire c ­

tio n . T h e  a irp la n e  h a d  ta k e n  its  to ll, a s  h a d  stiff 

c o m p e titio n  fro m  th e  lu x u r io u s  C a lifo rn ia  Z e p h y r  

on  th e  B u r l in g to n -R io  G r a n d e - W e s te r n  P ac ific  

ro u te  a n d  a c c e le ra te d  s c h e d u le s  o f th e  S a n ta  F e s  

s m a r t  s tre a m lin e rs . M o re o v e r , d is se n s io n  b e tw e e n  

th e  U n io n  P ac ific  a n d  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  d id  n o t 

h e lp  m a tte r s .  T h e  fo rm e r  w a s  n o t sa tis f ie d  v /ith  

th e  se rv ic e  g iv en  e a s t  o f  O m a h a ;  a n d  th e  la t te r  

w a n te d  a  b ig g e r  d iv is io n  o f  re v e n u e  to  h e lp  u n d e r ­

w r i te  h ig h  C h ic a g o  te rm in a l e x p e n se s . T h e  o u t ­

co m e o f th e  q u a r re l  m a d e  h e a d lin e s  in th e  M id ­

w e s t  a n d  r a te d  c o lu m n s  in T im e  a n d  N e w s w e e k  

w h e n  th e  L Inion  P ac ific  a n n o u n c e d  th a t  on  O c to ­

b e r  30 , 1955, it w o u ld  sw itc h  its  th ro u g h  tra in s  b e ­

tw e e n  O m a h a  a n d  C h ic a g o  to  th e  M ilw a u k e e  

R o a d .

T h e  N o r th  W e s te r n  c o u n te re d  b y  a d v e r t is in g  

th re e  n e w  s tre a m lin e rs , tw o  o f w h ic h  w o u ld  c ro ss  

th e  s ta te , to  s u b s t i tu te  fo r  th e  w ith d ra w n  tra in s . 

O n e  w a s  th e  C o rn  K in g ,  an  o v e rn ig h t tra in  h a v in g  

c o a c h e s , se c tio n s , ro o m e tte s  a n d  b e d ro o m s, to ­

g e th e r  w ith  a  d in e r - lo u n g e . T h e  o th e r , c a lle d  T h e  

O m a h a n ,  c o n s is te d  o f c o a c h e s , a  p a r lo r  c a r  w ith
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d ra w in g  ro o m s, a n d  a  d in in g  c a r  on  its  d a y l ig h t  

ru n . A  th ird  tra in , ru n n in g  b e tw e e n  C h ic a g o  a n d  

B o o n e , w a s  a p p ro p r ia te ly  n a m e d  th e  K a te  S h e lle y .  

I t  f e a tu re d  m o d e rn  c o a c h e s , a  p a r lo r  c a r  a n d  a  

d in e r - lo u n g e  on  a  f a s t  a f te rn o o n  a n d  e v e n in g  

sc h e d u le .

T h e  n e w  tra in s  w e re  n o t p ro fita b le , a n d  se rv ice  

soon  d e te r io ra te d . T h e  K a te  S h e l le y  w a s  c u t b a c k  

to  M a rs h a l l to w n , th e n  to  C lin to n . P u llm a n s  w e re  

sh e d  from  th e  n ig h t  tra in , a n d  th e  p a r lo r  c a r  a n d  

d in e r  w i th d ra w n  from  th e  O m a h a  d a y  ru n . O n  

M a y  15, 1960, p a s s e n g e r  tra in s  b e tw e e n  C lin to n  

a n d  C o u n c il B lu ffs  m a d e  th e ir  final ru n s . M e a n ­

w h ile , th e  O m a h a  R o a d  h a d  a l r e a d y  c e a se d  c a r r y ­

ing  p a s s e n g e rs  b e tw e e n  th e  T w in  C itie s  a n d  

C o u n c il B lu ffs a s  o f O c to b e r  25 , 1959.

T o d a y  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  d o e s  n o t h a v e  a  s in ­

g le  p a s s e n g e r  tra in  in  Io w a  sa v e  fo r  a  few  h u n d re d  

fee t w h e re  th e  K a te  S h e l le y  co m es in to  C lin to n  

from  th e  e a s t. M o re o v e r , N o r th  W e s te r n  m ail a n d  

e x p re s s  se rv ice  in Io w a  is a  th in g  o f th e  p a s t;  a n d  

w h a t  little  le s s - th a n -c a r lo a d  sh ip m e n ts  rem a in  is 

o n ly  o f a n  in te r s ta te  n a tu re .
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