
Heyday of the North Western
H e r e  a n d  th e re  a lo n g  th e  m a in  line  o f th e  N o r th  

W e s t e r n  in Io w a  o n e  se e s  f a d e d , w e a th e rb e a te n  

s ig n s  w a rn in g  e n g in e m e n  to  “ R . S . 7 0 ,“ th a t  is, 

r e d u c e  s p e e d  to  70 m .p .h . T h e y  a re  u n h e e d e d  to 

d a y , fo r  th e  to p  s p e e d  is 6 0  m iles  p e r  h o u r  a n d  if a  

f re ig h t  e x c e e d s  th a t  lim it, th e  a u to m a tic  tra in  c o n 

tro l w ill b r in g  it to  a  s to p . A t  th e  sam e  tim e, th e s e  

s ig n s  a re  a  re m in d e r  o f  th e  lo n g , c o lo rfu l e ra  w h e n  

th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  w a s  th e  g r e a t  s p e e d w a y  b e 

tw e e n  E a s t  a n d  W e s t .

P r e s id e n ts  a n d  v is itin g  n o b ility , im m ig ra n ts  a n d  

m illio n a ire s , to u r is ts  a n d  b u s in e s s  m en  —  in d e e d , 

p e o p le  fro m  e v e ry  c o rn e r  o f th e  g lo b e  sp e d  a c ro s s  

Io w a  on  th e ir  w a y  to  a n d  from  th e  fa b le d  W e s t .  

F a s t  m ail t r a in s  k e p t th e  ra ils  h o t. S o lid  “ c o n s is ts ” 

o f  e x p re s s , c h a r te r e d  tra in s  o f  th e  rich , e x tr a  se c 

tio n s  a n d  e x t r a  t r a in s  w ith  r a t ta n  s e a ts  fo r  h o m e 

s te a d e r s  o r  th e  m o s t lu x u r io u s  a p p o in tm e n ts  fo r  

th o s e  o f m e a n s , s h u tt le d  a c ro s s  Io w a . I t  w a s  a  

g r a n d  c a v a lc a d e , a  s p e c ta c u la r  c ro ss  se c tio n  o f 

A m e ric a  a n d  a  fa ir  sa m p lin g  o f v is ito rs  from  e v e ry  

c iv ilized  n a tio n . It is s a fe  to  s a y  th a t ,  w h ile  it la s t 

e d , m o re  p e o p le  fro m  m o re  p la c e s  ro d e  th e  N o r th  

W e s te r n  a c ro s s  Io w a  th a n  a n y  o th e r  t r a n s c o n t i 

n e n ta l  ra il ro u te  in N o r th  A m e ric a .
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F ro m  th e  s ta r t  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  fo u g h t a g 

g re s s iv e ly  fo r  U n i te d  S ta te s  M a il  c o n tra c ts . I ts  

ra c e s  a c ro s s  Io w a  in  c o m p e titio n  w ith  th e  B u r lin g 

to n  w e re  c la ss ic . W f ii le  th e  B u r lin g to n  is c re d ite d  

w ith  h a v in g  th e  firs t r a i l ro a d  c a r  fo r  so r t in g  m ail in 

tra n s it ,  it w a s  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  w h ic h  h a d  th e  

o rig in a l R a ilw a y  P o s t  O ffice  u n it a s  w e  k n o w  it 

to d a y . T h e  sp e c ia lly  d e s ig n e d  c a r  m a d e  its  in itia l 

ru n  b e tw e e n  C h ic a g o  a n d  C lin to n  in 1864.

T h e r e  w a s  m ag ic  in  th e  v e ry  n a m e  F A S T  

M A IL . I t  c a lle d  fo r  th e  s w if te s t  e n g in e s , th e  m o st 

sk illed  “ th ro t t le  a r t i s t s “ a n d  a  c le a r  t r a c k  a ll th e  

w a y . E v e ry th in g  “w e n t  in th e  h o le “ fo r  th e  m ail. 

S o  s p e c ta c u la r  w a s  th e  fligh t o f th e  m ail th a t  in 

1899 , w h e n  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  c u t n e a r ly  tw o  

h o u rs  fro m  its  C h ic a g o -O m a h a  ru n , th e  p o p u la r  

M c C lu r e  s M a g a z in e  r a n  a  le a d  fe a tu re  a b o u t it. 

