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WESTBOUND ONAMTRAK'SOREGON TRAIL

By LyleKey

When my alma mater, the University of Tennessee, scheduled a“homeand home series’” withthe
University of Oregon severa yearsago, my wifeand | began planning atrip to Eugene, Oregon and the
Oregon coast for September of 2013. Thetwo football teamswere pretty evenly matched when the
gameswere scheduled, but by thetimelast September rolled around, Oregon had devel oped into one of
the best teamsin the nation and Tennessee’ steam was one of theworst. Nevertheless, | decided to go
ahead with thetrip and take advantage of the opportunity to rideAmtrak’s Empire Builder from Chicago
to Portland. My wifewasn'tinterested inthetrain ride and opted to fly out and meet me at the Portland
arport.

After flying from my homein Nashvilleto Chicago | rodethe CTA from theairport to the L oop.
Uponarriva at Union Station, Amtrak personnel directed meto the Metropolitan Loungefor deeping car
passengers. The Metropolitan Loungewasvery pleasant with paneled walls, comfortableeasy chairs, and
complementary soft drinksand coffee. It wasfairly large, but the available seatsfilled upintheearly
afternoon and created a“ standing room only” situation. Happily, the crowd started to thin out asthe
afternoon departuresbegan for long distancetrains. Amtrak’s Empire Builder would leave Chicago onits
westbound run on September 10" with two locomotives, abaggage car, and ten Superliners. Thefour
Portland cars (a Sghtseer Lounge, two coaches, and asleeper) were on therear of thetrain with my
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The head end of the Empire Builder during our service stop in the “ Magic City " of
Minot , North Dakota . Note the second diesel unit, #465, which is an EMD F59PHI, built
in 1998 for service on Amtrak’s Cascades running between Vancouver and Eugene-
Springfield. It was a surprise to see it on the Empire Builder.
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Top: The middle of the train was spotted beside the former Great Northern passenger station in Minot
during our service stop. Above: My Superliner sleeper bound for Portland was on the rear end of our
train. Note the yellow step boxes beside the doors in the middle of the passenger cars. Gregory, our
sleeping car attendant, is the person in the blue shirt who’s standing on the platform to the right of his

co-worker.
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deeper onthevery end. The baggage car would go to Seettle along with the dormitory car, two coaches, two deepers, and
thedining car. The deeping car attendant introduced himself as* Gregory” over the car’sintercom, and hetold usthat he
would be bringing around some chilled champagne after weleft Milwaukee.

Departurewasright ontimeat 2:15PM, CDT, and we headed north over the old Milwaukee Road. Unfortunately,
thefast timing that once characterized Milwaukee Road’ sHiawatha fleet isathing of the past. My old Official Guidefor
April of 1955 showed that the Afternoon Hiawatha was scheduled to leave Chicago at 1:00 PM, CT, and arrivein
Minnegpolisat 7:45PM, CT, for arunning timeof 6 hoursand 45 minutesfor the421 miletrip. Wewon't getintoAmtrak’s
Midway Station (roughly midway between St. Paul and Minneapolis) for the Twin Citiesuntil 10:31 PM, CDT, soit will
takeour train 8 hoursand 16 minutesto run off 418 miles.

Back inthedayswhentraintravel still waspopular, the Chicago—Twin Citiesmarket was quiteval uableand awfully
competitive. Today, Amtrak’s Empire Builder istheonly passenger train that operates between Chicago and Minneapolis/
St. Paul, but back in April of 1955, travel ers between those cities had choices of different routesand different trains
including Burlington’s Morning Zephyr and Afternoon Zephyr, Chicago and North Western’s Twin Cities 400, and
Milwaukee Road’ s Hiawathas.

Shortly beforewearrived in Milwaukee, afema eAmtrak employee camethrough the d eeper to takereservationsfor
dinner inthediner. Sincel skipped lunch, | selected the earliest seating at five o’ clock. The Empire Builder pulledinto
Milwaukeeat 3:40 PM, CDT, and departed right ontimeat 3:55 PM, CDT.

After weleft Milwaukee, Gregory brought around some small chilled bottles of champagne. We might not have been
running asfast asthe old Hiawathas, but one had to admit that thiswasaniceway to begin atranscontinental trainride!
Most of the old westbound main line had been removed west of Milwaukee with some segments|eft in place aspassing
sidings. It was sad to see the abandoned portions of the old right-of-way going back to nature since Milwaukee Road once
had doubletrack amost al theway between Chicago and the Twin Cities.

We met our eastbound counterpart at Watertown at 4:45 PM, CDT. It had asimilar Amtrak consist, but therewere
three private carsontherear. Thelast car had adomeand arear platformand whilel couldn’t seeitsname, | think it was
theSerraHotel.

