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The basis for this book was an article I wrote, “Summer Tours & Western Travel,” for Kalmbach Publishing’s website Trains.com in 2001.  
The article, to which I have made minor additions, is reprinted with permission from Kalmbach Publishing and I thank them. 

My interest in the National Park system continued and in 2006, accompanied by my partner and train-riding companion Linda Shult, I traveled  
to Glacier National Park in Montana aboard Amtrak’s Empire Builder. While visiting West Glacier Park, we stopped by the archives office and  
met archivist Ann Fagre. I told her of my interest in writing a book focused on travel by train to the national parks in the late 1900’s to the  
1960’s. She encouraged me and provided historic images from Glacier Park Archives. After I contacted other Western national parks including 
Yellowstone, Yosemite, Mount Rainier and Grand Canyon, more than enough photos were made available for the book. However, the project 
ended up on my bookshelf for eight years. Then my partner reminded me of the pending 100th Anniversary of the National Park System in  
2016. That was the nudge I needed to sort through the collected photos and brochures and begin work on “Western Travel of the the Early 20th 
Century – Trains to the National Parks.”

Special thanks to Don Wollenhaupt, National Park Service-Chief of Interpretation and Education for leading this project and to Jim Miculka, 
National Park Service Coordinator – Trails & Rails program. I also appreciate the help of national park archivists Ann Fagre (Glacier National 
Park Archives), Bridgette Guild and Colleen Curry (Yellowstone National Park Museum Collection) and Mike Quinn (Grand Canyon National 
Park Museum Collection) for providing historic National Park Service photographs. Thanks as well go to Elaine Miller at Washington State 
Historical Society Research Center, and Clayton Guest (Yosemite Valley Railroad historian).
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Western Travel of the Early 20th Century 
Trains to the National Parks
The end of the 19th century marked the beginning of a conservation movement in America. Naturalists 

and environmentalists lobbied the United States government to set aside vast areas of wilderness in 

the American West as national parks. Growing public awareness and support for the idea prompted 

Congress to pass the National Park Service Act, signed by President Woodrow Wilson on August 25, 

1916, which created the National Park System. American railroads played an active role in developing 

and publicizing the country’s national parks. They built branch lines, constructed opulent hotels, arranged 

package tours, and marketed the parks to vacationers and long-distance travelers — all of whom would 

of course take the train to reach these sought-after destinations.

Northern Pacific takes the lead 

The history of the western railroads and national parks can be traced to 
1870, when Henry Washburn, Surveyor General of the Montana 
Territory, led an expedition to an area near the headwaters of the 
Yellowstone River. Surrounded by high, yellow rock cliffs, the area  
was known as the Yellowstone region, named by the Native Americans 
who lived there. One member of Washburn’s expedition, Nathaniel 
Langford, went east to lecture on the group’s findings. While in 
Philadelphia, Langford met Jay Cooke, promoter and financier of the 
Northern Pacific Railroad extension project. Both men realized that the 
completion of the Northern Pacific would make Yellowstone readily 
accessible to tourists. Driven by the revenue potential of carrying 
vacationers to Wyoming’s unspoiled wilderness, the Northern Pacific 
was largely responsible for introducing legislation in Congress called 
the Yellowstone Park Act, signed by President Ulysses S. Grant on 
March 1, 1872, which created America’s first national park. 

Unfortunately for Northern Pacific, the Depression of 1873 temporarily 
halted construction of its main line across Montana. However, when the 
line was finally completed in 1883, it included a branch line from 
Livingston to Gardiner at Yellowstone National Park. Northern Pacific 
was the first western railroad to promote vacation travel to the national 
parks. As early as 1885, the company published an annual guidebook 
called Wonderland, filled with articles on train travel and western 
scenery. It was in those guidebooks that NP’s slogan “Yellowstone Park 
Line” originated.

Package tours 

In the early 20th century, railroads took the lead in presenting the West 
to the American people, through their own publications, and 
advertisements in national periodicals, such as Life Magazine, Look, and 
the Saturday Evening Post. Railroad artists did a masterful job of 
conveying the topography of the western landscape in colorful 
illustrations that brought out the land’s natural beauty and abundant 
resources. Many railroad-produced western travel guides were targeted 
to East Coast residents, who for years had enjoyed journeying to 
Pennsylvania’s Pocono Mountains, Niagara Falls, and the Hudson River 
Highlands. The guides advertised package tours that combined visits to 
national parks with luxury rail travel in through Pullman sleepers 
from major western cities including Los Angeles, Salt Lake City, 
Portland, and Seattle and also from Midwestern cities like Chicago. For 
a fixed price, travelers bought a complete vacation, with reserved 
accommodations on and off the train, and guided tours of all major 
park attractions.

Union Pacific’s Utah Parks Company 

On June 26, 1923, the Union Pacific Railroad opened the Cedar City 
branch line from Lund, Utah, on its Salt Lake City-Los Angeles route 
with the goal of promoting train travel to Zion National Park and Bryce 
Canyon in southern Utah, as well as the north rim of the Grand Canyon. 
The 1925 Union Pacific public timetable listed two trains (morning and 
afternoon) to Cedar City from Lund. 
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Union Pacific also formed a subsidiary bus and hotel management 
company, named the Utah Parks Company in March 1923, which built 
hotel facilities and offered tours of the three parks through a concession 
agreement with the National Park Service. From the Cedar City depot, 
Utah Parks Company took vacationers on escorted “All-Expense” tours  
in buses with rollback tops. Union Pacific advertised Utah’s national 
parks in public timetables, travel brochures and nationwide magazines. 
“Never before have you enjoyed a vacation trip which was so free from 
care and travel details” boasted a brochure from 1931. Many of the 
railroad’s well-publicized ads featured full-color interpretations of Zion 
and Bryce, as well as Yellowstone’s Old Faithful Geyser. Between 1923 
and 1960, Union Pacific successfully used the Yellowstone Bears in 
cartoon-like advertising. One of the ads featured a group of bears 
holding the historic Union Pacific shield with the words “All Lined  
up for 1923.” 

Union Pacific and partner Chicago & North Western produced 
beautifully illustrated travel books (ca. 1930’s) entitled Summer Tours. 
Those vacation books were some of the first to feature full-page color 
maps and photos. Escorted package tours ranging from eight to fourteen 
days offered travelers the chance to visit parks, wilderness areas, and 
cities throughout the West, the Pacific Northwest and Alaska. In 1937, 
an all-expense, 14-day C&NW-UP tour of California cost as little as 
$211. “So promise yourself this vacation treat—and go this summer,” 
urged the brochure.

Travel by train to the national parks peaked in the 1920’s, while  
private automobiles were becoming more popular and affordable for 
Americans. Post World War II train travel to the parks increased slightly; 
however by 1957, travel to the parks by train decreased dramatically on 
all railroads including Union Pacific. The last Union Pacific public 
timetable listing passenger service to Cedar City was the summer of 
1960. No longer able to compete with new interstate highways that 
carried family cars to the once-inaccessible parks, and unable to find a 
buyer for its subsidiary, Union Pacific passenger train service to Cedar 
City was discontinued. The Utah Parks Company closed operations 
December 31, 1968, and the railroad donated the facilities to the 
National Park Service in 1972. 

Southern Pacific in the Golden State, 
Burlington in Colorado and Wyoming

In California, Southern Pacific with partner Yosemite Valley Railroad 
brought passengers to Yosemite National Park where they could 
experience the grandeur of giant Sequoias, waterfalls, and the magnificent 
high county of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. SP published Sunset 
magazine, which ran descriptive articles on the Yosemite Valley and 
other western vacation areas served by Southern Pacific.

With the newly-created National Park System in 1916, Chicago, 
Burlington & Quincy had incentive to promote train travel to Rocky 
Mountain National Park, located just 60 miles northwest of their Denver 

Union Station terminus. And not to be outdone by other railroads, 
Burlington’s public timetable for July 1920 featured a full-page on “The 
Cody Road to Yellowstone Park—across the “Buffalo Bill” country, up 
the wild and beautiful Shoshone Canyon and over the top” of the 
evergreen-covered Absaroka range—through some of the most inspiring 
scenes in the world, on one of the grandest of mountain roads.” The 
Cody Road was 53 miles of epic, mountain motor highway constructed 
from Yellowstone Park to Cody, Wyoming, home of Buffalo Bill. Later 
Burlington brochures with images of Buffalo Bill Cody boasted, “The 
Cody Road has no equal scenically, no parallel physically… crossing the 
wild country… spectacular in its colossal grandeur.”  Escorted four and-
a-half-day tours to Yellowstone included a stop at Burlington’s Cody 
Inn, adjacent to the railhead of its branch line serving the city. 

Tacoma Eastern Railroad  
to Mount Rainier

The Milwaukee Road lines from Tacoma, Washington, to the foothills of 
Mount Rainier began as the Tacoma Eastern Railroad in 1887. After 
reaching Puget Sound in 1909, Milwaukee Road leased the Tacoma 
Eastern for passenger operations, and by the 1920’s the National Park 
Limited carried 100,000 passengers yearly from Seattle’s Union Station 
to Ashford, Washington (55 miles), connecting with Auto-Stages to 
Mount Rainier’s Paradise Valley. By 1932, competition from automobiles 
combined with the Great Depression ended train service to Mount 
Rainier referred to as Mountain of the Great Snow.

Great Northern Railway  
“See America First”

A few hundred miles to the north of Yellowstone, the Great Northern 
Railway followed in rival Northern Pacific’s footsteps. In 1910, Louis W. 
Hill, son of GN founder James J. Hill, played an active role in the 
founding and development of Glacier National Park. Louis Hill was 
proud of his railroad’s association with the park, and he personally 
supervised the building of two luxury hotels there, the Glacier Park 
Hotel and Many Glacier Hotel. Great Northern produced a unique, 
pocket-sized travel brochure with the words “See America First” 
emblazoned on the cover. The brochure detailed the variety of multi-
day tours and overnight accommodations available at Glacier Park, 
aimed at summer vacationers and trans-continental rail travelers 
wishing to make a brief stopover en route. Great Northern trains 
stopped at East Glacier Park station where passengers were transferred 
by bus to railroad owned Glacier Park Hotel. For travelers, one of Glacier 
Park’s most appealing themes was the western adventure land of 
cowboys and Indians. Great Northern actively promoted travel to the 
park through brochure advertising and its annual calendars with scenes 
of Montana’s Blackfeet Indians painted by German artist Winhold Reiss. 
In 1960, with declining passenger revenue due in part to the family 
automobile being the vacation vehicle of choice, the Great Northern 
sold its Glacier Park hotels and buses. 
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Santa Fe’s Grand Canyon Limited

Another railroad with direct service to a national park was the  
Santa Fe, which built a 64-mile branch off its main line to reach the 
south rim of the Grand Canyon in Arizona. The railway even had a 
streamliner named the Grand Canyon Limited, running daily between 
Chicago and Los Angeles, with through cars to the canyon via the 
branch line connection at Williams, Ariz. In 1905, Santa Fe opened  
the magnificent, 100-room El Tovar Hotel at the canyon’s south rim.  
Built in the tradition of the grand European resorts, the hotel was 
constructed primarily of logs and boulders and cost Santa Fe $250,000. 
El Tovar’s interior design reflected southwestern Indian culture 
visualized by a young woman architect, Mary Colter. She also drew up 
plans for the Fred Harvey Restaurants at railroad stations in Chicago, 
Kansas City, and Los Angeles. Over the years, El Tovar grew into a 
community with art galleries, a recreation room, music room, beautiful 
gardens, and of course a Fred Harvey restaurant. “Santa Fe Pullmans to 
the rim” was the advertising tag line that appeared in railway guidebooks, 
alongside photos of the hotel and the awesome Grand Canyon— 
227 miles long, 18 miles wide, and one mile deep.

In the 1920s, travelers needed a bit of reassurance before stepping off  
a train in the parched, unsettled southwest. Mountain and desert  
roads were unpaved and automobiles were unreliable. Mindful of those 
concerns, Santa Fe’s partner Fred Harvey established Southwestern 
Indian Detours in 1926. Harvey hired young, college-educated women 

and trained them in the Southwest’s history, art, and geology. The Indian 
Detour Couriers were smartly dressed in long woolen skirts, Native 
American shirts, a silver Concha belt, and leather boots. Harvey also 
hand picked physically fit young men, and trained them to drive the 
“Harveycars” (tour cars) in mountain and desert terrain. The drivers 
wore English riding boots, colorful cowboy shirts, and Ten-gallon 
cowboy hats. The women were paid $150 monthly plus expenses and an 
extra $10 a month if they spoke Spanish. The drivers received $125 a 
month plus expenses. Together, the Couriers and drivers escorted the 
rich, the famous, and the adventurous around Arizona and New Mexico, 
until the Great Depression ended most of the Indian Detours in the 
1930s. Santa Fe ended passenger service to the Grand Canyon in 1968.

Credit must be given to the visionary railroad men who encouraged 
train travel to the western back country that became part of the National 
Park System, and also to the many railroad artists who designed the 
colorful brochures that tell the story of the national parks in words and 
pictures. Our national parks are touchstones of a once wild continent 
and remain one of America’s treasures.  
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As early as 1885, Northern Pacific began using the slogan “Yellowstone Park Line,” In annual guidebooks called 

Wonderland with images of Yellowstone’s dramatic landscape and scenic wonders. The Wonderland books included 

the works of eastern artist Thomas Moran, who accompanied the Hayden expedition and painted his panoramic 

“The Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone.”  Thanks to the efforts of those talented artists and enterprising railroad 

executives, the historic images suggested an American West with ample resources and plentiful land to visit 

and explore. In addition to Northern Pacific, other western railroads who marketed the national parks included 

Union Pacific, Southern Pacific, Santa Fe, Great Northern, Burlington and Milwaukee Road. They built branch 

lines, erected grand railroad-owned hotels and arranged package tours to bring vacationers and long-distance 

travelers to the west. They also printed and distributed colorful travel brochures, timetables and magazine 

advertising promoting Summer Tours and Western Travel to the parks. Today, Yellowstone is the largest, the 

oldest and the best known of America’s many national parks.



1110

Northern Pacific’s Yellowstone Park Line

In 1870, prominent Philadelphia banker 
Jay Cooke financed the Northern Pacific 
(NP) extension westward, and it was he who 
realized that the railroad had planned their 
trackage just north of the area that would 
become Yellowstone National Park. The 
founding of national parks in the West was 
promoted by men like Cooke and by the 
Northern Pacific, as they marketed the West 
under the banner “America’s Playgrounds.” 
During the late winter of 1871, a prominent 
geologist, Ferdinand V. Hayden, had received 
a government grant to explore and chart the 
headwaters of the Yellowstone River. Hayden’s 
findings confirmed what Cooke had suspected; 
Yellowstone was unsuited for economic 
development, devoid of minerals, sparse 
timber and steep landscape unsuited for 

grazing land. In summary, the area was only 
good for recreation and entertainment. 
Cooke and partner-politician Nathaniel 
Langford lobbied in Washington for Congress 
to protect Yellowstone as a nature park for 
tourism. Of course their own intentions were 
for profit as they used NP trains to carry 
travelers to the park.

Finally on March 1, 1872, Congress 
passed a resolution declaring Yellowstone’s 
vast land the first national park in America. 
They also appointed Langford the first Park 
Super-intendent, a position that allowed  
him to favor Northern Pacific by building  
the 54-mile Park Line branch line from 
Livingston to Cinnabar, Montana, and in 
1902 extending the line from Cinnabar to 
Gardiner at Yellowstone National Parks 

Northern Pacific’s “Scenic Route 
across America” touted the road’s 
well-known slogans “Yellowstone 
Park Line” and “Main Street of the 
Northwest.” 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 

LEFT: At the turn of the 20th century, color printing was used by western railroads to advertise 
national parks in a new and exciting format like this color poster of Northern Pacific Depot at 
Gardiner, Montana, at the north entrance toYellowstone National Park, ca.1904.   
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE COLLECTION

10
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The Roosevelt Arch (top) marked Yellowstone National Park’s northern 
gateway and was named for President Theodore Roosevelt in 1903. Northern 
Pacific’s passenger train arrived at Gardiner Depot on the balloon track so 
the train was repositioned for the return trip to Livingston, Montana.
DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY – WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION;  
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION



14 Northern Pacific Gardiner Depot was designed by Seattle architect Robert Reamer and was built with boulders and logs native to the region in 
the national parks “Rustic” style architecture similar to other buildings at Yellowstone. In the background are the Wylie Camping Company 
(left), W.A. Hall store (center) and Roosevelt Arch (right) ca.1930.  

DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY – WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION; POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 

northern entrance. NP also built the Old 
Faithful Inn (ca.1904) and encouraged 
passengers to stay at the railroad-owned hotel 
within park boundaries. The park received  
its name from its location at the headwaters 
of the Yellowstone River, and also for the 
yellowish bluffs located near present-day 
Billings, Montana. 

As early as 1885, Northern Pacific began 
using the slogan “Yellowstone Park Line.” 
Between 1886 and 1906, NP published  

their annual Wonderland travel guide book 
picturing Yellowstone’s dramatic landscape 
including majestic waterfalls, stunning 
canyons, rugged mountain peaks and other 
scenic wonders. Wonderland books included 
the work of eastern artist Thomas Moran, 
who accompanied the Hayden expedition 
and painted his panoramic “The Grand 
Canyon of the Yellowstone.” Thanks to  
the efforts of those talented artists and 
enterprising railroad executives, the historic 

images suggested an American West with 
ample resources and plentiful land to visit 
and explore. 

By the mid 1920’s, train travel to the 
western national parks had reached its peak. 
In 1921, NP had four mainline trains which 
included through cars to Gardiner. However, 
with onset of the 1930’s Great Depression 
many people were out of work and train travel 
to the national parks declined. And by the 
early 1940’s, the preferred mode of travel for 

By 1883, Northern Pacific had built the 54-mile Park Branch line from Livingston, Montana, to Yellowstone Park’s north entrance at Gardiner. Many tourists 
visiting Yellowstone National Park arrived by train. Horse-drawn wagons were ready to meet the train and transport tourists to Yellowstone Park hotels
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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During the early 1900’s, stagecoach was the primary means of transportation for visitors 
to Yellowstone National Park.Pictured is horse-drawn stagecoach leaving the Old Faithful 
Inn.The Old Faithful Inn was designed by architect Robert Reamer for the Northern 
Pacific Railway.The Inn cost $200,000 to build and was completed in 1904. 
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION;  
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 
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many Americans was by automobile. In 1946, 
NP’s North Coast Limited carried through 
sleeping cars to Gardiner from Chicago and 
Seattle, though by 1960, NP passenger service  
to the park had ended. Connecting bus service 
operated by Northern Pacific Transport was 
available between Livingston and Gardiner until 
Northern Pacific passenger service ended with 
the Burlington Northern merger in 1970. In 
addition to Northern Pacific, other Midwest/
western railroads that marketed the national 
parks were the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy, 
Great Northern, Milwaukee Road, Santa Fe, 
Southern Pacific and Union Pacific. They built 
branch lines, erected grand railroad-owned 
hotels and arranged package tours to bring 
vacationers and long-distance travelers to the 
West. Using colorful travel brochures, timetables 
and magazine advertising they helped promote 
summer tours and western travel to the national 
parks. Today, Yellowstone is the largest, oldest 
(established March 1, 1872) and best known  
of America’s many national parks. Most of 
Yellowstone is located in the northwest corner  
of Wyoming with smaller section in Idaho and 
Montana. Yellowstone National Park land covers 
3,470 miles and is home to grizzly bears, wolves 
and free-ranging herds of bison and elk. The 
world’s most famous geyser, Old Faithful Geyser 
is located in Yellowstone with three million 
visitors coming to the park each year.

The Tally-Ho 
Stagecoach Company 
is shown departing 
Gardiner Depot at 
Yellowstone National 
Park ca.1900.  
The local company 
provided stagecoach 
transportation for 
tourists visiting  
the park.
YELLOWSTONE 
NATIONAL PARK 
MUSEUM COLLECTION
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Northern Pacific travel poster ca.1914  
portrayed the famous Roosevelt Arch and 
railway slogan “Yellowstone Park Line.” 

The 50-foot stone arch had the words 
“For the benefit and enjoyment of the people” 

inscribed on both sides. President Theodore 
Roosevelt dedicated the arch, April 24, 1903.      

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE COLLECTION

Beginning in 1885, Northern 
Pacific published annual 
guidebooks called Wonderland  
with articles on train travel  
and western scenery.  
Wonderland travel guide for  
1906 featured the natural beauty  
of Yellowstone Canyon’s trees  
and animals.
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
COLLECTION

Northern Pacific guidebook 
“Wonderland 1904” featured the 
Lewis & Clark Expedition. Northern  
Pacific’s mainline followed closely  
the route of America’s foremost  
inland explorer.    

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE  
COLLECTION

LEFT: The National Hotel at Mammoth Hot Springs, 
Yellowstone, was constructed in 1883. It is pictured here 
ca.1905, with horse-drawn carriage picking up well- 
dressed tourists for tours of Yellowstone National Park.     
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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Northern Pacific’s travel 
brochure-map illustrated the 
Vista-Dome North Coast 
Limited route from Chicago to 
Seattle with highlights of 
western national parks. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION  

LEFT: Northern Pacific 4-8-4 No. 2651 with a good head of steam was leading the heavyweight 
North Coast Limited through the rugged Montana landscape, November 12, 1946. 
RON NIXON PHOTO, J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION

BELOW: On June 20, 1923, President Harding began a train trip to Alaska to dedicate the 
Alaska Railroad and drive the final railroad spike. His special Presidential Train went to 
Denver, Cheyenne and Ogden, and then continued south of Cedar City, Utah, including a  
tour of Zion and Yellowstone National Parks, where he stayed for two days. On the return  
trip from Alaska via California, President Harding died from a heart attack. 
NORTHERN PACIFIC TRAVEL  
BROCHURE, CA.1923,  
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

In 1923, Northern Pacific Railway offered 
six daily transcontinental trains with 
connections to Yellowstone National Park. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 
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North Coast Limited – 
Main Street of the Northwest

The story of the Northern Pacific Railway, 
first of the northern transcontinental railroad’s, 
is the saga of adventure and discovery in the 
Pacific Northwest. On July 2, 1864, the nation’s 
16th president, Abraham Lincoln, signed an 
Act of Congress creating the Northern Pacific 
Railway. The railroad stretched 2,000 miles 
from Minnesota’s Lake Region, over the broad 
prairies of North Dakota and Montana’s 
magnificent Rockies, past Idaho’s lakes and 
forests to Puget Sound and the great seaports 
of Seattle-Tacoma and Portland. The mainline 
closely followed the route blazed in 1804 by 
Captains Meriwether Lewis and William 
Clark. The railroad survived the Great Panic 
of 1873 and the bankruptcy of Jay Cooke, its 
company financier. Despite the failures, NP’s 
route west continued to be built until the last 
spike was driven September 8, 1883, at Gold 

Creek, Montana, in a ceremony attended by 
General Ulysses S. Grant and Henry Villard, 
the Northern Pacific’s vibrant President. 

Always a leader in progressive railroading, 
Northern Pacific was the first railroad to  
offer sleeping and dining car service from  
St. Paul to the Pacific Northwest. Following its 
inauguration August 29, 1900, the railroad’s 
flagship North Coast Limited consistently 
ranked among the finest passenger trains in 
North America.  It was upgraded in 1930 
with radio music, showers and a barbershop. 
In September 1948, the North Coast Limited 
entered the streamlined era with six sets of 
lightweight, Pullman-Standard built coaches, 
diners and lounge cars in two-tone, dark olive 
green with gold striping. Committed to offering 
the best in deluxe passenger service, in 
November 1952, the North Coast Limited 

Semaphore signals were often featured in Northern Pacific promotional photos. The numbers below the semaphore signal indicate 
milepost locations. Odd numbers were westbound and even numbers were eastbound. Pictured is the streamlined North Coast Limited 
near Missoula, Montana, ca.1951.  RON NIXON PHOTO, J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION, TICKET FOLDER-AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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was renewed with a striking two-tone green livery by 
industrial designer Raymond Loewy. The colors mirrored 
the lush shades of the train’s Pacific Northwest terminus and 
displayed the NP Monad logo in the center of each car just 
below the window line. In the summer and fall of 1954,  
the Budd Company built ten dome coaches and ten dome 
sleepers in the new paint scheme. Northern Pacific had  
the only dome sleepers in the long haul to the Pacific 
Northwest, beating rival Great Northern in the dome race. 
The streamlined North Coast Limited was now on a fast, 
two-night schedule from Chicago to Seattle. Northern 
Pacific adopted the catchphrase “Main Street of the Northwest” 
in 1948, and the slogan was fitting as NP served the larger 
cities in North Dakota, Montana and Washington. Northern 
Pacific continued to promote Yellowstone in travel brochures, 
magazines and public timetables including the motto 
“Yellowstone Park Line.”  

Electro-Motive built F3 No. 6503 leading the North Coast 
Limited was at Missoula, Montana, July 22, 1948. Missoula 
was a service stop and chance for passengers get off the 
train for some fresh air. Missoula was also Rocky Mountain 
Division headquarters for the Northern Pacific Railway. 
J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION
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LEFT: North Coast Limited sleeper-observation car  
“Montana Club” pictured at Missoula, Montana,  
July 21, 1948. Missoula is a Salish Indian word  
meaning Land of Sparkling Water. 
RON NIXON PHOTO, J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION

BELOW: Typical of the Streamlined Era, Northern Pacific 
car attendants smartly dressed in white coats waited for 
passengers to board the North Coast Limited at  
Missoula, Montana, ca.1962. 
J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION 
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The Vista-Dome North  
Coast Limited emerges  
from Jefferson Canyon,  
east of the Continental  
Divide in Montana. 
NORTH COAST LIMITED 
DINING CAR MENU,  
AUTHOR‘S COLLECTION

Northern Pacific Railway 
was proud of their train 
crews and on-board service 
personnel and featured  
them on dining car menus  
as shown. 
NORTH COAST LIMITED 
DINING CAR MENU,  
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 

Our Spring Song – Pacific Northwest 
Vacations” featured a Red Robin  
with the Northern Pacific Monad logo 
and Yellowstone Park Line slogan, 
ca.1923 travel brochure.
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Union Pacific promoted train travel to 
Yellowstone National Park as shown on 
the cover of this travel brochure ca.1921, 
complete with the railroad’s Overland 
Route shield.
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK  
MUSEUM COLLECTION
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Union Pacific colorful travel brochure and 
map ca.1931, featured Yellowstone’s Old 
Faithful Geyser and promoted “All-Expense 
Escorted Tours” to Yellowstone, Zion and 
Bryce Canyon. Bryce Canyon was named 
for a local Mormon farmer, Ebenezer Bryce, 
who first homesteaded the area in 1875.
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Union Pacific travel brochure ca.1940, for Zion, 
Bryce Canyon and Grand Canyon National Parks. 
Brochure included color photos of all three parks 
complete with park overview maps. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

The United States Railroad Administration (USRA) took over 
operations of America’s railroads during World War 1. In 1919, 
before the government returned operations to the railroads, USRA 
published this booklet for Yellowstone National Park. 
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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Union Pacific built extensive facilities at West Yellowstone 
including a Dining Lodge and Depot. Beginning August 1, 
1915, touring automobiles were allowed into the park to 
transport visitors. Pictured are open-top touring 
automobiles leaving West Yellowstone Depot. 
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION, 
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel was one of the first  
luxurious park hotels built in 1883, located five miles  
from Gardiner Depot. The hotel is pictured in the 
background with a Yellowstone Park Transportation 
Company touring automobile picking up visitors for  
a tour of Yellowstone National Park.
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION,  
POSTCARD-AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

From 1923 through 1960, Union Pacific ran a series of cartoon-like  
travel posters featuring the Yellowstone Bears. Here the bears are pictured 
“All lined up for 1923” with the colorful red, white and blue Union Pacific 
System-Overland Route shield. In addition to the UP Overland Route 
shield, bear ads often promoted Yellowstone trademarks like Old Faithful 
Geyser, or present-day themes such as national elections and Olympic 
sporting events.  YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Union Pacific also used the bear theme on special 
children’s menus in their dining cars and other 
railroad advertising. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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RIGHT: Union Pacific publicity photo featured the City of Denver passenger train outside of 
Denver enroute to Chicago. The train was a joint operation between Chicago and Denver over 
Chicago & North Western rails (after October 1955, via Milwaukee Road) and Union Pacific 
Railroad. Service began in 1936 and lasted until Amtrak took over Union Pacific passenger 
trains in 1971. Pictured is the original City of Denver motive power built by Electro Motive 
Company.  COURTESY CENTER FOR RAILROAD PHOTOGRAPHY & ART   

Union Pacific’s
National Parks Special 

Prior to Union Pacific train service at 
Yellowstone the railroad promoted and 
partnered with local tourist companies 
similar to the Wylie Permanent Camping 
Company ca. early 1900’s). They offered 
tenting camp sites for visitors near what 
became West Yellowstone. In 1905, while 
on a stage coach tour through Yellowstone 
National Park, E. H. Harriman of the Union 
Pacific (UP) was so impressed with the park’s 
beauty and possible passenger train service  
to Yellowstone, he authorized subsidiary 
Oregon Short Line to survey and set up 
estimates for construction of a rail line to  
the park. The Yellowstone Park Railroad 
Company was incorporated September 12, 
1905, and authorized to build a line to 
Yellowstone National Park that became part 

of the UP Yellowstone Branch, and also to 
Victor, that became the Teton Valley Branch. 
The railroad reached the western edge of 
Yellowstone National Park in the fall of  
1907. Union Pacific provided service at two 
entrances to the park, the West Entrance  
and South Entrance with passenger service 
starting the following year on June 11, 1908. 
Train service to Victor with bus connections 
to the South Entrance began February 26, 
1929, coinciding with the opening of Grand 
Teton National Park.  

Union Pacific Railroad billed itself as  
“The National Park Route” and their premier 
passenger train to West Yellowstone in 1923 
was the Yellowstone Special with through 
sleepers from Chicago and St. Louis with 
standard sleeping cars and observation car 
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Union Pacific 4-8-2 No.7002 led the National Parks 
Special-Train 19 (Chicago-Denver) with seven cars  
shown arriving at Denver, Colorado, July 7, 1940. 
DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY – WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION  

This Union Pacific publicity photo shows a well-dressed  
lady boarding the Los Angeles Limited in Chicago  
ca.1905, assisted by African American porter. The train 
began operations December 15th of that year operating  
via Chicago & North Western, Union Pacific and San 
Pedro, Los Angeles & Salt Lake Railroads. At that time, 
many long distance passenger trains were marketed to 
affluent travelers going to the western national parks.  
The Los Angeles Limited was described as “a palatial  
train for particular people.” 
COURTESY CENTER FOR RAILROAD PHOTOGRAPHY & ART 
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arriving at Yellowstone 
in time for breakfast 
and leaving in the 
evening for Ogden  
and Salt Lake City. As 
passenger counts to 
Yellowstone National 
Park increased during 
the Roaring Twenties, 
the Oregon Short  
Line added a daytime  
train, the Yellowstone 
Express between Salt 
Lake City and West 
Yellowstone. The train 
had chair cars, diner 
and obser-vation car 
to accom-modate 
passengers. Union 
Pacific also operated 
many special excursion 

trains to the park. 
In 1912, the number of park visitors to 

West Yellowstone increased to 10,783. In 
1915 it soared to 32,551 with over 29,000 
people arriving by rail. A new depot was 
opened for the 1910 tourist season and 
included a waiting room, ticket office and 
concrete boarding platforms by the tracks. 
Tourists arrived by train at West Yellowstone 
in the morning and would eat breakfast at the 

“beanery,” a one-story building built by the 
railroad in 1911. The tourists then boarded 
horse-drawn stages to tour the park and 
returned for dinner before boarding their 
evening train. The stages were replaced by 
Autobuses in 1917. The Autobuses picked up 
passengers at the depot’s west entrance and 
carried small groups of tourists through the 
park. In 1922, the railroad built a 52 x 32 foot 
baggage building on the west end of the  
depot and extended the concrete boarding 
platforms to the west to accommodate the 
increasing summer tourist business. 