W r i t t e n  b y  C le v e la n d  M o ffe tt ,  w ith  W .  D . S te 

v e n s  d e ta ile d  to  m a k e  o n - th e - s p o t  d ra w in g s , th e  

s to ry  re la te d  th e  s t ru g g le  b e tw e e n  th e  N o r th  

W e s te r n  a n d  th e  B u rlin g to n  fo r  th e  “ m illion  d o lla r  

m ail c o n tr a c t .“ T h e  ru n  a c ro s s  Illin o is  a n d  Io w a  

w a s  c h a ra c te r iz e d  a s  —

the hottest, maddest part of its sweep between the 
oceans . . . where level ground and keenest competition 
offer such a spectacle of flying mail service as has [never] 
been seen before since letters and engines came upon 
the earth.

T h e  a r tic le  w a s  a p p ro p r ia te ly  c a lle d  “ A t  N in e ty  

M ile s  a n  H o u r .“ A t th a t  tim e th e  N o r th  W e s t -
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e r n ’s F a s t  M a i l  le f t  C h ic a g o  a t  10 p .m . a n d  a r r iv e d  

in O m a h a  a t  8 :1 5  th e  n e x t  m o rn in g .

T o  f u r th e r  s p e e d  th e  m ail th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  

to o k  d e liv e ry  o f  s ix  A m e r ic a n - ty p e  lo co m o tiv es , 

o u ts h o p p e d  b y  S c h e n e c ta d y  in 1899. T h e y  h a d  

8 0 - in c h  d r iv e r s  a n d  w a g o n - to p  b o ile rs  w ith  2 ,3 5 3  

s q u a re  fe e t o f h e a tin g  s u r fa c e . A n o th e r  h a lf  d o z 

en  4 - 4 - 0 ’s w ith  7 5 -in c h  d r iv e r s  a n d  2 ,5 0 8  s q u a re  

fe e t o f  h e a tin g  s u r fa c e  w e re  p a r t  o f th e  sa m e  o rd e r  

fo r  h e a v y  p a s s e n g e r  tra in  u se . T h e  R a i lw a y  G a 

z e t te  d e s c r ib e d  th em  a s  h a v in g  “ th e  la rg e s t  b o ile r  

e v e r  u s e d  w ith  a n  e ig h t-w h e e l lo c o m o tiv e “ a n d  

h a v in g  “ p ra c t ic a l ly  th e  sa m e  h e a tin g  s u r fa c e  a s  th e  

n e w  A tla n t ic  ty p e  lo co m o tiv e s  o f th e  B u r l in g to n .”

T h e  B u r l in g to n ’s a n s w e r  to  its  r iv a l w a s  tw o  

4 - 4 - 2 ’s, a l lu d e d  to  a b o v e . B u ilt b y  B a ld w in , th e y  

h a d  h ig h , 8 4 ^ - i n c h  d r iv e rs  a n d  a  to ta l h e a tin g  

s u r fa c e  o f 2 ,5 0 0  s q u a re  fee t. T h e  G a z e t te  c h a ra c 

te r iz e d  th em  a s  “ th e  la rg e s t  e n g in e s  of th is  ty p e  so  

f a r  b u i l t .” T h e s e  V a u c la in  c o m p o u n d s , w ith  c u r i 

o u s  E n g l is h - s ty le  s ix -w h e e l te n d e rs , p ro v e d  a  

m a rk e d  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  m o re  o r th o d o x  A m e ric a n  

S ta n d a r d s  on  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n .  T h e  n e w  m o 

tiv e  p o w e r  s e rv e d  to  in te n s ify  th e  k een  co m p e titio n  

b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  ra i lro a d s , a n d  item s on  “ th e  fa s t  

m a il” o f te n  m a d e  n e w s p a p e r  h e a d lin e s .

In  1869 , w h e n  “T h e  O v e r la n d  R o u te ” to  C a li 

fo rn ia  w a s  firs t o p e n e d , th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  in c o n 

ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  U n io n  P ac ific  a n d  th e  C e n tra l  

P ac ific  w a s  th e  firs t to  s e n d  a tra in  from  C h ic a g o



to  th e  P ac ific  C o a s t .  I t  w a s  a lso  th e  firs t to  o p e ra te  

d in in g  c a rs  o v e r  th e  ro u te .

F o r  v a r ie ty  o f fo o d , fe w  r e s ta u r a n ts  a n y w h e re  

cam e  n e a r  o ffe r in g  th e  b o u n tifu l se le c tio n  f e a tu re d  

on  th e  P u llm a n  H o te l  C a rs . In  Ju n e , 1877, fo r  e x 

am p le , th e re  w e re  six  k in d s  o f s te a k  on  th e  m en u , 

in c lu d in g  v e n iso n . B e s id e s  su ch  p ro sa ic  m e a ts  a s  

ch ick en , c h o p s  a n d  c u tle ts , o n e  c o u ld  g e t p h e a s a n t ,  

sn ip e , q u a il, p lo v e r  a n d  d u c k . S e v e n  v a r ie tie s  o f  

o y s te rs  w e re  o ffe re d  a n d  fo u r  o f  c lam s. T h e r e  

w e re  in a d d it io n  se v e ra l k in d s  o f fish , a lo n g  w ith  

co ld  p la te s  o f  tu rk e y , lo b s te r  a n d  p o tte d  g am e. 