From my standpoint, the economy roomson a Superliner deeper essentially areenclosed sectionssincethey don't
havetoiletsand sinks. On the positive side, however, each Superliner deeper does have ashower, and asveterantrain
travel ersknow, showersweren’t availableon the old Pullmansexcept in afew deluxerooms.

At Portage, we met an eastbound Canadian Pacific freight and then both trains sat in Portage for about 30 minutes.
Thewestbound Empire Builder then moved out and engaged in somefast running to the next stop of Wisconsin Dells. We
left Wisconsin Dells27 minutes behind schedule.

Despite the attempts by some members of Congressto micro-manageAmtrak’sdining car service, | enjoyed an
outstanding steak dinner and excellent servicein the Empire Builder 'sdiner. Thetableswere covered withreal table
cloths, thefood was served onreal china, and we enjoyed eating it with real metal flatwareinstead of with plasticknives,
forks, and spoons! My tablemate was aman who wasreturning to hishomein Seattle after visiting family membersin
Philadel phia. By theway, | haveto admit that it’ s niceto get complimentary mealsin the dining car asasleeping car
passenger!

Even though thetrain seemed to moveaong pretty well after sunset, weweren't making up much of the 30 minutes
welostin Portage. | turnedinearly at 8:30 PM, CDT, aswerolled dong besidethe Mississippi River. When | wokeup at
6:15am, CDT, wewererunning an hour behind schedul e acrossthe wide open spaces of North Dakota. Inmy opinion, the
uperlinersaren’t asaccommodating asthe Pullman carsthey replaced. Thebig carsridewell, and the showersareanice
addition, but | suspect the people who designed the Superlinersweretold to squeezein asmany berthsas possible and
that they didn’t travel ontrainsvery often. For instance, the Superlinersdon’ t have the handy little poucheswhere Pullman
passengerscould storetheir small persona itemswhilethey dept. Also, the Superlinershavetwo small restroomsonthe
lower level and just oneonthe upper leve, and they remind oneof thetiny unisex restroomsthat onefindsonarplanes. The
old Pullman carshad individual toiletsand sinksinthe private roomsand relatively large restroomsfor the passengers
travellingin sections. Thelarger restroomsrecognized that most peopleliketo usethe sinksand thetoiletsat about the
sametimeevery morning!

By thetimel shaved, showered, and got ready to head for thedining car for breskfast, thefemaledining car steward
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Top: The Sightseer Lounge would be the first car in the consist of our train from Spokane to Portland.
Middle: The interior of the Sightseer Lounge on the second day out of Chicago. Below: At Williston, the
center of North Dakota'’s oil boom, passengers on the Empire Builder could see a Great Northern Mike
on display with a Northern Pacific caboose.




announced over thetrain’sintercom that shehad afull dining car and wasworking onawaitinglist. | grabbed acup of hot
coffeein my sleeper, put my name on thewaiting list, and then repaired to the Sghtseer Loungewherel visited witha
couplefrom Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. The man of thefamily worked for Norfolk Southern and its predecessorsfor 42
yearsgoing back to Penn Central. After about 30 minutes, my namewascalled, and | returned tothedining car for anice
breakfast of pancakesand sausage.

After breakfast, we had a30 minute service stopin Minot, North Dakota. Several of usgot off to take pictures, and
quiteafew peopletook advantage of thelong stop for asmoke break. TheAmtrak route guide saysthat just like Birming-
ham, Minotisknown asthe*“Magic City.” It apparently sprang up a most overnight as soon as Great Northern announced
itsroute across North Dakota. When | returned to my room in the Portland deeper, | found that Gregory had made up my
bed and left acopy of that day’s Minot Daily News.

Weleft Minot at 10:18 am, CDT, and proceeded at restricted speed over theformer Great Northern track to the
west. BNSF wasdoing extensivetrack work in western North Dakota and eastern M ontana, and wewould continueto
runslowly —with afew burstsof track speed —until early afternoon.

By thetimeweleft Wolf Point, Montanaat 2:16 PM, MDT, wewererunning 2 hoursand 35 minutes|ate, and | was
beginning to get concerned about getting to the Portland airport intimeto pick up my wifewho would beflying out from
Nashville. Welost till moretimewest of Glasgow, Montanawaiting for ameet with our eastbound counterpart.

At 2:45pm, MDT, Gregory announced that he and the other deeping car attendantswere hosting awine and cheese
tasting party inthedining car for deeping car passengers. It wasafun event, and | sat at atablewith folksfrom Philadel phia
and VirginiaBeach. | met peoplefrom Gresat Britain, Texas, Maryland, Florida, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Michigan,
and many of them rodetrainsto Chicago to connect with the Empire Builder. Several peopleat thewineand cheese party
won bottlesof wine by answering triviaquestions—all of which stumped me!

