
, 

V 
N V 

\ 

» I 

i 



C 1 l a » i I I I <» « 7 tS 

R I D I N G T H E S U N S E T 

l a r g a r e t C u l b e r t s o n 

ou have to want to live out here," 
says the man across the table 
me. 

I'm on the Sunset Limited heading 
.sitting at a table with white table-

hand napkins in air-conditioned 
fort, insulated from the noises of the 
s .111J the engines, gliding smoothly 

ugh a stark, impressive West Texas 
idscapc. We had passed through Marfa 
the beginning of dinner, .ind now, w nh 

rt before us, the landscape has 
dunged. There is less grass, less tncs-
uitc, less of any kind of visible plant 

material, yet we continue to see animals, 
luding deer, antelope, and a jackrab-

it. Suddenly, the tiny, ramshackle torn-
Minity of Valentine appears outside the 
ritidow. It was probably never a thriving 
JWl, but today it looks almost deserted, 
rrrh most houses in bad repair and sev-
ral abandoned to the elements. No 
umans are visible, but a lone cow is 

ding calmly in the middle of a desert 
cd street, chewing its cud and watching 

tram go by. "You have to want to 
out here," says the man across the 

table, a native of HI Paso. 
He is undoubtedly right. Life is not 

easy in this part of West Texas. It takes 
acres of land to feed one cow, and the 
annual rainfall will not support much in 
the way of traditional agriculture. Towns 
are few, small, and very far between. Hut 
the scale of the land is grand, with moun-
tains often visible in the distance. Tor 
those burdened by crowded cities and 
suburban sprawl and who are comfort-
able with their own company, this land 
is heaven and worth the trouble. 

As a temporary respire from those 
same crowded cities and sprawling sub-
urbs, there is no more comfortable way 
than the train to enjoy these vast land-
scapes. No worry about staying awake at 
the wheel and no cramped muscles from 
hours of confinement in an automobile 
seat. However, as I sit transfixed by the 
moving panorama outside my window, it 
occurs to me that there is a similarity 
between the harsh West lex.is landscape 
and cushioned train travel across Texas. 
You also have to want to take the train. 
Travel times are long, the trains are often 

I.in. in.! i in ^ hcdulcd dt part ure and 
arrival times, falling, as they do, in the 
middle of a transcontinental run, are not 
designed for the convenience of Texas 
residents. If you want to ride the train 
from I lotiston to F.I Paso, the scheduled 
travel time is 17 hours and one minute, 
and you have to be prepared to leave 
I louston at one minute before midnight. 
There are no other choices. You can 

choose from three days of the week, 
Sunday. Wednesday, or Friday, but there 
is no choice in the time. One minute 
before midnight. 

Personally, 1 found the idea of a mid-
night departure on the train exciting, and 
I embarked upon the Sunset Limited with 
great anticipation and a fair amount of 
mental baggage, including some of the 
extensive legend and lore about both the 
Sunset Limited and West Texas, memo-
ries ol travel on other trains, both actual 
and from the movies, and fairly distant 
memories of a few automobile trips 
across West Texas. 

1 have ridden and enjoyed trains in 
T.urope and on the East Coast corridor 

between Washington, D.C., New York, 
and boston, but I am not a train buff, 
and I am woefully ignorant ot much ol 
the history and workings of trains in 
America. For example, for many years, 
ir never occurred to me that train tracks 
belonged to specific railroad companies. 
If I thought about it at all, I probably 
assumed that railroad tracks were like 
highways, open to anyone with a diesel 
engine. Now, thanks to a good, train-liter-
ate friend, 1 know that the tracks that run 
by the Katy Freeway originally belonged 
n. IIH MK I iK.nv i Railroad < omp my, 
and that the tracks with the traffic-stop-
ping grade crossing on Richmond, near the 
Galleria, now belong to the Union Pacific. 
The business of track ownership had 
seemed like a piece of interesting but 
esoteric trivia until the Amtrak Sunset 
limited stopped before we reached San 
Antonio and waited on a siding for a 
freight train to pass. As we waited in 
the stillness, I was reminded that, since 
Amtrak doesn't own the tracks over which 
it runs, there are times when it must give 
way to the owner's freight trains. 

1W Sunt U M I H I ol llw Sin AfllMiio slain*. Ptwto fcy Maonel (ufceitvm. 1997 
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This t r ip gave me the oppor tun i t y ro 
improve my understanding of t ra ins, as 
well as to reacquaint myself with the 
West Texas landscape. I am a native 
Texan, but it has been years since 1 have 
ventured west o f Castrovi l ie or the 1 I I I 
Country. In fact, l iv ing more than 20 
years in Houston's subtropical greenness 
has made even the l l lackland Prairie near 
Dallas, where I spent much o f my you th , 
seem somewhat al ien, to say nothing ot 
the wide desert expanses of West Texas. 

