
Prosperous Years
F ro m  1887, w h e n  M a rv in  H u g h i t t  b e c a m e  p re s 

id e n t, u n til h is  d e a th  in J a n u a ry , 1928 , th e  N o r th  

W e s te r n  w a s  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  H u g h i t t  ro a d . H u g h -  

i t t ’s a b ili ty  a n d  h is p ro d ig io u s  c a p a c ity  fo r  w o rk  

h a d  b e e n  d e m o n s tra te d  w h ile  on  th e  Illin o is  C e n 

tra l . A s  a  y o u th fu l s u p e r in te n d e n t  on  th a t  ro a d  h e  

h a d  s a t  fo r  th ir ty -s ix  c o n tin u o u s  h o u rs  a t  th e  te le 

g ra p h  k e y  d is p a tc h in g  tro o p  tra in s  s o u th w a rd  

th ro u g h  C a iro  to  re in fo rc e  th e  h a rd -p re s s e d  U n io n  

fo rc e s  a t  C o r in th . T h e n , a f te r  a  fe w  h o u rs  s leep , 

he to o k  th e  k e y  fo r  a n o th e r  th ir ty - s ix  g ru e llin g  

h o u rs  to  m o v e  th e  sam e  tro o p s  to  a  d iffe re n t b a t t le 

fie ld .

M a rv in  H u g h i t t  b e g a n  ra i lro a d in g  on  th e  S t. 

L ou is , A lto n  & C h ic a g o  R a ilro a d  (C h ic a g o  & 

A l to n ) .  L a te r  h e  w e n t  w ith  th e  Illino is  C e n tra l . 

T h e n  h e  s w itc h e d  to  th e  C h ic a g o , M ilw a u k e e  & 

S t. P a u l R a ilro a d , a n d  ju s t  b e fo re  com in g  to  th e  

N o r th  W e s te r n  he  w a s  fo r  a  s h o r t  tim e s u p e r in 

te n d e n t  o f th e  P u llm a n  P a la c e  C a r  C o m p a n y . A s  

w e  h a v e  seen , H u g h i t t  ro se  ra p id ly  on  th e  N o r th  

W e s te r n .  U n d e r  h is firm  g u id in g  h a n d  th e  ra i l 

ro a d  p ro s p e re d . H u g h i t t  h a d  tw o  d o m in a tin g  in 

te re s ts  in  life  —  h is fam ily  a n d  h is ra ilro a d . F o r  

tw e n ty - th re e  y e a r s  he  s h a p e d  th e  po lic ies o f  th e
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N o r th  W e s t e r n  a s  its  p re s id e n t .  W h e n  m a d e  

b o a rd  c h a irm a n  in 1910  he, a s  e ld e r  s ta te s m a n , 

still r a n  th e  r a i l ro a d . E v e n  a s  c h a irm a n  o f th e  

f in a n c e  c o m m itte e  fro m  1925 to  h is  d e a th  a t  n e a r ly  

9 1 , h is  c o n su m in g  in te re s t  w a s  th e  C h ic a g o  & 

N o r th  W e s te r n .

D u r in g  h is te n u re  a s  p re s id e n t ,  a n d  la te r  a s  

b o a rd  c h a irm a n , th e  N o r th  W e s t e r n 's  m ile a g e  w a s  

v ir tu a l ly  d o u b le d . U n d e r  h is  d ire c tio n  th e  m ain  

lin e  a c ro s s  Io w a  h a d  b e e n  d o u b le  t r a c k e d  b y  1902. 

