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  THE FUTURE OF DISCOVERY

  It is hard for me to believe that I shall find fair landscapes or sufficient wildness and freedom behind the eastern horizon.

  —Henry David Thoreau, 1851

  FEW HAVE DISCERNED the singular importance of a national landscape with greater insight than the ecologist Aldo Leopold. “I am glad I shall never be young without wild country to be young in,” he wrote in his 1949 classic, A Sand County Almanac. “Of what avail are forty freedoms without a blank spot on the map?” Even as the railroads transformed the country, they, too, learned to embrace its magnificent “blank spots.” Beauty was a resource like any other. The result was our most enviable linkage between industry and the landscape. Railroad designers and executives, no less than poets, writers, and ecologists, understood intuitively that natural beauty filled an important psychological need. Regardless of how well people came to know the earth, the landscape should always feel inspirational. The essence of travel was the belief that anyone (you) could be seeing everything for the very first time.

  “The future lies that way to me,” Henry David Thoreau wrote in 1851, describing his own fascination with the West. “The earth seems more unexhausted and richer on that side.” Even in settled Massachusetts, he felt drawn on his daily walks “between west and southwest,” away from Concord, Walden Pond, and the environs of nearby Boston “toward some particular wood or meadow or deserted pasture or hill in that direction.” The attraction, like actual wilderness, was a landscape suggesting that Thoreau had gotten there first. “Eastward I go only by force,” he concluded, “but westward I go free.”

  The ultimate power of the national park idea lay in Thoreau’s reasoning that future generations needed to discover the land anew. A commitment to parks was all the more remarkable given the population and its average income at the time. In 1900, only 5,000 people visited Yosemite Valley in a nation of 75 million people. In 1915, three railroads fought over the 51,895 visitors who could afford a trip to Yellowstone, then in a nation of 100 million, most of whom still could not afford it.

  Writing as early as 1865, the distinguished landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted defended the need for patience. Within a century, millions would be visiting Yosemite Valley, and no longer just the rich. “[Those] millions who are hereafter to benefit by the Yosemite Act have the largest interest in it,” he wrote, “and the largest interest should be first and most strenuously guarded.” Aldo Leopold added a timeless ethic for every generation and every landscape. “Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically expedient. A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”

  As an industry, railroads came closest to agreeing with Olmsted’s call for patience and Leopold’s admonition to see right from wrong. There remains the disconnect of our age. Without the railroads—without public transportation—so much of our earlier restraint is gone. We are not like Switzerland, for example, sparing our Alps. Our Rocky Mountains and Sierra Nevada are still making way for wider highways. In Switzerland, heavy trucks are shifting back to railroads. By 2014, all freight traffic crossing the Alps will go by train. Rather than enlarge its highways at the expense of the environment, Switzerland has been tunneling the Alps for decades to provide more and faster trains.

  Applied to passengers, Europe’s standards are even more remarkable. Instead of one train per day there are thousands. Even the smallest communities get perhaps a dozen. Contrast that with the United States, where, as this book goes to press, more than one hundred midsize cities have lost their airline service. With no passenger trains to step in, in effect the majority of those cities are stranded. If in Europe, those cities might not even notice with so many trains to make up for the planes. The threat to America’s communities—and the land—is no longer to have that choice.

  In our confidence that progress is linear, we keep ignoring the lessons of the past. Nothing comes without limits; there is no lasting technological “fix.” We would rather gamble in the belief that we know inherently what the planet needs. But do we? Now that the era of wilderness has slipped behind us, is not believing in beauty as we develop landscape the only choice we have?
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  With railroads we were well on the way to achieving that. We need to ask why we stopped. Our national parks are wonderful, but even they are no longer enough. In the greater challenge—preserving landscape—we at least need something besides the argument that Americans are entitled to have it all.

  No, we are not. The only way to believe in landscape is to believe in limits, defending beauty with all our hearts. Only then will we find the humility to know what we can and cannot do. The next time we go in search of beauty we might take the train, again to discover how the continent has blessed us and why its grandeur is who we are.
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  A NOTE ABOUT

  THE SOURCES
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  IN PART INSPIRED by previous editions of this book, writers and historians have broadened their coverage of American railroads to include their relationship with the environment. Conversely, this note will serve to acknowledge my colleagues appearing below, to whose work I owe similar debts. Model studies include John R. Stilgoe, Metropolitan Corridor: Railroads and the American Scene (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983); Susan Danly and Leo Marx, editors, The Railroad in American Art: Representations of Technological Change (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1988), and James E. Vance, Jr., The North American Railroad: Its Origin, Evolution, and Geography (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995). Michael Frome, “Ten Lovely Train Rides,” Woman’s Day (November 1963): 76-77, 134-136, remains among the few early writings by a noted environmentalist to equate railroads with a sense of place. A philosophical history of railroads and the environment is Alfred Runte, Allies of the Earth: Railroads and the Soul of Preservation (Kirksville, MO: Truman State University Press, 2006). A superb sourcebook for all railroad subjects is William D. Middleton, George M. Smerk, and Roberta L. Diehl, Encyclopedia of North American Railroads (Bloom-ington: Indiana University Press, 2007).

