
Retrenchments and Abandonments
T h r e e  p re s id e n ts  fo llo w e d  H u g h it t ,  a n d  th e n  

cam e  Io w a ’s o w n  F r e d  W .  S a rg e n t .  S a rg e n t  w a s  

b o rn  o n  M a y  26 , 1876, in A k ro n  on  th e  B ig  S io u x  

R iv e r, a b o u t  25  m iles n o r th  o f  S io u x  C ity . T h e  

son  o f a  fa rm e r  a n d  m ille r, y o u n g  S a rg e n t  le a rn e d  

h a rd  w o rk  a n d  d isc ip lin e  w h ile  p lo u g h in g  fie lds 

a n d  g e tt in g  u p  e a r ly  to  fe ed  c a ttle . H is  fa th e r , 

W e s le y  S a rg e n t ,  w h ile  a  s tr ic t  d isc ip lin a r ia n , w a s  

a  m an  o f u n im p e a c h a b le  in te g r i ty , w ell th o u g h t o f 

b y  e v e ry o n e . In d e e d , F re d  S a rg e n t  a t t r ib u te d  

m u ch  o f h is su c c e ss  to  h is d a d ’s w ise  g u id a n c e .

A f te r  fin ish in g  A k ro n  h ig h  sch o o l, S a rg e n t  e n 

te re d  th e  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  S o u th  D a k o ta  in n e a r -b v  

V e rm illio n . L a te r  h e  t r a n s f e r r e d  to  th e  S ta te  U n i 

v e rs ity  o f Io w a , w h e re  he  re c e iv e d  h is L L .B . in 

1901. A f te r  g ra d u a t in g  from  th e  U n iv e rs i ty  he 

o p e n e d  a  la w  office in S io u x  C ity . In  1905 he b e 

cam e a t to rn e y  fo r  th e  O m a h a  R o a d  a n d  la te r  th e  

N o r th  W e s te r n .  S u c c e ss  in h a n d lin g  ra ilro a d  c a se s  

led  to  h is b e in g  a p p o in te d  g e n e ra l so lic ito r fo r th e  

R o ck  Is la n d  in Io w a  w ith  h e a d q u a r te r s  in D e s  

M o in e s . In  1921 he re tu rn e d  to  th e  N o r th  W e s t 

e rn  a s  g e n e ra l so lic ito r  in C h ic a g o . T w o  y e a rs  

la te r  he  w a s  m a d e  v ice  p re s id e n t a n d  g e n e ra l 

co u n se l, a n d  in 1925 he  b ecam e  p re s id e n t.

591



592 THE PALIMPSEST

W h e n  S a r g e n t  w a s  a  y o u n g  a t to r n e y  fo r  th e  

N o r th  W e s te r n ,  th e  ro a d  w a n te d  to  b u ild  a  cu to ff  

b e tw e e n  S io u x  C i ty  a n d  H a w a r d e n .  R ig h t-o f -  

w a y  w a s  r e a d i ly  p u rc h a s e d  w ith  th e  e x c e p tio n  o f 

o n e  fa rm  th ro u g h  w h ic h  th e  t r a c k  h a d  to  c ro ss . 

I ts  o w n e r  a b s o lu te ly  r e fu s e d  to  sell, n o r  w o u ld  h e  

e n te r  in to  n e g o tia t io n  w ith  th e  ra i lro a d . S a r g e n t  

w a s  a b o u t  to  in s t i tu te  le g a l p ro c e e d in g s  a n d  c o n 

d e m n  th e  p ro p e r ty  w h e n  h e  d e c id e d  to  p a y  th e  

fa rm e r  a  v is it. A r r iv in g  a t  th e  fa rm h o u se  h e  s ta te d  

h is  b u s in e s s . T h e  fa rm e r , h o w e v e r , w a s  n o t  in  th e  

le a s t  im p re s se d  u n til le a rn in g  th e  v is i to r ’s n am e .

" S a r g e n t ,  h u h ,"  th e  h u s b a n d m a n  re p e a te d , 

w h e n  h e  h e a rd  th e  n a m e . " D id  y o u  e v e r  h a p p e n  

to  k n o w  ‘W e s ’ S a rg e n t? "

T h e  a t to r n e y  re p lie d , " ‘W e s ’ w a s  m y  f a th e r ."