However, watch ing those wide 
expanses through the train w indows is 
what made this t r ip memorable. I spent 
hour after hour in the observat ion car, 
kept impol i te ly glancing out the w indows 
dur ing dinner conversations, and stared 
out the w i n d o w of my compartment w i t h 
an unread book on my lap. The views 
were not t radi t ional ly beauti ful and d id 
not match stereotypical desert images, 
bur they held my at tent ion nonetheless. 

Part o f the fascination lay in the grad-
ual t ransformat ion of the landscape as 
we progressed and the realization that 
one could actually see that t ransforma-

t ion in spite o f the length o f t ime, or 
number of miles, over wh ich it occurred. 
Watching the subtle alterations o f the 
shapes, textures, and colors o f the land 
and its tlora was almost like watch ing an 
organic g row th process, s imi lar in a way 
to a time-lapse f i lm o f seeds sprout ing 
upward . The land wou ld slowly f latten 
or develop hi l locks or crevices, moun-
tains and geologic format ions wou ld 
emerge or disappear, mesquite w o u l d 
cover the g round or th in out to reveal 
innumerable yucca plants, all in b loom 
after the July rains. The inf in i te slow-
mot ion var iat ions captured my at tent ion 
and wou ldn ' t let go. 

Before this panorama could material 
i/.e before us, we had to board the train 
in Houston and pass through hours of 
darkness on the way to San An ton io . 
The Houston Amrrak stat ion is anyth ing 
but .m inspir ing setting for the beginning 
o f a rail journey across the State o f 
Texas, l imi t in the I4f>((s and stuck 
between the Houston police garage and 
the d o w n t o w n post off ice, the t iny, non-
descript stat ion is surrounded by 

reminders o f the automobi le 's v ictory 
over passenger trains. The bu i ld ing sits 
l i teral ly in the shadow of an elevated 
por t ion o f Interstate 45 ; mai l t rucks con-
stantly rumble past the tracks that once 
carr ied the bulk of the mai l entering or 
leaving the city. N o grand portals frame 
the entrance to the p la t f o rm, and the 
atmosphere o f the station's in ter ior is 
more l ike a small bus stat ion than the 
gateway to the legendary Sunset L im i ted . 

The Sunset L imi ted made its first run 
in 1HV4, connect ing New Orleans and 
San Francisco. It was advertised as the 
"quickest , safest, and pleasantest route 
to the coast," a preferable alternative to 
the northern route that might "carry you 
in to the heart of the Rockies and leave 
you there a week or more, snow-
b o u n d . " 1 It was a deluxe t ra in , w i t h the 
most modern cars and luxur ious accom-
modat ions possible, inc luding gas chan-
deliers and potted palms. 1 here was even 
a separate " lad ies ' compar tment car," 
attended by a maid and inc luding a par-
lor and a l ibrary, hi l'-M2, the western 
terminus was changed to l.os Angeles, 

and now Amt rak has extended thera 
east to M i a m i , mak ing the route a tr 
t ranscont inental l ink . 

The current Amt rak Sunsel l.imil 
cars may not be as elegant as thcit 
del ier-hung predecessors, but they ait 
undoubtedly much more comfortable 
The ride is smooth , and effective vcn 
proof ing cuts our almost all track and 
engine noise. The seats are more cot 
able and roomier than you wi l l find 
the coach class o f any airplane, and 
d in ing is far more civi l ized. Howevct 
was the size of the cars that surprised I 
me first when the t ra in pulled into tin 
Houston stat ion, dwar f i ng the clustcft 
passengers u ntmg to hoard ] In- mir 
t ram is essentially a tall double-decks 
w i t h searing and sleeping ciimpartmel 
on t w o levels, but w i t h passage bcrw 
cars on ly on the upper level. The Jinn 
car has seating on the upper level and 
ki tchen on the lower level, while tht I 
lounge car has observat ion windows 
seating on the upper level and a snac 
bar and tables helow. 

The si tuat ion on the platform 
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wtr.iiTi arrived seemed chaotic com-
jumltn the regimented channeling ol 
[OSiengiTs iti airports. The niinim.il local 
tifl'offered no directions or controls, 
ind the waiting passengers surrounded 
At few uniformed personnel descending 
immihe arriving train. I was eventually 
directed to one of the two sleeping cars 
itihr far end of the train and found my 
compartment on the lower level. 

