
Enter the Omaha
A  v e ry  im p o r ta n t  fa c to r  in  s t r e n g th e n in g  th e  

N o r th  W e s t e r n 's  p o s itio n  in th e  M id w e s t  w a s  its  

p u rc h a s e  o f  c o n tro l o f th e  C h ic a g o , S a in t  P a u l, 

M in n e a p o lis  a n d  O m a h a  R a ilw a y  C o m p a n y  in 

1882 . A t  o n e  s tro k e  it o b ta in e d  a  b o w -s h a p e d  line, 

1 ,147  m iles lo n g  ( in c lu d in g  b r a n c h e s ) ,  from  E l 

ro y , W is c o n s in ,  th ro u g h  th e  T w in  C itie s  to  S io u x  

C ity  a n d  O m a h a . I t a lso  h a d  a  n e a r ly -c o m p le te d  

b ra n c h  from  H u d s o n  to  B ay fie ld , W is c o n s in ,  on  

L a k e  S u p e r io r .

T h is  ra i lro a d  g a v e  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  a  d ire c t 

line  to  th e  T w in  C itie s  from  b o th  C h ic a g o  a n d  

O m a h a . I t  lik ew ise  g a v e  th e  c o n tro llin g  ro a d  a n  

o u tle t  to  th e  A s h la n d  a re a  on  L a k e  S u p e r io r . In  

e v e ry  w a y  it w a s  a n  a s s e t  in  ro u n d in g  o u t th e  

N o r th  W e s te r n .

T h e  O m a h a  R o a d , a s  th e  C S tP M & O  w a s  

c a lle d , ev o lv ed  fro m  th e  c o n so lid a tio n  o f th e  C h i

cag o , S a in t  P a u l  a n d  M in n e a p o lis  a n d  T h e  N o r th  

W is c o n s in  ra i lw a y s  in 1880 u n d e r  th e  n am e  o f th e  

C h ic a g o , S a in t  P a u l, M in n e a p o lis  a n d  O m a h a  

R a ilw a y ; a n d  th e  p u rc h a s e  o f th e  S a in t  P a u l a n d  

S io u x  C ity  R a ilro a d  C o m p a n y  in 1881. T h e s e  

lines b ro u g h t  w ith  them  o th e r  c o m p a n ie s  w h ic h  

th e y  h a d  g a rn e re d  b e fo re  th e  m e rg e r . T h e  m an
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w h o  tie d  th e  a s s o r te d  r a i l r o a d s  to g e th e r  w a s  

H e n r y  H . P o r te r .

P o r te r  c a m e  w e s t  fro m  M a c h ia s ,  M a in e , to  seek  

h is  fo r tu n e . B o u n d  fo r  C a lifo rn ia  a t  s e v e n te e n , he  

s to p p e d  off in  C h ic a g o  fo r  te m p o ra ry  w o rk . H e  

fo u n d  a  jo b  a s  a  ju n io r  c le rk  in  th e  office o f  th e  

G a le n a  a n d  C h ic a g o  U n io n  R a il R o a d , p re d e c e s 

s o r  o f  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n .  H e  so o n  ro s e  to  be  

g e n e ra l  t ic k e t a g e n t  a n d  is s a id  to  h a v e  is s u e d  th e  

f irs t c o u p o n  t ic k e t w e s t  o f  C h ic a g o . D u r in g  th e  

c h o le ra  ep id e m ic  o f  1854 h e  to o k  a  tu rn  a t  b ra k in g  

a n d  so m e tim es  s e rv e d  a s  c o n d u c to r  w h e n  r e g u la r  

tra in m e n  w e re  ill.

E m p lo y m e n t o n  o th e r  r a i l ro a d s , a  p a r tn e r s h ip  in 

th e  lu m b e r b u s in e s s  a n d  a s s o c ia te d  ac tiv itie s , m a d e  

P o r te r  fo rg e t  a b o u t  th e  G o ld e n  W e s t .  C h ic a g o  

b e c a m e  H e n r y  P o r t e r ’s h o m e  p o r t. In  1869 h e  w a s  

m a d e  a  d ir e c to r  o f th e  R o c k  Is la n d , w h ic h  soon  

c o n tro lle d  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n .  In  th is  ro u n d a b o u t  

w a y  h e  a g a in  b e c a m e  in te re s te d  in h is f irs t C h i
c a g o  e m p lo y e r.

T he p a n ic  o f  1873  g a v e  P o r te r  th e  o p p o r tu n ity  

to  b u y  a n d  r e o rg a n iz e  b a n k ru p t  ra i lro a d s . F i r s t  it 

w a s  th e  W e s t  W is c o n s in ,  lin k in g  E lro y  a n d  H u d 

so n . H e  o ffe re d  it to  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  a t  co st. 

