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LAST WORD

SOMETIMES, LATE IN THE EVENING, I hear a train whistle and I feel a 
stab of jealousy. If only I were a lump of coal!

!ere’s a rail yard not far from where I live, and Union Paci"c’s freight trains 
come and go at all hours, many of them hauling open-topped hopper cars full 
of the other black gold. When the conditions are right—dusk has settled, the 
night sounds are "ltering through the trees—their whistles make me wistful. 
I just happen to think that rail is the most genteel and pleasant way to make a 
trip, but it’s well-nigh impossible to conveniently get anywhere by train if you’re 
starting in this state.

Let me quickly de"ne some terms here. I’m talking about train travel on a 
grandiloquent scale, where you cross state lines and witness obvious changes 
in topography before you reach your destination. Commuter rail, which I’ve 
experienced in larger cities both in this country and abroad, is a very "ne thing, 
but Arkansas’ cities simply don’t possess the critical mass of people to make such 
an amenity practical. And while it would 
be handy if you could hop on a fast train 
for a weekend trip to Fayetteville, say, that’s 
still a little too modest to "t my ambitions.

No, I’m longing for train travel on the 
scale of an epic family vacation. Something 
that will put this "ne nation’s wonders 
within reach without having to put up 
with day-long drives and emergency 
bathroom breaks and #at tires and all the 
other hazards of car travel.

Of course, we do have passenger rail 
in this country, in the form of Amtrak. 
You can even catch their trains at Little 
Rock’s historic Union Station. But the 
sad truth is, there are far more options if 
you’re traveling as freight than as a person 
in Arkansas.

To wit: Taking the train from Little 
Rock to Walnut Ridge won’t get you there any faster than driving—and, with 
a $32 ticket price, not any cheaper than in a car that gets halfway decent fuel 
mileage. Furthermore, your departure times are severely limited. !e Texas 
Eagle pulls out of Union Station about a quarter of noon, once each day, on the 
way to Walnut Ridge; the return trip will require waiting until the wee hours, 
when the Eagle drags into the Lawrence County seat past midnight and doesn’t 
reach Little Rock until just a$er three o’clock, ante meridiem.

Of course, nobody (that I’m aware of) is counting on Amtrak to get them 
to Walnut Ridge to visit their kith and kin. Indeed, train travel is meant for 
visiting more distant lands, but sadly even that isn’t as simple as one might 
hope. Want to ride the rails from here to Dallas? !at’s not much of a problem, 
you can get there in about eight hours, though it’s a red-eye to beat all red-eyes 
with its 3 a.m. departure. !e Big Easy for Mardis Gras? Well, that’s a longer 
haul— "rst to San Antonio, then on to New Orleans, for a total of 34 hours of 
train time… and not including an overnight stay in Texas while you wait for 
the second leg of your trip.

Now, there are countless reasons for this situation, without even getting 

into things like federal revenues and national transportation policy. Let’s take 
the most simple: !e United States is really, really big, and its people are really, 
really spread out. Western Europe, which has some 80 million more people 
than this nation, would barely stretch from the East Coast to the Great Plains 
if you slapped it on top of America. !eir Points A are closer to their Points 
B than ours are, in e%ect. !e Europeans also embraced rail earlier and more 
fervently than we ever did, or at least more than we have since the advent of a 
national highway system. Reliable stats are hard to "nd by poking around on 
the Internet, but it looks like in 2010 Amtrak traveled 2.8 billion passenger 
miles. Which sounds impressive, until you note that European passenger rail 
piled up ten times that much.

Still, just as the European metropolises are within easy reach of each other, 
so are some of the great cities of the South—by car, at least. You can take the 
Texas Eagle to St. Louis in about eight hours (at least according to Google 

Maps, since the Amtrak site stumbled at 
that itinerary), which is two hours longer 
than driving. In order to get to Houston 
you have to get o% the train at Longview 
a$er "ve hours and take an equally long 
bus ride, arriving three hours a$er the 
car-driving vacationers. And how can it 
be that in order to rail it from Little Rock 
to Memphis, you have to "rst go to—and 
I’m not kidding here—Chicago?

Of course, "xing any of these situations 
will take money. We already spend $3 
billion a year to run Amtrak, and that’s a 
lot, but out of a $3 trillion federal budget 
it’s really a pittance. Why, Americans 
spend 100 times more on co%ee each 
year than they do on train travel! Maybe 
we can lure more people onto the rails 
by requiring co%ee pushers to open cafes 

on passenger trains. Direct the pro"ts from on-train sales to Amtrak’s budget, 
and pretty soon we’ll be building railways to every ca%einated corner of this 
great nation!

Anyway, once we’re able to easily reach the leading cities of the South by 
rail, we can tackle the issue of those long American miles between here and 
the further theres. We’ve already got corridors that stretch to those places—the 
interstate system—so just imagine what we could accomplish by laying tracks for 
a Japanese-style bullet train alongside those rights-of-way. Our own Interstate 40 
is 2,500 miles from end-to-end; non-stop, a bullet train could make the trip in 
a shade over 10 hours. Sure, it’ll have to slow down in a few spots, but imagine 
if you could leave in the morning and be on the Atlantic or Paci"c coast by 
evening. Now that’s a family vacation to write home about!

Sadly, I know that my enthusiasm for comprehensive passenger rail reform 
isn’t one that’s widely embraced. So I’ll have to continue to get my rail "x second 
hand, listening for trains rolling across the Arkansas River over the Baring Cross 
Bridge, the echoes of their passage fading into the night.

Eric Francis hears that lonesome whistle blow from his home in North Little Rock.
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