" Y o u r  fa th e r ! "  th e  m a n  e x c la im e d . H e  q u ic k ly  

c a lle d  in to  th e  h o u se , " M o th e r ,  co m e r ig h t  a w a y , 

th is  is ‘W e s ’ S a r g e n t ’s b o y !"

" W e s "  S a r g e n t ’s b o y  w a s  m a d e  to  s ta y  fo r  

d in n e r . A f te r  a  f r ie n d ly  m eal th e  h o s t e x p la in e d  

w h y  h e  h a d  su c h  a  h ig h  r e g a r d  fo r  th e  e ld e r  S a r 

g e n t. H e  s a id  th a t  h e  o n c e  liv ed  in  C a llio p e , a  

t in y  c o m m u n ity  n e a r  H a w a r d e n ,  w h e n  th e y  h a d  a n  

ep id em ic  o f d ip h th e r ia . M a n y  p e o p le  fell s ick  a n d  

so m e  d ie d . T h e  c ro p s  h a d  b e e n  b a d  th a t  y e a r  a n d  

th e  p e o p le  w e re  p o o r. T h e n  o n e  d a y  a  c a r  o f  flour 

a r r iv e d  on  a  s id in g  fo r  " T h e  P e o p le  o f C a llio p e ."  

I t  w a s  fro m  “ W e s ."  E v e ry o n e  h e lp e d  h im se lf a n d  

it t id e d  th em  o v e r  th a t  t ry in g  w in te r .



A f te r  th e  fa rm e r  h a d  fin ish ed  ta lk in g , S a r g e n t  

a g a in  b ro u g h t  u p  th e  s u b je c t  o f  r ig h t  o f  w a y  

th ro u g h  th e  fa rm .

" Y o u  c a n  h a v e  a n y th in g  y o u  w a n t ,"  h e  to ld  

S a rg e n t .  " J u s t  s e t y o u r  o w n  p rice . W h a te v e r  y o u  

s a y  is fa ir  w ill b e  r ig h t  w ith  m e ."

In  c o n c lu d in g  th e  s to ry  F r e d  S a rg e n t  a d d e d , 

" Y o u  m a y  b e  s u re  I d id n ’t ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  o f h im ."

U n f o r tu n a te ly  th e  s to c k  m a rk e t  c ra s h  o f 1929 

a n d  th e  e n su in g  p ro lo n g e d  d e p re s s io n  m a d e  S a r 

g e n t’s a d m in is tra t io n  a  c ritic a l p e r io d  in th e  r o a d 's  

h is to ry . T h e  p o sse ss io n  o f a  h ig h  p e rc e n ta g e  o f 

m a rg in a l b ra n c h  lin es  to g e th e r  w ith  h u n d re d s  o f 

p a s s e n g e r  t r a in s  o p e ra t in g  a t  a  lo ss  a g g ra v a te d  

th e  N o r th  W e s t e r n ’s p o s itio n . In  1935 S a rg e n t  

h a d  n o  a l te rn a t iv e  b u t  to  seek  p ro te c tio n  from  th e  

c o u rts , a n d  th e  ro a d  w e n t  in to  re c e iv e rsh ip . F iv e  

y e a rs  la te r  S a rg e n t  d ie d .

T h e  N o r th  W e s te r n  w a s  re o rg a n iz e d  in 1944, 

a n d  fo r  a  tim e its  e a rn in g s  w e re  m o d e s t. B u t th e  

b as ic  p ro b le m s o f re la tiv e ly  s h o r t  h a u ls  a n d  u n - 

re m u n e ra tiv e  b ra n c h e s  a lo n g  w ith  in te n s iv e  tru c k , 

b u s  a n d  p la n e  co m p e titio n  le f t th e ir  to ll. T h e  in 

com e o f th e  1 9 4 0 ’s tu rn e d  in to  se v e ra l y e a rs  o f 

a la rm in g  d efic its  in th e  1 9 5 0 ’s. In  1960 th e  n e t 

lo ss  from  ra i lw a y  o p e ra tio n s  w a s  $ 7 ,1 8 0 ,1 4 5 , 

la rg e ly  d u e  to  th e  s tee l s tr ik e  a n d  p o o r g ra in  m o v e 

m en ts . A f te r  a d d it io n s  o f sp ec ia l c re d its , h o w ev e r, 

th e  n e t incom e w a s  $ 2 4 4 ,4 5 0 . T h e  n e x t  y e a r , 

th a n k s  to  b e t te r  b u s in e ss  c o n d itio n s  a n d  m o re  eco 
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n o m ic a l o p e ra tio n , th e  ro a d  s h o w e d  a  n e t  in co m e 

fro m  ra i lw a y  o p e ra t io n s  o f  $ 3 ,0 7 5 ,7 7 6 . A f te r  a d d i 

t io n s  o f  sp e c ia l c re d its ,  th e  n e t  w a s  $ 7 ,3 8 4 ,0 2 7 .