  For the national parks, the principal primary sources include the annual reports of the superintendents of the individual national parks, published by the Government Printing Office, and Record Group 79 at the National Archives, the records of the National Park Service. The J. Horace McFarland Papers, located at the William Penn Memorial Museum in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, is the best private collection tracing the alliance between railroads and preservationists.

  For the role of the Northern Pacific Railroad in the establishment of Yellowstone National Park, there are two important studies by Aubrey L. Haines: The Yellowstone Story, 2 vols. (Yellowstone National Park, WY: Yellowstone Library and Museum Association in cooperation with Colorado Associated University Press, 1977); and Yellowstone National Park: Its Exploration and Establishment (Washington: Government Printing Office and National Park Service, 1974). In both, Haines proves the role of Jay Cooke and Company. Nature’s Yellowstone (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1974), by Richard A. Bartlett, and National Parks: The American Experience, 4th ed. (Boulder, CO: Taylor Trade Publishing), by Alfred Runte, are other scholarly interpretations of the events of 1869-1872.

  Thurman Wilkins (with the help of Caroline Lawson Hinckley), Thomas Moran: Artist of the Mountains, 2nd ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998), focuses on the importance of art in the establishment of Yellowstone National Park and remains a basic source for Moran’s relationship with Jay Cooke and A. B. Net-tleton. Joni Kinsey, Thomas Moran and the Surveying of the American West (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), and Nancy K. Anderson et al., Thomas Moran (Washington: National Gallery of Art in association with Yale University Press, 1997), elegantly expand on Moran’s life and career, including his commissions with the Northern Pacific and other western railroads. Ronald Fields, Abby Williams Hill and the Lure of the West (Tacoma: Washington State Historical Society, 1989), describes in splendid detail how the Northern Pacific and Great Northern railways recruited regional artists to paint the national parks.

  A stunning Wonderland series of guidebooks, published between 1885 and 1906 by the passenger department of the Northern Pacific Railway, proves the railroad’s commitment to Yellowstone and that of its passengers, whose testimonials on the park abound. Suggestive supplementary articles cover agriculture, mining, cities, hunting, and wildlife conservation. Frederick Billings: A Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), by Robin W. Winks, credits Billings, as president of the Northern Pacific, with ensuring that its construction across Montana protected the scenery of the Yellowstone River Valley. Similarly, Craig Reese, “The Gardiner Gateway to Yellowstone,” The Mainstreeter 15 (Spring 1996): 5-21, examines the Northern Pacific’s historic branch line between Livingston, Montana, and the park. The other side of the railroad’s management personality, as reflected in its manipulation of the Mount Rainier National Park Act to gain lowland timber, is summarized in John Ise’s Our National Park Policy: A Critical History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1961). A now superior account of the exchange is Carsten Lien, Olympic Battleground: The Power Politics of Timber Preservation, 2nd ed. (Seattle: The Mountaineers Books, 2000). Although Mount Rainier deserved to be a national park, the Northern Pacific’s profit was excessive. Lee H. Whittlesey, Storytelling in Yellowstone: Horse and Buggy Tour Guides (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2007), returns to the railroad’s benevolent side, describing its role and that of other railroads in building the visitor experience off the trains.

  For the spread of national park promotion among the western railroads, there are literally countless guidebooks, pamphlets, and advertisements, all published by the companies. Especially important is Sunset magazine, initially published between 1898 and 1914 by the passenger department of the Southern Pacific Railroad. Early issues reveal the intensity of the railroad’s efforts to promote (and preserve) the High Sierra parks of California. Similarly, The Grand Canyon of Arizona (Chicago: Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway, 1902) is a luxurious volume in the tradition of Wonderland and Sunset, replete with visitor testimonials. As a secondary source, The Great Southwest of the Fred Harvey Company and the Santa Fe Railway, by Marta Weigle and Barbara A. Babcock, editors (Phoenix: The Heard Museum, 1996), adds significantly to our understanding of the railroad’s promotional efforts. In part, the book builds on T. C. McLuhan’s fine, earlier work, Dream Tracks: The Railroad and the American Indian, 1890-1930 (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1985). The title is somewhat misleading. McLuhan focuses critically on the broader subject of railroad promotion, with much on Grand Canyon National Park. Carlos A. Schwantes, Railroad Signatures across the Pacific Northwest (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1993), further interprets railroad promotional efforts in a premier region for national parks. Peter T. Maiken, Night Trains: The Pullman System in the Golden Years of American Rail Travel (Chicago: Lakme Press, 1989), meticulously crafts an inventory, arranged by state, of every train that still carried sleeping cars as of March 1952. Noteworthy trains serving the national parks are invariably included in what remains the best overview of the actual service.