N e a r ly  a  d o z e n  v e g e ta b le s  w e re  in c lu d e d , a n d  th e  

re lish e s  n u m b e re d  s ix te e n . S o m e tw e n ty  d e s s e r ts  

w e re  lis te d , in c lu d in g  p a s tr ie s , c a k e s  a n d  fru its .

F o r  o v e r  a  h a lf  c e n tu ry  o n e  tra in  b e cam e  a  d is 

t in g u ish e d  sy m b o l o f  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n - U n io n  

P ac ific , S o u th e rn  P ac ific  ro u te  to  th e  c o a s t. I t  w a s  

T h e  O v e r la n d  L im ite d . E v e n  th e  n a m e  h a s  a  d is 

tin c t h is to ric a l c o n n o ta tio n . I t  s to o d  fo r  th e  la n d  

ro u te  a c ro s s  th e  N a tio n , in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  se a  v o y 

a g e  a ro u n d  th e  H o rn , o r  b y  w a y  o f  th e  Is th m u s  o f 

P a n a m a . T h e  O v e r la n d  s ta r te d  in D e c e m b e r, 

1887, a n d  fa d e d  o u t in  1955. B u t ev en  th ro u g h  

th e  G r e a t  D e p re s s io n  o f  th e  1 9 3 0 's  th e  c o m fo r t

a b le  O v e r la n d  r a n  s e re n e ly  on , se e m in g ly  im p e rv i

o u s  to  tim e a n d  c h a n g e .

C o u n tle s s  a u th o rs  a n d  n e w s p a p e r  w r ite r s  h a v e  

le ft th e  m e m o ry  o f  th e ir  tr ip s  on  th e  “ O v e r la n d  

R o u te ” in b o o k s  a n d  p e rio d ic a ls . U n d o u b te d ly
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th e  m o s t d e ta i le d  a c c o u n t  o f  a  jo u rn e y  on  th e  

N o r th  W e s t e r n  is in th e  la te  }. P . P e a r s o n ’s fo u r -  

v o lu m e  R a i lw a y s  a n d  S c e n e r y . P e a r s o n , G r e a t  

B r i ta in ’s c o u n te r p a r t  o f  T h e  N e w  Y o r k e r  s  R o g e r  

W h i ta k e r ,  p a in s ta k in g ly  r e c o rd e d  m in u te  d e ta ils . 

O f  th e  C h ic a a o - O m a h a  lim ited  h e  n o te d :u

Side and end walls were in brown wood, with fine 
panels, while the clerestory roof and the curve up to it 
. . . were in a brownish-yellow material with a gilt scroll 
inside the border of silver colour. . . .  A bevelled mirror 
was furnished between every other side window . . . .

In  b e tw e e n  n o tin g  th e  g r a d ie n ts  a n d  “ c lo c k in g ” 

(h e  q u o te d  a r r iv a ls  a n d  d e p a r tu r e s  in  s e c o n d s ) ,  

th e  a le r t  P e a r s o n  fo u n d  tim e to  a d m ire  sc e n e ry . 

H e  w a s  fa s c in a te d  b y  th e  v ie w  n e a r  C o u n c il B lu ffs  

w h e re  th e  B o y e r  R iv e r  V a l le y

fringed with trees — with sunlight on leaves and water 
— took its way among a park-like expanse of meadows. 
A marsh and a lake, with the bold outline of bluffs stand
ing out picturesquely on the south-eastern side of the 
valley, against the soft blue of the sky, followed, and 
made one of the finest pictures I have ever seen.

In  th e  p a r a d e  o f e x tr a  t r a in s  ra c in g  a c ro s s  Io w a  

o v e r  th e  y e a rs , p ro b a b ly  n o n e  h a d  m o re  g la m o u r 

th a n  th e  W a r n e r  B ro th e rs  S p e c ia l o f 1940. O p e r 

a te d  from  C h ic a g o  to  N e v a d a ,  it to o k  m o tio n  p ic 

tu re  s ta r s ,  m o v ie  m a g n a te s , p re s s  a g e n ts  a n d  

o th e rs  to  a t te n d  th e  o p e n in g  o f V irg in ia  C ity .  N o  

m o n e y  w a s  s p a re d  to  m a k e  th e  p re m iè re  a  su ccess , 

a n d  e v e ry o n e  p ra is e d  th e  g lo rio u s  N o r th  W e s te r n .