L ik e  th e  m a in  s tem  in  Illin o is , t r a in s  o p e ra te d  on  

th e  le f t  h a n d  t r a c k  a s  is c u s to m a ry  in G r e a t  B r i t 

a in . C o n t r a r y  to  p o p u la r  b e lie f  it w a s  a  m a t te r  o f 

e c o n o m y  a n d  n o t  th e  in flu en ce  o f E n g lis h  in v e s to rs  

w h ic h  led  to  “ s o u th p a w ” o p e ra tio n . M o s t  o f  th e  

s ta t io n s  b e in g  on  th e  n o r th  s id e  o f  th e  o r ig in a l 

s in g le  t r a c k  line , it w a s  c h e a p e r  to  a d d  a n o th e r  

t r a c k  to  th e  so u th . B y  re v e rs in g  th e  n o rm a l d ire c 

tio n  o f  tra ffic  th e  d e p o ts  c o u ld  re m a in  in ta c t  a n d  

p a s s e n g e r s  c o u ld  b u y  t ic k e ts  w ith o u t c ro ss in g  th e  

t r a c k  b e fo re  b o a rd in g  t r a in s  fo r  C h ic a g o .

T h e  m o s t s p e c ta c u la r  im p ro v e m e n t in th is  p e 

r io d  w a s  b u ild in g  “ th e  lo n g e s t, h ig h e s t d o u b le -  

t r a c k  r a i l ro a d  b r id g e  in th e  w o r ld ” o v e r  th e  D e s  

M o in e s  R iv e r  n e a r  B o o n e . O p e n e d  in 1901, th e  

2 ,6 8 5 - fo o t s t ru c tu re , k n o w n  a s  th e  K a te  S h e lle y  

V ia d u c t ,  ro se  184 fe e t a b o v e  th e  b e a u tifu l v a lley . 

C o m p le tio n  o f  th e  b r id g e  m a rk e d  th e  u se  o f  th e  

7 .2 5 -m ile  c u t-o ff  b u ilt b y  th e  B o o n e  C o u n ty  R a il 

w a y  C o m p a n y . T h is  e lim in a te d  th e  lo n g e r  s in g le
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t ra c k  lin e  th ro u g h  M o in g o n a  w ith  its  s te e p e r  

g r a d e  a n d  g re a te r  c u rv a tu re . I t a lso  d id  a w a y  

w ith  “ p u s h e r ” o p e ra tio n . T h e  o ld e r  line, on  w h ic h  

th e  im m o rta l K a te  S h e lle y ’s s ig n a l s a v e d  v ic tim s 

from  a  w a s h e d  o u t r a i l ro a d  b r id g e , w a s  la te r  

a b a n d o n e d .

T h is  b r in g s  u s  to  th e  le g e n d  o f K a te  S h e lle y . 

W h a t  C a s e y  Jo n e s  is to  fo lk so n g  a n d  Jo h n  H e n r y  

is to  N e g r o  fo lk w a y s , K a te  S h e lle y  is to  A m e ric a n  

ra i lro a d  h e ro in e s . A ll th re e  w e re  ra i l ro a d e rs , a n d  

th e ir  s to r ie s  a r e  fo u n d e d  on  fa c t. B u t th e ir  e x 

p lo its  h a v e  t r a n s c e n d e d  a c tu a l  h a p p e n in g s  to  

e m e rg e  in to  b a lla d  a n d  fo lk lo re , a d d in g  lu s te r  a n d  

s h e d d in g  fa c t. H e re , h o w e v e r , a re  th e  k n o w n  

fa c ts  o f Io w a 's  fa m o u s  w o m a n  a n d  th e  n a t io n 's  

m o st p o p u la r  r a i l ro a d  h e ro in e .

K a te  S h e lle y , d a u g h te r  o f  a  N o r th  W e s te r n  se c 

tion  fo re m a n , w a s  b o rn  on  a  fa rm  n e a r  M o in g o n a  

S e p te m b e r  25 , 1865. A f te r  th e  d e a th  o f  h e r  fa th e r , 

K a te  w ith  h e r  tw o  s is te rs  a n d  b ro th e r  re m a in e d  a t  

hom e h e lp in g  h e r  m o th e r  ru n  th e  fa rm  a n d  s u p p o r t  

th e  fam ily . O n  Ju ly  6, 1881 , a  v io le n t s to rm  s w e p t 

th e  D e s  M o in e s  V a l le y  a n d  f if te e n -y e a r-o ld  K a te  

w a s  o b lig e d  to  g e t  th e  liv e s to ck  o u t o f th e  s ta b le , 

w h ich  w a s  p a r t ly  flo o d ed  b y  th e  w a te r s  o f  H o n e y  

C re e k . A s  th e  ra in  in c re a se d  in fu ry  K a te  b e c a m e  

v e ry  a p p re h e n s iv e . S h e  fe a re d  d r if tw o o d  in th e  

c re e k  a n d  in th e  n e a rb y  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  w o u ld  