T h e  o ffe r w a s  re fu s e d . T h e  l a t t e r ’s d ire c to rs  fe lt 

th e y  a l r e a d y  h a d  “ to o  m u ch  r a i l r o a d .’’ P o r te r  

b id e d  h is tim e. If  th e y  w o u ld n ’t b u y  h is m o d e s t 

little  p a c k a g e  a t  b a rg a in  ra te s , h e  w o u ld  g e t a  b ig  

b u n d le  o f ro a d s , tie  th em  u p  n e a tly , a n d  co m m an d
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a  g o o d  fig u re . A n d  th a t  is p re c ise ly  w h a t  he  d id .

T h e  W e s t  W is c o n s in  R a ilw a y  C o m p a n y  w a s  

re o rg a n iz e d  a n d  a c q u ire d  b y  th e  C h ic a g o , S a in t  

P a u l a n d  M in n e a p o lis  R a ilw a y  C o m p a n y , w h ic h  

th e  P o r te r  s y n d ic a te  c o n tro lle d . T h e  la t te r  w a s  

a f te r w a r d  c o n s o lid a te d  w ith  o th e r  ro a d s , fo rm in g  

w h a t  w a s  p o p u la r ly  c a lle d  “T h e  O m a h a .” W h e n  

tie d  to g e th e r , th e  a s s o r tm e n t  p re s e n te d  a n  a t t r a c 

tiv e  p a c k a g e  c u s to m -m a d e  fo r  th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  

a n d  w a s  p ro m p tly  b o u g h t  a t  a  p rice . H a v in g  m a d e  

th e  d e s ire d  sa le , P o r te r ,  w h o  h e a d e d  th e  O m a h a , 

th e n  re lin q u ish e d  th e  p re s id e n c y . H is  p la c e  w a s  

ta k e n  b y  th e  y o u n g  a n d  e n e rg e tic  M a rv in  H u g h it t ,  

b y  th is  tim e v ice  p re s id e n t  o f th e  N o r th  W e s te r n .

L e t u s  ro ll b a c k  th e  y e a r s  a g a in  a n d  tra c e  th e  

O m a h a ’s a n te c e d e n ts  o n  th e ir  tre k  to  Io w a . T o  d o  

th is  w e  m u s t b e g in  w ith  th e  S io u x  C ity  a n d  S a in t  

P a u l R a ilro a d  C o m p a n y . I t  w a s  th e  s o u th e rn  

c o u n te rp a r t  o f th e  S a in t  P a u l  a n d  S io u x  C ity  R a il 

ro a d  C o m p a n y , a n d  w a s  la te r  so ld  to  th a t  co m 

p a n y . T h e  firs t ro a d  b u ilt  u p  fro m  S io u x  C ity ; th e  

se c o n d  d o w n  fro m  S t. P a u l. T h e  p o in t o f ju n c tio n  

w a s  S t. Jam es, M in n e s o ta .

S u rv e y in g  p a r t ie s  s ta r te d  w o rk  from  S t. Jam es in 

a  s o u th w e s te r ly  d ire c tio n  in M a rc h , 1871. G e n . 

Ju d so n  W .  B ish o p , th e  ch ie f e n g in e e r , re la te s  in 

th e  M in n e s o ta  H is to r ic a l S o c ie ty  C o lle c tio n s  h o w  

he  “w ith  team  a n d  d riv e r , c o v e re d  sp r in g  w a g o n , 

a n d  h is o ld  a rm y  ‘m ess  k i t ’ w ith  six  d a y s ’ ra tio n s  

a n d  fo ra g e , a  la rg e  p o ck e t co m p ass , a n d  th e  b e s t
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m a p s  th e n  o b ta in a b le , s ta r te d  to  find  a n d  m a rk  b y  

h is  w a g o n  w h e e ls , a n  a p p ro x im a te  line  a c ro s s  th e  

u n in h a b ite d  c o u n try  fro m  S t. Jam es to  S io u x  

C i ty .”

A lth o u g h  “ th e  w a g o n  w a s  s te e re d  b y  c o m p a ss  

o v e r  th e  d e s o la te  p ra ir ie  a s  a  v esse l w o u ld  b e  

g u id e d  a c ro s s  th e  o c e a n ,” th e  lin e  o f th e  p re s e n t  

O m a h a  R a i l ro a d  b e tw e e n  S t. Ja m e s  a n d  L e M a rs ,  

Io w a , is n o t  a t  a n y  p o in t “ m o re  th a n  e ig h ty  ro d s  

d is ta n t  fro m  th a t  w a g o n  tra il o f  . . . 1 8 7 1 .“

In  S e p te m b e r  o f  1872 th e  line  w a s  c o m p le te d  to  

L e M a r s ,  a n d  fro m  th a t  p o in t t r a c k a g e  r ig h ts  to  

S io u x  C ity  w e re  o b ta in e d  o v e r  w h a t  is n o w  th e  

Illin o is  C e n tra l .  T h is  a g re e m e n t w ith  th e  Illin o is  

C e n tr a l  is still in  effec t.