Thetrain stopped in Havre, Montanawhile | was having dinner in the diner, and we were stopped right beside a
former Great Northern 4-8-4 (aNorthern). L ots of passengerswere taking smoke breaks on the platform and taking
picturesof theold steam locomotivewiththeir cell phones. TheNorthernlooked likeit could usesome TLC, especidly in
the form of green paint to cover the old paint that had faded to avery non-descript shade of light green in the bright
Montanasun. Theroute guideinformed usthat Havre wasthe county seat of Hill County which wasnamed after Great
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The wine and cheese tasting party for sleeping car passengers was held in the dining car.
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Northern founder JamesJ. Hill. (Continued)

The sunwas setting aswe departed Shelby, Montanaat 7:34 pm, MDT. | noted that wewere 2 hoursand 12 minutes
behind schedule. | asked Gregory toturn downmy bed at 8:30, MDT, sothat | could turnin early. | soonwent to deep and
then woke up during the stop in Spokane. In Spokane, thetrain split with the seven Sesttle carsup front heading more or
lessduewest and with our four carsontherear going to Portland behind asingle diesal unit.

| dozed off again after weleft Spokane, and by thetime | woke up, wewere on theformer Spokane, Portland &
Sedttlelineinthe ColumbiaRiver Valley. Thediner went to Seattle, so the dleeping car passengers bound for Portland
picked up box breakfastsin the Sghtseer Lounge.

Theridedownthe ColumbiaRiver Valley wasvery scenic, and sinceit wasacrystal clear morning, wegot several
good looksat Mt. Hood. Around Wishram, | spotted aUPfreight on the south bank of theriver while wewere headed
west dong the north bank. The UPlineoncewastheroute of the City of Portland, abeautiful armor yellow domeliner that
ran between Chicago and Portland.

Theold Burlington/Great Northern/SP& S Empire Builder left Chicago at 1:00 pm, CT, onday oneand arrivedin
Portland at 7:30 am, PT on day three. ThusAmtrak’s scheduled time of 41 hoursand 55 minutesfor the 2,255 milerunvia
Milwaukeeisonly slightly slower than the old Empire Builder’s 40 hour and 30 minute schedule for its 2,260 mile
operation. TheAmtrak trainiscarded for an average speed of 53.8 mph whileits privately operated predecessor was
scheduled to make the Chicago to Portland run at an average speed of 55.8 mph.

Wearrived at Portland Union Station at 10:55 am, PDT, and | was pleased to seethat wewere only 45 minutes|ate!
Now | would have plenty of timeto pick up our rental car, check into our bed and breakfast, and meet my wife' sflight at
the Portland airport at 4:30 pm, PDT. Some of my friends had told methat the Empire Builder wasAmtrak’sbest train,
and | wasimpressed by itsfriendly and efficient crew, the complimentary mealsinthe Amtrak dining car, the chilled
champagne Gregory gave usaswe began our journey, and thewine and cheesetasting party for sleeping car passengers.
Allinal,itwasagrest trip—especialy considering that it wasin September of 2013!

Southeast Chapter Trip to Paterson, GA

On Saturday, November 16, 2013, agroup went to Paterson. GA, to visit the Progress Rail Serviceslocomotive
manufacturing facility. They met onthestreet infront of the CSX building at 7:30AM , carpooled and left thereat 8:00AM
for Paterson. Onview were narrow gaugelocomotivesfor Tasmaniaand variousunitsin the processof being rebuilt. Lunch
wasat the Blueberry Hill Café. After lunch, they went to visit the Folkston GeorgiaRailroad Museum and then onto Barry
Baines home.

More on Tasmania

Asinformation, the Tasmanian Railway which wasunusual initsperiod, track, and motive power. It wasthefirst
ralway inAudtrdia, afive-milelinelaid withwooden railswhich connected Tarannaon Norfolk Bay, the shipping station,
with Deep Bay. Thiswasin Tasmania, then called Van DiemensLand. Themotive power for trucksor passenger carswas
agang of convictswho sometimesdid the doublejourney, with its considerable gradients, twicein the day.

Thedeviser of thislinewas Charles O’ HaraBooth, who took over command of the convict settlement at Port Arthur
in 1833. Thelinewasbuilt asalink in theroute by land and seathenceto Hobart, the capital. Thelast 1-1/2 milesof the
journey was probably the most popular with the convicts, for thiswasadownhill stretch wherethey could climb aboard
and let thetruck haveitshead. Speeds of 40-50 MPH are said to have been registered on this stretch.

— Unusual Railwaysby R. G Wilsonand J. R. Day

Announcements.

February 13th, regular Southeast Chapter meeting date.

Golden Spike Modd Train Show, Feb. 22, Prime Osborn Center, Jacksonville, FL
March 13th, regular Southeast Chapter meeting date.

April 10th, regular Southeast Chapter Meeting date.

April 12th, Golden Spike Model Train Show, VolusiaCounty Fairgrounds, Deland, FL
May 8th, regular Southeast Chapter M eeting date.

June5-8, R& L HS Convention, Ely, Nevada, home of the NevadaNorthern Railway.
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