b a c k  u p  a g a in s t  th e  ra i lro a d  b r id g e s  a n d  u n d e r 
m ine them .

PROSPEROUS YEARS
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Ju s t b e fo re  m id n ig h t  th e  f r ig h te n e d  g irl h e a rd  a  

“ p u s h e r ” e n g in e  g o in g  e a s t .  A s  it n e a re d  th e  

S h e lle y  fa rm  sh e  n o te d  a n  e e rie  to llin g  o f th e  bell, 

a  c ra s h  a n d  a  h is s in g  o f s te a m . K a te  s e n s e d  a t  

o n c e  th e  lo co m o tiv e  m u s t h a v e  p lu n g e d  from  th e  

H o n e y  C re e k  b r id g e . If  so , w h o  w o u ld  flag  N o . 4, 

th e  A t la n t ic  E x p r e s s , d u e  s h o r t ly  fro m  th e  w e s t?  

I t  w a s  u p  to  her!

S h e  h u r r ie d ly  p u t  on  a  h a t  a n d  c o a t, g ra b b e d  a  

la n te rn  a n d  ra n  to  th e  b r id g e . P a r t  of th e  s t r u c 

tu re  re m a in e d , b u t  th e  e n g in e  w a s  in th e  c ree k . 

C lin g in g  to  d r i f tw o o d  w e re  E d  W o o d ,  th e  e n g i 

n e e r , a n d  A d a m  E g a r ,  a  b ra k e m a n . O th e r s  in th e  

c re w  h a d  p e r is h e d  in th e  r a g in g  c re e k . S e e in g  sh e  

c o u ld  n o t h e lp  th em , K a te  w e n t  to  seek  a id  —  a n d  

to  flag  th e  e x p re s s . T o  d o  so  sh e  h a d  to  c ro s s  th e  

D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  on  th e  ra i l ro a d  b r id g e  a b o v e  

th e  ru s h in g  w a te r .  H e r  la n te rn  h a d  s in ce  g o n e  ou t, 

a n d  sh e  g ro p e d  a lo n g  th e  tie s  on  h e r  h a n d s  a n d  

k n e e s  in  th e  d a rk . T h e  w in d  a lm o s t b le w  h e r  from  

th e  s tru c tu re ;  a n d  sh e  w a s  a f r a id  le s t a n y  m in u te  

th e  e x p re s s  w o u ld  b e a r  d o w n  on  h er. B u t c o u ra 

g e o u s  K a te  f in a lly  m a d e  it. S h e  th e n  sp e d  d o w n  

th e  t r a c k  to  th e  d e p o t  a t  M o in g o n a .

N e a r ly  e x h a u s te d  a n d  h a lf -c o h e re n t from  

f r ig h t, K a te  to ld  h e r  s to ry  to  th e  o p e ra to r . S u m 

m o n in g  all h e r  e n e rg y , sh e  la te r  w e n t b a c k  w ith  

w illin g  r a i l ro a d e r s  on  a n o th e r  e n g in e  to  h e lp  re s 

cu e  W o o d  a n d  E g a r  from  th e  sw ir lin g  c u r re n ts  o f 

H o n e y  C re e k . K a te  s u b s e q u e n tly  b ecam e  ill from
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h e r  te r r ib le  o rd e a l, a n d  it w a s  th re e  m o n th s  b e fo re  

sh e  fu lly  r e c u p e ra te d . B y  th is  tim e  a ll A m e ric a  

k n e w  o f h e r  h e ro ic  d e e d .

