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Passenger Rail Must Get Back on Track in Wisconsin 
by the Wisconsin State Journal Editorial Board 

https://www.dailyunion.com/passenger-rail-must-get-back-on-track-in-wisconsin/article_c7b83767-

4720-5bba-838c-a0e9c1e63ae7.html 

 

Renewed plans for passenger rail service to Madison and other Wisconsin cities are encouraging, though we’ve 

been disappointed by similar promises before.  Fingers crossed that this time will be different.   Amtrak recently 

published a map showing new high-speed rail lines connecting communities across the country.  Locally, 

Madison would land a station with easy access to Eau Claire, Green Bay, the Twin Cities and Milwaukee. 

Nothing is guaranteed this time, either.  Amtrak’s map is a vision of what could happen by 2035, not what will 

happen.  Hearings and conversations about where rail should go must proceed. Then public officials will face 

the hard work of figuring out how to pay for it all.   President Joe Biden has proposed to spend $ 2 trillion on 

infrastructure and other programs.  The proposal includes $ 85 billion to improve and expand the nation’s rail 

network. It would be a great start, but only a start.   

 Rail travel can be more efficient than cars and reduce congestion. It also generates less greenhouse gas 

emissions than road vehicles and planes.  Rail travel can reduce the need to build expensive new highways. 

Trains are safer than driving.  They can be a convenient, affordable option for business and leisure travelers.  

New rail lines could also carry freight.   Connecting Madison to a speedier national rail network would make 

this region even more attractive to economic development. 

Most trips on Amtrak now are slower and more expensive than by car, especially if it’s a family trip.  As long as 

that’s the case, train travel will be a tough sell to Americans.  Yes, rail offers other benefits, such as not being 

behind the wheel.  But it has downsides, too, such as not having a car at your destination.  A sweet spot must be 

found where trains are faster than driving and cheaper than flying.  Hitting it will require high-speed routes, new 

investment and new lines. Buildout must focus on modern rail technology, not expanding the old model.   

 Amtrak has provided a vision worth pursuing.   Maybe that starts with a massive infrastructure bill, or other 

funding.  Wherever the money comes from, let’s not allow the dream to end in disappointment again. 

Badger Rails 
Wisconsin Association of 

Railroad Passengers (WisARP) 
 



 

 

Update on the Empire Builder     by Andrew Selden 

 

On my family’s  recent vacation, we returned to the Twin Cities on the Empire Builder in early July from 

Whitefish, Montana after taking a group out to visit Glacier National Park.   Here are some observations: 

 

The Park is as crowded as it has ever been, and it has instituted a reservation/ticketing system for the first time 

this year to enter the Park in a private car.  Observed volumes of people off and on the trains at East Glacier, 

West Glacier and Whitefish were substantial. (Essex is more of a winter stop.) This traffic (on Amtrak) occurs 

in a marketing vacuum-- how do non-railfans find out about the service to Glacier National Park? 

 

Train #8  had a baggage car, dorm, two Seattle sleepers (un-refurbished Superliner IIs "Florida" and "New 

Hampshire"), a diner, a single Seattle coach, a Sightseer lounge, two Portland coaches and one Portland sleeper 

(un-refurbished S-II "Indiana"). The second Seattle sleeper (car line 831) was reinstituted on 7/01;  our outward 

trip in late June on #7 had but a single Seattle sleeper and one coach, and the 8 overflow Roomettes in the dorm 

car. 

 

The train #8  was slightly oversold in coach in Montana.  Several times the Conductor and the Portland coach 

attendant made PA announcements telling people they only had one seat not two and they had to make room for 

new passengers boarding at the next stop. 

 

All three sleepers were functionally sold out and all eight of the overflow roomettes in the dorm car were sold. 

The car attendants in the two Seattle sleepers split taking care of those. Two bedrooms and five roomettes in our 

car did what our attendant called "hard turns" at Whitefish, with people boarding into rooms vacated at the same 

stop. The same thing happened at MSP where more than 100 new passengers boarded (i.e., normal pre-epidemic 

summer traffic).  The lounge car was never less than 3/4ths full. 

