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ABSTRACT
THE JOY AND THUNDER DAYS:

MICHIGAN RAILROADS DURING THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
IN THE DAYS OF THE STEAM LOCOMOTIVE

By

David Dylan Jones

From 1900 to 1960, in the era of steam locomotive use, Michigan
railroaders formed a unique subculture that grossly and subtly affected
themselves and Michigan citizens, positively and negatively. Twenty
railroaders interviewed recall at length consequences of their time--some
of which were unforeseen. Steam railroading was a vulnerable industry
with imperfect technological development. Many accidents occurred, caused
in part by advancing technology. The period was unparalleled for the
state, and will not return; as one interviewee commented, "The joy and

thunder days are over now."
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INTRODUCTION

The evolving, expanding technology that railroads were for decades
in Michigan had many consequences, some good, some bad, some unexpected.
In Parts One and Two of Chapter One, I will outline and examine some of
these consequences. I have laid out my analysis and findings like a
balance sheet: positive effects appear first, then negative--"joy" and
"thunder."”

The particular decades considered here are from 1900 to 1960--the
more modern of the 123 years that the steam locomotive operated in
Michigan. The looming, dramatic steam locomotive that Michigan's many
railroads used has been the subject of countless popular and technical
articles. Not so appreciated--indeed, going to their graves by the
scores without notice--have been the thousands of workers who tended,
ran, managed, maintained, and kept in check these machines. 1Isolated
interviews by journalists and railroad enthusiasts have caught only a
fraction of the information which these people know. It is a blatant
fact that one cannot understand even one steam locomotive as a unit of
technology unless one grasps the service these workers provided, and the
closely-knit community they were. Thus, Chapter Two will quote from
oral history at length--some of these workers remembering, in certain
cases back to the turn of the century, aspects of their community, which
in fact comprised a subculture. They revive its way of life, its own
tragedies and triumphs.

Theirs was a broad domain. Michigan railroads were once a sprawl-
ing, influential network. With over 6,600 miles of track in the Lower
Peninsula alone--the area of my study--they reached and changed every

county. The steam locomotive whistled through township after township

1
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from 1837 until well into our century. It burned omnipresent wood, at
first, and boiled common water, thus satisfying the first needs of a
burgeoning technology that it be sustained by ordinary means. Develop-
ing greater and greater pressure, with stronger and stronger metals,
steam locomotives evolved into huge machines, of many different wheel
arrangements for yard or road duty--including some passenger pullers
with wheels 77 inches in diameter--and were masters of almost any
weather. As I will show, Michigan railroads touched Michigan like no
technology before or since. Even before the tumultuous 20th Century,
the railroads brought jobs, settlers, and trade to the state, carried
off much of Michigan's natural resources, and held no little sway in the
legislature. From 1900 to 1960, they further affected Michigan's
economy, finances, and society, influenced recreation, education, and
communications, and changed linguistics, politics and laws.

Part One of Chapter One will give some examples. During World War
Two--when Michigan railroads had to move immense quantities of goods on
very demanding schedules, despite manpower shortages--state railroaders
and the steam locomotive reliably distributed war materiel, transported
troops and prisoners, and tied together the "home front" with effective
communications. Part Two of Chapter One, though only a sketch, gives
due emphasis to this distinct time. And Part Three of Chapter One--the
negative side of the balance sheet--will outline the continuous prob-
lems, hazards, and dangers that railroaders and the public faced because
of the steam locomotive and its technological web. Many strange and sad
consequences came about that no one could have foreseen in 1837--
outcomes that even in the 20th Century could be unpleasantly surprising.

Chapter Two, by examples and photographs, will show how and why
Michigan railroaders were unique. Oral histories will tell the way a
railroad man dressed, spoke, worked, and guarded his status. In
particular, this section portrays the flavor of railroad life, and how,

above all else, the railroader had to be tough. Certain quotes may seem
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quaint and odd. But if the reader will draw on Chapter One, and rely on
my Glossary, Chapter Two will seem less distant. And the two chapters
together may begin to offer ways to understand this most unusual period

of Michigan's history: "the joy and thunder days."



CHAPTER ONE

RESULTS OF MICHIGAN RAILROADING, 1900-1960






CHAPTER 1: RESULTS OF MICHIGAN RAILROADING, 1900-1960

Part One: Peacetime Joy and Prosperity

1. Economics

A. Industries and Coal Users

Steam locomotives working in Michigan for sixty years reached
almost everywhere; the relationships between railroads and citizens were
elaborate. The engines could be awesome performers. Run on good
tracks, they could exceed 100 miles an hour.' Rapid schedules were
therefore possible to set--and to keep. Railroads toted freight and
passengers; transportation enriched the railroads. An example of this
symbiosis appears in Figure 1.

Grant, Michigan, seen in February 1950, is bisected by a steam
locomotive passing through with a freight train. The railroad is the
long-time Pere Marquette, named after the Jesuit explorer Jacques
Marquette, which has become the Chesapeake and Ohio, on its "North End"
from Grand Rapids to Traverse City. At left, the Grant Lumber and Fuel
Company sheds, their loading docks on the railroad's siding, wait for
flatcars of lumber and gondolas of coal when the "local" train will stop
in Grant, as engine #1067 here will not. Area builders, and area
residents who burn coal in stoves and furnaces, value that "local,"
which will also haul out from the siding at the right that refrigerated
boxcar--possibly packed with area fruit. Unseen in this--over the
photographer's left shoulder--is the Grant Elevator Company, another
stop for the "local"--and a vastly important one for area farmers.
Engine #1067 will leave all this behind rapidly and move onward through
several other such communities--each similarly linked to the railroad.

Notable by its absence is effective line protection, physical
barriers between these tons of rushing train and anyone line-side.

