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Travel

| United States | On a multi-stop book

tour, writer and train devotee Bella

Pollen sets out to find if Amtrak can

still deliver the romance of the railway

hen I decided to do an

east/west US book tour

by train, my publishers

allbut sniggered. Amer-

icans are not proud of

their national rail service, they warned.

Amtrak’s reach was limited, they said. It

was also reliably late, with bilious food

and toilet facilities not to be discussed in

front of the squeamish. Perhaps, but I

love trains; I love them for their

h l beauty, for the switches and

s i2e Hliem, foutiearch

tural marvels that house them. I have

only to gaze upon the cascading display

of a departure board to wonder at the
adventure it promises.

ThenItried booking. Amtrak’s online
route planner can be geographically
mystifying to the uninitiated. When I
typed in a proposed journey from
Atlanta to Nashville — a four-hour drive
— the suggested itinerary zigzagged
north (14hrs) then west (13hrs) before
being bussed 11 hours back south. Total
travel time, including roughing it
between connections? Forty-seven
hours. God knows Lewis and Clarke
managed to steer a straighter course
than this, and that was before the US
‘'was even mapped.

Trains were once the most romantic
‘means of travel. They changed our per-
ception of distance, shrinking and
expanding the world while offering a
moving window on to the grandeur of its
landscapes. Whatever happened to the
gilded age of the railway — and is
Amtrak’s story really as sorry as billed?

A far cry from New York’s heavenly
Grand Central is its ugly sister, Penn
Station, a place of transit hell, where,
stupefied by baffling signage, I find
myself in the Amtrak holding bay,
angst-ridden and prisoner of the last-
minute ing announcements, each
of which have resulted in a near riot at

ticket

Still, if the virtual and civic faces of
Amtrak suck, the trains themselves are
the domain of the guards who run them.
Oon I'm British, head con-
ductor Arthur (New York to Washing-
ton) serenades me with a cup of tea and
ahistory lesson. In 1830 America built
her first steam locomotive, Tom
Thumb. Despite being beaten in an
impromptu race by a horse-drawn
carriage, steam locomotion took off. By
1850 most citiesin th linked
tothose in the Midwest, with roughly 80
per cent of corn-belt farms within
spitting distance of a station.

But over-extension led to disaster.
Twenty years later, ] Cooke & Co, the
principal backers of the Northern
Pacific Railroad, went bankrupt, setting
off a chain reaction that caused the
Panic of 1873. Within two months, 55
railroads had failed. JP Morgan, the New
York robber baron, muscled the system
back together towards the end of the
century and Woodrow Wilson national-
ised it during the first world war. Now
government-owned and heavily subsi-
dised, Amtrak is a massive lossmaking
enterprise. Running just over 300 trains
aday, it represents a tiny fraction of US
commuter trips. The guards are fiercely
loyal to favourite routes but all agree: in
the US, the car killed the train and re-
drew the map of the country. “When
people started driving,” Arthur says as
we pull into DC, “those little mom and
pop railway towns just dried up.”

1 re-board the following afternoon
sharing a monstrous hangover and a
ticket for something called a Viewliner
with a publishi 11
Daisy. Washington to Atlantaisa sleeper
service and we're disproportionately
excited about the prospect of a bed. We
haul our suitcases along the narrow

corridors to passive-aggressive
announcements. “Folks, we are full so
you WILL be making new friends on this
journey.” “Smoke, and you WILL be get-
ting off at the next stop.” In neighbour-
ing compartments, couples are per-
forming ungainly pas-de-deux, bottoms
stuck out of doors, a line of Winnie the
Poohs in chinos. “Oh my lord,” someone
saystetchily, “if 1 could move, Iwould!”
Amtrak’s 3t 6 in by 6ft 8 in Viewliner,
with sink, vanity unit and coat hangers,
is the size of a single bed. We pile in with
suitcases. Shockingly, the “in-room
'WC”is, as billed, in the room — Alcat-
raz-style. Daisy and Ilook at each other
and break out the Alka-Seltzer.
An attendant passes through
ing dinner reservations in 15~

shanoas vt O wioiav sk aisdi i anpouncing
minute slots. The dining car is a hand-
some, curved-ceiling affair with red
leather booths under panoramic win-
dows. Amtrak operates a blind-date pol-
icy and Daisy and I are matched with a
moneyed mother and daughter from
Charlottesville, Virginia. The mother
wrinkles her nose when I tell her we're
visiting Asheville. “Isn’t that for people
pursuing an alternative lifestyle,” she
lowers her voice, “asin . . . hippies?”
The service is old-fashioned charm-
ing, but though the menu is sprinkled
with upmarket phrases such as “signa-
ture dish” and “garden fresh”, our sea-
food platter and Chinese noodles are
indeed, a little bit bilious. I suggest you
find salvation in the humble hot dog and
order it for every meal. Back in our

Or if you prefer something a little more luxurious . . .
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Viewliner, attendant Raoul is busy con-
verting the two facing seats into a lower
bunk, “Can we watch?” I ask, as he snaps
down the upper berth. “Oh you'rea dan-
gerous woman,” he grins. Later, har-
nessed into the top bunk, water bottle
and paperback caught in a fishing net-
style accessory, I feel smugly comforta-
ble as below, on the losing side of the
coin toss, Daisy tries to manoeuvre her
pillow further from the toilet bowl. This
isan hour or two before I return sleepily
from the public WC, and discover fresh
bubble-gum embedded between my
toes. We're a skanky pair disembarking
at Atlantas historic Peachtree Station.