 

It was obvious that the train could easily have sold out a second Seattle coach and a second Portland sleeper. 

Crew said that so many employees were laid off last fall  (in the cutback to tri-weekly service)  that cars were 

just now being slowly maintained at Beech Grove and returned to revenue service.  But they also said that was 

just as well because Amtrak doesn't have enough qualified car attendants to staff more cars, and the next 

training class wouldn't conclude until after Labor Day. Qualified car attendants are being asked to work trips on 

shorter rest breaks than normal  (3-4 days rather than 5-6 days). 

 

On the topic of short staffing:  train # 8  had exactly ONE server in the diner (with 52 seats in use), plus a 

working Lead Service Attendant  and two chefs.   They tried, but with three full sleepers, and a LOT of room 

service meal delivery going on, the service in the diner suffered greatly.   It is clear that they are not ready to 

accommodate coach customers in the diners with this level of labor on board.  But labor shortages are common 

throughout the restaurant industry all around the country. 

 

The new food itself (restored to selected trains on June 23) is pretty good.  Most of the dishes come out of 

sealed pouches and are only heated and plated in the galley.  You’d be surprised how many restaurants do the 

same.   But it's probably one notch better than two years ago, and on an entirely different planet from "Flexible 

Dining." The lunch menu has an adult grilled cheese-and-turkey sandwich served on toasted bread. We 

wondered if they have toasters back after 35 years, or if the bread is supplied that way.     

 

At breakfast, the menu describes the "Signature Railroad French Toast" as being "Texas Toast" but it isn't--it's 

ordinary bread, a bit dry, and disappointing. The presentation is nice, with some whole berries.  It's probably 

heated on the flat grill. The steak at dinner is called a "flatiron" steak. The people who ordered it rated it as 

"OK" and a bit tough.  But my salmon was pretty good.                        Continued on the next page   3. 
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Update on the Empire Builder continued: 

 

Out-of-stock situations still occur, even though the trains are stocked at each end point. These items included 

some wines, some desserts and a couple of entrees.   Crew members reported that their orders were under-filled 

by the commissaries.   The new one free drink at dinner feature was is confusing on board.  It was applied 

smoothly on our outward trip on #7, but the one server on #8 tried to limit it to "one free drink per trip" not "per 

dinner", but she backed down when someone read the menu to her (which says "one free at dinner"). 

 

The Covid masking rule appears to be: "Masks are required when Conductors are present." 

Coach passengers must have been fasting while traveling, because there is less traffic at the snack bar than one 

might expect. 

Thanks to the wonder of recovery time, and nearly flawless dispatching by BNSF, we stopped at St. Paul about 

20 minutes early. 

 

See:   https://www.spokesman.com/stories/2021/may/26/amtrak-loses-money-on-long-distance-routes-like-th/ 

 

The TCMC, Second Train, is Awarded a $ 10 Million Grant 

by Marybeth Luczak,  Executive Editor of Railway Age 

See:   https://www.dailyunion.com/passenger-rail-must-get-back-on-track-in-

wisconsin/article_c7b83767-4720-5bba-838c-a0e9c1e63ae7.html 

https://www.railwayage.com/passenger/intercity/tcmc-second-train-project-advances/ 

The planning for a “second passenger train” to run daily between The Twin Cities and Chicago has been in the 

works for years.  The principal obstacle has been a lack of money.   Now the state of Minnesota has committed 

to a $ 10 million grant for this project.  This 411 mile long corridor is a busy one.   This service would run on 

the same line as the Empire builder, with 13 station stops, the same as the Builder has.  At this time, service is 

planned to start in 2024.  Annual ridership may be about 124,000 people.  Wisconsin has already committed $ 

6.5 million.  Amtrak has committed $ 5 million, with an extra $ 5 million from Monona.  The FRA has 

committed $ 31.8 million in a grant that was awarded in 2020.  Wisconsin has committed to $ 6.5 million.  

