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The Red Express:

Meet Me in St. Louis

By Don Q. Lamb

Introduction

The Red Express was the Santa Fe’s first luxury train.  It ran between Chicago and St. Louis over the Chicago, Santa Fe & California (controlled and operated by the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe); the Toledo, Peoria & Western; and the Jacksonville Southeastern Line (the Chicago, Peoria & St. Louis) from December 21, 1890, to August 10, 1893.  The train, though short-lived, was famous for its elegant accommodations and superlative service.  It was the last expression of the Santa Fe’s long-held dream to make St. Louis an integral part of its system.  

Historical istoricBackground
By the early 1880’s, the Santa Fe had completed its transcontinental line, growing from 786 miles in 1877 to more than 7000 miles in 1887.  However, much of the route between Kansas and the West Coast was desolate and sparsely populated.  Consequently, even after the Santa Fe’s enormous expansion, Kansas agriculture and cattle accounted for most of its revenue and was therefore vital to it.

Consequently, the financial viability of the Santa Fe was threatened by the incursions of several major railroads based east of the Missouri River into territory the Santa Fe considered its own.  In the mid-1880’s, the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific (the “Rock Island”) built over 1300 miles of new track in Santa Fe territory.  On May 29, 1882, the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy completed its line to Denver, and began to extend branches into northern Kansas.  Finally, the Ft. Worth & Denver City was building west to connect with the Colorado & Southern, threatening the Santa Fe’s lucrative cattle business.

Of greatest concern were the actions of Stephen Jay Gould and the Missouri Pacific, which built over 1000 miles of new track in Santa Fe territory during this time.  It was widely believed that only the Santa Fe stood in the way of Gould’s goal of controlling all traffic west of the Missouri River.  Working in concert with Gould, C. P. Huntington reduced the passenger rates on his steamship line between New York and San Francisco, capturing most of the passenger business to the West Coast and cutting the Santa Fe’s passenger revenues by two-thirds.  Gould’s and Huntington’s moves were designed to put the Santa Fe out of business, leaving Gould in control of traffic west of the Missouri River and Huntiington without a strong competitor in the Southwest and California.  

In this environment, the future of the St. Louis & San Francisco (the “Frisco”) was also a worry.  The Santa Fe and the Frisco jointly owned the Atlantic & Pacific, which they had used to build tracks from New Mexico to California.  In the early 1880’s, and again in 1887, the Frisco had encroached on the Santa Fe’s Kansas territory, creating hard feelings between the two lines.  The Frisco was also financially weak, making it a tempting target for Gould.  With the Frisco in unfriendly hands, the Santa Fe would face another threat in Kansas and would no longer control its main line to the West Coast.

William Barstow Strong, the aggressive and confident president of the Santa Fe, was a worthy adversary to Gould.  In the Santa Fe’s Annual Report for 1888, Strong wrote (as quoted in Bryant’s History of the Santa Fe, p. 124):

“The history of Western railroad construction for the past quarter century has demonstrated that successful results can only be attained by occupying territory promptly, and often in advance of actual business necessity.  This was the policy of the Atchison Company from the first.  It led the way.  It built, not upon assured returns of profits, but upon a faith which time has absolutely vindicated,… that the great Western and Southwestern regions of the country were rich in possibilities.”

Strong’s policy in response to the threats posed by the Midwestern roads was one of aggressive expansion, building numerous branch lines in Kansas, purchasing the Gulf, Colorado, & Santa Fe (GC&SF), and constructing the airline between Kansas City and Chicago.  Rumors even abounded that the Santa Fe planned to purchase the Erie, giving it access to New York City and making it a true transcontinental railroad.  The purchase of the GC&SF, which gave the Santa Fe multiple traffic connections with the Frisco, cemented the relationship between the two lines and reducing anxiety about the Frisco’s fate.

As Bryant writes (p. 141), “When Gould disrupted [the Santa Fe’s traffic arrangements in Colorado in 1886], Strong moved to end Gould’s ‘monopoly’ in St. Louis.”  An article in The New York Times on January 26, 1887, reported that the Santa Fe had purchased the St. Louis, Kansas City & Colorado railroad, a 50-mile line from St. Louis to Union, MO.  This signaled the intent of the Santa Fe to build a second airline (the first being the one from Kansas City to Chicago), this one connecting Kansas City and St. Louis.  Gould then discovered in April that A. A. Robinson, the Vice President and Chief Engineer of the Santa Fe, had surveyors in the field between Pekin and St. Louis, indicating that it also planned to build from Chicago to St. Louis.  That summer, Strong also bought the St. Louis County Railroad, a 5-mile-long switching and terminal line in the city.  As Bryant writes (p. 141), “Gould became convinced that Strong would counter any move he made with actions that threatened his interests, and an unwritten truce soon prevailed.”