In 1925, Union Pacific built a new  
Dining Lodge at West Yellowstone designed 
by architect Gilbert Stanley Underwood  
that could accommodate 300 guests in the 
Mammoth Room, named for a location in the 
park. A large stone fireplace added ambiance 
and warmth to the dining area. A connecting 
bar area was called the Firehole Room also 
had a fireplace. Union Pacific’s Dining Car  
& Hotel Department operated the West 
Yellowstone facilities. Union Pacific shipped 
fresh food weekly by railroad refrigerator car 
from Ogden to West z refrigerator car at West 
Yellowstone helped keep milk, eggs, cream 
and other perishables cold. All dairy and 
produce were supplied by local farmers.  

Following the 1930’s Great Depression, 
America’s economy had improved by the 

This all-color brochure promoted Zion, 
Bryce Canyon and Grand Canyon as  
3 in 1 escorted vacation tours operated  
by the Utah Parks Company (UP 
subsidiary) on Union Pacific’s City  
of Los Angeles, City of St. Louis and 
Challenger “Domeliners” from Chicago 
and Omaha with connections to the 
national parks at Cedar City, Utah. 

AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

early 1940’s, and Union Pacific added a new 
summer-only train – the National Parks 
Special (Nos. 19 and 20) to its fleet of named 
passenger trains. The train was inaugurated 
June 18, 1940, with service between Chicago 
and Denver on an 18-hour schedule, only two 
hours slower then the road’s diesel-powered 
City of Denver streamliner. The National 
Parks Special operated over C&NW from 
Chicago to Omaha where connections were 
made with the North American passenger 
train from the Twin Cities. 

Union Pacific’s July 1, 1940, Public 
Timetable listed the National Parks Special 
as air-conditioned with Chicago-Denver 
club lounge car and standard sleeping cars. 
Denver served as a gateway for Union Pacific 
passengers who wanted to visit other famous 
Colorado sites including, Rocky Mountain 
National Park, Mesa Verde National Park  
and Pike’s Peak.

During the World War II conflict, several 
Union Pacific summer-only tourist trains 
were discontinued including the National 
Parks Special. After the war, the train was 
again listed in the summer 1946 Public 
Timetable. Another change occurred in 1949 
when train numbers changed to (Nos. 85 and 
86). The train continued service through the 
fall of 1955, but that was its final season. 
Train service to the western national parks 

began its decline in the early 1950’s; due  
in part to the private automobile, as many 
families went on summer vacation to the 
national parks in their new sedans or station 
wagons. In the ten year period from 1946 to 
1956, passenger counts on Union Pacific 
trains declined from 4.9 million to 1.8 million 
(source-Union Pacific Historical Society 
Streamliner magazine-spring 2013). In the 
ensuing years other Union Pacific passenger 
trains were dis- continued due to growing 
competition from private automobiles and 
airlines. 

By 1960, travel by train to the national 
parks had decreased dramatically and finally 
after 50 years of service, Union Pacific ended 
passenger service to West Yellowstone. 
On December 31, 1968, the 
Utah Parks Company ceased 
operations and donated the 
former depot to the town of 
West Yellowstone. In 1972, the 
Museum of the Yellowstone 
opened in the former West 
Yellowstone depot. And in 1983, 
the railroad facilities at West 
Yellowstone were accepted on the 
National Register of Historic Places 
as the Oregon Short Line Terminus 
Historic District. Although the 
railroad tracks have been gone for 

many years, a large stone inscribed with  
the historic Union Pacific shield marks the 
boundary between the park and former 
railroad land. Today, the town of West 
Yellowstone continues to prosper with  
visitors from all over the world and is a  
major gateway to Yellowstone National Park.  

Between the years 1935 and 1942, the 
Works Progress Administration printed  
over two million posters in 35,000 different 
designs to stir the public’s imagination for 
education, theater, health, safety and travel. 
These illustrations of Zion and Bryce 
Canyon National Parks are reproduced 
on postcards and sold at national park 
bookstores around the country. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Burlington Route’s Cody Road 
thru Buffalo Bill Country

The town of Cody, Wyoming, is located in 
the Big Horn Basin, a large area approximately 
12-15,000 square miles and in the late 1870’s 
comprised mostly small cattle ranches.  
The first settlers came in 1894, and named  
the area Shoshone (after the Shoshone River) 
then changed the name to Richland and 
finally Cody. In that same year businessman 
George Beck of Sheridan, Wyoming, sent  
a survey party to scout for potential 
development in the area. The report was 
favorable and Beck formed the Shoshone 
Land and Irrigation Company. At that time, 
Buffalo Bill Cody was managing the Buffalo 
Inn at Sheridan when Beck enlisted him  
as partner in the new company. 

Beck also suggested the new town be 
named “Cody” in honor of Buffalo Bill and 
his name recognition would help the town 

prosper. So the town of Cody was incorporated 
in 1901 with a population of 550. By that time 
Buffalo Bill was well-known with his “Wild 
West Show” traveling in the United States  
and Europe. Buffalo Bill also realized the 
importance of rail service to the newly-
developing town and used his influence to 
persuade the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy 
(CB&Q) to build a branch line to Cody  
from Billings, Montana. 

By November 1901, the line was complete 
and intended as a dual purpose tourist-freight 
route to serve Yellowstone National Park and 
the growing Big Horn Basin area. Following 
completion of the line to Cody, the town 
continued to prosper with tourism and the 
discovery of oil in the Elk Basin Oil Field 
near Cody. In 1903, CB&Q built the western-
theme Burlington-Cody Inn near the railroad 

depot. And in 1924, the Cody Inn expanded 
to 99 guest rooms with dining room to 
accommodate 400 guests. The line to Cody 
was unique because both CB&Q and Northern 
Pacific Railway provided service to the East 
Entrance of Yellowstone National Park. Although 
CB&Q owned and operated the line to Cody, 
Northern Pacific provided through train service 
from Chicago with connections at Billings  
to CB&Q trains. 

On June 23, 1937, CB&Q premiered its 
new Buffalo Bill passenger train from Denver 
to Cody during the summer park season only. 
It was an overnight train departing Denver at 
4 pm with Pullman sleepers, coaches, and 
diner-lounge car. Arrival at Cody was 11 am 
the next morning. Upon arrival and before 
departure passengers could eat tasty meals at 
Burlington’s Cody Inn, conveniently located 

Chicago & North Western/Union Pacific Department of Tours listed  
Summer Tours under escort to the Western national parks ca.1930.  

AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

LEFT:“The Cody Road to Yellowstone Park – across the Buffalo Bill country, up the wild and beautiful Shoshone Canyon…” proclaimed 
this Burlington Route public timetable (July 11, 1920). On June 3, 1937, Burlington introduced the new Buffalo Bill passenger train 
from Denver to Cody, Wyoming, during the summer months only. Burlington gave the impression that it served the park directly when it 
was actually 53 miles from Cody. Tourists transferred to open top Autostages at Cody and traveled the route of an old Indian path along 
the Shoshone River providing a daunting ride for many.  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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next to the Burlington’s depot. CB&Q 
continued to promote and advertise its  
“Cody Road to Yellowstone thru Buffalo Bill 
County.” However, it was never as successful 
as Northern Pacific and Union Pacific direct 
rail services which reached the parks boundary. 
This was due in part to the 53-miles tourists 
had to endure riding in open top touring cars 
from Cody to the park entrance. While riding 
the “Cody Road” was an adventure for some 
travelers it was freighting to most with many 
twists and turns above steep canyon walls  
and through tunnels via the Shoshone River 

before reaching Yellowstone National Park.  
Burlington’s Denver Zephyr became the 
preferred train for many tourists traveling 
from Chicago with connections at Denver  
to Yellowstone National Park. The last year  
of through train service from Denver to  
Cody was listed in Burlington’s 1953 public 
timetable. After that it was bus service  
from the Yellowstone Park Transportation 
Company buses at Cody. Today, Cody 
remains popular with visitors to  
Yellowstone National Park and the  
Buffalo Bill Historical Center. 

Burlington Route ink 
blotter featured an 
American Indian image 
and encouraged train 
travel to Glacier and 
Yellowstone National 
Parks, and the Colorado 
Rockies on Burlington 
trains via the Denver 
gateway. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

RIGHT: Burlington’s Denver Zephyr became the preferred train for many tourists traveling from 
Chicago with connections at Denver to Yellowstone National Park. J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION
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The Chicago, Milwaukee, & St. Paul 
Railway was the last railroad to reach 
Yellowstone National Park. When the 
Milwaukee built its line across southern 
Montana in 1907-1908, the route veered 
north of Yellowstone National Park,  
which at that time was becoming a sought  
after tourist destination. Both Northern  
Pacific and Union Pacific had surpassed  
the Milwaukee with passenger service to 
Yellowstone. Northern Pacific arrived first in 
1883 with their line to Cinnabar, Montana, 
and by 1902, completed the route to Gardiner 
at the northern entrance of the park. By spring 
1908, Union Pacific finished its line to West 
Yellowstone, Montana, giving passengers 
through service to the park. Both of those 
routes were highly successful for their 
respective carriers. Following World War I, 
Yellowstone National Park became very 
popular and travel by train was the way  
to visit the park. 

The Milwaukee Road could see the 
potential income from offering passenger 

service to the park; however, their closest 
mainline stop was at Three Forks, Montana, 
almost 100-miles away. The Milwaukee’s 
solution to attract more park visitors via rail 
was to build the Gallatin Gateway Inn in the 
renamed town of Gallatin Gateway (formerly 
named Salesville for sawmill operator 
Zachariah Sales ca.1860’s). Gallatin received 
its name from Lewis & Clark during their 
expedition in 1805, named for Albert Gallatin, 
at that time U.S. Secretary of the Treasury. 

Milwaukee’s Gallatin Gateway Inn was 
dedicated June 17, 1927, and was the first 
railroad-owned hotel in Montana located 
outside a national park. The railroad spent 
$260,000 to build the Spanish style inn with 
sand colored stucco exterior and red tile roof. 
A large copper and glass canopy hung over 
the main entrance as guests entered into a 
long hallway area with a 35-foot high  
beamed ceiling. Located off the hallway were 
a newsstand, souvenir shop, telegraph office 
and desks for guests to arrange rail and bus 
transportation. A 70x40 foot ballroom with 

Milwaukee Road’s Gallatin Gateway high ceilings, oak flooring and stone fireplace 
was near the south entrance. The main dining 
room seated 186 guests and faced the high 
mountain peaks of the Gallatin Range. The 
hotels only had 26 bedrooms, as it was assumed 
most visitor-guests would arrive via railroad 
sleeping cars, and depart that same evening 
after their park tour. When Milwaukee’s 
Olympian Hiawatha and Columbian arrived 
at Three Forks, passengers transferred to 
motor buses for the 32-mile ride to the Inn. 
Then it was 68 more miles to the park, again 
by bus from the Inn. The bus trip over unpaved 
roads was a limiting factor why Milwaukee’s 
service to Yellowstone was never profitable. 
Despite the Milwaukee’s building and operating 
the Gallatin Gateway Inn it was not successful. 
Mostly it was bad timing, prior to the Great 
Depression followed by World War II; the 
park was closed to visitors during the war 
years. During the Postwar years the  
family automobile became the mode of 
transportation to visit the western  
national parks. 

In 1947, the Milwaukee Road still 
provided passenger train service on the 
Olympian Hiawatha and Columbian to Three 
Forks, Montana, however, passengers still had 
to make bus connections to the Yellowstone 
park area. By 1951, with passenger train 
service in decline, Milwaukee Road sold the 
inn to private investors soon followed by 
several changes of ownership. The years were 
not kind to the inn, as it went into disrepair 
for lack of money and guests. In 1985, the inn 
was purchased by another group of investors 
who remodeled and updated it; fortunately 
the new owners retained much of its original 
1920’s décor and charm. Today, Gallatin 
Gateway Inn hosts  
banquets, business  
conferences and  
wedding receptions  
and is very popular  
with vacationing  
fly fishermen.  

Gerald Ford was the 38th President of the United States, and the 
only U.S. President to formerly serve as a National Park Service 
Ranger in 1936. 
YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION,  
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Milwaukee Road travel brochure for 
Yellowstone National Park ca.1954, 
advertised Milwaukee Road’s Olympian and 
Columbian passenger trains connecting 
with Autobuses that shuttled passenger’s 
35-miles from Three Forks, Montana, to the 
Gallatin Gateway Inn. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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The Yosemite Valley Railroad was a standard gauge line that carried passengers 78 miles from Merced, 

California, to Yosemite National Park in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. From Merced the rails were laid northeast 

according to the flow of the Merced River near Snelling, where the river was bridged along the northern banks 

through Merced Falls toward the Yosemite Valley. The train entered Merced Canyon approximately 30 miles 

from Merced, where the track ran next to mountainous and rocky canyon walls, crisscrossing the river several 

times before arriving at El Portal. At El Portal passengers transferred to Autostages for the remainder of the trip 

to Yosemite Park hotels. Since a major portion of the railroad was built through the southern California “gold 

fields” the forty-niners had prospected, some of the creeks and canyons were given colorful names by the gold 

seekers; Temperance Creek, Hell’s Hollow, Nameless Gulch, Drunken Gulch and Quartz Mountain Gulch. 



Yosemite Valley Railroad – 
Merced Canyon Route

Yosemite National Park covers an area of 
761,268 acres and reaches across the western 
slopes of the Sierra Nevada mountain chain. 
The Yosemite Valley had been inhabited for 
nearly 3,000 years by the Mono Paiute Indians 
who lived in the area long before the first 
American settlers came to the region. This 
caused competition for resources between 
the regional Paiute’s, newly-arrived settlers 
and early California miners. Eventually this 
led to the Mariposa Indian War between 
Indians and miners in the southern Sierra 
region and also led to the discovery of 
Yosemite Valley. By 1851, the United States 
Army’s Mariposa Battalion entered the war to 
suppress Indian resistance in 
the west end of 

Yosemite Valley. After resettling the Indians 
to a nearby reservation, the troops named the 
valley “Yo-Sem-I-ty” to honor the tribe they 
had relocated. Soon rumors from Army 
soldiers began circulating about 1,000-foot 
waterfalls, and sheer mountain walls soaring 
thousands of feet above the valley floor. 

By 1855, a luckless California miner, 
James Hutchings, had been exploring for gold 
in the region, but soon discovered a different 
kind of gold. Hutchings and a scouting party 
had set out to find the reported hidden valley, 
and found it in June 1855, as they stood below 
the 2,425-foot Yosemite 
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LEFT: Yosemite Valley Railroad Company 
cartoon map by Ward Kimball.  

CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION 

BELOW: Yosemite Valley Railroad steam 
locomotive No. 23 and train were 
photographed between Snelling and 
Merced Falls. Note the railroad cross-buck 
sign marked Yosemite Valley R.R. Co. 
CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION
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RIGHT: Passengers were ready to depart on the 
Autostage in front of the El Capitan Hotel. Note the 
Yosemite Valley R.R. sign above the hotel entrance. 
COURTESY MERCED COUNTY COURTHOUSE MUSEUM

BELOW: Another view of Yosemite Valley Railroad 
steam locomotive No. 23 with a nice head of steam 
rolling past Clearinghouse Mine. 
GUY DUNSCOMB PHOTO, CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION

Yosemite Valley Railroad officials stood near observation-parlor car 331. Railroad 
employees from the left; White (General Manager), Higgins (Supt. Motive Power), 
Nickerson (Chief Engineer), Rabbitt (Auditor) and Morse (Trainmaster). 
JOHN LYTLE COLLECTION
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Yosemite Valley Railroad steam locomotive No. 25 pulling a Railway Post Office and coaches in Merced Canyon. CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION
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Yosemite Valley Railroad train arrived 
at the El Portal train shed. El Portal 
is Spanish for “gateway” and is the 
western entrance to Yosemite National 
Park. Horse-drawn wagons were lined 
up at the depot to transfer passengers 
to Yosemite Park hotels. 
CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION

Yosemite Valley Railroad 
passenger train shown at 
the El Portal depot with 

waiting Autostages to 
transfer passengers to 
Yosemite Park hotels. 

COURTESY MERCED 
COUNTY COURTHOUSE 

MUSEUM

Falls, and today is the highest measured water 
falls in North America. Hutchings realized 
the potential of this beautiful, natural landscape 
and set out to promote it. Between 1855 and 
1860, Hutchings advertised Yosemite in the 
San Francisco area and in publications 
featuring sketches of the Yosemite Valley by  
a young artist named Thomas Ayres. Soon  
the publications with Ayres sketches began to 
circulate to East Coast readers. It was during 
this time (ca. late 1850’s) that wealthy 
American’s traveled to Switzerland for the 

sublime beauty and mountain vistas. As more 
and more information on Yosemite’s natural 
beauty began to reach the Easterners, many 
wanted to journey to California. This fast-
growing interest in California represented a 
demand for transportation that was not easily 
available in the late 1800’s. Today, Yosemite 
National Park is in Mariposa County, 
California, and covers an area of 1,189 miles 
and reaches across the western slopes of the 
Sierra Nevada mountain chain. Yosemite is 
internationally recognized for spectacular 

granite cliffs, clear waterfalls and giant 
Sequoia trees with three million visitors to 
the park each year. Yosemite was established 
as a national park on October 1, 1890.

Back in December 18, 1902, the Yosemite 
Valley Railroad was incorporated by John 
Drum, William Bosley, Sydney Ehrman, 
Thomas Turner and Joseph Smith in San 
Francisco. It was a standard-gauge railway 
that stretched 30 miles from Merced to the 
mouth of Merced Canyon, connecting the 
towns of Snelling, Merced Falls, and 50 miles 
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ABOVE: In the early 20th century 
passengers traveled with large trunks filled 
with clothing for every occasion. It was an 
era when people dressed-up for trail riding, 
hiking and dinner; so many changes of 
clothing were needed when visiting the 
national parks. 
CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION

RIGHT: Photograph features a group of 
tourists traveling from El Portal depot to 
Yosemite Park via Autostages. Postcard 
shows Autostage passing under a natural 
formation of granite along El Portal Road.
PHOTO CLAYTON GUEST COLLECTION, 
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

further to El, Portal, California. The articles 
of incorporation stated that the company was 
to conduct the business of passenger 
transportation and express/freight for profit. 
The articles also declared the railroad would 
follow a route through eastern Merced 
County to a point in Mariposa close to the 
western entrance of Yosemite National Park. 
Since a major portion of the railroad was 
built through the southern California gold 
fields, some of the creeks and canyons were 
given colorful names by the gold seekers; 
Temperance Creek, Hell’s Hollow, Nameless 
Gulch, Drunken Gulch and Quartz Mountain 
Gulch, all in Mariposa County. From Merced 
the rails headed northeast according to the 
flow of the Merced River near Snelling, where 
the river was bridged along the northern 
banks through Merced Falls toward the 
Yosemite Valley. The train entered Merced 
Canyon approximately 30 miles from Merced, 
where the track ran next to mountainous and 
rocky canyon walls for 50 miles, crisscrossing 
the river several times before arriving at El 
Portal (“Gateway” in Spanish) on the western 
edge of the park. Contrary to the name 
Yosemite Valley Railroad, rail service did not 
extend to Yosemite National Park, but rather 
ended at the park boundary as construction 
of railroads was prohibited in the National 
Parks. At El Portal, train passengers 

transferred to open top Autostages for the 
remainder of the trip to Yosemite Park hotels.  

Yosemite Valley Railroads general offices 
and shops were at Merced in the central 
California Valley. At Merced, the railroad 
interchanged with both the Southern Pacific 
Railroad and Santa Fe Railway passenger 
trains from San Francisco and Los Angeles. 
In addition to carrying passengers, the 
Yosemite Valley Railroad built a good freight 
business hauling logs, lumber, crushed stone, 

minerals and petroleum on the Merced Canyon 
Route. The last Yosemite Valley Railroad 
passenger fan trip ran May 30, 1945, and the 
last official freight train operated August 24, 
1945, from Merced to Merced Falls. 

Passengers departed Merced for the trip to 
El Portal and Yosemite Park aboard Yosemite 
Valley Railroad observation car No. 330. 
JOHN LYTLE COLLECTION,  
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION



MOUNT RAINIER
NATIONAL PARK

• EST. MARCH 2, 1899 •

The Mountain of the Great Snow

Tacoma Eastern Railroad

Milwaukee Road

Northern Pacific
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The city of Tacoma, Washington, was born with the coming of the Northern Pacific Railway, chartered 

by President Abraham Lincoln in 1864. With transcontinental train travel from Chicago beginning in 1883, 

Tacoma grew from 5,000 to 30,000 people in less than a decade. The city is situated on a peninsula on the 

southern end of Washington’s Puget Sound in an area 32 miles southwest of Seattle and 58 miles northwest of 

Mount Rainier. Tacoma adopted its name from the Puyallup Indians who lived in the foothills of what is 

now Mount Rainier and referred to the area as Mount Tahoma “Mother of Waters.” The first reported view of 

Mount Rainier was made by British explorer Captain George Vancouver, while mapping Puget Sound in 1792. 

He found the mountain spectacular from a distance and named it after his friend Rear Admiral Peter Rainier. 

On March 2, 1899, it was named Mount Rainier National Park. Today, the Mt. Rainier Scenic Railroad operates 

seasonal trains over parts of the former Tacoma Eastern lines.
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Tacoma Eastern Railroad – 
Paradise Valley Route

By 1884, Northern Pacific did offer train 
service from Tacoma to Wilkeson. However, 
hikers and outdoor enthusiasts had to 
continue by horseback to Paradise Valley  
and by hiking trails to the snow-capped 
mountain. Rail service was seasonal and 
limited, but Northern Pacific could already 
see the potential of tourist business to the 
mountain. In 1893, President Benjamin 
Harrison drew the first lines on a map, 
creating a Pacific Forest Reserve around the 
mountain. Before the decade was finished, 
Mount Rainier National Park was established 
as the fifth national park in the United States, 
on March 2, 1899.             

In 1887, local mill operators John Hart 
and his brother built a small narrow-gauge 
line about three miles from the bay to haul 

lumber from their mill north to Tacoma, 
naming it Tacoma Eastern Gulch. Later the 
new railroad was merged with local investors, 
who built it to standard gauge and renamed it 
Tacoma Eastern Railroad Company. However, 
the depression of 1893 crushed their capitalized 

effort. Just months after the park was dedicated 
in 1899, another group of investors led by a 
350-pound giant of a railroad man named 
John Bagley took control of the Tacoma 
Eastern, and by 1904 extended the line to 
Ashford, 55 miles from Tacoma. By 1905, 
Tacoma Eastern had 13 steam engines and an 
assortment of boxcars, flatcars, and stockcars. 
The next year, Tacoma Eastern added several 
passenger cars and carried 32,000 passengers 
to Mount Rainier. The Tacoma Eastern public 
timetable for 1905 proclaimed it the “Paradise 
Valley Route” with 9 am departure from Tacoma 
with arrival in Ashford (55 miles) at 11:55 
am. The trains were met by Autostages for 
transfer to Paradise Valley at Mount Rainier. 

Meanwhile, John Bagley received financial 
assistance from the Chicago, Milwaukee &  
St. Paul Railway, who completed their 
transcontinental line to Tacoma’s Puget 
Sound in 1909. The Milwaukee wanted to 
match Northern Pacific’s Yellowstone Park 
Line passenger revenue and heavily promoted 

the “Paradise Valley Route” to Mount Rainier. 
After World War I, Tacoma Eastern lost its 
identity when Milwaukee Road assumed 
control. By the mid 1920’s Milwaukee Road 
ran a new train to Mount Rainier, the 
National Park Limited. The train averaged 
100,000 passengers a year between Seattle 
and Ashford. However, by 1931, increased 
competition from the automobile and the 
Great Depression ended passenger train 
service to Mount Rainier and the National 
Park Limited was discontinued. Mount 
Rainier National Park never developed as 
close a relationship to the major railroad 
companies as some other western national 
parks did. The simple explanation for this  
is that tourism was incidental to the area 
railroads’ main objectives, which were 
hauling local timber and coal. More 
importantly, however, the relationship 
between the railroads and this national park 
was tempered by the proximity of Seattle  
and Tacoma. These two cities would prove to 
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LEFT: Chicago Milwaukee & St Paul Railway travel 
brochure for “The Mountain of the Great Snow” 
ca.1910.  WASHINGTON STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

ABOVE: Tacoma Eastern Railroad timetable 
ca.1905, promoted the Paradise Valley Route. 
WASHINGTON STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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be the real driving forces of Mount Rainier 
National Park’s development, providing local 
initiative for road and hotel construction and 
a concentrated population of park users with 
an effective political voice.

Today, park visitors can still relive the past 
by riding the Mount Rainier Scenic Railroad, 
operating seasonal tourist trains over parts  

of former Tacoma Eastern lines. The park is 
located in Pierce County, Washington, and 
covers 368 miles including all of Mount 
Rainier, a 14,410-foot stratovolcano, built  
up by many layers of strata (hardened lava, 
pumice and volcanic ash). Unlike shield 
volcanoes, stratovolcanoes are characterized 
by a steep profile with periodic explosive 

eruptions and quiet eruptions. Mount Rainier 
is popular for mountain climbing, and around 
1.3 million people visit the park each year.  
In 1972, the Paradise Visitors Center recorded 
a world record snowfall of 1,122 inches.

Tacoma Eastern lines map 
showing Paradise Valley and 
Mount Rainier National Park. 
COURTESY MILWAUKEE ROAD 
HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION

OPPOSITE PAGE: Mountaineer 
group arrived at Ashford, 
Washington, on Chicago 
Milwaukee & St. Paul train, 
ca.1922. 
MARVIN BOLAND PHOTO, 
WASHINGTON STATE  
HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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Paradise Inn postcard featured the Snow Tunnel 
entrance. Winter snow drifts often reach depths 
of over 70 feet. Mount Rainier is the highest 
perpetually snow-covered mountain in the 
United States.
POSTCARDS – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Passengers from Tacoma Eastern train 
arrived at Ashford, Washington, ca.1910, 
and transferred to Autostages for the 
trip to Mount Rainier National Park. 
WASHINGTON STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Northern Pacific travel brochure ca.1933, 
proclaimed “Rainier National Park –  
Where Flowers and Glaciers Meet.” 
WASHINGTON STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Northern Pacific travel brochure quoted American 
naturalist and author John Muir…“Of all the fire 

mountains that once, like beacons, blazed along the 
Pacific Coast, Mount Rainier is the noblest.” 

WASHINGTON STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY  
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During the 1940’s, people still traveled to the Western national 
parks by train. Shown is Northern Pacific F3 No. 6504 with 
the North Coast Limited on a scenic curve between Evaro and 
Arlee Montana enroute to the western parks. 
J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION

Northern Pacific publicity photo shows the North 
Coast Limited splitting the semaphore signals near 
Clark Fork, Idaho, where the Missoula and 
Flathead Rivers join to form the beautiful Clark 
Fork of the Columbia River, named after Captain 
William Clark of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. 
J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION

Northern Pacific Railway travel brochure  
ca.1938, promoted travel on the Route of the  
Air-Conditioned North Coast Limited to Mount 
Rainier National Park. It shows passengers 
enjoying travel aboard the North Coast Limited.
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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OPPOSITE PAGE: Passengers aboard the North Coast Limited sleeper-observation car “Arlington Club” enjoyed 
the mountain vistas between Evaro and Arlee, Montana, July 15, 1949.  J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION  

Northern Pacific’s mainline followed scenic rivers with beautiful views on the way to Mount Rainier National Park. Pictured 
is the North Coast Limited meeting another train at Knowles, Montana, April 15, 1951.  J. M. GRUBER COLLECTION  



Great Northern Railway

See America First

GLACIER
NATIONAL PARK

• EST. MAY 11, 1910 •
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During its expansion to the Pacific Northwest in 1891, the Great Northern Railway crossed the Continental 

Divide at Marias Pass (5,213 feet) along the southern boundary of what became Glacier National Park. The 

Great Northern, under the supervision of Louis Hill built luxury hotels throughout the park (ca.1910) to promote 

train travel and tourism including Prince of Wales Hotel, Glacier Park Lodge and Many Glacier Hotel. They were 

modeled after the Swiss Chalet style popular in Europe where major resort hotels were linked with backcountry 

chalets by a system of riding and hiking trails. In order to do this, Hill explored millions of acres of wilderness on 

horseback for the perfect sites. He wanted hotels grand enough to persuade rich eastern folks who had visited 

Europe to ride his trains and visit “America’s Switzerland” in Montana. While the folks back east were eager to 

see the Western frontier with Indians and wild animals, they also wanted the comforts they were accustomed 

to. Hill saw to it they had Cowboys by day to guide them around Glacier Park’s high-country on horseback, and 

at night waitresses in Swiss dress served them first-class meals on linen covered table’s set with real china. 

After the meal, they retired to beautifully furnished rooms in railroad-owned hotels with magnificent views of 

the wilderness and mountains. The Great Northern Railway was a leader in developing and promoting western 

tourism to Glacier National Park. Great Northern used the slogan “See America First’ in travel brochures as 

Rocky the Goat (mascot) proclaimed “A thousand thrills in the Montana Rockies.”
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“See America First” Great 
Northern Railway travel brochure 
for Glacier National Park, ca.1920. 
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES 

Route of the Empire Builder

For more than eighty years the Empire 
Builder has been the ultimate in passenger 
train travel, a great train in the tradition  
of a towering railroad man, James J. Hill, 
founder of the Great Northern Railway.  
It was Hill who led the epic completion  
of Great Northern’s transcontinental rail 
line to the Pacific Northwest in 1893. He 
urged pioneering farmers to settle on the 
resource-rich land between St. Paul and 
Seattle on what became the “Route of the 
Empire Builder,” his railway’s foremost 
train. James Jerome Hill was born in  
the tiny town of Rockwood, Ontario, 
September 16, 1838. In 1856, at age 18,  
he arrived in St. Paul, Minnesota, by 
steamboat via the Mississippi River,  
and began work in the warehousing and 
steamboat trade, eventually moving into  
the railroad business. An ambitious man,  
Hill started the Red River Transportation 
Company in 1870 with partner Norman 
Kittson. On September 18, 1889, Hill 

established the Great Northern Railway 
Company. A believer in well-constructed  
rail lines, Hill paid close attention to grade 
and curvature. He employed civil engineer 
John Stevens to plot Great Northern’s route 
over the northern Continental Divide. On 
December 11, 1889, with assistance from a 
Blackfeet Indian guide, Stevens found the 
elusive pass located near the Marias River, 
which offered the lowest crossing of the 
Continental Divide south of the Canadian 
border (5,213 feet above sea level). Named 
Marias Pass, it followed along the Middle 
Fork of the Flathead River, bordering the 
southern boundary of what is today’s 
Glacier National Park. In 1907, Hill passed 
leadership of the Great Northern Railway 
to his son, Louis W. Hill, who became 
Chairman of the Board in 1912, and 
President of the railroad in 1914. In 1916, 
James J. Hill became sick with an infection, 
went into a coma, and died May 29, 1916, 
in St. Paul, Minnesota, at age 77. 