These amounts cover the capital part of the program.   

Now final design and construction of track and signal improvements around Winona and other locations can 

begin.  The next step will be more detailed agreements between Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota and Amtrak and 

the host railroad Canadian Pacific.    The Great River Rail Commission members have worked for the 

expansion of passenger rail service for Minnesota for years.  Eighteen local governments are involved and 

supportive.   Minnesota legislators and the Commission have surmounted legislative hurdles.  Amtrak CEO 

William Flynn has praised the work of the Commission in showing Amtrak that it can take the next steps to 

make the TCMC a reality.  Federal funds are now available to add to the state contributions.  The cities along 

the route will now have more travel options and make more connections. 

See:        https://www.columbian.com/news/2021/may/31/amtrak-loses-money-on-long-distance-routes-like-the-

empire-builder-but-passengers-say-they-offer-a-service-worth-investing-in/ 

See also:   https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/comm/docs/qL7vB7Yw30Sk8Ruo0s5WAg.pdf 
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At the Depot: 
 

Rail Station Photos by Floyd M. Rose, Railroad Photographer 
 

Greetings again, fellow Rail Fans!!   This issue we will be stopping in Wauwatosa WI.   

     In the beginning, back in 1849, work began on a planned 20 mile route from Milwaukee to Waukesha WI.  

The first 5 miles of track and Wisconsin's very first train reached Wauwatosa Wisconsin in November of 1850, 

with the remaining track reaching Waukesha WI in February of 1851.  This frame structure was built in 1854, 

intentionally as a blacksmiths shop, but over the years, it has been home to many businesses; a medical practice, 

a Post Office, and a circulating library.  Political caucuses were held here and in the early years.  The depot had 

a station master.  

 

 It gave up its's depot status in 1890 when the second of the three Wauwatosa depots was built; the last two, both 

being razed in the last century.  This location is not an Amtrak stop, but is visible from the train window. 

       **Historical Note:  “ The little Red Store” as it is called now, survived the devastating 1895 fire that 

destroyed almost all the buildings north of the Menomonee River and it is the oldest remaining commercial 

building in the city.   It was named a City of Wauwatosa Landmark in 1978 and is currently operated by the 

Wauwatosa Historical Society.    This structure is located at 7720 Harwood Ave.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

For more information and rental opportunities, contact:  www.wauwatosahistoricalsociety.org                      

                                   

 

 

Dine at a Depot :   Off the Rail Cafe'  Elkhart Lake Wisconsin,  an 1873  Milw. Road Depot 

44A Gottfried Rd.   920-876-3655          www.offtherailelkhartlake.com                                                             

*****    Mr. Rose is a contributing member of the Railroad Station Historical Society 
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The Government Screwed up the American Rail system 

Now it can make Amends               by Thor Hogan 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/06/18/government-screwed-up-american-rail-system-now-it-

can-make-amends/ 

President Biden’s commitment to Amtrak is well-known. Which is why his proposed investment of tens of 

billions of dollars on passenger rail is not surprising. This outlay would begin undoing one of the nation’s 

greatest mistakes. A century ago, the United States had by far the largest and best passenger rail network in the 

world. It was a prime driver of economic growth, resulting from a successful (if sometimes corrupt) public-

private partnership that massively expanded rail miles. Then, through egregious governmental missteps, the 

system atrophied to become a shadow of its former self.  

This decline matters.  The Japanese and Europeans built world-class high-speed rail networks in the late 20th 

century, which helped make their companies more efficient and fostered tourism.   More recently, the Chinese 

have contrasted their newly built rail system with the United States’ crumbling passenger service to bolster 

China’s claim to be on the cutting-edge technologically. China contends it’s now the model to emulate and the 

world power with which to partner.   Significantly, governments heavily subsidized the construction of these 

systems.  Biden’s plan recognizes the historical role government has played in determining the fate of railroads, 

as well as the economic importance of connecting Americans via a comprehensive rail network.  