There are no fences, no crossing flashers or bells, no gates to drop in




HI



(SHO®D/8ue8sTaT) 0661 ‘AIEN1qag ‘ueBTUIIW 3ueid

il

21n314



HE



6

place, and only the minimum "crossbuck" sign of "Rail/Crossing/Road."
Even given the year of 1950, this indicates an American philosophy: on
almost every line in Michigan, and virtually all across the nation, the
track is open to trespassers, livestock, vehicles, and vandals. This
habit of poor line protection runs counter to the original, British plan
of strictly protected rights-of-way and uniformly guarded grade cross-
ings at roads. Decades of injuries and deaths have resulted. Moreover,
in Michigan, farmers whose cows were struck by trains fought a civil
insurrection in the 19th Century, trying to win compensation from the
Michigan Central.? 1In World War Two, fearing sabotage, Michigan lines
put a guard on every significant railroad bridge in the state, and had
strict security measures at all shops.*

Equally significant, though underplayed in this photograph, is the
railroad's competition: trucks and automobiles. The muddy road across
the foreground already carries customers to the Grant Lumber and Fuel
Company, and in time will be roiled by lumber trucks. Vehicles rest
here and there in the picture, including one at the depot (just past
#1067). Indeed, Michigan highway M-37 runs north and south just beyond
the row of businesses on the right. 1In time, "the road"” will kill this
train, and many others.

Forty years earlier, but on the same Pere Marquette, another scene
is revealing. Figure 2 lacks only an arriving train to be stereo-
typical. Economic inter-relationships and interconnections are plain
here in Williamston, among all the photogenic features: the depot with
three carts ready for incoming baggage and trunks; the stationmaster at
ease in shirt-sleeves, away for a time from his telegraph; the grain
elevator encroaching on the siding; the fat water tower sweating by the
freight house; and three small boys posing akimbo by the end of a
boxcar. Past the elevator, invisible to the photographer, a yard on yet

another siding has tons of soft coal beside it. Grain--coal--
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passengers--freight--and probably express business--definitely, William-
ston and Pere Marquette were working together this fine day in 1910.

Two implications of this photograph are worth noting. The photog-
rapher was attracted not only by the quaint scenery but by the steam
locomotive--not visible here, but suggested by the engineman under the
dropped spout on the water tower and betrayed by the steam at the rear
of the picture. The steam locomotive guzzled water, often had to "stop
to feed itself at tanks,” in Emily Dickinson's phrase.’ Williamston was
therefore a regular water stop for Pere Marquette engines--a "jerk-water
town" in railroad slang. It may also have been a refueling stop once,
where two-foot billets of local lumber, stacked in a woodlot, were
pitched into the tiny bunkers of wood-burning engines.® Engines took on
wood in as little as one-half-cord lots.’” The implications are these:
1) that such inefficient small locomotives stopped at dozens of such
"Williamstons," helping to denude the landscape, and 2) that because of
locomotive lifetimes lasting 40 or more years, well into the 20th
Century the railroads were hampered by scores of such "hayburners."
These little engines demanded more crewmen, more supplies, and more
maintenance as part of the railroads' "over-expanded and obsolescent
plant."®

Interdependencies, however, went far beyond the rural level, where
seasonal business predominated. The case of coal is an excellent
example of volume business that steadily affected masses of Michigan's
population. Lower Michigan, the state's population center, burnt much
coal annually for building heat, steam generation, and electric power.
Native Michigan coal was sparse and poor; the railroads thus hauled in
many tons from Appalachian mines. Huge concerns, including municipali-
ties, industries, and utilities had "black snakes," trains of nothing
but coal cars, supply them. At Marysville, the Detroit Edison power

plant relied on Pere-Marquette-borne coal.’ At East Lansing, the Pere

Marquette periodically dropped off at Michigan State University gondolas
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full of coal--a practice dating from 1889.!° At Lansing, the city Board
of Water and Light took in New York Central coal from 1940 onwards at
its Ottawa Street Plant. Also in Lansing, the Grand Trunk Western fed
coal to the Oldsmobile Plant of General Motors Corporation (G.M.C.). In
Flint, a group of G.M.C. units received coal by rail: the Turnstead,
Fisher Body, A.C. Spark Plug, Truck and Bus Assembly, and Buick Plants.”
And at Midland, coal by the trainload disappeared into the boilers and
furnaces of Dow Chemical Company; "2,226 cars of coal and coke" in
1944.7

Another, subtler interdependency went on. The railroads burnt much
coal themselves in locomotives, Great Lakes car ferries, and buildings.
Locomotive and car ferry coal use was obvious, but building consumption
is little recognized. Considerable space in uninsulated, or poorly
insulated, physical plants had to be heated yearly. Some statistics

suggest the situation:

Table 1: Pere Marquette Depot Cubic Footage'

Place Construction Total Cubic Feet
St. Louis Tile and Stucco 40,550
Belding Brick 61,600
Bangor Brick 106,697
Holland Brick 116,700
Grand Haven Brick 121,659
Traverse City Brick 186,454

And at the Union Product Depot in Detroit, partly owned by the Pere
Marquette, cubic footage ran to 3,706,192.' Thus the railroads were
consumers as well as carriers of coal. Because they could be stymied by
shortfalls of it, they created many local landmarks--high coal piles,

such as at Baldwin--to ride out delays or coal miners' strikes.!

B. Agriculture
Cleaner commodities than coal prevailed in rural Michigan. 1In
season, crates of baby chicks--at one time, 300,000 animals a day--left

Zeeland.! cCarloads of cherries and other fruit left Michigan canneries,
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like the one at Suttons Bay. Dozens of other products departed, via the
"local"--a purely freight train--or on a "mixed"--on a freight-and-
passenger train. Churns of milk often rode with the expressman in a
baggage car, lending his route the nickname of "milk run." Farm goods
reached market reliably, some even to the Union Depot in Detroit. What
was less reliable--lacked any tariff, in fact--but nonetheless blessed
growers year after year, was the arrival of hoboes atop, in, and under

freight trains to harvest Michigan crops, notably fruit.

