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TWICE DAILY SERVICE?   
Once Upon a Time Twice Daily MSP to CHI Existed 
 

By Mark Weitenbeck 

 

Before Amtrak, going back to 1950, three railroads vied for 

passenger business on trips between St. Paul, MN and Chicago:  The 

Milwaukee Road, The Chicago & NorthWestern and the Burlington.  Two of 

these routes went through Milwaukee.  None went through Madison on 

the way to the Twin Cities.   

When Amtrak began on May 1, 1971, it had only the daily Empire 

Builder serving the Chicago-Twin Cities corridor.  A little more than a 

month later, on June 5, 1971, at the insistence of Senator Mike Mansfield 

of Montana, Amtrak started the North Coast Hiawatha (NCH). The NCH ran 

as part of the Empire Builder three days per week between Chicago and 

the Twin Cities, and also between Spokane and Seattle. 

On November 14, 1971, the NCH became a totally separate train.  

It still only ran Chicago to Seattle 

three days per week, but the other 

four days there was Chicago to 

Twin Cities service.   Twice daily 

service between Chicago and the 

Twin Cities in the Amtrak era was 

born.   
 

Undated North Coast Hiawatha near Elm Grove, WI. 

Twice daily service in this fashion continued until 1977.   

On Sept. 8, 1977, the Empire Builder was cut to four days per 

week, the four days when the North Coast Hi didn’t run.  At this time the 

Twin Cities Hiawatha was started.  The Twin Cities Hiawatha provided daily 

Chicago to Twin Cities service preserving the twice daily service. 

The Twin Cities Hiawatha was short-lived.  On April 30, 1978, the 

overnight Northstar began running daily Chicago to Twin Cities and Duluth 

and the Twin Cities Hiawatha was discontinued.  (Continued on the next column.) 

Again the twice daily service 

was preserved, but at less 

convenient hours.  

October 1, 1979 saw the 

Empire Builder cut to three days per 

week and the NCH eliminated.  The 

tri-weekly Builder and the daily 

overnight Northstar provided twice 

daily service only three days per 

week.  This situation prevailed until 

October 24, 1981 when the Empire 

Builder went back to daily service 

and became the only train running 

between the Twin Cities and Chicago.      

   We are approaching four 

decades later now.  Is there a real 

chance of restoring two daily trains 

between the Twin Cities and 

Chicago?     

Mark Weitenbeck compiled this 

information using Bruce Goldberg's 

Amtrak: The First Decade.  He also used 

www.timetables.org for the later 1981 

data.  That site has copies of all Amtrak 

national timetables.  

What is the TCMC train? 
The acronym is derived from the 

endpoints with Milwaukee in the center:  

Twin Cities- Milwaukee- Chicago.  The 

TCMC project will add one daily round-

trip regional train between these cities, 

and serve all current Empire Builder 

stations in-between.  The TCMC service 

will be considered a regional passenger 

rail corridor because it’s under the 750 

mile-standard set by the Passenger Rail 

Investment and Improvement Act of 

2008.  This train will be state supported 

like the Milwaukee- Chicago Hiawatha 

trains.  The cost of the TCMC Train will 

be split among the state sponsors 

Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Illinois. 

HAVE YOU CHECKED OUT 

WisARP ON THE WEB? 
www.WisARP.info 

For our YouTube Channel search 

“WisARP Wisconsin.” 

 

http://www.timetables.org/
http://www.wisarp.info/
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Empire Builder- WITC update 
My goal is to make this newsletter exclusively about the TCMC train.  
Although the news contained in this story is not likely to directly affect the 
TCMC, it is supplied to keep you informed over the “first frequency” of 
Amtrak across the center our state. This months’ entry is more blog style 
with several news items addressed. -Terry Brown 
 

The prime focus for the Western Interstate Trains Coalition (WITC) for this fall, and 

likely through the end of the calendar year will be the budget negotiations in 

Washington D.C.  If you remember the previous budget cycles even going back to 

President Obama, you are prepared for this story to continue well into the New 

Year.    
“Let your voice be heard if you want something.  If you don’t contact your 

elected officials, they don’t know what it is you want.”  Melissa Cook, recently retired 

Trail Manager of the Hank Aaron State Trail for the Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources.   

UPDATE:  Amtrak is currently not pursuing a bus bridge for the Empire 

Builder service beginning in St. Paul, MN. through Spokane, WA.  Brian Nelson, 

President of All Aboard Minnesota wanted to clarify this point reported in the 

TCMC Newsletter report in the August 15, 2019 issue.   

It was revealed in that issue that Amtrak had been investigating the 

possibility of creating a bus bridge for the Empire Builder.  This notion was 

discussed at the same time a bus bridge was considered for the Southwest Chief 

across parts of Kansas, Colorado and New Mexico.     

Changing to bus service in the Twin Cities wouldn’t directly affect the 

service at all stops in Wisconsin.  But it could affect riders boarding in Wisconsin 

who intend to travel west of St. Paul.  (Remember, 70 percent of on/offs within 

the State of Wisconsin using the Empire Builder are only traveling between St. 

Paul and Chicago.) 

The TCMC Newsletter will continue to monitor news and statements 

regarding the Empire Builder.   

The concern for the Empire Builder is echoed by the WITC, a group 

formed to educate Amtrak riders and citizens in general over the possibility of the 

long distance 

intercity 

Amtrak trains 

on the 

Washington 

D.C. 

lawmakers’ 

chopping 

block.   

Tony 

Trifiletti is 

the 

Coordinator 

for WITC, and is also Executive Director of All Aboard Arizona.  Trifiletti has 

produced and posted a YouTube video that very clearly states what’s at stake.  