N o t  c o n te n t  w ith  h e r  t ru ly  re m a rk a b le  fe a t, le g 

e n d  h a s  it sh e  re a c h e d  M o in g o n a  ju s t  in tim e to  

h a v e  th e  o p e ra to r  s n a tc h  a  re d  la n te rn  a n d  flag  th e  

e x p re s s . S o m e  a c c o u n ts  s a y  sh e  s to p p e d  th e  m id 

n ig h t fly er h e rse lf . B u t c a re fu l re s e a rc h  b y  E d 

w a rd  H . M e y e r s  o f B o o n e  e x p lo d e s  th is  m y th . In  

‘T h e  T r u e  S to ry  o f K a te  S h e lle y ” in O c to b e r , 

1957, T r a in s , M e y e r s  p o in ts  o u t th e re  w a s  a  “ h o ld  

o r d e r ” s e t u p  a s  a  p re c a u t io n a ry  m e a su re . E a s t 

w a rd  tra in s  w e re  h e ld  a t  S c ra n to n , so m e 40  m iles 

w e s t o f  M o in g o n a , a n d  w e s tw a rd  tra in s  a t  M a r 

sh a llto w n , a b o u t 60  m iles from  w h e re  K a te  co n 

ta c te d  th e  te le g ra p h  o p e ra to r .  F u r th e rm o re , a  

b r id g e  a t  C o a l V a lle y , ju s t  w e s t  o f M o in g o n a , 

w a s  a lso  w a s h e d  o u t.

A t  a n y  ra te , K a te  S h e lle y 's  n a m e  h a s  g o n e  

d o w n  fo r  p o s te r i ty . T h e  Io w a  S ta te  le g is la tu re  

a w a rd e d  h e r  a  g o ld  m e d a l a n d  $ 200 ; th e  O r d e r  o f 

R a ilw a y  C o n d u c to rs  g a v e  h e r  a  g o ld  w a tc h ; a n d  

th e  C h ic a g o  T r ib u n e  ra is e d  a  fu n d  to  h e lp  th e  

S h e lle y  fam ily . In  D u b u q u e  a  s ta tu e  w a s  e re c te d  

in h e r  m em o ry , a n d  th e  schoo l c h ild re n  o f th a t  

co m m u n ity  p re s e n te d  h e r  w ith  a  m e d a l. T h e  g r a te 

ful ra ilro a d  m a d e  h e r  th e  a g e n t  a t  M o in g o n a  in 

1903, a n d  sh e  c o n tin u e d  w o rk in g  th e re  a lm o s t u p  

to  h e r  d e a th  on  J a n u a ry  21 , 1912. H e r  n a m e  is 

c u r re n tly  b e in g  p e rp e tu a te d  b y  T h e  K a te  S h e lle y
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A w a r d  g iv en  y e a r ly  b y  M o d e r n  R a ilr o a d s  to  in d i 

v id u a l w o m e n  a n d  g ro u p s  o f  w o m e n  fo r  o u ts ta n d 

in g  a c h ie v e m e n t in A m e ric a n  ra ilro a d in g .

M a n y  p o em s h a v e  b e e n  w r i t te n  a b o u t th is  b ra v e  

Io w a n . O n e  o f  th e  b e s t  w a s  p e n n e d  b y  th e  w e ll-  

k n o w n  Io w a  w r i te r  M a c K in la y  K a n to r . T i t le d  

“ T h e  B a lla d  o f K a te  S h e l le y ,” a n d  firs t p u b lish e d  

in th e  C h ic a g o  D a ily  N e w s , th e  poem  e n d s  a s  

fo llo w s :

But if you go to Honey Creek in some dark summer storm, 
Be sure to take a lantern flame to keep your spirit warm. 
For there will be a phantom train, and foggy whistle cries — 
And in the lightning flare you’ll see Kate Shelley on the ties.

A lo n g  w ith  d o u b le  tra c k in g  o f th e  m a in  line, 

c o n s id e ra b le  t r a c k  re lo c a tio n  to o k  p lace , re s u lt in g  

in m o re  fa v o ra b le  g r a d e s  a n d  re d u c e d  c u rv a tu re . 