C. Hoboes

Figure 3 suggests hobo habits. All the railroads shown lead west
or north to the great Michigan fruit-growing counties at the western
edge of the Lower Peninsula. Here, on sandy soils, amid Lake Michigan
temperateness, fruits abound.!” The growing season begins at the Indiana
border in early spring, ending around Grand Traverse Bay in fall.
Millions of sweet cherries, tart cherries, apples, peaches, plums, and
pears weigh down their trees. Fruit without pickers rots by the ton.
Farmers in this fruit belt sought hoboes as pickers. They worked for

little--and were many. Michigan saw at least 1,704 of them.'®* Jessie

Fox remembered some of these "knights of the road"” at Port Huron, ca.
1910:

Every spring--or in the fall, let's say--they
would come in to the depot, to the office, and a
lot of them were well-educated men. They were
not bums to begin with. And the (railroad) men
wouldn't give them money, because they knew if
they did, they'd drink . . . they'd let these
hoboes sleep on the Tappan (Junction tower)
floor . . . then they would leave in the spring,
andwstay up north, where the weather was good. .

Figure 4 shows "fruit tramps," hoboes out of work after picking fruit,
in Berrien County while "the weather was good." Fox continued:

But then in the fall they'd be back. They were
headed for Florida . . . this was a twice-a-year
occurrence, years and years. Did you ever see
them cooking out as you went riding on a train?
. « « you'd see maybe three of them. They'd
have a pot . . . cooking out. . . .2



Figure 3: Random Sampling of Michigan Hoboes (Author)

’ Voo - o
,,’ = limit of principal Michigan fruit-growing counties
7y (Source: Atlas of Michigan)

O = hoboes or hobo jungles mentioned by sources

. *Tolodo
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Leah Cannehl recalled hoboes in a typical way:

I lived in Chelsea . . . we children would be
out in the back yard. We'd see these men coming
across the train, it'd be slowing down, and
they'd get off the train. Many times they would
come to the house for food . . .my mother never
turned them away. If it wasn't any more than
maybe a cup of tea and some bread, or something,
but she never turned one away. And there was
always a lot of them . . . when that train'd
start moving, they'd start scurrying back across
this little open field to get back on . . . we
found that they would make a mark on the side-
walk in the front of the house (that wae visi-
ble) when they would come along. . . .2

Henry Truer, Jr., had a different memory:

We used to see them . . . in the (Grand Rapids)
yards . . . I was told this, and I don't know
who much truth it is--but, security, the rail-
road dicks came on at four o'clock in the after-
noon, (when) they (did) a yard check. Say they
beat the tar out of a hobo, a couple weeks be-
fore . . . they would find three stones stacked
up on one end of the yard, and on the other end
of the yard. And they knew somebody was going
to be waylaid . . . because they were after him
. « « that was the symbol . . . if they killed
one of the hoboes, they could figure one of the
rgilroad dicks was going to get in problems. . .

Russell Harrison of the Pere Marquette was one such railroad
policeman to deal with hoboes. They did not scare him:

We used to have hundreds of riders (in the
1930's)--bums on freight trains. Especially in
the early fall (sic) . . . unemployed Detroit
and Toledo all going to Traverse City to pick
cherries . . . with so many riding, it was im-
possible to handle it. There'd be jungles all
along the track. We had a jungle (by) Ensel
Yard (in Lansing) . . . there'd be all the way
from twenty to sixty bums there at a time.
They'd have their cookouts.

I got orders one time to break this jungle
up . . . (it was) right at one side of the yard
. +« « between Logan Street and Turner (Street),
on the south side, where Spikes Alley comes in .
. « I went down there one evening and asked all
these fellows--there must've been thirty-five
there at the time--if they were almost through
eating their Mulligan stew and so forth . . .

One says, "Yes. Why?"

"Because I'm going to break the jungle up."

"Well?"” he says.

"That's right. Finish--eating--and clear
out, or downtown (the Lansing jail) you go.'’
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So they abide by what I said . . . I went
back when they were through eating. I stacked
all their utensils--frying pans, cups, plates,
anything they used--I stacked them in four piles
« « . about three feet high (each) . . . I took
my .38 out and shot down two bullets through
each pile . . . so they wouldn't have any uten-
sils . . . so they wouldn't come back. . . .2
Hoboes in Michigan ebbed and flowed to and from orchards "in an
overall system that no one publicly acknowledge(d)," spending their
wages freely, needing no payroll deductions or pensions, so that
"orchard owners, the (hoboes) and the local economies (were) all
(satisfied)."# The hobo life seemed glamorous to many--the happy
"rover"--except that:
. « « the emotional tone of the jungle was laced
with glib cynicism, persecution feelings, self-
adulation for having seceded from society.
Think of it as a blend of the age-old gypsy's
Ishmaelitism with the copping-out of the hippie
of the 1960's--only messily warped by lack of
women.?
D. Bulk Commodities
But hoboes by picking fruit gave back to the railroads some of the
business they extracted by "pilferage, damage to rolling stock and

attacks on employees."”? Tremendous "fruit rushes"--express shipments of
fruit by the trainload, via what were dubbed "banana trains"--took
precedence over all other trains in their season. Other farm products
left the state by the carload. Onions from Potterville filled refriger-
ated boxcars.” Beans by the ton left the Thumb. Fertilizer to keep the
pfocess going entered Michigan by rail as well, including cow dung and
Pig manure in gondola-lots from the Chicago stockyards.? And piggeries,
such as the one at White Cloud, got gondolas full of city garbage for
cheap swill.?