The picture above is a snapshot from that video.  If you haven’t watched this 

video, WisARP strongly encourages you to do so.  (Search “Make America’s Trains 

Great Again” to find this video.)  The WisARP website also contains a sample 

document you can use to write your elected representatives in Washington D.C.   

   

 
 

Western Interstate Trains Coalition was 

created in response to the apparent 

ongoing attempts by Amtrak to eliminate 

the long distance passenger trains west 

of Chicago.  WITC is led by Coordinator 

Tony Trifiletti, who’s also the current 

Executive Director of All Aboard Arizona.   

 Trifiletti has been organizing 

numerous passenger rail groups in the 

hopes of creating a larger voice to 

defend against the elimination of Amtrak 

trains such as the Empire Builder, the 

California Zephyr, the Southwest Chief 

and more.   

 The original Passenger Rail 

groups that founded WITC are:  All 

Aboard Arizona, RailPAC from California 

and Nevada, ColoRail and Rail 

Passengers Association (RPA).  Other 

Passenger Rail groups that have joined 

the WITC include:  Arkansas Association 

of Rail Passengers, Texas Rail Advocates, 

RPA Northwest Region, the Northern 

Flyer Alliance (Kansas), All Aboard 

Minnesota, and other groups as well. 

 The direction of this coalition is 

1) saving the national passenger rail 

network from being abolished; 2) get 

Amtrak to procure new equipment for 

the national trains and 3) get Amtrak to 

re-manufacture the oldest Superliner 

cars. 

 

LONG DISTANCE STATISTICS  

According to Amtrak for FY 2018 

‘* 4,447,697 - the total number of 

passengers including all classes using LD 

passenger service. 

‘* 995 – the average number of miles a 

first class/ sleeper room passenger 

traveled.  For all others, the average is 

below 500 miles.   

    The busiest LD station was Chicago, 

more than double the on/offs of 

Washington D.C. (2nd) and New York 

City (3rd). 
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Transportation Roundtable Appearance 

 This story is regarding my appearance at the Madison State Capitol on 

Wednesday, August 21, 2019.  Many thanks to Gary Goike, Legislative Director for All 

Aboard Wisconsin for inviting me to speak.   

The content below is a summary of my speech to those many diverse people that 

attended this Roundtable. There were questions about the Hiawatha, but the text below 

summarizes my main focus for this speech.     

My main priority right now is getting the word out about the TCMC train.  

This is a huge opportunity for the towns, cities and residents not only along 

the Empire Builder track, but those that border these stops maybe up to 120 

miles away.   

 How many of you heard of the initiative about the first of July that 

the State of Illinois announced regarding Amtrak and state trains?  How 

many of you spoke or said to yourself an unmentionable four-letter word 

over this project?  Something similar in size and scope isn’t going to happen 

in Wisconsin.  The makeup of our State Government is more conservative, 

regardless of the letter at the end of the elected officials’ name.   

But I believe the TCMC is a train that can become a reality on rails.  It’s 

2019, and I believe the TCMC train is a great first step for the State of 

Wisconsin to begin a 21st Century mode of transportation outside of the 

Milwaukee- Chicago corridor.   

Amtrak’s study of 2015 and speeches by Arun Rao (WisDOT 

Passenger Rail Manager) have demonstrated for years there’s a pent up 

demand for more passenger rail along this corridor.  Seventy percent of 

on/offs for the Empire Builder within the State of Wisconsin are passengers 

using the Builder as a regional train, meaning their destinations are within 

the end points of the Twin Cities or Chicago.   

A second train as a state supported regional train WILL WORK.  I 

initially didn’t think the 2015 projection by Amtrak of 155,000 annual 

passenger trips was too high.  I don’t think that way anymore.   

 The amount of money necessary to put the TCMC on the rails is 

low, certainly compared to the numbers I saw necessary to make a couple 

of those new trains in Illinois work.  The TCMC will run on a track that hosts 

an Amtrak train already.  The resistance to adding a train in the local Builder 

communities doesn’t exist, unlike Glenview and Lake Forest.  This is a 

fiscally conservative project for a fiscally conservative state.   

This train is a Low Risk investment for Wisconsin.  Unlike starting a 

new train on a route that hasn’t had passenger rail service in decades, the 

Empire Builder has been there all along.  We know there’s brand awareness 

already along this route, and current users are certainly eager for an 

eastbound train that’s reliable and on time.  (Continued on the next column.) 

But there’s still more work to be done 

regarding the TCMC.  We still need to 

finish up the preliminary research 

work.  We need to have state money 

allocated for this project and then 

applications for federal grants for the 

few construction projects necessary.  

This train will be an extension of one 

of the Hiawatha trains, and that’s 

important to note.  The State of 

Wisconsin should be taking 

advantage of this very successful 

train, extending its service beyond 

Milwaukee.   

 I still need the people of the 

State of Wisconsin to speak up to 

their elected representatives and tell 

them how much they would 

appreciate seeing this second train 

on the rails.  It will be a train that will 

represent Wisconsin well moving on 

in the 21st Century.   

PLEASE CONTACT 

YOUR WISCONSIN 

STATE LAWMAKERS  

and let them know you want to 

see the TCMC train on the 

rails.  We need your help to 

make this train become a 

reality. 

 

 
BADGER RAILS, a quarterly 

newsletter by WisARP is a 

member’s only newsletter.  

 

Contact me at the e-mail above 

about becoming a member to 

receive this important newsletter. 

 

 
For additional information regarding 

the TCMC train or newsletter back 

issues, please contact me at 
WisARPWisc@gmail.com 