T h e  r o a d ’s r e t r e n c h m e n t  p ro g ra m  w a s  fo rc e 

fu lly  b ro u g h t  to  th e  a t te n t io n  o f Io w a n s  b y  th e  

s c ra p p in g  o f o v e r  a  h u n d re d  m iles  o f b ra n c h  lines. 

T h e  b u lk  o f  th e  a b a n d o n m e n ts  cam e  d u r in g  th e  

d e p re s s io n  y e a rs . T h e  O m a h a  R o a d  s ta r te d  w ith  

th e  re t i re m e n t o f  its  c u r io u s  b ra n c h  from  L u v e rn e , 

M in n e s o ta ,  to  D o o n , Io w a , in  1934 . T r u e ,  th e  o ld  

M o in g o n a  lin e  h a d  b e e n  a b a n d o n e d  in 1933, b u t 

th is  w a s  th e  re s u l t  o f th e  re lo c a tio n  o f  th e  m ain  

lin e  b y  a  cu to ff  v ia  th e  K a te  S h e lle y  V ia d u c t .

C lo s in g  th e  co a l m in es  a t  B u x to n , M u c h a k in o c k  

a n d  o th e r  p o in ts  on  th e  C o n s o l - W h a t  C h e e r  

b ra n c h  le d  to  its  s c ra p p in g  in 1935. T h e  re m a in 

d e r  o f th e  b ra n c h  fro m  W h a t  C h e e r  to  B e lle  

P la in e , h o w e v e r , c o n tin u e d  o n  a  m a rg in a l b a s is  

u n til it w a s  lik e w ise  a b a n d o n e d  in 1958.

C o s t ly  w a s h o u ts  on  th e  M a n n in g - H a r la n  se c tio n  

o f th e  b ra n c h  ru n n in g  so u th  from  C a rro ll  b ro u g h t  

a b o u t  a b a n d o n m e n t  o f th a t  p a r t  o f th e  line  in 1937. 

S e rv ic e , n e v e r th e le s s , w a s  c o n tin u e d  b y  t r a c k a g e  

r ig h ts  o v e r  th e  p a ra lle l  ro u te  o f th e  G r e a t  W e s t 

e rn . In  1940  ru n n in g  r ig h ts  w e re  se c u re d  o v e r  th e  

G r e a t  W e s te r n  b e tw e e n  M a n n in g  a n d  C a rro ll , 

a n d  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  s lin e  b e tw e e n  th e se  p o in ts  

w a s  s u b s e q u e n tly  re m o v e d . In  1953 th e  s h o r t  

b ra n c h  b e tw e e n  th e s e  p o in ts  w a s  s u b s e q u e n tly  r e 

m o v ed . In  1953 th e  s h o r t  b ra n c h  ru n n in g  s o u th 



w e s t  from  M a n n in g  to  A u d u b o n  c e a s e d  o p e ra t in g , 

d u e  to  in su ffic ien t e a rn in g s .

P ro b a b ly  th e  m o s t p a th e tic  a b a n d o n m e n t w a s  

th a t  o f th e  p io n e e r  L y o n s -A n a m o s a  b ra n c h , fo r 

m e rly  k n o w n  a s  th e  Io w a  M id la n d  R a ilw a y . In  

1944 a  flash  flood  w a s h e d  o u t th e  r ig h t  o f  w a y  b e 

tw e e n  M a q u o k e ta  a n d  A n a m o sa . C o n d u c to r  

Jam es R y a n  a n d  h is  tra in  w e re  s t r a n d e d  a t  A n a 

m o sa . H e  h a d  to  r e tu rn  b y  a  ro u n d a b o u t  ro u te  

o v e r  th e  M ilw a u k e e  to  C e d a r  R a p id s , th e n c e  on  

' h o m e ” ra ils  to  C lin to n . S in c e  th e  flood d id  a  

g re a t  d e a l o f d a m a g e , m a n y  fe a re d  th e  li t t le -u se d  

line  w o u ld  n e v e r  re o p e n .