Il was a tiny space with room for 
ally the two seats it contained, one rac-
hitic other, with the dark window in 
between. For privacy from those passing 
• the corridor, one could either slide a 
door or pull a curtain. The two seats 
mild he folded out to form the lower 
berth, and an upper berth pulled down 
torn above. "Deluxe bedrooms" with 
nits and toilets are available for an 
Miimiul fee, as well as "Family 

bedrooms" with two adult-sized berths 
ad two smaller berths, and "Accessible 
Bedrooms" designed tor passengers with 
fecial mobility requirements. Even 
wufh my compartment was small, it 
th luxurious to stretch out between 

starched sheets in the moving train, hear-
ing the t ra ins whistle, filtered through 
the insulated wall, sounding as distant as 
the train whistles I hear in my own house 
at night, 

Sleep was impossible while the train 
was passing familiar sights and streets on 
its way out of the sleeping city. The cir-
cuitous route we were following required 
continuous attention. In fact, it took the 
daylight return trip to clarify the unex-
pected twists and turns. Although our 
next stop was San Antonio, we were not 
on the tracks that run alongside Interstate 
10 on its way to the same destination. 
We wound north and south, crossing I-It) 
twice while still inside l o o p 610, then 
headed south through Memorial Park, 
under the Southwest Freeway, through 
fkllairc, and eventually out of town 
alongside South Main Street, passing by 
Missouri City and Sugar Land. The 
tracks even took us hy the gates of the 
state prison farm in Sugai I and, w here 
Huddle I cdbetter, also known as 
1 eadbclly, spent time as a prisoner in the 
1920s. I le undoubtedly heard the whis-

tles ot passing night trains like ours, and 
he included references to the Sugar l and 
prison in his recordings of the blues clas-
sic "Midnight Special." 

the route of the Sunset Limited 
reflects history rather than the straight 
line of a ruler. When C. P. Huntington of 
the Southern Pacific Railway decided to 
extend his line east from California, he 
made a deal with Thomas Pierce of the 
(ialveston, 1 larnsburg cv San Antonio 
Railway tt> use that company's existing 
tracks between I loustou and San 
Antonio, The two companies laid track 
from opposite directions across West 
Texas and met ill IKX3 at a spot 227 
miles west of San Antonio. These busi-
nessmen selected routes with the greatest 
revenue potential, connecting existing 
towns rather than looking for the short-
est path between large cities, although 
they did create a few new towns at loca-
tions where the steam engines required 
water. Consequently, the Sunset Limited 
still heads southwest from Houston 
through Richmond, west through Kagle 
Lake, then northwest through Columbus 

before finally settling into a more straight-
forward westward line towards San 
Antonio. After San Antonio, the tr.ii.ks go 
almost due west to Del Rio before turning 
northwest through Sanderson, Alpine, 
Marfa, Sierra Blanca, and finally F.l Paso. 
Being a limited, the train stops only at San 
Antonio, Del Rio, Sanderson, and Alpine. 

On my trip west, after San Antonio, 
the morning light illuminated a series of 
similar small towns whose water towers 
communicated their identity: 1 londo, 
D'l lanis, Sabinal, Knippa, Uvalde. Yellow 
wildflowers lined the tracks and occupied 
enure fields between the towns. After Del 
Rio, the wide expanses of the Amistad 
Reservoir, created in 1968 by damming 
the Rio (Jrande, interrupted ihe progres-
sively more desert I ike landscape through 
which we had been traveling. 

Crossing the high bridge 321 feet 
above the deep canyon ol the Pecos River 
provided one of the most dramatic sights 
of the trip. The original route crossed 
more to the sourh, where the Pecos joined 
the Rio Gtande, but even that crossing 
was difficult, requiring runnels through 
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the cliffs on both sides of the bridge. To 

shorten the route and reduce the grades 

required by that early crossing, J im 

Converse, a Southern Pacific engineer, 

envisioned a long "h igh- l ine v u d u c l 

that w i l l skip the descent in to the Pecos 

Canyon altogether, and practical ly swing 

the ra i l road through the c louds."^ 

Completed in IN92, the bridge was the 

th i rd highest in the wo r ld for many years. 

l i was replaced In .1 c.iutilevered steel 

structure in 1944. 

Af ter the Pecos River the land rol led in 

b i l lows l ike the sea. Mesquitc- and sage-

brush-covered b i l lows gradual ly increased 

in si/.e, w i t h the path of the t ra in cut t ing 

directly through some of them, exposing 

layers o f geological history. Mounta ins 

began to appear as we nearcd Sanderson, 

and some of them, surprisingly, seemed to 

be covered in a th in f i lm of green velvet. I 

learned that July is the beginning of the 

rainy season here, and instead of the 

b r o w n desert I was expect ing, the land 

was f i l led w i t h yel low wi td f towcrs , green 

bushes, b looming yucca, and ditches fu l l 

of standing water. 