  For John Muir’s impressions of the Southern Pacific Railroad, there is John Muir and His Legacy: The American Conservation Movement (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1981), by Stephen Fox. A noteworthy supplement is Richard J. Orsi, “‘Wilderness Saint’ and ‘Robber Baron’: The Anomalous Partnership of John Muir and the Southern Pacific Company for Preservation of Yosemite National Park,” Pacific Historian 29 (Summer/Fall 1985): 136-56. Building masterfully on that research, Orsi has written a full-length environmental history of the Southern Pacific Railroad, Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific Railroad and the Development of the American West, 1850-1930 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). Also relevant is Alfred Runte, Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990). For the role of the Milwaukee Road and its subsidiary the Tacoma Eastern Railroad, there is Arthur D. Martinson, Wilderness Above the Sound: The Story of Mount Rainier National Park (Boulder, CO: Roberts Rinehart Publishers, 1994). Similarly, Thornton Waite, Yellowstone Branch of the Union Pacific: Route of the Yellowstone Special (Idaho Falls: Thornton Waite, 1997), and Yellowstone by Train: A History of Rail Travel to America’s First National Park (Missoula, MT: Pictorial Histories Publishing Co., Inc., 2006), detail the efforts of the Union Pacific Railroad (and others) to compete with the Northern Pacific for Yellowstone passengers. Relevant histories of the Yosemite Valley Railroad are Hank Johnston, Railroads of the Yosemite Valley (Long Beach, CA: Johnston-Howe Publications, 1963), and Jack A. Burgess, Trains to Yosemite (Berkeley, CA: Signature Press, 2005). The Yosemite National Park Research Library also contains records and photographs of the company.

  Two contemporary publications
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  AN INTERNATIONALLY recognized expert on national parks and railroads, Alfred Runte is based in Seattle, Washington. He was recently an adviser to the Ken Burns PBS documentary The National Parks: America’s Best Idea and appeared in all six episodes of the Emmy Award-winning series. Runte has also been a guest on Nightline, The Today Show, 48 Hours, the History and Travel channels, and speaks frequently in public forums on the need to protect our parks. His other books include Allies of the Earth: Railroads and the Soul of Preservation, Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness, and the fourth edition of his critically acclaimed National Parks: The American Experience. In April 2011, Runte was elected to membership in the College of Arts and Sciences Hall of Fame at Illinois State University (his master’s degree institution) “in recognition of exemplary achievement” as a teacher and public scholar.
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It can’t write.
It can’t read.
It doesn’t
have a degree.
It never
went to school.

But after books,

it’s one of the best

teachers of American

history.

What is it? A big air-conditioned high-
level car on the Santa Fe! An enthralling
teacher that really carries you away!

Look: Outside its wide windows the
whole exciting story of the Wild West un-
reels. Live. In color:

The Mississippi. Kansas City . . . where
the storied Santa Fe Trail begins and the
great plains sweep on to Dodge City.

Now, on the horizon, the Rocky
Mountains loom. Over Raton Pass, where

Write Dept. A., Room 333, 80 East Jackson Bivd., Chicago, I 60604 for folders about famous Santa Fe trains or see your nearest ticket agent or travel agent.

pony expresses rode hard, we enter the old
Spanish and Indian country. Haciendas.
Pueblos. Apaches. (Geronimo!)

And so to California—the Spanish
missions, the Golden Gate, Hollywood,
Disneyland!

Your Discover America trip on Santa
Fe is an exciting “lesson” 2,000 miles long.

And it's waiting for you now on the Super £}

Chief, El Capitan, The Chief, San Francisco
Chief, Texas Chief.

HOLIDAY/MAY
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West of Georgetown, Colorado, the embankment of Interstate 70 (right) contrasts sharply with the Georgetown Loop Railroad
(smoking engine against the trees). After a century, the railroad is barely visible. How long before anyone can say that of the
highway? Photograph by the author, September 1, 1978.
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