Great Northern’s flagship passenger train between Chicago and the 
Pacific Northwest was the Empire Builder, named for the railroad’s 
founder, James J. Hill and inaugurated June 11, 1929. The westbound 
Empire Builder arrived at Glacier Park Station, June 10, 1934. 
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES,  
EMPIRE BUILDER SCHEDULE – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Great Northern travel brochure 
ca.1935 had passengers boarding 
the Empire Builder for travel to 
Glacier National Park and the 
Pacific Northwest. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Luxury and Economy described 
travel on Great Northern’s 
Empire Builder; a beautiful train 
with an interesting route to 
Glacier National Park. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Great Northern not only provided outstanding 
passenger service, but was in the forefront of developing 
and promoting Western tourism. The railway was 
especially identified with Glacier National Park in 
Montana, where it owned and operated Glacier Park 
Hotel and Many Glacier Hotel. At a time when many 
Americans were looking toward Europe for travel, Louis 
W. Hill promoted his father’s railroad to the park and 
coined the slogan “See America First.” Great Northern 
used the Glacier Park theme in advertising and dining car 
décor, with menu covers by German artist Winold Reiss 
that depicted Montana’s Blackfeet Indians. And there was 
plenty of wildlife for passengers to see, including birds, 
bears and mountain goats, as Great Northern trains 
skirted the southern boundary of the park for 57 miles.  
In 1921, Louis Hill adopted “Rocky” the mountain goat  
as the symbol of the Great Northern Railway and its 
association with Glacier National Park. 

On June 10, 1929, Great Northern premièred what 
became its most famous passenger train, the Empire 
Builder, named to honor James J. Hill and his 
accomplishments building the railroad. The heavyweight 
train was to become the flagship of the Great Northern 
Railway and quickly became the leader in travel between 
Chicago and the Pacific Northwest. Today, the Empire 
Builder operates under Amtrak’s banner and is their 
premier passenger train between Chicago and Seattle-
Portland. The train upholds the tradition of the Great 
Northern Railway and its founder, James J. Hill,  
along the Route of the Empire Builder.

The Fargo, North Dakota railroad station with clock tower was built 
by the Great Northern Railway in 1920. On September 21, 1931, 
4-8-4 No. 2581 was leading the Empire Builder at Fargo, North 

Dakota. Note the watchman’s crossing tower near the depot. 
DENVER PUBLIC LIBRARY - WESTERN HISTORY COLLECTION
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“Throughout This Land of Shining 
Mountains” guide map to Glacier 
Park-Waterton International Peace 
Park shows Great Northern Railway’s 
route along the southern boundary  
of the Glacier National Park. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Great Northern-Burlington Route vacation 
brochure “The call of the Mountains” 
pictured a young American Indian with arms 
extended facing the mountains, inviting 
travelers to hear the call of the mountains. 
Great Northern partnered with local 
Blackfeet Indians to promote train travel to 
Glacier Park, and featured them in beautiful 
travel brochures and booklets. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Louis Hill, son of James J. Hill (Great Northern Railway founder) actively promoted and helped establish Glacier National Park. 
Louis Hill was responsible for building several railroad-owned, Swiss Chalet style hotels including Glacier Park Lodge and Many 
Glacier Hotel. Great Northern Railway encouraged rail travel to Glacier Park in travel brochures, posters and public timetables.
MORTON ELROD PHOTO AT GLACIER PARK LODGE, CA.1924, GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES
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Louis W. Hill – Empire Builder of Hotels

Glacier National Park is located in the  
U. S. State of Montana, bordering the 
Canadian provinces of Alberta and British 
Columbia. The park contains two mountain 
ranges, 130 named lakes, more than 1,000 
species of plants and hundreds of different 
animals. This vast pristine ecosystem is 
spread across 1,584 miles of wilderness. The 
famed Going-to-the-Sun Road is a National 
Historic Civil Engineering Landmark and 
traverses through the heart of the park, and 

crosses the Continental Divide, allowing 
visitor’s breathtaking vistas of the rugged 
Lewis and Livingston mountain ranges. 

According to archeological evidence, 
Native Americans including the Blackfeet  
and Flathead tribes arrived in thee early18th 
century and lived on the eastern slopes of 
what later became Glacier National Park. The 
park region provided the Native Americans 
shelter from the harsh winters and strong 
winds of the plains, and added to their 

traditional bison hunts with other game meat. 
In the late 1880’s magazine publisher 

George Bird Grinnell visited the northwest 
corner of Montana that would later become 
Glacier National Park. An early fan of the 
snow-covered peaks and crystal clear lakes, 
he called the area “The Crown of the Continent.” 

Over the next two decades, Grinnell 
together with Louis W. Hill, President of the 
Great Northern Railway (and son of James J. 
Hill, its founder) lobbied to preserve the 

This long-distance view of Glacier Park Hotel at East Glacier shows  
the main building ca.1914, before additions were made to the hotel. The 
Great Northern tracks are in the foreground and not visible in the photo. 
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES, POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Louis Hill’s idea for 
development within 
Glacier National Park 
was based on a European 
system of luxury hotels 
linked to backcountry 
chalets by trails reached 
on horseback or hiking. 
This encouraged visitors 
to leave the hotels and 
experience the American 
Alps. “Trail riding in the 
Rockies” travel brochure. 
GLACIER NATIONAL  
PARK ARCHIVES

85
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region’s natural beauty, finally persuading 
President William Howard Taft to sign a  
bill establishing Glacier National Park on 
May 11, 1910. 

During its expansion to the Pacific 
Northwest in 1891, the Great Northern 
Railway crossed the Continental Divide at 
Marias Pass (5,213 feet) along the southern 
boundary of what became Glacier National 

Park. Under the supervision of Louis Hill,  
the Great Northern built luxury hotels 
throughout the park in the 1910’s to promote 
train travel and tourism; among them were 
Prince of Wales Hotel, Glacier Park Lodge 
and Many Glacier Hotel. They were modeled 
in the Swiss Chalet style, popular in Europe 
where major resort hotels were linked with 
backcountry chalets by a system of riding and 

Glacier Park red tour buses were 
nick-named “Jammers” because their 
shift gears often jammed. In this 
image the buses were parked in front 
of Glacier Park Hotel ca.1940. Note 
the Blackfeet Indians greeting visitors 
at the hotel entrance. 
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES, 
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

“Glorious Glacier Park...
Where the American and 
Canadian Rockies meet” 
proclaimed this Great 
Northern travel brochure 
ca.1940. Images include 
popular trail outings from 
the hotels and chalets and 
traveling by train aboard 
the flagship Empire Builder.  

AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 

RIGHT: Great Northern Railway produced lavish travel brochures on 
Glacier National Park with both color and black & white photos 
showing railroad-owned hotels complete with area maps and 
recreational activities at the park, ca.1938  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

hiking trails. Hill explored acres of wilderness 
on horseback for the perfect sites. He wanted 
hotels grand enough to persuade rich Eastern 
folks who had visited Europe to ride his 
trains and visit “America’s Switzerland” in 
Montana. While the folks back East were 
eager to see the Western frontier with Indians 
and wild animals, they also wanted the 
comforts they were accustomed to. Hill saw 

to it they had Cowboys by day to guide  
them around Glacier Park’s high-country on 
horseback, and by night waitresses in Swiss 
dress to serve them first-class meals on linen-
covered tables set with real china. After the 
meal, visitors retired to beautifully furnished 
rooms in railroad-owned hotels with 
magnificent views of the wilderness and 
mountains. The Great Northern Railway  

was a leader in developing and promoting 
western tourism to Glacier National Park. 
The railway used the slogan “See America 
First’ in travel brochures, and mascot Rocky 
the Goat proclaimed “A thousand thrills in 
the Montana Rockies.”
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Winold Reiss – Great Northern Railway Artist

Winold Reiss (1886-1953) was a gifted 
artist who came to the United States from 
Germany in 1913. Winold first studied 
with his father, Fritz Reiss, a well-respected 
landscape painter. Winold expressed an 
interest in Native American culture especially 
the Western tribes. By 1919, Reiss had saved 
enough money for a railroad ticket to the 
Northwest. His destination was Montana 
and the Blackfeet Indians near Glacier Park. 

It was said the Blackfeet gave Reiss the 
name Beaver Child and trusted him to paint 
their likeness, capturing the true spirit of 
the Blackfeet tribe. At that time, American 
railroads commissioned artists to travel 
west to paint the magnificent western 
topography and the people who lived there.

In 1925, Reiss’s brother Hans, a sculptor 
who worked summers as a Glacier Park trail 
guide, introduced Winold to Louis Hill, 
President of the Great Northern Railway. Hill 
realized that Reiss’s Blackfeet paintings were 

the representation he wanted to portray and 
convinced Reiss to work for his railroad. 
Beginning in 1927, Reiss returned to Glacier 
Park and began painting the Great Northern 
Art Calendar, which the railway used so 
successfully beginning in 1928. Reiss 
continued a long association with the 
railroad and his other works included 
Blackfeet images on Great Northern dining 
car menus, playing cards and travel 
brochures. In 1934, Reiss opened an art 
school in a cabin owned by the railroad and 
gave art lessons to traveling guests, students 
and Indians. After World War II, his health 
declined and visits to the park were less 
frequent, he passed away in 1953. Today, 
Winold Reiss’s paintings are highly regarded 
and sought after, especially Great Northern 
Railway company calendars, which 
captured a very recognizable and unique 
American icon. 

German-born Winhold Reiss (1886-1953) was a uniquely gifted artist who immigrated to the United States in 1913. Reiss was employed by Great 
Northern Railway to paint the Blackfeet Indians on railway calendars and dining car menus. Today, his Native American paintings are highly 
regarded and collectable. Two photos of Reiss in his art-school studio at Glacier Park.  T. J. HILEMAN PHOTOS, GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES
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ABOVE: Blackfeet Indians and their children gathered at 
East Glacier Station to greet travelers arriving on the 
Empire Builder, ca. 1934.
T.J. HILEMAN PHOTO-GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES

LEFT: Eleven Blackfeet Indians in colorful handmade 
clothing posed on a huge log at East Glacier railway 
station, ca.1934. 
T.J. HILEMAN PHOTO, GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES

RIGHT: Great Northern dining car menu, January 4, 1940, 
featured After Buffalo and Nightshoots, Blackfeet Indians. 
MENU COVER PAINTING BY WINHOLD REISS, 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 
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“Trail Riding in Glacier National Park,” highlights 
young cowboy on the cover of Great Northern  
travel brochure promoting travel to the park. 
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES

RIGHT: On February 23, 1947, Great Northern Railway entered the 
Streamlined Era with five sets of new Empire Builder equipment. Each  
set comprised 12 cars painted in Great Northern Omaha-orange and 
Pullman-green, built by Pullman-Standard at a cost of $7 million. The 
Empire Builder was now on a faster 45-hour schedule, 13.5 hours better 
than the former heavyweight train. Many of the smaller cities were passed 
en-route and those stops picked up by the revived Oriental Limited train. 
GREAT NORTHERN TRAVEL BROCHURE CA.1948, AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Great Northern E7 diesel locomotives posed with the 
original 12-car, streamlined Empire Builder in western 

Montana near Glacier National Park in 1947.
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES
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In October 1955, Great Northern introduced “Great Domes” on the Empire Builder with full-color, two-page ads in national magazines. A total 
of 22 dome cars (long and short domes) were purchased for the modern Empire Builder train-sets at a cost of $6 million.  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

The Empire Builder is pictured westbound 
through the Montana Rockies near Belton, 
Montana, along the Flathead River, behind 
a set of F3 A-B-A diesel locomotives. Note 
the lone fisherman (center) who probably 
enjoyed fresh-caught trout for dinner that 
evening. GREAT NORTHERN RAILWAY PHOTO

In 1921, Louis Hill adopted the Glacier 
mountain goat as the mascot-logo to 
symbolize the link between Great Northern 
Railway and Glacier National Park. 
“Rocky” the goat image was prominent  
on Great Northern public timetables like 
this one (June 1960) promoting Glacier 
National Park’s 50th birthday. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 



9796

Great Northern Railway successfully used the slogan –  
“See America First” on public timetables and travel 
brochures. The origin of the slogan is unknown, most likely  
by railway marketing staff.  The catchphrase was used to  
lure wealthy tourists who had traveled in Europe to take  
Great Northern passenger trains to Glacier National Park. 
BAGGAGE STICKER-GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES,  
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Great Domes on the Empire Builder

Great Northern’s flagship Empire Builder 
was inaugurated June 11, 1929, with a steam-
powered locomotive and heavyweight cars. 
The trains name comes from the nickname 
given to railroad tycoon James J. Hill, its 
founder who extended the railroad line from 
Minnesota to the Pacific Northwest by 1893. 
The Empire Builder’s scenic route from Chicago 
was via Burlington Route trackage along the 
east bank of the Mississippi River to St. Paul. 
From Minneapolis the Empire Builder 
followed its own line through Minnesota,  
and across the vast prairies of North Dakota, 
over the magnificent Montana Rockies, 
traversing the southern boundary of Glacier 
National Park, crossing the Continental 
Divide at Summit on famed Marias Pass.  
The schedule was timed so the train operated 
over the scenic mountain routes in daylight 
hours for prime viewing, arriving at its Seattle 
terminus, King Street Station, in the morning 
of the third travel day.  

On February 23, 1947, Great Northern 
Railway entered the Streamlined Era with five 
sets of new Empire Builder equipment, each 
comprising 12 cars, painted in Great Northern 

orange and green colors, and built by Pullman- 
Standard at a cost of $7 million. The Empire 
Builder was now on a faster 45-hour schedule, 
13.5 hours better than the older heavyweight 
trains. In 1951, the Mid-Century Empire 
Builder premiered with five 15-car sets of 
new equipment built by Pullman-Standard 
and American Car & Foundry. The new trains 
featured the “Ranch” lunch-lounge car for 
coach travelers and the “Mountain” series 
lounge-observation cars for Pullman 
passengers. The “Ranch” lunch-lounge cars 
were decorated in a western theme with  
wood panels, cedar beams, and pinto leather 
seats. The railroad even had a “G-bar-N” 
brand registered with the Montana Livestock 
Association.  In October 1955, Great Northern 
introduced “Great Domes” on the incomparable 
Empire Builder. The full-length, dome cars 
were built by the Budd Company with seating 
for 75 in the upper dome, and 34 seats in the 
lower level lounge. 

In addition, Budd built shorter dome cars 
(three per train-set) for coach passengers. 
The Empire Builder became the only western 
train equipped with both types of dome cars.

Great Northern Railway encouraged travel 
to Glacier Park in multicolor travel brochures, 
magazine advertising and public timetables. 
Today you can re-live those exciting days of 
train travel to Glacier Park aboard Amtrak’s 
Empire Builder with daily service from 
Chicago and Seattle. The Empire Builder 
stops at Glacier Park Station, Belton-West 
Glacier and a flag-stop at the tiny outpost  
-of Essex, home of the Izaak Walton Inn. 