G ra s s  g re w  u p  b e tw e e n  th e  ra ils  a s  th e  line  la y  

d o rm a n t fo r  tw o  y e a rs . B u t w ith  th e  a s s u ra n c e  

th a t  sh ip p e rs  w o u ld  d o  a ll th e y  c o u ld  to  p a tro n iz e  

th e  b ra n c h , th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  re b u ilt  th e  ro a d . 

O p e ra t io n  w a s  re su m e d  so m e 28 m o n th s  la te r . A  

sp ec ia l tra in  o f f re ig h t c a rs , a  lo u n g e  c a r  a n d  a  

c a b o o se  c e le b ra te d  th e  re o p e n in g . C o n d u c to r  

R y a n  a g a in  p ilo te d  th e  tra in  o v e r  th e  line. A b o u t 

fo r ty  b u s in e ssm e n  a n d  fa rm e rs  ro d e  th e  c lu b  c a r  

a n d  to a s te d  to  th e  su c c e ss  o f  th e  ra ilro a d . A m id  

c h e e rs  a n d  fe lic ita tio n s  o n e  p a s s e n g e r  so lem n ly  

ro se  a n d  s a id :

“ G e n tle m e n , y o u r  h a ts . . . . W e  a re  on  th e  

M id la n d !“

B u t w ith  th e  a d v e n t  o f  b e t te r  a l l -w e a th e r  ro a d s , 

th e  re b u ilt  “ M id la n d “ fa ile d  to  p ro sp e r . T h e  

lo sses  b e cam e  so  g re a t  th a t  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n
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h a d  n o  a l te rn a t iv e  b u t  to  a b a n d o n  th e  7 9 -y e a r -o ld  

lin e  in  1950. T h u s  th e  s u c c e s s o r  to  th e  i l l - fa te d  

Io w a  C e n tr a l  A ir  L in e  R a il R o a d  C o m p a n y , a n d  

th e  o n ly  r a i l ro a d  o p e ra te d  on  th e  r ig h t  o f  w a y  o f 

th a t  g ra n d io s e  p ro je c t , p a s s e d  in to  h is to ry .

T h e  p lig h t o f  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  a n d  its  p o o r  

f in an c ia l s h o w in g  re s u lte d  in a  c h a n g e  o f  m a n a g e 

m e n t in w h ic h  B en  W .  H e in e m a n  a n d  h is  a s s o c i

a te s  a c q u ire d  c o n tro l in 1956. H e in e m a n  b e cam e  

b o a rd  c h a irm a n , w ith  C ly d e  }. F i tz p a tr ic k , fo r 

m e r ly  v ice  p re s id e n t  o f  o p e ra t io n  o f th e  Illin o is  

C e n tra l ,  e le c te d  to  th e  p re s id e n c y . T h e  n e w  m a n 

a g e m e n t e m b a rk e d  u p o n  a  th o ro u g h  m o d e rn iz a tio n  

p ro g ra m  to  im p ro v e  o p e ra t in g  e ffic ien cy  a n d  in 

c re a s e  e m p lo y e e  p ro d u c tiv ity .

T o  c o n s o lid a te  th e  r a i l r o a d ’s c a r  re p a ir  fac ilitie s , 

a  $ 6 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  p la n t  w a s  b u ilt  in C lin to n . O p e n e d  in 

1958, th e  n e w  c a r  sh o p  e lim in a te d  14 sm a lle r  r e 

p a ir  y a r d s  a ll o v e r  th e  sy s te m . W h e n  o p e ra t in g  to  

c a p a c i ty  it c an  b u ild  1 ,000  n e w  c a rs  a n n u a lly  a n d  

m a k e  so m e 7 ,0 0 0  o ld  c a rs  look  “ like  n e w / ’ T h e  

la rg e s t  b u ild in g  in th e  c e n tra liz e d  fa c ility  is th e  

1 0 0 0 -fo o t lo n g  fa b r ic a t in g  a n d  e re c tin g  sh o p . 

A b o u t  2 5 0  m en  a re  n o rm a lly  em p lo y ed . D u r in g  

p e a k  o p e ra tio n , h o w e v e r , th is  m a y  rise  to  n e a r ly

500 .