After A lp ine we crossed Paisano Pass, 

the highest po in t o f the route at 5,074 

feet. The al t i tude of the pass was a sur-

prise, 'o r the t ra in never seemed to be 

c l imb ing dur ing the t r ip . For most o f our 

l ime in the Trans Pecos region the moi i i i 

tains remained 111 tin distance, hi l l .11 

Paisano Pass, impressive rock format ions 

and rocky slopes br ief ly approached the 

(rain before w i t h d r a w i n g again to a dis-

creet distance. 

On the long stretch between the 

Pecos River and Sierra Blanca, occasional 

reminders of the cattle industry's influence 

on this area's history and legend came 

i i ih i v ie« ; isolatt d \\ indiml ls and •••• Iti 

t roughs, a few houses w i t h corrals, catt le 

pens by the tracks in the towns, even a 

few cows roaming the range. Bui traces 

of mank ind were few in this area where 

land and sky and distant mountains dom-

inated every vista. It was, therefore, 

almost shocking when, west o f Mar fa 

and Valentine, a lush, i r r igated orchard 

appealed on the south side o f the tracks, 

l ike a mirage. For miles, the tracks 

formed the d iv id ing line between vast 

expanses o f desert and this unl ikely area 

o l agr icul tural p r o d n u m r y . Near ing I I 

Paso, irr igated fields became more fre-

quent, but the contrast w i t h the surround-

ing desert remained unsett l ing. 

Kl Paso's t rain stat ion, in contrast to 

I louston's, is a f i t t ing structure to we l -

come a weary traveler, at least aesthetical-

ly. Bui l t in 1905, the red-brick station was 

designed by Daniel H. Burnham & Co. o f 

Chicago. It is f inely detai led, w i t h a gener-

ous, lul l-height central wa i t ing room. The 

C i ty o f Kl Paso obtained grant funds to 

restore the bu i ld ing in the mid-1980s, 

remov ing whi te paint and other traces of 

(he 1940s attempt to convert it to the 

Spanish Colonia l style, and the city's 

Public Transport Admin is t ra t ion now 

occupies part of the structure. Since so 

tew passenger t rams actually stop at the 

stat ion, service facilities tonsist 011U ol 

vending machines and t w o pay tele-

phones, bur the design and generous pro-

port ions o f the space serve as a reminder 

of the station's more v ibrant days. 

A l l surv iv ing t ra in stations in levas 

are reminders of a w o r l d that no longer 

exists, whether they st i l l serve occasi 

trains or have been converted to barb 

antique stores. Rail remains important 

the state, but passenger trains are an 

anomaly, and freight rules the tracks 

si tuat ion is nor inevitable — rapid, effi 

cient t ra in service can be found in coun-

tries a round the wo r l d . But, in Texas at 

least, you have to make a special effort 

lake the t ra in , changing your schedulett 

con fo rm to its schedule and remaining 

patient w i th occasional delays. Mowevn 

our t rain was Idled w i t h people who hill 

done just that. 

I leading west, there was a grandmod 

a f rom Cal i fo rn ia g iv ing her grandchil-

dren a Creat American Train Ride .imp 

the count ry ; a I.os Angeles woman who 

had visited Louisiana to see the rural 

communit ies where her parents had 

g rown up: and .1 LC,npb f rom I lorida a 

brat ing their 25th wedding anniversary 

w i t h a t r ip to Cal i fo rn ia and the Midwei 

I leading home to H o u s t o n , I met two 

retired schoolteachers returning f ro tn i 

vacat ion in Ca l i fo rn ia ; a w o m a n from 

N o r t h Carol ina return ing f rom a visit 
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wuh her brother in Arizona; and an oil 
company executive from San Antonio 
returning from a conference in Canada. 
All had interesting stories to tell. 

A retired couple from Rorida, whom 
I met at lunch on the trip west, were 
amazed, when I showed them my map, 
at how much of Texas remained to tie tra-
versed. It is easy to forget the grand scale 
of this state when we fly from one city to 
mother Trains, however, enable us to 
sivor distances and use them to expand 
our knowledge or relax our tensions. 

Late at night, in my berth, on the trip 
back to Houston, I was listening to the 
tram whistle and staring at the darkness 
when i curve in the tracks changed the 
mil's direction slightly and brought the 
moon floating into my vision. The tracks 
curved again and it floated away, but a 
few minutes later it moved slowly to the 
Man center ot i he window before drifting 
away for the last time. It is said thai the 
first star, not the moon, grants wishes. 
But I made a wish on (hat floating moon 
that somehow we can keep passenger 
trains rolling across Texas. • 

I. Arthur 1>. Dubin, Some Classic Trains 
(Milwaukee: Kalmhicli Publishing Co., 19ft4), 
p. 19N. 

1. \ r i l t.. Wilson, Southern Pacific: The 
Roaring Story of .> Fighting Railroad (New 
York: Met.raw Mill. 1952), p. 78. 