Michigan's railroad-hauled bulk commodities had influence far
beyond the state. The Ludington and Northern, a short-line railroad,
existed primarily to move dune sand on its first step to the Ford Motor

Company glassworks in Toledo, Ohio. Ford made all its automobile glass
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from Michigan sand. Also, huge amounts of chemicals left Midland
annually from the Dow Chemical Company. Dow's own fleet of tank cars
traveled on the Pere Marquette to as far away as Texas.® 1Indeed, the
Dow-Pere Marquette relationship was symbiotic, dating from 1900 when
Herbert Dow had "a small shack" beside the railroad.’*® The Dow plant

in Midland in 1945 had 16 miles of railroad as its spine.*

2. Finances

Both Peninsulas of Michigan had surprising mileage: 6,640 miles of
track in 1960, many years after the peak of Michigan railroads, and no
less than 7,946 miles in 1900.%* Figure 5 shows the principal Lower
Peninsula railroads. The lines sprawl, with concentrations on the down-
state urban areas. With this broad network came broad financial
benefits. Those Lower Peninsula companies paid $7,886,894.22 in ad
valorem taxes in 1924 on their 6,393.70 miles of track, chiefly to
support what was still called "the little red school house on the
hill."%3 In some counties, the railroad or railroads was or were the
second-highest taxpayer, after the citizenry.® An historian remarked in
1924 that Michigan railroads were "(the) actual though indirect reposi-
tory of the accumulated savings of a large proportion of our people
(through pension funds)."® Meanwhile, railroad payrolls boosted local
economies. At one place alone, the Pere Marquette Mechanical Department
employed 887 people at the Wyoming Shops in 1945.9 The Pere Marquette
had, at various times, large or small shops in Ionia, Traverse City,
Saginaw, Plymouth, and Port Huron. In each place, as well as all the
spots train crews would stop for lunch, local "beaneries"” and businesses

gained local trade.
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Figure 5: Principal Lower Peninsula Railroads (Rand McNalley)
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3. Society

A. Communications

Payrolls, letters, packages, bills, junk mail, and much else moved
around Michigan in stout Railway Post Office (R.P.O.) cars. Figure 6
indicates the connections of these cars on one railroad. Each Grand
Trunk Western R.P.O. was 85 feet long, 10 feet broad, 8 feet high, and
could safely hold 80,000 pounds of mail at 85 miles an hour--a speed
which was not rare on the Grand Trunk Western.* Mail was snatched
aboard an R.P.0O. at places too small to merit a stop. A canvas bag hung
some 7 feet 3 inches off the ground on a trackside crane held the mail.®
A clerk aboard the R.P.0O. swung a mounted hook out to grab the bag.
Dumped onto tables in the center of the R.P.O., the mail was quickly
sorted into pigeonholes, canceled with an "R.P.O." mark, rebagged, then
tossed out to small towns passed at speed, or toted off at journey's
end.® A letter could and did go from Michigan to California in two and
one-half days--when handed on to a Santa Fe R.P.O. at Chicago.

Security on these mail cars was tight. End doors were oak, barred
and chained shut when the R.P.O. moved. Windows were shatterproof
glass, and wooden bars covered them on the inside. Each car had sides
of bulletproof oak and steel, and the clerks carried .45-caliber
revolvers. Payrolls were usually in cash--a tempting target.“ R.P.O.
cars were strong in memory of Jesse James and such robbers. They
carried the mail well, lasting from Lincoln's presidency until Nixon's,
and hauled much mail from city center to city center. "More than 90
percent of first class mail," a 1953 estimate ran, "is transported by

rail in intercity traffic."*

B. Telegraphy
Movements of trains containing R.P.O. cars--or anything else
coupled behind a steam locomotive--obeyed orders issued over a rail-

road's own telegraph system. Copper wires dipped along from green




Figure 6: Railway Post Office Communities, Grand Trunk
Western R.R. (Rand McNally)

Mail could be received or dilbut“d‘lt each place.
', .

Several Detroit-ares communities have been omitted, for lack of space.

C) denotes a community,
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insulator to green insulator for miles along the ditches. Telegraph
poles were so regular that you could time a train's speed by counting
them and eyeing your watch. The Grand Trunk Western, despite encroach-
ments by the telephone, still had 212 Michigan telegraphers in 1941.%
Most famous, of course, from the Grand Trunk (albeit before our period)
was Thomas Edison, who went on to bigger things.®” But dozens of other
boys became enthralled by "lightning-slinging,"” the art of the telegraph
key.® This means of communication was "especially welcome in cases of
emergency . . . (and) there was always a telegrapher"” at a depot, where
"the sound of the dot and the dash was attractive."® In Flushing, one
local lad served the Cincinnati, Saginaw and Mackinaw. In 1918 it:

. . . was the very highest peak of the CS&M . .

. It was still wartime and the trains literally

clogged the tracks for twenty-four hours a day.

Even after the Armistice was signed that Novem-

ber there seemed to be no appreciable slacking

off. That summer and fall and winter Percy

Benjamin was still working at the depot . . .

(he) was in his middle thirties . . . he had a

sure hand and often sent messages so fast that

the chief dispatcher, who was no slouch himself,

had to ask him to slow down. . . .

At Flushing, Williamston, and so on, before telephones were common,

the telegraph brought in the outside world:

The wires were the source of almost all the

news. Over them came the first tidings of the

San Francisco earthquake, the sinking of the

Titanic, Willard's victory over Jack Johnson,

and the daily baseball scores . . . the clicking
of the telegraph key never ceased. . . .*

c. Wintertime Necessity

And, clattering away, the telegraph would summon snowplows and
shovelers to level Michigan drifts. Winters in the Lower Peninsula
could be severe enough to stop even steam locomotives. Figure 7 shows
how snow has stalled two Grand Trunk engines near Flushing on February
22, 1912. The engineer in the first locomotive, leaning out of his cab
into a drift, the diggers looking bashful, the small boys gawking at the

photographer, and the dog leaving the picture at the lower right won't
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be still a moment more than necessary. Almost out of sight, still
smothered, is the second engine. This view is a postcard one, and its
message, dated March 8, 1912, reads in part: "Dear Coz. Here is one of
our views after the storm. Do you wonder that we are just getting mail
that we should have had a week before? . . . Until the railroad opened
the way to the outside world again, Flushing and scores of communities
were snowbound. As Clarence Vicent (born in 1925) recalled, in Baldwin:

