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All Aboard!
FACING FLOOR-TO-CEILING WINDOWS aboard the California Zephyr passenger train, Don Nelson

COURTESY OF AMTRAK
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peers outside at steep rock canyon walls in the Colorado Rockies and recalls traveling by train as a
youngster to visit his grandmother in North Dakota.
“It was an adventure!” recalls Nelson, 69,
of Indianapolis, Ind. “Hearing a train whistle
still evokes that sense of adventure—that the
train is going off somewhere exciting. Even
now when I look at train tracks, I think about
where the train is going and what lies ahead.”
Now retired with more time to enjoy the
ride, Nelson prefers journeying by train
over other modes of
transportation.
“Driving is way too
long. Flying is rushrush and you have to go
through all the security
[checks],” Nelson explains
while sitting comfortably
// Don Nelson
in the Zephyr’s lounge
car. “I can take water and food. You relax,
look at the scenery and meet all kinds of
interesting people.”
Nearly 144 years after a symbolic golden
rail spike was driven in Utah Territory
to mark completion of America’s first
transcontinental railroad, travelers are
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rediscovering the benefits of seeing the
nation at eye level.
Last year, Amtrak trains transported more
than 31.2 million passengers, the highest total
since 1971 and the ninth annual ridership
record during the last decade. The resurgence
is the latest chapter in America’s rail saga.
“People are interested in the onboard
experience, not just the destination,” says
Sylvia Blishak, 75, co-owner of a travel agency
in Klamath Falls, Ore., that specializes in
train excursions. “They like the sociability
and the relaxation of being onboard.”

Connecting the nation
Only four years after the Civil War
ended, railroads linked the Atlantic and
Pacific coasts, allowing Americans to
explore the vast expanses in between. The
railroad changed the nation’s landscape and

accelerated statehood by creating towns and
spawning business, trade and prosperity.
“Railroads built the country,” says Jim
Loomis, 75, author of All Aboard: The Complete
North American Train Travel Guide. “A person or
letter going from the East to California [before
1869] would take months; once the railroad was
up and running, it took seven days.”
The Golden Age of Railroading spanned from
1870 to 1920, when the advent of cars and buses
began to offer transportation alternatives and
took the steam out of rail expansion.
“Trains were very prevalent through the
1950s, but [passenger travel] fell off in the
1960s and multiple trains were effectively
stopped [due to financial constraints]
with the creation of Amtrak in
1971,” says George Hoffer, 70, a
transportation economist at
the University of Richmond
in Burgess, Va.
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Today, the federally chartered corporation that oversees Amtrak’s passenger
rail service operates in 46 states and serves more than 500 destinations. About
72 percent of Amtrak’s 21,000 route-miles employ tracks owned by other
railroad companies that primarily move freight.
Essentially two Amtrak systems exist: busy Northeast Corridor (NEC) trains
serve passengers in Washington, D.C., Boston and points in between;
remaining rail routes traverse most of the other contiguous states.
“Northeast Corridor trains are a viable substitute for air travel,”
Hoffer says. “They are fast, frequent and much less hassle than
[using] airlines or driving.
(Continued on page 10)

May 10 is National Train Day, the
144th anniversary of the creation
of the nation’s first transcontinental
railroad. On May 10, 1869, in
Promontory Summit, Utah
Territory, a golden spike was driven
into the final wooden tie that
joined 1,776 miles of the Central
Pacific and Union Pacific railroads,
forever transforming the face and
character of America.
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Train travel offers eye-level sights,
sounds and service

Visit americanprofile.com/traintrips to learn
about 10 long-distance train rides in America.
(Continued on page 10)
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