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Hello from Your on the Rails Reporter, currently on the rails in California.
Edna St. Vincent Milllay said, “There isn’t a train I wouldn’t take.”1 I would not
go that far. On some trains, I would refuse to go at all. I’ve seen passenger trains in the
Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, and other countries. I’m adventuresome but at this stage
of my life, I will pass on Ms. Millay’s statement. But there few that I would not ride. Like
Ms. Millay, I am hooked on trains.
The Past
For the first few years of my life, I learned about trains. I lived in a rural town in
which a small train station was located. (I was in my early teens when trains stopped
running on the single track that ran
through the east of town.)
Several times a week, a
steam engine train, similar to the
one shown in Figure 1, would stop
to load or unload freight but no
passengers, as it had no passenger
cars.2 It would often stay overnight,
with its idling engine occasionally
Figure 1.
hissing steam.
We kids considered the train, its cars, and the train station to be a playground. In
those innocent days, there were no security guards patrolling this area. In fact, the train
personnel pretty much ignored our presence, unless they spotted us in the locomotive
cockpit: “Get atta there kids! Go back to the cars.”
Those cars were box cars and flat bed cars. Some that were used for the transport
of cattle stank to high heaven. Ms. Millay would have second thoughts about riding a
train car that had recently transported animals. We did not give it much thought, and I
harbored fantasies of riding one of those trains, no matter where it was headed or what
odors a train car carried with it.
The Engine Explosion. During my grade school years, a railroad locomotive
engine exploded at the Lovington terminal. The blast was so huge, it damaged several
buildings that were near it. Our in-town home---less than a mile from the train---shook
and the windows rattled. It woke-up the town.
The next day, I was up early and eager to visit the scene of the explosion. My
most vivid recollection was the near destruction of the terminal station. From the
recollections of my brother and me, the man tending the train that night apparently had
paid insufficient attention to the mounting pressure building in the boiler. I say
apparently, as he was killed.
1
2

Edna St. Vincent Millay, “Travel,” 1. 11, 1921.
Courtesy of Google.
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The First Train Rides. I did not ride a train until my mid-twenties. Perhaps that
is one reason I longed to ride a train, and still do. In life, it is often what you do not have
that makes you want it even more. The first trip took place in Japan when I was in the
U.S. Navy. The overnight trip started in Sasebo in southern Japan to Yokuska, several
hundred miles to the north. I was making a courier run with classified documents
between the two navy bases (a story for another time).
For now, what luxury this train had compared to those cattle cars in my home
town! The Navy had reserved a one-person sleeping room for me, which included a toilet
and washbasin. It was on this trip that I learned the only pleasant sleeping that compared
to that on a gently rolling ship was the gently rocking movement of a train. The sound of
the wheels passing along the tracks was as effective as a baby’s lullaby.
My next train trip was with three of my friends on the east coast. We took a
passenger train from Washington, DC to New York City to watch the NIT (National
Invitation Tournament) basketball tournament at the old Madison Square Garden. Both
trips were like eating watermelon, another pleasure I never had enough of in my youth.
Much later, I took a five week train trip across Canada. Five weeks? I had some
extensive layovers at five cities. Again, a story to recount later.
The Present
Thus, I had been looking forward to the train trip described in this report, run by
Amtrak, and called Coast Starlight. The trip would begin in Los Angeles and terminate in
Seattle. There, we would fly to Spokane and take a taxi to our home in Hayden, Idaho. I
reserved a sleeping room with a private toilet and shower. In for a dime, in for a second
mortgage. More on pricing later.
As seen in Figure 2, the train made twenty stops or so, and
a few long enough to allow us to debark and stretch our legs. But I
remained in our room, reading, or just watching the passengers go
to and fro on the station platform.
Figure 3 shows an Amtrak rendition of the views offered
during this trip. As shown later, we did enjoy some beautiful
scenery, even though I do not recall this specific view.3

Figure 2.

Figure 3.

3

Figures 2 and 3 are courtesy of Amtrak.
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If you are subject to claustrophobia, I do not recommend your reserving a private room.
Most have
ave little space to move around, especially when the steward makes up the beds for the
night. Usually, the sofa becomes one bed. The other bed is pulled down from its hinged position
at the top of one wall of the cabin. Figure 4 shows some of the accommodations
tions in a two-person
two
cabin.

Figure 4.

I did not mind the limited space
space, and I suspect Ms. Millay would have considered it
luxurious. In addition,, look at the seats available before the room was prepared for sleeping (the
middle photo in Figure 4). I looked forward to bedtime; to relinquish any conscious body control
to the soothing swaying motion of the train. The picture on the right in Figure 4 shows a sink, a
hanging rack, a counter for drinks or whatever
whatever,, and storage space underneath the counter.
count The
door to the toilet and shower is shown on the left side of the picture. These amenities are a lot to
offer in such a limited space.
Price for One-way
way Trip
Trip. I was pleasantly surprised that the price for two non-cabin
non
fares
for the one-way trip (forr seniors) is $219.00. (There are other non-cabin
cabin fares, as well.) In
addition, the seats are quite comfortable (sorry, I failed to take a picture of a non-cabin
non
car). I sat
down in one and reclined it to find it was almost as comfortable as my bed in the cabin. The
expense for the trip was the expanded cabin for two, which was $1,269.00. Admittedly, that does
not make for an inexpensive
expensive night, but the non
non-cabin fare
are is quite reasonable.
Meals. For all plans, the trip offered two lunches, two dinners, and a breakfast. The food
was by far the best I have had on an Amtrak train, and on a par with some of the meals I’ve had
on trains in other countries. This was one of my biggest surprises
surprises,, as I had not eaten much in the
way of tasty food on previous trips on Amtrak trains.
Other Accommodations. For diversion, the train offered a club car and a fine dining
room, plus a carryout snack bar. The dining room and club cars are shown in Figure 5.
5
Unfortunately, it appears Amtrak will discontinue the offering of the club car in the future, but
that should not deter you from considering taking this trip.

Figure
igure 55.
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Other scenes. Because the train traveled fro
from
m dry, warm California to wet, cold
Washington, the geography and climate varied. The diverse scenery was a significant part of the
pleasure of the trip. Figure 6 shows some of the scenes we viewed from our room.

Figure 6.

The Short Journey Ends
Another fantasy, which was another train ride, was fulfilled. We departed from the train
at Tacoma, as it was an easier way to reach our hotel to take a flight out the next morning.
We have nothing but praise to offer Amtrak’s amenities and especially the personnel who
took care
re of us on this trip. Our steward, the waitresses, and other personnel were as competent
and friendly as a four star hotel staff.
Take a train on some of your trips. Don’t worry about getting there so quickly. As I
learned on this trip, don’t carry aboa
aboard
rd any past negative thoughts about Amtrak. We are going to
take other Amtrak excursions. Perhaps you should consider doing the same.
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An old belief about traveling goes something like this: One might think it is the purpose
of traveling to arrive. Not necessarily. “It is better to travel than arrive, because traveling is
constant arriving.”4 I find train travel is the best form of constantly arriving.

4

The (1922) quote is from John Dewey in his Human Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to Social
Psychology.
Uyless Black 2018

5