T h e  re m a in s  o f  th e  o ld  lin es  m a y  still b e  seen  in 

se v e ra l p la c e s  b y  s h a rp -e y e d  o b s e rv e rs  ev en  to d a y .

A n o th e r  m a jo r  im p ro v e m e n t w a s  re p la c in g  th e  

o ld  s in g le - tra c k  M is s is s ip p i R iv e r  B r id g e  w ith  a  

tw o - tr a c k  s tru c tu re . T h e  n e w  sp a n  w a s  b u ilt b e 

tw e e n  1907 a n d  1909. I t  c o n s is te d  o f e ig h t la ttic e  

t ru s s  s p a n s  a n d  o n e  P r a t t  t ru s s  a c ro s s  th e  e a s t  

c h a n n e l o f th e  r iv e r. T h e  n a r ro w e r  w e s t c h a n n e l 

is c ro s se d  b y  th re e  s p a n s :  o n e  o f th ro u g h  r iv e te d  

la ttic e , a n o th e r  o f  th ro u g h  P r a t t  t ru s s  a n d  a  th ird  

b e in g  a  th ro u g h  4 6 0 -fo o t p in -c o n n e c te d  sw in g  

s p a n . T h e  s tu r d y  m o d e rn  s t ru c tu re  is a  fe w  fee t 

s o u th  o f th e  o r ig in a l b r id g e .

In  1886 th e  L inn  C o u n ty  R a ilw a y  C o m p a n y
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w a s  o rg a n iz e d  to  b y -p a s s  th e  c o n g e s te d  C e d a r  

R a p id s  a re a . I t  r e s u l te d  in re b u ild in g  a  s ix -m ile  

c u t-o ff  b e tw e e n  O tis  a n d  B e v e rly , th e re b y  s p e e d 

ing  u p  f re ig h t  o p e ra tio n .

A p a r t  fro m  lin e  re lo c a tio n  a n d  c u t-o ffs , th e re  

w e re  s c a rc e ly  a n y  n e w  lin es  b u ilt a f te r  1901. A n  

e x c e p tio n  w a s  th e  S io u x  C ity , D a k o ta  a n d  N o r th  

W e s te r n  R a ilw a y  C o m p a n y , o rg a n iz e d  in  1909 to  

b u ild  fro m  H in to n  Je t. to  H a w a r d e n  Je t. C o m 

p le te d  in 1910  th e  2 8 -m ile  lin e  p ro v id e d  a  s h o r te r  

ro u te  b e tw e e n  S io u x  C ity  a n d  p o in ts  w e s t  o f 

H a w a rd e n .

A n o th e r  e x c e p tio n  w a s  th e  tw e lv e -m ile  e x te n 

sion  o f th e  Io w a  S o u th e rn  R a ilw a y  C o m p a n y  to  

ta p  co a l m in es  b e tw e e n  C o n so l a n d  M ia m i in 1915. 

T h e  line  p ro v e d  to  b e  th e  la s t  N o r th  W e s te r n  

b ra n c h  b u ilt  in Io w a  (e x c e p t  fo r  a  7 -m ile  p o w e r-  

p la n t  s p u r  b u ilt  in 1962, n e a r  S io u x  C ity )  a n d  o n e  

o f th e  firs t to  b e  re t ire d  a f te r  th e  m in es p e te re d  o u t 

in  th e  la te  1 9 2 0 's .

T h e  fin an c ia l p ic tu re  o f th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  a p 

p e a re d  n e v e r  b r ig h te r  th a n  it d id  u n d e r  th e  p re s i 

d e n c y  o f H u g h it t .  B u t W o r ld  W a r  I a n d  its  a f te r -  

m a th  c h a n g e d  th e  s itu a tio n , a s  d id  econom ic  c o n d i

tio n s  o v e r  w h ic h  th e  ra i lro a d  h a d  little  c o n tro l.

PROSPEROUS YEARS