T w o  h a z a r d s  o f  e a r ly - d a y  o p e ra tio n  w e re  d r i f t 

in g  s n o w  a n d  h o rd e s  o f g ra s s h o p p e r s  in su m m er. 

T h e  firs t w a s  rec tif ie d  b y  w id e n in g  th e  c u ts , e re c t 

in g  d o u b le  lin es  o f s n o w  fe n c e s  a n d  p la n tin g  tre e s  

to  s tem  d r if ts .  T h e  h o p p e rs  p o se d  m o re  o f a  p ro b 

lem . T h e y  n o t  o n ly  s lo w e d  tra in s  b y  m a k in g  it 

d ifficu lt fo r  th e  lo co m o tiv e  d r iv e -w h e e ls  to  g e t 

t ra c t io n , b u t  a lso  ru in e d  th e  fa rm s, th e re b y  re d u c 

in g  th e  f re ig h t  re v e n u e . T o  c o m b a t th is  s itu a tio n , 

B ish o p  a n d  h is a s s o c ia te s  fo rm e d  w h a t  w a s  

d u b b e d  “ T h e  G ra s s h o p p e r  S y n d ic a te .“

T h e y  p u rc h a s e d  a c re s  o f  th e  r o a d ’s la n d - g r a n t  

h o ld in g s  in th e  h e a r t  o f th e  g ra s s h o p p e r  d is tr ic ts . 

O n e  o f th e se  a r e a s  w a s  n e a r  S h e ld o n . H e re  th e y  

b ro k e  th e  so d  a n d  p la n te d  w h e a t .  B u t th e  “ little
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h o p p e rs  o u tn u m b e re d  th e  w h e a t  p la n ts  five to  

o n e .” T h is  tim e, h o w e v e r , B ish o p  a n d  h is m en  

w e re  r e a d y . T h e y  h a d  a n  a rm a d a  o f “ la n d  b o a ts .” 

T h a t  is, p la te s  o f  s h e e t iro n  e ig h t fe e t lo n g  b y  fo u r  

w id e , tu rn e d  u p  a t  e a c h  e n d . In  th e se  p a n - lik e  

b o a ts  w a s  liq u id  co a l ta r . T h e  b o a ts  w e re  p u lle d  

in u n iso n  a c ro s s  th e  field  b y  a  fleet o f h o rse s  in 

f ro n t  a n d  to  th e  s id e s  o f th e  iro n  r ig s , to  w h ic h  

th e y  w e re  a t ta c h e d  b y  w ire s . A s  th e  p h a la n x  a d 

v a n c e d  a c ro s s  th e  field  from  n o r th  to  so u th , th e  

g ra s s h o p p e rs  ju m p e d  from  u n d e r  th e  h o rs e s ’ fee t. 

A n o th e r  ju m p  o r  tw o  a n d  th e y  la n d e d  in th e  s tic k y  

ta r . A  few  v /e e k s  la te r  th e  p ro c e ss  w a s  re p e a te d .

E x p a n s io n  w a s  c o n tin u e d  b y  a n  a ffilia ted  M in 

n e s o ta  c o rp o r ta io n  c a lle d  th e  W o r th in g to n  a n d  

S io u x  F a lls  R a ilro a d  C o m p a n y , lin k in g  th e  tw o  

co m m u n itie s  in its  n a m e  b y  1878. T h e  n e x t  y e a r  

th e  c o m p a n y  b u ilt a  b ra n c h  so u th  from  L u v e rn e , 

M in n e s o ta , to  D o o n , Io w a .

A n o th e r  b ra n c h  to  th e  Io w a  b o rd e r  le f t th e  m ain  

s tem  a t  L a k e  C ry s ta l  ( s o u th  o f  M a n k a to ) ,  a n d  

ra n  in a  s o u th e a s te r ly  d ire c tio n  to  E lm o re , all in 

M in n e s o ta . I t  w a s  c o m p le te d  b y  th e  S a in t  P a u l 

a n d  S io u x  C ity  R a ilro a d  C o m p a n y  in 1880.

E n t r y  in to  O m a h a  w a s  e ffec ted  b y  a  se rie s  o f 

a ffilia ted  ro a d s  on  th e  w e s t  s id e  o f th e  M isso u ri 

R iv e r in N e b ra s k a . B y  1881 a  th ro u g h  ro u te  w a s  

o p e n e d  b e tw e e n  S io u x  C ity  a n d  O m a h a .