« « . sometimes the snow would be as tall as
this (gestures seven feet high) back when I was
a kid . . . more than that, if the wind blew it
hard . . . they used to take old boxcars, set
them up for a snow fence . . . one time, we had
a week before we could get any trains through,
steam engines, powerful things, they couldn't
get through from Grand Rapids up to Traverse
City for about a week . . . this was about '29,
through the '30's-~'37 was a real bad year . . .
we couldn't even get automobiles into Peacock
for about a week, too. . . .*%

Pere Marquette engineer Clarence Gangluff remembered tactics his

railroad tried with a snowplow in the Thumb:

About 1913, the west end (Saginaw to Ludington)

was plugged up pretty bad, but the Port Huron

Division, that was closed right out. It was

four or five days they couldn't get into Harbor

Beach . . . that little snowplow, we took it

back down to Ponds and got some concrete blocks

and they filled that up with them. The gangway,

and everything else they could, to (get) that

snow plowed. She just go into that, and roop!

Well, she stopped almost standing up straight.

Pretty near a week for snow to get (out of)

there. . . %
Oon another occasion, which Gangluff was reticent to describe, he himself
buried a snowplow in a drift at Kinde, and had to get the town to dig it
out.” Snows could indeed be high. But sooner or later the railroads
beat them.

Two implications emerge from all these "snow stories" and from
remarks by other railroaders: 1) that winters in the Lower Peninsula
reputedly used to be more severe than they are now, and 2) that certain
parts of the Lower Peninsula are "snow belts."” Areas downwind of the

Gary, Indiana, steel plants, and sections of the Thumb are often
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mentioned. This in turn suggests consequences of technology not perhaps
foreseen: not only weather changes, but pollution belts downwind of
such complexes as Gary. From smokestack after smokestack of locomo-
tives, as well, soot, sulphur dioxide, and carbon monoxide churned
forth. Smoke ordinances in cities tried to regulate (or fine) such
railroad smog, but were not universally successful. In at least one
case, "the smoke inspectors were paid off."% And, as will be seen

later, steam locomotive exhaust could kill.

4. Recreation

A. "Resort Specials"

Every season saw special trains bearing travelers north in Michigan
for "re-creation.” The Pere Marquette's "Resort Special" ran to the
northern end of the railroad, "the Baptist show place, Bay View, near
Petoskey."¥ Starting in Chicago, beginning shortly after World War One,
it added riders at Grand Rapids from Toledo and Detroit, then barreled
on 247.9 miles to Bay View™®® Willis Dunbar as a child saw it "whiz
through" Hartford, Michigan, "late in the evening," to arrive at Bay
View via Traverse City and Charlevoix "early the next morning."9
Grindstone City and Pointe Aux Barques were two other Pere Marquette
tourist destinations.® By 1903, the Grand Rapids and Indiana had
organized a "Northland Limited" which attracted riders from Louisville,
Kentucky, St. Louis, Missouri, Cincinnati, and points closer. Cincin-
nati passengers could board there at 7 p.m. and reach Mackinaw City the
following morning with others from Louisville, St. Louis, Ft. Wayne,
Indiana, and other cities.® Such resort specials persisted on the Pere
Marquette, the Grand Rapids and Indiana, and the Michigan Central "into
the 1950's."*

To entice riders, Michigan lines created fancy brochures--with

slightly presumptuous titles:
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A few facts about a pleasant place . . . to

provide . . . an ideal summer home . . . in the

heart of the wildwoods of Michigan Michigan (Ann Arbor
R.R., in 1901);

Grand Rapids and Indiana Railway, the Fish-
ing Line (1902, complete with a picture of a

leaping trout;%

Quiet summer retreats along the Lake Shore
and Michigan Southern Railway (1903);

A little corner of God's country (Manistee
and Northeastern Ry., 1908);

Mackinac Island (and) Michigan resorts
(Michigan Central R.R., 1901?);%

Hunting and Fishing, inexpensive outings,
and vacations on the popular and picturesque

Detroit and Mackinac Railway (1909);

Michigan summer resorts, a gquide to_ the
summering places in the lake and river regions
of the state of Michigan, together with a list
of hotels and boarding houses (and) their rates,

fishing and hunting lodges, and the laws

respecting fishing and hunting, etc. . . . (Pere
1917)."

Marquette Ry.,

Manus manum lavat. Mackinac Island's Grand Hotel, a destination
for the well-to-do, was a joint venture built in part with Michigan
Central and Grand Rapids and Indiana money.” At Charlevoix, the Pere
Marquette "apparently owned 'The Inn' there," billing it as "the finest

Summer Hotel in the resort country."?

B. Local Trade

Tourists arriving by train were most welcome in communities whose
economies had little other steady income. According to one theory, the
"turn-over effect,” a dollar spent by a tourist would circulate seven
times among local merchants before coming to rest in a bank.™ That
tourist and his family might well spend money not only for lodging and
food but also purchase expendables like guide services, film, souvenirs,
entertainment, laundry use, and to a limited extent patronize fixed
services like hardwares, bookstores, hospitals, and undertakers.
Tourist volume could be a surge. The Michigan Central dining hall at
Mackinaw City served breakfasts to 800 travelers some busy mornings.”
Tourism was all the more welcome in northern Lower Michigan (and the

Upper Peninsula) because when cold weather came, and schools re-opened,
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the tourists went home, the meager agriculture and scarce industry of

the region had to suffice, and they did not suffice any too well.™

C. Sports, and Other, Specials
Other forms of recreation and sport gave rise, on a spot basis, to
special trains. Russell Harrison recalled Pere Marquette baseball,
basketball, and football trips from Michigan State University to the
University of Michigan in the 1940's. Certain football trips had "as
high as 18 coaches . . . (with) up to 80 people a coach."” Grand Rapids
sports fans came to Lansing, Lansing ones to Detroit. A passenger a
little in his cups estimated the 90-minute trip from Lansing to De-
troit--at 60 m.p.h.--took "four beers."™
Meanwhile, circus trains invaded Michigan periodically with
performers, animals, and crew. Keith Bartow visited one such train in
Lansing, and remembered that roustabouts sleeping in the train's bunks
"always had to take the upper" one--"they smelled so bad; the stink
rose."® Those bunks may not have been so good anyway. A claim agent in
1906 snapped:
We all have no end of trouble with circuses and
theatrical troupes traveling in their own cars,
many of which ought to be in the scrap heap.
These cars should never be accepted, no matter
who is in them or what notice you may have re-~
ceived about the runs to be made with them,
unless (everything) connected with them (is) in
good repair . . . when you do take them, handle
them as carefully as if they contained dynamite,
agd get them off the line without accident. . .