The American railroad network, built for both freight and passenger trains, expanded rapidly in the half-century 

that followed the Civil War. It increased from 35,000 miles to more than 250,000 miles by the start of World 

War I. This was a bigger system than all of Western Europe, the most economically advanced part of the world 

at the time. These railroads furthered development of industrial capacity, particularly by driving demand for the 

two most important resources of the Second Industrial Revolution — coal and steel. They also played an 

indispensable role in fostering westward migration. In short, railroads helped the United States become an 

economic and geopolitical power.  

However, this came with costs.  Railroad companies chased profits and put their own interests ahead of the 

public good.  With no government regulation to limit them, and a near-monopoly on long-distance travel, 

railroads in the late 19th century were free to set exorbitant rates.  As historian Christian Wolmar writes, 

“During the final quarter of the nineteenth century, the railroads became, first, disliked and, then, widely 

resented.   They turned into the rapacious monopolist, reviled by almost everyone.” 

 Poor Americans were effectively barred from traveling by train, while small farmers essentially became the 

economic hostages of the railroads.  It was also quite easy to demonize incredibly wealthy railroad barons like 

Daniel Drew, Cornelius Vanderbilt and Jay Gould.     The ensuing backlash compelled national leaders to take 

regulatory action. The problem was that they really didn’t know how to proceed effectively. 

In 1887, Congress created the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) to challenge the railroad monopoly. But 

for decades they basically powerless.  But with the New Deal as Democrats augmented the ICC’s power. They 

hoped to reverse the inequalities they believed resulted from high ticket prices, but they weakened the railroads.           
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 What the New Dealers didn’t seem to realize was that times had changed dramatically. While the railroads had 

made huge profits decades earlier, and they were still quite large in real terms, their business had become 

perilous for numerous reasons.  First, the massive undertaking of creating a coast-to-coast system had been 

mostly completed, and there were no new territories to conquer.   Second, the need for speedier, more 

comfortable service was altering railroad operations. This was particularly true as tourism was becoming a 

critical profit center. Third, railroads were incorporating new technologies, such as all-steel cars and more 

powerful locomotives. These innovations presented massive new capital obligations that dramatically reduced 

the railroads’ profit margins.  

And then, just as these financial imperatives were reshaping the railroads, the ICC made things even worse by 

imposing damaging new regulations. The Commission’s primary tool was the denial of rate increases, which 

effectively prevented railroads from making needed improvements to stay competitive. The ICC treated 

railroads as though they were a monopoly. But while that had been true decades earlier, railroads now faced 

increasing competition from new actors, most importantly automobiles, trucks, buses and airliners but also 

electric streetcars, subways and commuter trains.  Despite a temporary resurgence during World War II, by the 

mid-20th century the railroads had entered into an inexorable slide. They lost passengers to airliners and cars.  

By the 1950s, “mom-and-pop railroads,” which connected small cities and towns to major trunk lines, had 

already been closing down for years.  At this point, however, the rot began to spread rapidly throughout the 

entire system.   Even as railroads introduced faster and more comfortable trains, airlines increasingly stole 

customers for intercity travel.   An overnight trip from New York to Chicago could now be done in a couple of 

hours, and regulators at the Civil Aeronautics Board kept airfares artificially low.  The construction of tens of 

thousands of miles of interstate highways, which were mostly paid for by the federal government, also hurt the 

railroads.   While U.S. leaders heavily promoted cars and airlines, the Japanese and Europeans took a more 

balanced approach that included underwriting their rail systems.  That resulted in development of state-of-the-

art train networks, which spurred growth by increasing connectivity and thus boosting productivity.  

 By contrast, in the United States it was only after the dramatic failure of the Penn Central Railroad in 1970, the 

largest bankruptcy in history to that point, that government acted.   Congress ultimately created Amtrak to 

maintain a national train network, but it has sputtered economically for a half-century. This is largely because as 

a government corporation, Congress intended for it to be self-sustaining, despite insisting upon maintaining 

routes that lost money. In fact, trains operating along the Northeast Corridor, which today account for 38 

percent of all passengers and 56 percent of total revenue, were the only ones that were economically viable. 