North Carolina, Tennessee and
Kentucky are not sensibly serviced by
Amtrak, so we've made other arrange-
ments. Nevertheless, after a week of
antiseptic flights and a hitchhiking
incident with a limo driver, whose con-
versational gambit was “only psychos
and heroes pick up women in distress,” I
find myself once more yearning for the
more evocative whistles of the train.

I pick up Amtrak again in Chicago,
whose splendid Union Station was con-
ceived by Daniel Burnham, architect of
New York’s Flatiron building and
Selfridges in London. Beneath the
Beaux-Arts Great Hall and staircase
made famous by Brian De Palma’s The
Untouchables are labyrinthine passage-
ways through which passengers are led
by guard (sweet Thelma) into a vast
gloomy shed of double-decker trains.
There’s an overpowering smell of diesel
and rotting fish. Sparks flare in one

the Grand Canyon Railway in Arizona,
where, according to the brochure, pas-
sengers will be entertained by cowboys
and amock train robbery.

Disappointingly, 'm only going as far
as Lamy, New Mexico, a1,076-mile, 25-
hour journey. We soon encounter our
first delay. Through my picture window,
1llinois’s summer skies and grain barns
are suddenly consumed by darkness.
The tornado siren sounds. The train
stops then shudders backwards as pas-
sengers are dispatched from the front
carriages to the observation lounge. The
place is rammed: eagle scouts off to
camp; a husband and wife, who look
uncannily like Grant Wood’s American
Gothic couple; a quartet of kids fighting
over a Rubik’s Cube while dad reads
Edgar Allan Poe. There are about 15
Amish too, teens in pinafores and
braces, elders with salty beards. Two
grandmothers in white heart-shaped
bonnets sit impassively, watching as the
trees bend and smack against the win-
dows. “Mennonite or Amish?” I ask.

“Amish,” one confirms, adding, war-
ily, “you’ve probably heard a lot of bad
things about us.” Lizzie and others from
her community are heading to Mexico
for “doctoring”. Her son- in-law, Elam, a
carpenter, has abad back and the doctor
promises a miracle cure that, worry-
ingly, isn'tlegalin the US.

A farmer holds court with his satellite
phone. “See that purple mass? That’s the
tornado comingright into us.” There are
excited oohs as though a hellacious
twister were part of Amtrak’s billed
entertainment, but we are spared. The
storm blows through, and the train
heaves off towards the Mississippi’s
lurid green slime.

It’s 9pm, and the unflappable José has
pimped my cabin and duct taped the air
con to which I'm allergic. I retire hap-
pily, swaying into the curves, lulled by
the clack of wheels as the miles rumble
on through my body. A life-long insom-
niac, in motionIsleep like an angel.
Dawn, and Lizzie is already up and
reading Chicken Soup for the Soul while
daughter Mary listens with bemused
good manners to an itinerant musician
with the alcohol shakes heading west in
search of a gig. “Oregon has the best
magic mushrooms,” he tells her. He
Py 3 o

P
the nameless factories and faceless co-
ops of the no-man’s land that lines the
railroad. On we speed, past regiments of
new tractors and the 100-ft blades of
wind turbines resting on their sides.
Dodge City, then Garden City; Kansas, it
seems, goes on forever.

‘At breakfast, I'eat excellent creole
scrambled eggs opposite a gregarious
septuagenarian who introduces himself
as Sy Blye, a former basketball player,
four times inducted into the Hall of
Fame, who began his career while there
‘was still segregation. I tell him he’s look-

Trump’s divided America?
Noton this train. Everyone’s
talking, asking those

essential human questions

inggood. “That’s because1got a western
doctor, a holistic doctor and a voodoo
doctor,” he replies. Sy’s feisty wife is a
navy veteran and gold medallist in the
Golden Age Games for retired services
people. “Iused to be a person of colour
t00,” she says, rubbingat the pale skin of
herarm, “then one day I just faded out.”
We go on chatting as the morning’s
flatlands rise to form the mountains of
Colorado, then drop down again into the
tindery deserts of New Mexico. Who
travels by train, I wonder, looking
around the Observation Lounge. People
who save up especially, people who are
loath to see the landscape gobbled up at
600mph; people willing to lose them-
selves in dreaming. Amtrak is not
cheap, but its passengers are rust belt,
middle class, Navajo, Democrat, right-
wing conspiracy theorist, inner city
youth — it would be hard to stuff more
cultural and socio-economic eclecti-
cism into one carriage. Trump’s divided
America? Not on this train. There’s
barely a phone or screen in sight. Every-
one’s talking, everyone asking those
essential human questions: where have
you come from, where are you going and
what constitutes home? Here is the
romance of the railway. Yesterday’s
high-speed travel may today be archaic,
impractical and slow, but this is the
adventure. This is why we're all here —
for the disparate threads of our lives to
cross for a few poignant hours. Trains
connect places and people and by the
time the Southwest Chief chugs into
Lamy’s Spanish mission-style depot, I'm

corner.On 1 - inp ion of a clutch of add

ingly narrow platform, single-file and  anddemandstokeepintouch.

subdued. “You should come see us in Pennsyl-
On board, the atmosphere lightens. ~ vania.” Lizzie says tentatively as I step

“Well, hello, sleepy " outintothesearing white heat. And hey,

singsongs the Tannoy, “this is José, your  if Amtrak has a route that will get me

sleepycar attendant.” 'm now travelling  there, Ialmost certainly will.

solo, and to my joy have been upgraded.

The Superliner is significantly larger
than the Viewliner, with an armchair
and i bench seat. s

Bella Pollen’s memoir, ‘Meet Me In the In-
Between'is published by Mantle

also had the revolutionary idea of
enclosing the loo behind adoor.
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