This warning was not hollow. The Wallace Brothers Circus train

came to pieces in an air-brake failure at Durand in 1903.%

S. Linguistics and Literature

Circuses abounded in colorful dress and speech. But railroads had
their own allure, including words now part of common speech and unrecog-

nized for their roots. "Highball," originally a metal globe hoisted
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high on a rope to tell an engineer to proceed--"to highball" was the
verb derived from this signal--now is a kind of cocktail, where ice
floats high, like the globe could. To "side-track" someone, depriori-
tize something (like a train), is in common parlance. And "washout,"
railroading's term and gesture for "Stop!," now means any failure--and
is an official's gesture in football.®

Michigan railroads have also inspired literature. Ernest Heming-
way, who traveled the Grand Rapids and Indiana, set his short story "The
Battler™ on it, between Walton Junction and Mancelona. Quite realisti-
cally for the locale, the story deals with hoboes.® Not far away, Bruce
Catton's memoirs, Waiting for the Morning Train, describe the Ann Arbor
at Beulah; "the train . . . came along the lake shore . . . and (swung)
up to the platform, smoking and hissing and clanking, with the locomo-
tive putting on its characteristic act of looking and sounding . . .
alive."®™ catton scores the "slightly seedy Pere Marquette," too.* And
Edmund G. Love's autobiographical The Situation in Flushing revolves

around his love at Flushing for the Cincinnati, Saginaw, and Mackinaw.®

6. Higher Education

A. Recruiting Trains

Not only literature but also higher education gained from railroad
associations. "Recruitment Specials" on the Pere Marquette and the
Grand Trunk Western brought prospective students--and their parents--to
Michigan Agricultural College, through the undeveloped fields of south
campus to, and across, the angled bridge across the Red Cedar River,
where the 0ld College Spur they were riding dead-ended beside the
powerhouse, a short stroll away from central campus. The long dresses,
fine bonnets, and boaters of the crowds show up vividly against the old
Pere Marquette clerestory coaches in period photographs. And the

visitors were most welcome, for M.A.C. was not yet the giant it would
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become as Michigan State University, and the college was eager for more

students.¥

B. Exhibit Specials

Michigan State College, the successor to M.A.C., was more outgoing.
In September, 1929, its Purebred Dairy Sires Train traversed the Lower
Peninsula on the New York Central. Figure 8 shows the Sires Train and
its odd mix of coaches and freight cars. Behind engine #8455 rode a
cattle car, containing a first-class dairy cow. After the next two
cars--coaches full of exhibits--a flatcar was coupled on. At each stop,
as farmers congregated, the cow was urged onto the flatcar and there
milked, to display her productivity. Six coaches after the flatcar held
more exhibits. The whole enterprise was the brainchild of the M.S.C.
Cooperative Extensive Service.

Quite explicit. What is implied by the Sires Train is that in
1929, Michigan's population was still sufficiently agricultural to be
reached in large numbers by such a train. The corollary is that the
settlement pattern of southern Lower Michigan followed the tracks to the
extent that a century after statehood enough farmers still worked the
land close enough to the rails to take an interest in M.S.C.'s Sires
Train. (The effects of the Great Depression had not yet arrived here.)

A "Soil Train" likewise operated by the Extension Service earlier,
on the Michigan Central, carried exhibits and a rolling laboratory,
preaching soil conservation. Two other railroad connections touched the
institution at East Lansing. 1In 1942, M.S.C. Reserve Officer Training
Corps cadets left for war on Pere Marquette coaches waiting on the 0Old
College Spur.® And, in 1926, M.S.C. students used the Spur irregular-
ly--students like to be unconventional--hiding beside it as a place to

"gpoon" in private, until interrupted by a steam locomotive.®
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7. Politics and Law

A. "Whistle-stopping”

Steam locomotives were natural interrupters, show-offs, attention-
getters, disrupters and stand-outs with their great bronze bells
tolling, exhaust jets of steam hissing, safety valves letting go with
ear-splitting roars, and whirlwind pistons and rods revolving enormous
wheels. (The horn of a Diesel engine, in imitation, was required by
Michigan law to be audible at least 5,300 feet away, in any weather.%)

A train's rumble could be heard miles off. Railroads were the great
sound-and-light show daily in places barely big enough to show on a
map--communities in every county. This combination of advertisement and
geography aroused politicians. What better, they reasoned, than to rent
a train with its panache, drum up crowds, and excite voters from the
rear platform at all those little burgs--towns collectively large enough
to affect a vote? Thus the art of "whistle-stopping™ Michigan began,
especially during presidential elections. Franklin Roosevelt's rival
Wendell Willkie so toured the Lower Peninsula in 1940. Harry Truman
gave ‘'em hell in 1948 at Grand Rapids, Lansing, Detroit, and Flint.%%%
Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy followed Truman's example. Security
was tight in every case. Still, Truman was booed in Lansing; little

boys threw rocks at his private car.*

B. State Law

Twentieth-century Michigan laws regarding railroads in large part
favored state lines, and in numerous cases were the products of railroad
lobbyists. Most of these laws meant safer shipping and traveling for

the general public. But they first worked for the safety and security

of the railroads.
It was a misdemeanor, for instance, after 1907 to "throw any stone,
brick, or other missile at any passenger train, sleeping car, passenger

coach, express car, mail car, baggage car, locomotive, caboose (or)
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freight train."® Another misdemeanor, after 1921, was to tamper with
any switch or derailing light.® And, after 1917, "any person who
maliciously removes, takes or changes, adds to or takes from or in any
manner interferes with any journal bearings or brasses . . . of any
locomotive, tender or car . . . used by any railway" risked punishment
of "imprisonment in the state prison for not less than one nor more than
two years. Possession of any such bearing is deemed prima facie
evidence of guilt."”