Glacier National Park Chief Naturalist, 
Ed Rothfuss is pictured aboard the 
Empire Builder-Great Dome car, 
lecturing on plants and wildlife as  
the train traversed Glacier National 
Park, ca.1978. 
GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ARCHIVES

This image shows Great Northern “Lake  
of the Isles” 44-seat dining car built by 
American Car & Foundryin 1951 for  
service on the Mid-Century Empire Builder, 
followed by a Great Dome car, ca.1950’s. 
BOB’S PHOTO



Santa Fe Railway

Grand Canyon Line

GRAND CANYON
NATIONAL PARK

• EST. FEBRUARY 26, 1919 •
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In July 1901, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway purchased the bankrupt Grand Canyon Railway, a 

65.8-mile railroad that served mines in the Grand Canyon area. On September 17, 1901, a Santa Fe steam-

powered passenger train made the first trip from Williams, Arizona, to the Grand Canyon. By that time the mines 

were closing, so Santa Fe began to develop the Grand Canyon for tourists, along with partner Fred Harvey 

Company. Together they built the magnificent El Tovar Hotel in 1905 with Meals by Fred Harvey and served by 

the Harvey Girls. Santa Fe continued to promote travel to the Grand Canyon and the Southwest in colorful travel 

brochures, public timetables, magazines and newspapers. In 1907-1908, Santa Fe rebuilt the Grand Canyon 

Line replacing the original track with heavy steel rail giving passengers a smoother ride. “Santa Fe Pullmans 

to the rim” was the advertising tag line that appeared in railway guidebooks, alongside photos of the El Tovar 

Hotel and the awesome Grand Canyon — 227 miles long, 18 miles wide, and one mile deep.
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TOP LEFT: The Santa Fe Railway advertised  
“Grand Canyon Outings” and “Santa Fe Pullmans to the Rim”  
in this railway travel brochure, February 1935.  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION  

TOP RIGHT: The Fred Harvey Company promoted travel to Grand Canyon 
hotels and lodges in this detailed travel brochure with photos and area  
map ca.1956.  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 

LEFT: Harpers Weekly magazine, February 1908, featured a well-dressed 
couple looking through binoculars at the Grand Canyon of Arizona. The  
ad promoted Santa Fe Railway’s train of luxury, the California Limited. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION  

The first Santa Fe passenger train arrived at Grand  
Canyon September 17, 1901. Santa Fe became the only  
railroad to operate inside the boundaries of a national  
park. Along with partner Fred Harvey they developed  
hotels and lodges at the Grand Canyon. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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Santa Fe train wreck near Grand Canyon Village, July 27, 1935. Two steam locomotives left the rails on a curve and were  
lodged up against solid stone embankment outside of the curve.  GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Santa Fe’s Grand Canyon Limited

Grand Canyon became a national park  
on February 26, 1919, and the park area 
covers 1,902 miles. Within the park lies the 
Grand Canyon, a gorge of the Colorado River, 
considered to be one of the major wonders  
of the world. The Grand Canyon itself is a 
system of tributary canyons with exposed 
layers of colorful rocks dating back to 
Precambrian times. It was mostly created  
by erosion from the Colorado River and  
its tributaries. 

Santa Fe continued to promote travel  
to the Grand Canyon and the Southwest in 
colorful travel brochures, public timetables 
and magazine advertising. In 1907-1908, 
Santa Fe rebuilt the Grand Canyon Line, 
replacing the original track with heavy steel 
rail and fresh ballast, to give passengers a 
smoother ride. In 1909, a railroad station  
was built at the Grand Canyon for travelers 
arriving from Williams, Arizona, via the 
“California Limited” and special excursion 

trains from Chicago, Texas and California. 
However, between 1927 and 1930, train 

ridership declined due to the Great Depression 
and popularity of the automobile. In an effort 
to promote Grand Canyon travel, Santa Fe 
announced a new train with an innovative 
name, Grand Canyon Limited between 
Chicago and Los Angeles, inaugurated June 
29, 1929. The trains through Pullman sleeping 
cars were switched during the night at Williams, 
Arizona, and arriving 7:45 am at the Grand 
Canyon. The schedule allowed passengers a 
full day to explore the Grand Canyon, and 
Fred Harvey Restaurant and gift shop. 
Passenger trains to the Grand Canyon were 
suspended during World War II (September, 
1942 to May 30, 1946). The trains name was 
shortened to Grand Canyon in June 1947, 
which was also Santa Fe’s best revenue year 
for Postwar Grand Canyon service, when 
they carried 64,369 passengers. 

However, another 532,233 arrived at the 

park by auto showing that America’s choice  
of transportation was the automobile (source 
Santa Fe Historical Society Warbonnet 
magazine-second quarter 1998). Train 
ridership to the Grand Canyon continued  
to decline into the early 1950’s. Santa Fe 
responded in 1954 by selling its commercial 
facilities at the Grand Canyon to partner Fred 
Harvey Company. On November 1, 1955, 
Santa Fe discontinued service to the Grand 
Canyon during the off-season as ridership 
continued to drop through the remainder of 
the decade. In 1960, ridership had declined to 
10,000 passengers and by 1967 had plunged 
to 4,658 passengers. In April 1968, Santa Fe 
petitioned the Arizona Corporate Commission 
to discontinue all train service to the Grand 
Canyon. After the Commission denied the 
request, the railway appealed to the Arizona 
Supreme Court, which reversed the original 
decision, allowing Santa Fe to discontinue 
Grand Canyon service, July 24, 1968. In 1983, 



107106

This going away view of the Grand Canyon 
Limited is at Edelstein, Illinois, August 18, 
1938. Sharp-eyed readers will note the 
classic Santa Fe “Grand Canyon Limited” 
drumhead on the back railing of the open-
ended observation car. 
BILL RAIA COLLECTION

Santa Fe’s Grand Canyon Limited 
heavyweight train eastbound at 
Princeville, Illinois, August 29, 1941. 
BILL RAIA COLLECTION 

Railroad Resources of Phoenix purchased the Grand Canyon Line from Santa Fe for $4 million, 
with plans to resume service. Eventually Railroad Resources went bankrupt and in December 
1988 private investors purchased the line naming it Grand Canyon Railway. Today, the Grand 
Canyon Railway operates tourist trains carrying thousands of passengers annually over the 
historic Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Grand Canyon Line from Williams, Arizona, to the South 
Rim of Grand Canyon National Park. 

In 1939, stylishly dressed visitors arrived at 
Grand Canyon depot aboard a Santa Fe 
passenger train and carried their luggage 
to waiting Fred Harvey “Harveycars’ for 
transfer to Grand Canyon hotels. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK  
MUSEUM COLLECTION
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Visitors and riders on horseback gathered at the  
El Tovar Hotel’s front entrance ca.1922. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION, 
EL TOVAR LUGGAGE STICKER – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Santa Fe Railway opened the magnificent 100-room  
El Tovar Hotel at the Grand Canyon’s South Rim  
in 1905. The hotel was built in the national parks 
“Rustic” frontier style, native to the region at a cost  
of $250,000. Soon El Tovar grew into a community  
with art galleries, music room, beautiful gardens and 
Fred Harvey restaurant. Note the Hopi Indians in  
native dress employed by promotion minded Santa Fe  
to greet arriving guest’s ca.1922. 
FRED HARVEY COMPANY PHOTO, GRAND CANYON  
NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION,  
POSTCARD – AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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Superintendent of Parks, Miner Tillotson with Mrs. Harold Ickes (center) wife of Secretary of Interior and Mary Colter (right),  
reviewed construction plans for Grand Canyon buildings.  GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION  

Mary Colter – Architect of the Southwest

Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter (1869-1958) 
may well be the best-known-unknown 
architect in the United States. Born in 
Pittsburgh and raised in Minnesota, she 
attended the California School of Design in 
San Francisco. In 1901, Colter got a job with 
the Fred Harvey Company to decorate the 
Indian Building next to the new Alvarado 
Hotel in Albuquerque, along the Atchison, 
Topeka & Santa Fe Railway. She was one of 
only a few female architects working in the 
rugged and developing Southwest. At that 
time, Fred Harvey and partner Santa Fe were 
following the same course as other western 
railroads were at the turn of the century. That 
was to increase passenger train revenue to 
“destination resorts” and expand the romantic 
image of the American Southwest, and nobody 
did it better then Santa Fe Railway. 

Mary Colter, architect and Indian art 
expert worked with the Fred Harvey Company 
for 35 years. She completed over 20 projects 
for her employer, mostly hotels and lodges in 
New Mexico, Arizona and California. Her 

most famous works were arguably at the 
Grand Canyon and today admired by almost 
five million visitors a year, including Hopi 
House (1905), Hermit’s Rest and Observatory 
Lookout Studio (1914), the 70-foot Watchtower 
at Desert View (1932) and Bright Angel Lodge 
(1935). The magnificent El Tovar Hotel, built 
in 1905, just twenty feet from the edge of 
Grand Canyon’s south rim was designed by 
Charles Whittlesey, Chief Architect for Santa 
Fe Railway with interior design by Mary 
Colter. The El Tovar Hotel at Grand Canyon, 
Arizona, is one of only several remaining 
Harvey House Hotel’s and representation  
of National Park Service “Rustic” style 
architecture which she helped create. Mary 
Colter also designed the sprawling and 
creatively conceived Fred Harvey Hotel  
(La Posada) and railroad station at Winslow, 
Arizona, ca. 1930, built in the Spanish 
hacienda style.   

Colter, a chain-smoking perfectionist 
studied the culture of the Navajo and Hopi 
tribes of the Southwest. The hotels she 

designed reflected Indian motif using  
native fieldstone, natural wood and baskets, 
including the artful sand paintings at the 
former El Navajo Hotel in Gallup, New 
Mexico. In addition, Colter designed Fred 
Harvey Restaurants at railroad stations in 
Chicago, Kansas City and Los Angeles with 
service by the “Harvey Girls.” One of her 
celebrated designs was the “Mimbreno” 
pattern dining car china and silverware for 
Santa Fe’s Super Chief premier passenger 
train in 1937. Colter designed the china from 
motifs of animals and geometric patterns on 
clay pottery made by Mimbreno Indians of 
the Rio Mimbres Valley in southwestern  
New Mexico, ca.1100 A.D. The Onondaga 
Pottery Company of Syracuse, New York, 
with the inscription “Made expressly for 
Santa Fe Dining Car Service,” produced the 
“Mimbreno” pattern between 1936 and 1970. 
Today, Mimbreno china is highly regarded 
and sought after by collectors. 
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View of the El Tovar Hotel dining room with 
stone fireplace ca.1906. The dining room 
featured “Meals by Fred Harvey” with 
service by the Harvey Girls. 
FRED HARVEY COMPANY PHOTO, GRAND 
CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM 
COLLECTION  

Pictured is the El Tovar Hotel front desk with desk clerk and 
bellman ca.1935. The hotel construction is an example of the 
National Park Service “Rustic” style architecture of the 
1920’s and 1930’s. Note the beautiful Native American 
designed rug in front of the bellman. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

El Tovar Hotel bedroom suite had double  
sleigh beds and rocking chair ca.1905. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Women’s tour group leaving  
El Tovar Hotel on tour bus to  
Hermit Rim Drive ca.1939. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK 
MUSEUM COLLECTION  



115114

Nava-Hopi tour bus operated between Grand Canyon’s 
South Rim and Flagstaff, Arizona, October 13, 1938. 

RIGHT: Dr. & Mrs. Albert Einstein (fourth from left) posed with  
Fred Harvey Hopi Indian employees, and Herman Schweitzer of the 
Fred Harvey Indian Department (second from left), February 1931. 
FRED HARVEY COMPANY PHOTO, GRAND CANYON  
NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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E. M. Ennis (left) Superintendent of Santa Fe 
Transportation Company for Fred Harvey and his trail 
foreman, John Bradley were ready for an inspection  
trip along Bright Angel Trail by mule ca.1948. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Because of the steep and rocky terrain at Grand Canyon National Park mules were the preferred transportation. On February 22, 1937, 
a railroad work crew became snowbound on the canyon’s North Rim. Another work party riding saddle mules from the South Rim 
rescued the workers. Today, approximately 18,000 visitors a year ride the brawny mules on the steep Grand Canon trails. 
NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Harpers Weekly magazine, December 3, 1910, featured 
Fred Harvey trail guide and nicely-dressed woman 
looking into the Grand Canyon. The ad promoted Santa 
Fe’s California Limited passenger train. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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The Harvey Girls

Fredrick Henry Harvey, known as 
“Civilizer of the West,” was born in 1835 in 
London.

By 1857, at the age of twenty-two, Harvey 
had made his way to America and opened his 
first restaurant in St. Louis. Harvey also 
worked several years as a freight agent for the 
Burlington Route, and experienced first-hand 
the bad food and service in depot restaurants 
along the railroad. He first approached his 
employer with a plan to open a quality depot 
restaurant in cooperation with the railroad, 
and have its trains stop for “planned meals.” 
When Burlington rejected Harvey’s idea,  
he persuaded his friend Charles Morse, 
Superintendent of the Santa Fe Railway, to  
try his plan. In 1876, Santa Fe turned over  
the small restaurant in its Topeka, Kansas, 
depot to Harvey. At first, there was no formal 
contract, only a gentlemen’s handshake 
agreement. Harvey would provide the know-
how to run the restaurant and Santa Fe would 
transport the food and supplies, free of charge, 
on its trains. Within a few weeks the Topeka 

Harvey House was doing very 
well. Santa Fe management 
deemed Harvey’s idea a success 
and by the late 1880’s, a Harvey 
House opened about every 100 
miles along the developing Santa 
Fe Railway  
from Kansas to California, and 
“Meals by Fred Harvey” became 
one of the railroad’s slogans. 

To compliment his good  
food, Harvey required high  
service standards. He placed ads  
in Eastern and Midwestern 
newspapers that read “Wanted: 
Young women 18 to 30 years of 
age, of good character, attractive  
and intelligent, to work in the West.” Harvey 
wanted the women who worked for him to  
be well educated (at least high school or 
eighth grade education). Some came for the 
adventure of a new life in the West, but most 
came out of economic necessity and sent 
their pay back home to help support their 

MGM Studios produced “The Harvey Girls” 
movie in 1946, staring Judy Garland and 
Ray Bolger with the academy award-winning 
song “on the Atchison, Topeka and Santa 
Fe” by Johnny Mercer. Santa Fe dining car 
menu from the San Diegan passenger train 
featured actress Judy Garland on the cover. 
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

The “Fred Harvey Bunch,” employees and Harvey Girls posed by Bright Angel Cottages ca.1915. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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families. They came from all walks of life, but 
almost 50 percent were from rural America, 
the daughters of American farmers and 
settlers. Called the “Harvey Girls,” they 
became a Western legend. 

The Harvey Girls’ uniform was almost 
nun-like in appearance, (long black dresses 
with high collars and crisply starched white 
aprons all heavily starched, black shoes with 
black stockings and hairnets). They were not 
allowed to wear makeup, nail polish or jewelry. 
The Harvey Girls’ image was clean, business-
like and “All-American,” just like the Harvey 
Houses. Their base pay was $17.50 per month 

plus tips, room-and-board, laundry and a 
railroad pass to visit family once per year.  The 
girls worked very hard and their eight-hour 
shifts were often split to conform to train 
schedules. Harvey rules prohibited the girls 
from dating other Harvey employees, but 
they could date railroad men, so there was a 
special friendship between the Harvey Girls 
and Santa Fe train crews. In many cases, 
Harvey Girls married the railroad men and 
stayed on to raise families. Legend has it that 
by the early 1900’s there were four thousand 
babies born in the West named Fred or 
Harvey. There was also the MGM movie 
(1946) “The Harvey Girls,” starring Judy 
Garland and Ray Bolger, with Academy 
Award-winning best song “On the Atchison, 
Topeka and Santa Fe” by Johnny Mercer. 

At the time of Harvey’s death in 1901, 
there were 47 Harvey Houses and 15 hotels, 
employing 5,000 people. By the mid 1930’s, 
competition from private automobiles and 
airlines cut into the business. World War II 
brought a brief resurgence of troop trains, 
public rail travel and an upswing for Harvey 
Houses. However, by 1950 increased auto and 
airline travel brought closure to the Harvey 
Houses and Harvey Girls. Remnants of the 
Fred Harvey tradition survive today in a few 
Western states, including La Posada Hotel in 
Winslow, Arizona, and the magnificent El 
Tovar Hotel at Grand Canyon, Arizona.

Two Harvey Girls comically posed with 
“Donkey Telephone” ca.1906. 

GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM 
COLLECTION

Fred Harvey employees gathered for  
“Sing Aways” as employees gathered in  
front of tour buses to sing good-by to  
guests leaving Grand Canyon Lodge on  
the North Rim, July 1930. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK  
MUSEUM COLLECTION

Shriners Convention had special Santa Fe charter trains 
led by steam locomotives arriving at Grand Canyon 
depot yard for the convention, March 28, 1937. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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OPPOSITE PAGE: On February 18, 1938, Santa Fe’s El Capitan, brand-
new all-coach streamliner between Chicago and Los Angeles made a 
promotional stop at the Grand Canyon during its inaugural run. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Santa Fe Railway’s Grand Canyon passenger train was 
photographed at Galesburg, Illinois, August 28, 1948. 
The train’s lead PA locomotive was flying green flags to 
indicate that a second section of the train was following. 
Santa Fe travel slogans included “Ride Great Trains 
through a Great Country.”  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

The Shriners’ train coaches were photographed at Grand Canyon depot 
yard, March 28, 1937. Note the vintage automobiles in the photograph.  

GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Santa Fe Railway “A la Carte Luncheon” menu from 
Grand Canyon passenger train dining car, ca.1955 
featured tasty dishes, salads and sandwiches. 
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Many Boy Scout Specials from Chicago made stops at both 
Yellowstone and Grand Canyon. Pictured are several of the  
Boy Scout Specials parked at Grand Canyon’s train yard. Note 
the white flags on Santa Fe locomotives to signify extra trains.
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

In July 1953, the Boy Scouts of America held their National Jamboree in California and traveled there on chartered 
trains from all over the country. Santa Fe’s yard tracks at Grand Canyon depot were packed with train coaches.
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION
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FANTRIP

www.TrainsMag.com 55 

“Good afternoon. On behalf of the Na-
tional Park Service and Amtrak, I want to 
welcome you aboard Amtrak’s Empire 
Builder. My name is John Kelly, I will be 
with you today to provide information and 
answer questions on the historical and nat-
ural sites that can be found along the route 
between Chicago and Winona, Minn.” Vol-
unteers of the Trails & Rails program, on 
board Amtrak’s Empire Builder departing 
Chicago, repeated a similar introduction 
daily from May 20 to Sept. 15, 2007. 

Trails & Rails is a partnership between 
the National Park Service and Amtrak. It 
provides passengers with educational op-
portunities designed to foster an apprecia-
tion of a selected region’s natural and cul-
tural heritage, promotes National Park 
Service areas, and provides extra value to 
encourage Amtrak ridership. It also keeps 
alive the long tradition of railroading’s as-
sociation with the national parks.

National Park Service Ranger Jim 
Miculka started Trails & Rails on board 
the Sunset Limited between Lafayette, La., 
and San Antonio, Texas, in 1974. Passen-

gers loved it, and today Miculka is nation-
al coordinator for Trails & Rails, working 
with Amtrak to ensure quality oral pre-
sentations on long-distance trains. Ac-
cording to the National Park Service, more 
than 400,000 passengers attended Trails & 
Rails programs in 2006. 

I first experienced the Trails & Rails 
while traveling on the Empire Builder to 
Glacier National Park, and found the pro-
gram to be helpful in recognizing land-
marks and historical sites presented by vol-
unteers in the lounge car. In March 2007, I 
became a Trails & Rails volunteer.

At the two-day training course held at 
Chicago Union Station, Miculka intro-
duced the program to 14 new volunteers. 
Susan Scott, instructor and internship co-
ordinator in the department of recreation’s 
park and tourism sciences at Texas A&M 
University, led our group in an introduc-
tion to interpretation.

“Through interpretation, understand-
ing; through understanding, appreciation; 
through appreciation, protection,” is one of 
the National Park Service mottos. Craig 

Hansen, National Park Service route coor-
dinator for the Empire Builder, and Jim 
Carr, Trails & Rails volunteer coordinator 
for the Chicago crew base, concluded our 
training for the day with brief talks. 

The following day, our instructors pre-
sented an overview of Amtrak’s safety 
course, followed by a question-and-answer 
session on what to do in emergency situa-
tions while on board the train. Our class 
concluded when the crew brought the Em-
pire Builder from the coach yard to Union 
Station early so volunteers could tour the 
train and become familiar with on-board 
safety equipment.

As the final part of our training, we 
took a required student trip in May 2007 
on the Empire Builder from Chicago to 
Milwaukee and back to learn how to set 
up the portable speaker system used in the 
lounge car and get to know some of the 
important sites along the route. On May 
25, 2007, I took my first trip as a Trails & 
Rails volunteer, departing Chicago on 
westbound Empire Builder Train 7 to Wi-
nona, Minn., and returning the next day 
on the eastbound Train 8. 

Traveling by train, you meet people 
from all over the world. One humorous 
incident occurred as we were crossing the 
main channel of the Mississippi River ap-
proaching La Crosse, Wis. A woman sit-
ting next to me looked out the lounge car 
window and yelled, “There’s an alligator 
in the river.” I turned off the microphone 
and politely told her it was just a log float-
ing in the river. On another trip as we de-
parted Columbus, Wis., I was talking 
about the Wisconsin State Capitol in Mad-
ison, and a passenger asked, “Don’t they 
make Oscar Mayer wieners in Madison?” 
I replied, “Yes,” and the whole lounge car 
began a rousing chorus of the jingle, “I 
wish I were an Oscar Mayer wiener.”

Volunteers are recruited from the Na-
tional Park Service. In 2007, 436 volunteers 
from 16 parks presented 23,946 hours of 
information in 1,697 programs to 383,231 
passengers on 16 route segments of 12 long-
distance Amtrak trains. On an individual 
level, though, I can tell you that being a 
Trails & Rails volunteer interpreter is an 
exciting and rewarding experience, and I 
plan to continue in the program. 

You can hear the Trails & Rails program 
on board many of Amtrak’s long-distance 
trains. For more information, see www.
nps.gov/trails&rails. 

Park Service, Amtrak team up
Trails & Rails program brings ranger volunteers onboard to enhance long-distance train rides

Trails & Rails volunteers Robert Tabern (left) and John Kelly prepare to board the 
eastbound Empire Builder, Train No. 8 at Winona, Minn., on Aug. 4, 2007. Linda Shult

By JOHN KELLy

OPPOSITE PAGE: General Dwight D. Eisenhower posed at 
Grand Canyon Station with two Santa Fe trains behind him, 
July 17, 1950. On January 20, 1953, Eisenhower was elected 
the 34th President of the United States. 
GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK MUSEUM COLLECTION

Today, the Empire Builder operates under Amtrak’s banner 
and is their premier passenger train between Chicago and the 

Pacific Northwest with service to Glacier National Park. 
FANTRIP ARTICLE – COURTESY KALMBACH PUBLISHING.  

2009 TRAINS MAGAZINE. REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION OF  
KALMBACH PUBLISHING CO. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

During the 1950’s and 1960’s, Santa Fe promoted their 
passenger trains in magazines of the era including Life,  
Look and National Geographic.  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION 
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Photo caption.....

Trails & Rails

In the early days of the Park Service, 
railroads provided what was sometimes  
the only means of access to the natural and 
cultural wonders of parks. Those historical 
ties continue today with Trails & Rails, an 
innovative partnership between Amtrak  
and the National Park Service that brings  
the park experience on board trains for the 
benefit and enjoyment of railroad passengers. 
Traveling onboard a train is an extremely 
personal and up-close form of travel, and 
National Park Service volunteers on Amtrak 
routes across the country give talks about 
places of interest along the journey. They 
answer questions and engage passengers in 
the stories behind the view through the 
window. Each route narrative is unique and 
carefully designed to most effectively deliver 
the message of the National Park Service:  
to preserve unimpaired the natural and 
cultural resources for the enjoyment of future 
generations. For over fifteen years, Amtrak 
passengers have had the opportunity to learn 
more about the topography, geology, and 
natural and cultural history of the lands they 
travel through.

The Trails & Rails program is one of few 
National Park Service programs that actively 
promote the agency and its sites to participants 
by reaching out beyond park boundaries, 
effectively blurring the lines between parks 
and creating a picture of the entire agency.  
By presenting the program in a non-traditional 
setting physically outside of park lines, people 
are reached who may not have considered 
visiting a national park area. The interaction 
occurs out in public spaces where people are 
often likely to stumble upon the program. 
Going outside of those boundaries also allows 
for ever-growing partnership opportunities 
with other federal and state agencies, com-
munity organizers, and other organizations. 
Many of these partnerships are with other 
protected areas, including state parks, county 
parks, and other federal lands. Through 
partnership with these groups and with the 
help of their resources, the National Park 
Service can market itself to a wide audience 
of potential visitors. 

The Trails and Rails partnership is fully 
involved with the National Park Service 
centennial and will continue the mission  

of the National Park Service beyond the 
centennial. The program is one of the few 
programs that continue to carry out the 
opening section of the enabling legislation  
of the 1916 Organic Act that established the 
National Park Service. While many parks and 
programs focus on the section of the enabling 
legislation that reads “…is to conserve the 
scenery and the natural and historic objects 
and the wild life therein and to provide for the 
enjoyment of the same in such manner and by 
such means as will leave them unimpaired for 
the enjoyment of future generations”, there is 
the opening part which is often overlooked.  
“The service thus established shall promote and 
regulate the use of the Federal areas known as 
national parks, monuments, and reservations 
…”With 20 parks across the country 
participating in the program on 18 different 
Amtrak trains, Trails & Rails, as a program of 
the “service”, continues to “promote…the use 
of the Federal areas…”.
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The genesis of Trails & Rails entailed 
seizing a moment’s opportunity. There was  
no long range planning for this program. It 
started with a Jean Lafitte National Historical 
Park and Preserve staff trip in 1994, made  
up of Allison Pena, Cultural Anthropologist, 
Susan Davenport, Interpretive Specialist, and 
James E. Miculka, Chief of Interpretation. 
Traveling from their home park in New 
Orleans heading to the Institute of Texan 
Cultures in San Antonio, the team chose to 
take Amtrak’s Sunset Limited to San Antonio 
instead of flying or driving. While onboard  
the train as it left New Orleans, the park staff 
was sitting in the Lounge Car which consists 
of large windows for viewing the sites. 
Passengers were asking each other questions 
about some of the features outside their 
windows. Being National Park Service 
personnel and given the fact that the train 
was skirting the edge of Jean Lafitte National 
Historical Park and Preserve, the staff started 
answering some of the questions they were 
overhearing. In a short amount of time, the 
park staff found themselves answering all 
sorts of questions about the region they  
were traveling through and an impromptu 
interpretive program began. By happenstance, 
an Amtrak Marketing official by the name of 
Oliver Jones, from Washington, DC was also 

sitting in the Lounge Car. He made his way 
over to the park staff and asked who they were 
and how they knew all that they did about the 
route they were traveling. The park staff 
explained to Mr. Jones that they were Park 
rangers with Jean Lafitte National Historical 
Park and Preserve out of New Orleans and 
that the area that they were passing through 
had the same natural features as the park.   
As Amtrak’s Sunset Limited headed towards 
the Atchafalaya Basin, Lafayette, and on to 

History

LEFT: Vern Verbit, 
Trails & Rails 
Volunteer on the 
Coast Starlight, 
Trials & Rails 
Volunteer for  
Juan Bautista de 
Anza National 
Historic Trail.

BELOW: First 
Volunteers for  
the Trails & Rails 
Program. Cameron, 
Gavin, and Susan 
Miculka. 

ABOVE: Trails & Rails Volunteer Castro 
Spears on the City of New Orleans 
volunteering for Jean Lafitte National 
Historical Park and Preserve.
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the Texas border, the staff continued on with 
the impromptu interpretive program as more 
and more people came into the Lounge Car 
to ask questions or simply listen to what the 
staff had to say about the bayous and prairies 
of Southeast Louisiana and on into East 
Texas. Mr. Jones was so impressed with what 
was taking place that he talked to the staff 
about having them on the train on a regular 
basis. He also asked about coming to  
New Orleans in the near future to discuss 
possibilities of trying to create an onboard 
interpretive program utilizing National Park 
Service personnel. Thus, happenstance 
initiated what would become the Trails & 
Rails program.

Under the leadership of Jean Lafitte 
National Historical Park and Preserve 
Superintendent Geraldine Smith and 
Assistant Superintendent Kevin Cheri,  
they supported the program through its 
infancy. Despite previous management’s 
efforts and failure to recognize its value,  
they wisely chose to not only support its 
continuation but also its growth. The park’s 
Chief of Interpretation, James E. Miculka, 
was assigned to oversee and coordinate the 
development of the program while also 
managing park sites at Chalmette and the 
French Quarter. Initially, park staff were used 
as onboard interpretive rangers on Amtrak’s 
Sunset Limited between New Orleans and 
Lafayette, Louisiana. After its initial season in 

1995, it was decided that with limited budgets 
for salaries, perhaps volunteers from the 
park’s Volunteer in Parks (VIP) program 
could be used. Among the first volunteers 
were Susan, Gavin and Cameron Miculka 
who would help as unpaid staff and assist 
with recruiting efforts. Others volunteers 
included Dave Freeman and Castro Spears, 
who are still with the Trails & Rails program.

The first two seasons (summers of 1995 
and 1996) focused on an onboard interpretive 
program primarily dealing with Southeast 
Louisiana’s bayou, delta, marshlands and 

prairie regions. The program was initially 
called RAILS, an acronym for “Rangers and 
Amtrak, Interpreting Louisiana’s Scenery”.  
The guides made a weekly trip, riding from 
New Orleans, overnighting in Lafayette and 
returning the following day. A few cultural 
programs were included as part of the 
onboard program. Danny O’Flaherty,  
a Celtic folk musician from New Orleans, 
supplemented the program periodically  
with music from Louisiana’s Celtic heritage. 
This route would become Miculka’s 
sentimental favorite, not only because it 

Trails & Rails Emergency Operations Class, Meridian, Mississippi.

ABOVE: Trails & Rails 
Program at the San Antonio 
Stock Show and Rodeo, San 
Antonio Missions Park 
Ranger Krystal Fleeger. 

LEFT: National Park Service 
Ranger Lisa Evans, Amistad 
National Recreation Area on 
board the Sunset Limited.
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hosted the first Trails & Rails program,  
but also due to fond memories of riding  
the Sunset Limited from his hometown  
of Weimar, Texas, to Alpine, TX and  
San Antonio while attending Sul Ross  
State University. 

 With the continuing success of the 
program, in 1997 Amtrak asked the park if 
they would consider expanding the program 
by adding a second route from New Orleans 
to Jackson, MS on the City of New Orleans.   
A script was developed with the theme of Jazz 
and Blues of the Mississippi Delta. Additional 
volunteers were recruited to cover the new 
weekly program. Some of the trips included 
jazz music students from several of the public 
schools. Performances were held in the Lounge 
Car and they would share the evolution and 
changing music style of blues and jazz as the 
music made its way from New Orleans to 
Memphis to Chicago.

In 1998, Amtrak once again asked the 
park to consider adding yet another program, 
this one onboard the Crescent between New 
Orleans and Atlanta. This would become the 
longest program which would usually consist 
of two back-to-back twelve-hour work days 
for the volunteer guides. With three programs 
running out of New Orleans on three different 
routes and the success of the program, the 
frequency of the programs increased. Programs 
began to run two and three times a week 
between April and the end of September.  

There were just over one hundred volunteers 
as the program continued to grow. During 
the summer of 2000, the program onboard 
the City of New Orleans was extended to 
Chicago. Volunteers presented programs 
from New Orleans to Greenwood, MS, slept 
on the train and then presented a breakfast 
program between Kankakee, IL and Chicago.

During this time, Jean Lafitte National 
Historical Park and Preserve through the 
support of Superintendent Geraldine Smith 
and Assistant Superintendent Kevin Cheri, 
continued to fund the program through  
park funds.

