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N/ ou have to want to live out here,”
says the man across the table

I'm on the Sunset Limited heading

t, sitting at a table with white table-
doth and napkins in air-conditioned
womfort, insulated from the noises of the
s and the engines, gliding smoothly
through a stark, impressive West Texas
cape. We had passed through Marfa
t the beginning of dinner, and now, with
essert before us, the landscape has

ged. There is less grass, less mes-

less of any kind of visible plant

ial, yet we continue to see animals,
ncluding deer, antelope, and a jackrab-

hit. Suddenly, the tiny, ramshackle com-
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mdow. It was probably never a thriving
wn, but today it looks almost deserted,
with most houses in bad repair and sev-
eral abandoned to the elements. No
umans are visible, but a lone cow is
standing calmly in the middle of a desert-
o street, chewing its cud and warching

he train go by. “You have to want to

out here,” says the man across the
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table, a native of El Paso.

He is undoubredly 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. But
the scale of the land is grand, with moun-
tains often visible in the distance. For
those burdened by crowded cities and
suburban sprawl and who are comfort-
able with their own company, this land
is heaven and worth the rrouble.

As a temporary respite 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 | sit transfixed by the
moving panorama outside my window, it
occurs to me that there is a similarity
between the harsh West Texas landscape
and cushioned train travel across Texas.
You also have to want to take the train.
Travel times are long, the trains are often

The Sunset Limited af the San Antonio station. Phofo by Morgore! Culbertson, 1997
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late, and the scheduled departure 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 Houston to El Paso, the scheduled
travel time is 17 hours and one minure,
and you have to be prepared to leave
Houston 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.

Persanally, 1 found the idea of a mid-
night departure on the train exciting, and
1 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 of travel on other trains, both actual
and from the movies, and fairly distant
memories of a few automobile trips
across West Texas,

I have ridden and enjoyed trains in
Europe and on the East Coast corridor
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between Washington, D.C., New York,
and Boston, but I am not a train buff,
and I am woefully ignorant of much of
the history and workings of trains in
America. For example, for many years,

it 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 thar rur
by the Katy Freeway originally belonged
to the MKT (Katy) Railroad Company,
and that the tracks with the traffic-stop-
ping grade crossing on Richmond, near tl
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, 1 was reminded that, since
Amtrak doesn’t own the tracks over whic
it runs, there are times when it must give
way to the owner’s freight trains.
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Aountain east of El Pase. Phato by Morgaret Culbertson, 1997

This trip gave me the opportunity to
improve my understanding of trains, as
well as to reacquaint myself with the
West Texas landscape. | am a native
Texan, but it has been years since 1 have
ventured west of Castroville or the Hill
Country. In fact, living more than 20
years in Houston's subtropical greenness
has made even the Blackland Prairie near
Dallas, where I spent much of my youth,
seem somewhat alien, to say nothing of
the wide desert expanses of West Texas.

However, watching those wide
sxpanses through the train windows is
what made this trip memorable. I spent
hour after hour in the observation car,
kept impolitely glancing out the windows
during dinner conversations, and stared
out the window of my compartment with
an unread book on my lap. The views
were not traditionally beautiful and did
not match stereotypical desert images,
but they held my attention nonetheless.

Part of the fascination lay in the grad-
ual transformarion of the landscape as
we progressed and the realization that

one could acrually see thar transforma-

tion in spite of the length of time, or
number of miles, over which it occurred.
Watching the subtle alterations of the
shapes, textures, and colors of the land
and its flora was almost like watching an
arganic growth process, similar in a way
to a time-lapse film of seeds sprourting
upward. The land would slowly flatten
or develop hillocks or crevices, moun-
tains and geologic formations would
emerge or disappear, mesquite would
cover the ground or thin out to reveal
innumerable yucca plants, all in bloom
after the July rains. The infinite slow-
motion variations captured my attention
and wouldn't let go.

Before this panorama could material-
ize before us, we had to board the train
in Houston and pass through hours of
darkness on the way to San Antonio.
The Houston Amrrak station is anything
but an inspiring serting for the beginning
of a rail journey across the State of
Texas. Built in the 1960s and stuck
between the Houston police garage and
the downtown post office, the tiny, non-

descript station is surrounded by

reminders of the automobile’s victory
over passenger trains. The building sits
literally in the shadow of an elevated
portion of Interstate 45; mail trucks con-
stantly rumble past the tracks that once
carried the bulk of the mail entering or
leaving the city. No grand portals frame
the entrance to the platform, and the
atmosphere of the station’s interior is
more like a small bus station than the
gateway to the legendary Sunset Limited.
The Sunser Limired made its first run
in 1894, connecting 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
into the heart of the Rockies and leave
}'Ull [I1l’rt" a \\'L'L'I\ Or more, snow-
bound.”! It was a deluxe train, with the
most modern cars and luxurious accom
modations possible, including gas chan
deliers and potted palms. There was even

a scparate “ladies” compartment car,”
attended by a maid and including a par
lor and a library. In 1912, the western

terminus was changed to Los Angeles,

and now Amtrak has extended the ns
east to Miami, making the route a tr}
transcontinental link.