These modern laws followed a long series of 19th-century ones which
in many cases not only favored but fostered Michigan railroads:
incorporation charters of all sorts, this or that concession, laws
regarding taxation set remarkably low, and particular laws running
almost counter to the public interest.® One law especially boggles the
mind. By its provisions, if a railroad could prove that a farmer had a
hole anywhere in the fencing around his four lot lines, then that
railroad was not liable for damages if it struck the farmer's cow on the
tracks.® Edmund G. Love remarked of the period's chief legislator:

Ira Sayre was a lawyer . . . for nineteen
(years) he was the majority leader of the legis-
lature, and later its speaker. During most of
his life he probably wielded as much power as
anyone in the state of Michigan. There was
always a rumored taint of corruption about Ira
Sayre . . . He was known as the railroads' man.
All railroads in Michigan had to secure grants
of rights-of-way and other privileges from the
state legislature, (with) routes, rates and
other matters . . . Ira Sayre had the final say
in all these things. That he took good care of
the railroads is attested to by the gold life-
time pass, good for transportation on any rail-
road in the United States, that he received upon
his retirement. . . .'®

Until the coming of the automobile and concurrent highways, no
industry in Michigan was so favored by state law as the railroads. Or,

perhaps, needed to be. The negative consequences of railroads for the

state were not negligible, as will be shown.
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Nonetheless, in a powerful variety of ways, Michigan railroads,
powered by the steam locomotive, had positive consequences in economics,
finances, society, recreation, linguistics, and literature, higher
education, politics and those laws supporting the commerce, communica-
tions, and transportation of the state. It must be emphasized that
these were peace-time effects, moreover, when the railroad industry was
generally stable in operations. The great difference to come during
wartime was a matter of strain, concentration of manpower although the
work force was not increased, tighter schedules, and the fear of failure

that could disappoint or endanger the country.







Part Two: In the Thunder of War

1. Defense Shipping
Though not at the battlefronts, Michigan railroads did go to war

in World War Two--as much as any other force in the state. Defense
suppliers and manufacturers depended on the rails--and on the steam
locomotives, a large one of which would work for most of 250,000
miles.'™

Figure 9 indicates where the Pere Marquette kept busy. (See also
Appendix A.) Each city or stop marked had at least one shipper or
customer thought important enough to figure in 1945 Pere Marquette
publicity.'®.

Several branches now vanished had their last hurrah. The Traverse
City-Petoskey stretch, the Midland-to-Reed City trackage, the northern
way into Muskegon, all indicated on Figure 9, and an assortment of
shorter offshoots were pressed into service. From a game-theory point
of view, most of them gave alternative routes for traffic when the huge
main lines were clogged. Every "streak of rust," every mile of rotting
ties was prized.'™ The war effort demanded them.

An amplification of Figure 9 reveals the data in Table 2.
Arguably, then, during World War Two some 926,401 people in
Michigan could be affected by just one railroad's service, the sales it

made possible, or payrolls it made possible that would disseminate
through communities, exclusive of railroad employment itself. Certain
towns had no choice but to ship or receive on one line. Such "captives"
of the Pere Marquette numbered at least the 28 listed in Appendix B.
Wartime travel on the Pere Marquette also had "captive" a number of
modest places--the same list of Appendix B. And, because of rationed
gasoline, and spare parts like tires hard to get, travel in Michigan did

noticeably happen by rail. Where freight was concerned, the railroads
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Fi‘gure 9: Pere Marquette Shippers, 1945 (Pere Marquette)
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Table 2: 1945 Demographics on the Pere Marquette Railwazw‘

Location Number of Firms Population (or Employment)
Dearborn 1 (88,000 employed, in 1939)
East Lansing 1x* 5,839

Lansing 13 90,000 (1944 estimate)
Grand Ledge 4 3,899

Lowell 6* 3,260

Belding 5* 4,089

Greenville 4 5,321

Alma 7 7,202

St. Louis 5% 3,039

Grand Rapids 26 210,000 (1944 estimate)
Grand Haven 7 8,799

Muskegon 20 70,000 (1943 estimate)
Holland 12+ 14,616

Benton Harbor 10 16,668

st. Joseph 3* 8,963

Traverse City 14 14,455

Petoskey 6 6,019

Monroe 6 18,478

Grand Blanc 1+ 1,012

Flint 20 151,543

Saginaw 25 90,141 (1944 estimate)
Midland 1 11,500 (1943 estimate)
Reed City 3 1,845

Olivers 3* not available

Manistee 17* 8,694

Ludington 1* 10,000 (1943 estimate)
Marysville 1* not available

Port Huron 8 34,968 (1944 estimate)
Bay City 8 47,956

*Indicates "captive" shippers, who could ship only on the Pere Marquette

NOTE: Table 2 does not indicate "captive" firms inside towns.
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dominated, as they did nationally. National statistics make the trend

Cclear:

Table 3: U.S. Intercity Passenger Traffic, 1941-1945'%

(in millions of passenger-miles)

1941 1942 1943 1944 1945
Railways 30,317 55,073 89,865 97,704 93,817
Highways 278,874 222,888 177,810 180,230 206,650

Table 4: U.S. Intercity Freight Traffic, 1941-1945'®

(in millions of ton-miles)