Therefore, making Amtrak profitable was never a realistic expectation.  While other nations were investing 

significant sums on their systems, the U.S. government only did so to the extent necessary to maintain our bare-

bones network.  

This stinginess starved Amtrak of the money necessary to upgrade its system and decrease travel times. This 

failure had serious repercussions for small towns for which air travel and interstate highways never adequately 

replaced rails.  For years, the city of  Oxford’Ohio’s  leaders have tried to persuade Amtrak to add a stop in 

town, which would be an economic boon.  In 2017, Amtrak confirmed that Oxford’s resident and student 

population may warrant a stop and asked the city to proceed with planning for a multimodal transit operations 

hub.  Oxford and Miami University have pledged $700,000 for construction of the needed infrastructure. But 

Amtrak executives haven’t been able to make a formal commitment yet given the limited funding from 

Congress.       



 

 

Civic leaders are desperate for a connection to the passenger rail network, yet little has been done by Congress. 

But pressure has grown thanks to China’s new state-of-the-art high-speed rail system and its desire to compete 

with the United States for global leadership.   In a hyper-connected world, failing to update archaic 

infrastructure increasingly has geopolitical consequences.  Climate change has also enhanced the case for 

government investment in rail because trains use far less energy than cars and airliners, which combined 

represent more than 20 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions.  

This failure had serious repercussions for small towns for which air travel and interstate highways 

never adequately replaced rails.   Despite having an Amtrak line that passes right through town, 

Oxford, Ohio, the home of Miami University, hasn’t had passenger rail service since the 1950s.  For 

years, Oxford’s leaders have tried to persuade Amtrak to add a stop in town, which would be an 

economic boon. In 2017.  

 Amtrak confirmed that Oxford’s resident and student population may warrant a stop and asked the city 

to proceed with planning for a multimodal transit operations hub.  Oxford and Miami University have 

pledged $700,000 for construction of the needed infrastructure. But Amtrak executives haven’t been 

able to make a formal commitment yet given the limited funding provided by Congress.  

 

WisARP Elections To Be Held at the October General Meeting in LaCrosse 

WisARP elections are held annually at the fall meeting. This year the fall meeting will be held in La Crosse on 

October 23rd. If you want to become more active in  WisARP, consider running for an elective office. 

The following positions will have elections this year: President, Vice–President, Vice-President (Public 

Relations), Vice-President (Internet Communications), Vice-President (Membership), Secretary, Treasurer and 

Board of Directors (2 positions expiring in 2023). 

If you are interested in finding out more about any of the positions or running for a position, contact Mark 

Weitenbeck   at 414-541-1112, or   weitenbeck@sbcglobal.net. 

Note:   The links will not work if the content is changed or removed from the internet 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Badger Rails is published 4 times per year by the Wisconsin Association of Railroad Passengers, a not-for-

profit Wisconsin membership association.  Eldeen Carpenter, Editor; and Jim Sponholz, Editorial Consultant.  

 

WisARP President is John Parkyn, Stoddard, WI, (608)788-7004, email: cen10297@centurytel.net  

Send membership questions/address changes to:   Jim Sponholz  4858 N. Berkeley Blvd., Whitefish Bay, WI. 

53217.     email:  wisarpmembership@gmail.com 

Please send comments or news items to the Editor at:   badgerrails@gmail.com 

 

Important Links:  

WisARP on the Web:          www.wisarp.info                                                                                                                       

All Aboard Wisconsin:        http://all aboardwisconsin.com/                                                                                             

AllAboard Minnesota:         http://www.allaboardmn.org 

 



 

 

 

WisARP 

4858 N. Berkeley Blvd. 

Whitefish Bay, WI  53217  
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New to WisARP  ?    Join Us ! 

We would Love to Have You ! 

 

Send us your name, email address, mailing address, city, state and zip 

Send to:   WisARP, 4858 N. Berkeley Blvd, Whitefish Bay, WI  53217 