The current Amtrak Sunset Limite
cars may not be as elegant as their chet
delier-hung predecessors, but they are|
undoubtedly much more comfortable
The ride is smooth, and effective soud
proofing cuts out almost all track and}
engine noise. The seats are more comi§
able and roomier than you will ﬁndu]‘
the coach class of any airplane, and i8
dining is far more civilized. However §
was the size of the cars that surprised
me first when the train pulled into the
Houston station, dwarfing the clustenf
passengers waiting to board. The en
train is essentially a tall double-decke
with seating and sleeping compartmess
on two levels, but with passage betwe
cars only on the upper level. The din
car has seating on the upper level and
kitchen on the lower level, while the
lounge car has observation windows
seating on the upper level and a snad}
bar and tables below. !

The situation on the platform whel
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field east of El Paso. Photo by Margaret Culbertson, 1997

ge train arrived seemed chaotic com-
ared to the regimented channeling of
mssengers in airports. The minimal local
aff offered no directions or controls,

ud the waiting passengers surrounded
fe few uniformed personnel descending
fom the arriving train. [ was eventually
drected to one of the two sleeping cars
gthe far end of the train and found my
gmpartment on the lower level.

[t was a tiny space with room for
wly the two seats it contained, one fac-
ag the other, with the dark window in
fween. For privacy from those passing
uthe corridor, one could either slide a
dor or pull a curtain. The two seats
wild be folded out to form the lower
kth, and an upper berth pulled down
fom above. “Deluxe Bedrooms™ with
wks and toilets are available for an
iitional fee, as well as “Family
kirooms” with two adult-sized berths

ad two smaller berths, and “Accessible

kdrooms™ designed for passengers with
wecial mobility requirements. Even

fough my compartment was small, it

g luxurious to stretch out between

starched sheets in the moving train, hear
ing the train’s whistle, filtered through
the insulated wall, sounding as distant as
the train whistles [ 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 hl||n\\“‘n|;.: rn[uin'd
continuous attention, In fact, it took the
daylight return trip to clarify the unex-
pected twists and turns. Although our
next stop was San :\n[nnim we were not
on the tracks that run alongside Interstate
10 on its way to the same destination.
We wound north and south, crossing 1-10
twice while still inside Loop 610, then
headed south through Memaorial Park,
under the Southwest Freeway, through
Bellaire, and eventually out of town
alongside South Main Street, passing by
Missouri City and Sugar Land. The
tracks even took us by the gates of the
state prison farm in Sugar Land, where
Huddie Ledbetter, also known as
Leadbelly, spent time as a prisoner in the

1920s. He undoubtedly heard the whis

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

I'he 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
Galveston, Harrisburg & San Antonio
Railway to use that company’s existing
tracks between Houston and San
Antonio. The two companies laid track
from opposite directions across West
Texas and mer in 1883 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 art loca-
tions where the steam engines required
water. Consequently, the Sunset Limited
still heads southwest from Houston
through Richmond, west through Eagle
Lake, then northwest through Columbus
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before finally sertling into a more straigh
forward westward line towards San
Antonio. After San Antonio, the tracks g
almost due west to Del Rio before turnin
northwest through Sanderson, Alpine,
Marfa, Sierra Blanca, and finally El Paso
Being a limited, the train stops only at S
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: Hondo,
D’Hanis, Sabinal, Knippa, Uvalde. Yellos
wildflowers lined the tracks and occupie
entire fields between the towns. After De
Rio, the wide expanses of the Amistad
Reservoir, created in 1968 by damming
the Rio Grande, interrupted the progres-
sively more desertlike landscape through
which we had been traveling.