Demand for the program grew so high 
that it became primarily an all-volunteer 
program. Local success and positive experiences 
led to the inspiration to extend Trails & Rails 
to a national level. The program also meshed 
perfectly with the Park Service’s Director 
Robert Stanton’s initiatives to reach under-
represented groups and youth.  

After several years of effort and with the 
assistance of Kevin Cheri, Geraldine Smith, 
National Park Service Chief of Interpretation 
Corky Mayo, and Director Stanton, the 
national partnership between Amtrak and  
the National Park Service was made official in 
2000, and the Trails & Rails program formally 
came into being. Jim Miculka was named the 
National Coordinator and a Congressional 
line item budget was appropriated specifically 
to support the program.

With an official agreement in place, its 
own budget and a full time Coordinator,  
the program was moved from Jean Lafitte 
National Historical Park and Preserve to 
Amtrak’s Union Passenger Terminal where  
an office and support staff were provided by 
Amtrak. The early national program had the 
generous support of Amtrak staff Deborah 
Wetter, Dave White, Jerome Trahan, Mike 
Chandler and Stephanie Pritchard. With  
their contacts through the Amtrak system, 
the program was able to expand into various 
regions of the country. Later that year, Anne 
McGinnis with Amtrak Marketing in St. Louis 
would be appointed by Amtrak to serve as 
their liaison to the National Park Service.   
She would serve in that role until her 
retirement from Amtrak in 2014. National 
Park Service oversight would come through 
Don Wollenhaupt, Chief of Interpretation 
and Education for the Southeast Region in 
Atlanta. From 2000 to 2005, Mr. Miculka  
and Ms. McGinnis would help the program 
expand to California, North Dakota, 
Colorado, Washington and a few other 
western states and long distance trains.  
During this time period Amtrak decided  
to require more safety involvement by  
Trails & Rails Guides. Mr. Miculka and  
Ms. McGinnis, along with a few other Park 
Trails & Rails Coordinators from around the 
country, were the first to attend a forty-hour 
workshop in Meridian, MS. They participated Trails & Rails Volunteer Keith Bear on the Empire Builder, Knife River Indian Villages National Historic Site.
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139138 in safety classes and climbed through over-
turned Amtrak cars in various simulation 
rescue scenarios. In this way they were certified 
to serve as instructors for the Amtrak 
Emergency training.

Each Trails and Rails program is supported 
by a National Park Service park, site or  
office. They are ultimately responsible for  
the recruitment of volunteers, support and 
coordination of each program. Volunteers  
are recruited from the surrounding area and 
must successfully complete the mandatory 
training requirements along with periodic 
refresher classes. Each park is responsible  
for developing the resource material that 
highlights the cultural and natural sites and 
places of interest along a given route and 

other information that will be shared with 
Amtrak passengers. Coordinating schedules 
with Amtrak and those of the volunteer 
guides and ensuring that supplies and materials 
are in place requires time and energy. In  
many cases, it is the volunteers that take on 
leadership roles at the local level, helping to 
manage the local program when National 
Park Service staff time is taken up by other 
demands. Volunteers spend many hours  
both on the train presenting Trails & Rails 
programs, and off the train researching 
resource materials, managing volunteer 
schedules and working with Amtrak crews 
and staff on a variety of issues. Without the 
hard work of all the volunteer guides, the 
program would not exist.

In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina  
struck Louisiana and Mississippi. With the 
evacuation of New Orleans, the Trails & Rails 
program was temporarily relocated to Miculka’s 
ranch near Weimar, Texas. With limited 
communications the program continued 
forward. It was during the temporary 
relocation that staff from the Department  
of Recreation, Park and Tourism Sciences 
(RPTS) at Texas A&M University, located in 
College Station, reached out to the National 
Park Service to offer up support and office 
space. This would become a great opportunity 
for the Trails & Rails program.

In addition to office space being  
provided by the RPTS Department, academic 
connections within the Department offered 
assistance in support of the program.   
Dr. Gary Ellis, Department Chair, helped  
to set up a formal agreement between the 
university and the National Park Service to 
house the Trails & Rails program and the 
program was officially relocated to College 
Station. Don Wollenhaupt would remain as 
the supervisor to Miculka even though the 
program’s administration was physically 
located in Texas, a state usually represented 
by the Intermountain Region in Denver.   
With that in place, faculty members started  
to offer up their support. Susan Scott, a 
Lecturer and Instructor with the department 
taught interpretive classes. Her expertise  
and experiences in teaching would be a 

tremendous boost to the program. She 
designed the Interpretive Communications 
training module that became part of the 
mandatory training program that all Trails  
& Rails Guides must successfully complete.   
She also assisted in setting the Emergency 
Operations training guidelines in partnership 
with Charlie Cox from Amtrak’s office of 
Emergency Preparedness. This also became 
part of the mandatory training program.  
Ms. Scott continues to serve as a primary 
Trails & Rails Instructor and presents the 
training as her academic schedule permits. 
With the assistance of Ms. Scott, the program 
would take on a more professional approach 
to program development and coordination 
with Anne McGinnis. Through Ms. Scott’s 
efforts and with funding from Amtrak, 
students from the department where able to 
create interpretive podcasts for Amtrak’s 
Sunset Limited between New Orleans and  
Los Angeles and for the Texas Eagle between 
Chicago and San Antonio. The partnership 
between Amtrak, the RPTS Department and 
the National Park Service has allowed for 
internship opportunities for students with the 
department to assist Amtrak in marketing 
research. 

  Mr. Miculka, with assistance from Ms. 
Scott facilitates the actions of hundreds of 
volunteers in over twenty separate Trails & 
Rails programs from their offices within the 
RPTS Department at Texas A&M University. 

Bryan Mattox of Amtrak Marketing Chicago 
now serves as the liaison for Amtrak to the 
National Park Service. Through the efforts of 
Mr. Mattox, Ms. Scott and Mr. Miculka, the 
program continues to grow, incorporating 
more and more routes across the country and 
reaching hundreds of thousands of passengers 
every year. However, the program could not 
begin to celebrate its popularity and success 
without the efforts of the park coordinators 
and the support of over 500 Trails & Rails 
volunteers who provide educational oppor-
tunities and deliver interpretive programs to  
the Amtrak passengers.

While the bulk of the Trails & Rails outreach 
takes place on Amtrak routes across the 
country, there are quite a few occasions in 
which outreach opportunities take place off 
the train. Through the efforts of Amtrak 
Marketing, Trails & Rails guides can be found 
staffing booths at National Train day events 
across the country of tourism and trade 
shows. Volunteer guides have staffed events 
surrounding Amtrak’s Exhibit Train as it 
toured across the country several times. 
There are various events hosted at Amtrak 
stations such as Denver, CO, Minot, ND, 
LaJunata, Co, New York’s Penn Station, and 
Seattle, WA, that guide staff and help to share 
information about the National Park Service. 
The largest outreach partnership has been 
through the efforts of Marilyn Magaro and 
the San Antonio Stock Show and Rodeo held 

in February of each year in San Antonio. 
Thousands of school children, families and 
rodeo fans attend the nearly three-week event 
and  Trails & Rails Guides staff a booth to  
talk about the mission of the National Park 
Service, national parks in Texas and other 
places of interest in Texas, and Amtrak and 
the Trails & Rails program. Like the onboard 
activities, the outreach opportunities off the 
train would not happen without the efforts of 
local park staff, but especially the volunteer 
guides who put in long hours to pull off  
these events.

The Trails & Rails program continues to 
expand and adjust to the needs of the National 
Park Service, Amtrak and the Department of 
Recreation, Park and Tourism Sciences at 
Texas A&M University. The program is heavily 
involved with Amtrak Marketing through 
programs like the Texas Eagle Marketing  
and Performance Organization (TEMPO) 
through the efforts of Dr. Bill Pollard. Trails 
& Rails serves as a platform for special events 
such as Amtrak’s Exhibit Train coordinated 
through the efforts of Fran Berk and Steve 
Ostrowski as it continues to tour the country. 
In this centennial year of the National Park 
Service, the connection between the parks 
and railroads continues.

National Train Day at Union Station in Washington DC.
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The Trains

Amtrak is the nation’s rail operator connecting America in a safer, greener and healthier 
way. Trains run on 21,000 route miles in 46 states, the District of Columbia, and three 
Canadian provinces. Amtrak operates more than 300 trains each day to more than 500 
destinations. There are over 230 national parks accessible via Amtrak from many of these 
destinations. For further information on the connection of parks via Amtrak visit the 
website: amtraktoparks.com.

Listed below are the routes and parks that 
participate in the National Park Service 
Trails & Rails programs on Amtrak: 

The Coast Starlight is a west coast route 
that stretches between Los Angeles and 
Seattle, hosting two programs. Juan Bautista 
De Anza National Historic Trail hosts a 
program between Santa Barbara and San 
Luis Obispo, California and on to Oakland, 
California during the summer. Klondike 
Goldrush National Historical Park hosts a 
program between Portland, Oregon and 
Seattle, Washington, and Seattle to Havre, 
MT through Glacier National Park.

The National Park Service’s Intermountain 
Regional Office in Denver coordinates 
volunteer efforts onboard Amtrak’s 
California Zephyr between Denver  
and Grand Junction, CO, highlighting 
magnificent Rock Mountain geology and 

the Colorado River. In addition, National 
Park Service volunteers tell passengers 
stories of the hardship workers faced when 
building roads and railroads through the 
mountain range.

Staff and volunteers from the Martin Luther 
King Jr. National Historic Park operate the 
route of the Crescent between Atlanta, 
Georgia and New Orleans, Louisiana. 
During the trip, Trails & Rails volunteers 
inform passengers of the many Civil Rights 
events in Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi, 
as well as the importance of the Gulf of 
Mexico and the Mississippi River Delta 
region of Louisiana. 

The Southwest Chief  has guides onboard 
from Bent’s Old Fort National Historic  
Site between La Junta, Colorado and 
Albuquerque, New Mexico. On this route, 
the Trails & Rails volunteers highlight the 

significance of the Santa Fe Trail in New 
Mexico and the strategic importance of  
Bent’s fort along the trail. 

Volunteers from San Antonio Missions 
National Historical Park present programs 
onboard Amtrak’s Texas Eagle between San 
Antonio and Fort Worth highlighting the 
significance of the missions in San Antonio 
and the cattle drives out of Texas to the 
trailheads in Kansas in the 1880’s.

Volunteers from Knife River Indian Villages 
National Historic Site near Stanton, ND 
highlight the history of American Indians 
and the Lewis and Clark expedition between 
Minot, ND and Havre, MT onboard the 
Empire Builder. They have also partnered 
with North Dakota Council on the Arts to 
present North Dakota cultural artisans as  
part of their Trails & Rails program.
Also on Amtrak’s Empire Builder, 

Mississippi National River and Recreation 
Area has Trails & Rails Guides between 
Minneapolis and Columbus, WI 
highlighting natural and cultural features 
along the Mississippi River. 

One can journey through the Midwest  
on the Texas Eagle and Lincoln Services 
with Trails & Rails Guides from Jefferson 
National Expansion and Lincoln Home 
National Historic Site providing programs 
between St. Louis, Springfield, and  
Chicago, IL.

Further north, Indian Dunes National 
Lakeshore has volunteers traveling on  
the Wolverine between Chicago and 
Kalamazoo, MI and on the Blue Water 
between Chicago and New Buffalo, IL.

On the Heartland Flyer between Oklahoma 
City and Fort Worth, the Oklahoma City 
National Memorial provides guides to 
interpret the history of the land of the 
Arbuckle Mountains and the Red River  
area of Oklahoma and Texas.  

New Orleans Jazz National Historical Park 
has interpretive programs on Amtrak’s City  
of New Orleans between New Orleans and 
Greenwood, MS and on the Sunset Limited 
between New Orleans and Beaumont, TX. 

Passengers are informed by Trails & Rails 
volunteers and musicians on the influence 
of Jazz and Blues in the area.

Out East, the Home of Franklin D. Roosevelt 
National Historic Site, Vanderbilt Mansion 
National Historic Site and Saratoga National 
Historical Park have volunteers on various 
segments of Amtrak’s Adirondack between 
Croton-Harmon and Hudson, NY and 
Saratoga Springs and West Port, NY.

Volunteers from the Chesapeake and  
Ohio Canal National Historical Park travel 
on Amtrak’s Capitol Limited between 
Cumberland, MD and Washington, D.C. 
highlighting travel and cultural history  
along the Potomac River.

One of the newest Trails & Rails programs  
is being developed along urban corridors to 
serve a diverse audience who may not have 
access to private vehicles. Volunteers from 
the National Parks of New York Harbor and 
the National Mall and Memorial Park in 
Washington DC serve in a “concierge” role to 
promote urban visitation to national park 
sites, state parks, protected areas and places 
of interest. The original support for the 
program on the Northeast Corridor came 
from the National Mall and Memorial Parks 
through the efforts of Jenn Kays, Volunteer 

Coordinator and National Mall volunteer 
Kelly Kirkland Richards. These are being 
developed or are in progress along Amtrak’s 
Northeast Corridor between Boston, New 
York City, Washington, DC and Norfolk, VA 
and points in between. A similar program, 
through the support of Cabrillo National 
Monument in San Diego, is being developed 
between San Diego and Los Angeles. On 
these routes, Trails & Rails volunteer guides 
will be on select Northeast Regional trains, 
armed with iPads to assist Amtrak 
passengers to get from stations to parks  
and protected areas via public transit.  
The apps used by the Trails & Rails Guides 
are designed to assist passengers with 
information about parks along the route  
and public transit information including 
information on routes, times, cost, and step 
by step directions from Amtrak stations to 
the park or place of the passenger’s interest.  
The information can then be instantly sent 
to the passenger’s smartphone or tablet and 
taken away with no paper involved. This 
“concierge” approach also supports a green 
initiative in allowing passengers along the 
corridor to Find Their Park via Amtrak 
without having to use private vehicles.
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Being an effective interpreter relies on  
having multiple levels of knowledge and 
understanding of the subject matter to 
provide different audiences with relevant and 
meaningful connections to park resources. 
Creating an informative picture for the 
audience to make their own emotional and 
intellectual connections is a vital task for 
guides. The primary objective of the Trails  
& Rails volunteer is to talk with passengers 
and share their knowledge of the area along  
a given Amtrak route. Usually local, these 
volunteers are passionate and often bring 
along items to enhance the natural and 
cultural stories including maps, artifacts. 
Occasionally they even dress the part.  
The guides are proactive in creating awareness 
of not only park areas, but all sorts of public 
areas and places of interest to people who 
might not be active park visitors. They create 
fantastic marketing opportunities and are 
constantly adapting to today’s demographics. 
For example, along Amtrak’s urban corridors, 
volunteers talk to passengers about local 
places of interest and utilize tablets to assist 

passengers in finding public transportation 
routes to these places. After spending time 
with Trails & Rails guides, passengers 
hopefully have discovered new interests and 
ways in which they can relate to lands that 
might have previously seemed disconnected 
from their lives and interests. 

Trails & Rails and the hundreds of 
volunteers that serve onboard the trains take 
the National Park Service to non-traditional 
audiences in a non-traditional setting. Through 
the Trails & Rails program, the National Park 
Service is constantly facilitating the connection 
of people to public lands as well as engaging 
them in understanding the need to preserve 
and protect these special places. 

The Interpreters 



John Kelly is a volunteer-docent 
with the National Park Service Trails  
& Rails-Amtrak partnership program 
previously aboard Amtrak’s Empire 
Builder and most recently the Southwest 
Chief. He also does volunteer work at the 
Center for Railroad Photography & Art  
in Madison, Wisconsin. His new book, 
Railroads of Milwaukee was produced by 
Heimburger House Publishing of Forest 
Park, Illinois. John is retired from the 
Wisconsin Technical College System as  
a computer specialist, and lives in 
Madison with his partner Linda Shult  
and Border collie, Gypsy.
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