1941 1942 1943 1944 1945

Railways 481,756 645,422 734,829 746,912 690,809
=64.72% =71.08% =72.79% =70.19% =68.90%

Highways 63,258 48,626 46,394 47,395 53,442
=8.50% =5.36% =4.60% =4.45% =5.33%

All Other 199,363 213,912 228,229 269,898 258,422
Modes =26.78% =23.56% =22.61% =25.36% =25.77%

2. Teenage_ Labor
Hauling all those people and tons of freight left Michigan rail-

roads, at war's end, "exhausted."'” As the draft siphoned off person-
nel, state lines were forced to do more and more with fewer and fewer
staff.!® A writer in 1943 observed that "the railroads have had their
own share of trouble in gaining the necessary competent machinists for
their shops."'® Part of the solution for the Pere Marquette was to hire
teenagers as apprentices. Henry Truer, Jr., recalled how he hired on in
1944 at the Wyoming, Michigan, shops "at age 16," with his parents'
consent, earning "43 cents an hour, and, two weeks later, 63 cents an
hour," working one shift only, "eight (a.m.) to four-thirty (p.m.) in
the backshop."'® Another Michigan teen, Frank Warden, found a Pere
Marquette job working on track--an alternative to summer training for

his high school football team:
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In 1945, the Pere Marquette came to our (Grand
Rapids South) high school . . . and said they
wanted to run an experiment of a group (to
straighten) a section of track over by Holland .
. . our football coach thought this was a great
idea . . . he got together the fifty kids . . .
most of us were 16, 17 years old. We worked for
that summer . . . we basically had a good time .
. . we didn't lay any new track. We raised the
old track with hand jacks, took out any ties
that were defective (about 50% of them) . . .
put new ties in, put rather large gravel and
then tamped it underneath--the ballast. . . .'!

Those kids did a maximum of "a thousand feet a day . . . at South
Saugatuck--I never did find out where South Saugatuck was. . . ." Fifty
other boys from other Grand Rapids high schools worked there as well.
The experiment did not satisfy the railroad, partly because of "horse-
play,"” partly because the kids refused to stay on. Warden added:
"We were there on V-J Day . . . the camp deserted, and everybody went
back to town. They weren't going to stay out there . . . that was
pretty much the end of it."!?
Good track was nevertheless vital. On the New York Central's,

engineer Paul Cannehl recalled:

. « .« we had trains coming in and out sometimes

as high as 24 a day . . . (to and from) Chicago,

Grand Rapids, Toledo (to Jackson) . . . (I)

handled a lot of troop trains . . . they went in

to Fort Custer (at) Battle Creek . . . that's
where the (German) prisoners were. . . .!B

3. "0il Trains"

Figure 10 shows a key commodity of World War Two: oil. ("0Oil
train" was the nickname for trains hauling petroleum.) Moving fuel for
the bombers heading for Europe, the tanks in North Africa, and the ships

in several oceans was a constant job, sometimes a headache. As Cannehl

remarked,

« « . 0il was our main--we had solid oil trains
(all going east) . . . coming out of Elkhart,
Indiana (to Niles) . . . out of Niles you always
had a pusher (extra steam engine, pushing a
train), either way . . . Niles was in a hollow .
. « they had an eight-hour day, those pusher
engines. . . .M



"0il Trains" (Farrington)

Figure 10:
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Cannehl voiced common tomplaints of engineers:
A lot of oil trains--cars that were stored--they
came out of mothballs, and we had a lot of trou-
ble with them . . . rusty pipes, rust getting
into (the brakes) . . . they didn't have time to
repair engines the way they should have, and
cars . . . there were engines that the flues

weren't clean, they didn't have time . . . (so0)
thexsdidn't give you the steam that you need. .

4. Communications and "Defense Railroads"

Despite all vexations, the trains kept rolling. Michigan railroad-
ers persevered. Jessie Fox remembered her husband Irving, a Grand Trunk
Western telegrapher, not overwhelmed by war business at Port Huron--
though traveling soldiers crowded the depot where he worked alone,
demanding he send their messages:

He had the telephone to his ear, he was writing
orders, he was taking that message on the wire,
and people were coming--it was wartime--I don't
know how he ever could stand it . . . they al-
ways promised him help, but he never got it.
Never. . . .'¢

The Grand Trunk Western had a particular reason for congestion.
Donald Hughes recalled that the G.T.W. was "a Defense Railroad," chosen
by the U.S. government for its especially wide and high clearances,
stronger bridges, etc., ready to take oversize and overweight defense
loads. Hughes added that one such regular kind of war materiel was
"armor plate for ships, from the steel yards at Gary," too heavy to move
any other way. This plate was almost too heavy for the Grand Trunk
Western. Each section of the plate, one to a flatcar, was so massive
that by the time the carrying train reached Valparaiso, Indiana, every
flatcar had to be jacked up so that its bearings, "oozing out like
butter, " could be replaced. Replacements of these bronze bearings were
repeated at Battle Creek, Lansing, Durand, Detroit, "and every forty

miles all the way East,"” the tonnage and friction generating constant
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5. Munitions Shipments

Even more intensive care was lavished on the hundreds of shipments
of explosives that began in, or passed through, Michigan. The Pere
Marquette, said Russell Harrison, trans-shipped "train after train" of
unfused 500-pound bombs--which moved unadvertised to the general public.
All the railroads feared sabotage. Once, in 1942, some unfused bombs
seemed to threaten Lansing. Harrison recalled an eastbound Pere
Marquette freight train:

The train crew had to stop at Grand Ledge, and

the conductor walking along beside the train

heard a ticking noise in one of the cars . . .

it was a car of bombs. So they pulled the car

into Ensel Yard and set it off on a siding . . .

the (Lansing) Chief of Police came out--John

O'Brien--he and I went up and opened the car . .

. the bombs were all on racks. We could hear

the ticking noise . . . so they had to (fly)

bomb <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>