Crossing the high bridge 321 feet
above the deep canyon of the Pecos Rive
provided one of the most dramatic sight
of the trip. The original route crossed
more to the south, where the Pecos joine
the Rio Grande, but even that crossing

was difficult, requiring tunnels through



onch wes! of Del Rie, Photo by Morgoret Cubbertson, 1997

he cliffs on both sides of the bridge. To
horten the route and reduce the grades
equired by that early crossing, Jim
‘onverse, a Southern Pacific engineer,
nvisioned a long *high-line viaduct

hat will skip the descent into the Pecos
anyon altogether, and pracucally swing
he railroad through the clouds.™?
ompleted in 1892, the bridge was the
hird highest in the world for many years.
- was replaced by a cantilevered steel
tructure in 1944,

After the Pecos River the land rolled in
illows like the sea. Mesquite- and sage-
rush-covered billows gradually increased
1 size, with the path of the train cutring
irectly through some of them, exposing
iyers of geological history. Mountains
cgan to appear as we neared Sanderson,
nd some of them, surprisingly, scemed to
e covered in a thin film of green velver. |
sarned that July is the beginning of the
ainy scason here, and instead of the
rown desert | was expecting, the land
vas filled with yellow wildflowers, green
ushes, blooming yucca, and ditches full

f standing water.
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the highest point of the route at 5,074
feet. The altitude of the pass was a sur-
prise, for the train never seemed to be
climbing during the trip. For most of our
time in the Trans-Pecos region the moun-
tains remained in the distance, bur at
Paisano Pass, impressive rock formations
and rocky slopes briefly approached the
train before withdrawing again to a dis-
creet distance.

On the long stretch between the
Pecos River and Sierra Blanca, occastonal
reminders of the cattle industry’s influence
on this area’s history and legend came
into view: isolated windmills and water
troughs, a few houses with corrals, cartle
pens by the tracks in the towns, even a
few cows roaming the range. But traces
of mankind were few in this area where
land and sky and distant mountains dom
inated every vista. It was, therefore,
almost shocking when, west of Marfa
and Valentine, a lush, irrigated orchard
appeared on the south side of the tracks,
like a mirage. For miles, the tracks

formed the dividing line berween vast
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expanses of desert and this unlikely area
of agricultural productivity. Nearing El
Paso, irrigated fields became more fre-
quent, but the contrast with the surround-
ing desert remained unsertling.

El Paso’s train station, in contrast to
Houston’s, is a fitting structure to wel-
come a weary traveler, at least aesthetical-
ly. Built in 1905, the red-brick station was
designed by Daniel H. Burnham & Co. of
Chicago. It is finely derailed, with a gener
ous, full-height central waiting room. The
City of El Paso obrained grant funds to
restore the building in the mid-1980s,
removing white paint and other traces of
the 1940s attempt to convert it to the
Spanish Colonial style, and the city’s
Public Transport Administration now
occupies part of the structure. Since so
few passenger trains actually stop at the
station, service facilities consist only of
vending machines and two pay tele
phones, but the design and generous pro-
portions of the space serve as a reminder
of the station’s more vibrant days.

All surviving train stations in Texas

are reminders of a world that no longer

exists, whether they still serve occasions
trains or have been converted to bankse
antique stores. Rail remains important s
the state, but passenger trains are an
anomaly, and freight rules the tracks. Tk
situation is not inevitable — rapid, effi
cient train service can be found in coun
tries around the world. But, in Texas at
least, you have to make a special efforts
take the train, changing your schedule
conform to its schedule and remaining
patient with occasional delays. Howeve,
our train was filled with people whao ha
done just that.

Heading west, there was a grandmod
er from California giving her grandchil-
dren a Great American Train Ride aroumd
the country; a Los Angeles woman who
had visited Louisiana to see the rural
communities where her parents had
grown up; and a couple from Florida c
brating their 25th wedding anniversary
with a trip to California and the Midwe
Heading home to Houston, | met two
retired schoolteachers returning froma
vacation in California; a woman from

North Carolina returning from a visit

|
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with 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 Florida, whom
I met at lunch on the trip west, were
amazed, when 1 showed them my map,
at how much of Texas remained to be tra-
versed. It is easy to forget the grand scale
of this state when we fly from one city to
another. Trains, however, enable us to
svor distances and use them to expand
our knowledge or relax our tensions.

Late at night, in my berth, on the trip
back to Houston, | was listening to the
mmain whistle and staring at the darkness
when a curve in the tracks changed the
main’s direction slightly and brought the
moon floating into my vision. The tracks
curved again and it floated away, bur a
few minutes later it moved slowly to the
exact center of the window before drifting
away for the last time. It is said that the
first star, not the moon, grants wishes.

But I made a wish on that floating moon
that somehow we can keep passenger
mains rolling across Texas. m
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