Strong’s actions were successful in countering the threats represented by the expansion of the Midwestern railroads into Santa Fe territory.  However, they greatly increased the floating debt of the Santa Fe, causing a financial crisis in early 1889.  The crisis led to the dismissal of Strong as CEO in May 1889, his departure from the Santa Fe on September 6, 1989, and the reorganization of the railroad on December 15, 1889.  The presidency went to Allen Manvel, but he was given control only of railroad operations.  Joseph W. Reinhart was made CEO and given financial control of the railroad.  A. A. Robinson, the Vice President and Chief Engineer who, with Strong, had built the Santa Fe into what it was, was passed over.  These events ended Strong's and Robinson's dream of extending the Santa Fe system eastward from Kansas City to St. Louis, and southward from Chicago to St. Louis.

Manvel initially followed a conservative course, but soon repeated Strong's policy of aggressive expansion in response to threats real (the possibility that the Frisco might fall into unfriendly hands) and imagined (the worry that a competitor might buy the Colorado Midland and run a line from Denver over the Rocky Mountains to San Francisco).  Manvel purchased the Frisco on May 23, 1890, and then the Colorado Midland on September 5, 1890.  These moves, and others, increased the Santa Fe's debt even more. 

The takeover of the Frisco on June 30, 1890, enabled the Santa Fe to run passenger trains between St. Louis and the Gulf Coast via the Frisco line from St. Louis to Paris, TX, and from there to Galveston via the GC&SF.  It also made it possible for the Santa Fe to operate passenger trains between St. Louis and the West Coast via connections with the Santa Fe at Wichita and Burrton, KS, if not via Kansas City.  

The Last Piece

Passenger service between Chicago and St. Louis was the last piece needed to fulfill the Santa Fe’s long-held dream of making St. Louis an integral part of the Santa Fe system.  The passenger service would connect in St. Louis with Santa Fe trains to Texas and the Gulf Coast, and with trains bound for Colorado and the West Coast, feeding passengers to them.  It would also offer connecting service to Chicago for Santa Fe trains arriving in St. Louis from these points, capturing passengers from them.  These connections would potentially siphon business from the other railroads competing for business over the Chicago-St. Louis route.   

However, the Chicago-St. Louis route was already served by three strong Midwestern roads: the Chicago & Alton (“Alton”), the Wabash, and the Illinois Central.  The strength of these roads and the intense competition they would present meant the Santa Fe would face a tall task in gaining a share of the passenger traffic between Chicago and St. Louis.  Hence, the Santa Fe created the Red Express –its first luxury train – to provide overnight service between the two cities.

The Red Express could connect at St. Louis with westbound trains to the Gulf Coast.  But the running time between the latter points was such that a through westbound train would arrive in Galveston, TX, at something like 4:00 a.m. – not a pleasant thought.  The only solution was to schedule an overnight layover in Cleburne, TX, and this is what was done.  The running times between St. Louis and Denver, and St. Louis and the West Coast, presented the Santa Fe with similar problems.

Also important, then, would be day express trains between Chicago and St. Louis.  They could connect with westbound trains arriving at Galveston in the morning, and eastbound trains leaving the Gulf Coast in the evening.  The day trains could also connect with westbound trains leaving St. Louis in the evening and arriving in Denver the second evening, and eastbound trains leaving Denver at midday and arriving in St. Louis the second morning.

A Route to St. Louis

To make these trains possible, the Santa Fe needed to obtain a route to St. Louis.  In early 1890, the Santa Fe encouraged William S. Hook, the president of the Jacksonville Southeastern Line (JSE) – which consisted of the Chicago, Peoria and St. Louis (CP&StL) and a number of smaller connecting lines – to build from Litchfield to St. Louis, creating a route from Chicago to St. Louis via Streator, Eureka, Peoria, Havana, Jacksonville, and Litchfield, IL.  Trackage rights over the Terminal Railroad would provide entry into St. Louis.  

The JSE was financially weak and was continually either in receivership or on the brink of bankruptcy.  Unfortunately, a long-simmering feud between a majority of the stockholders, led by Hook, and a dissident minority boiled over at just the time the Santa Fe sought to use the line to gain a route to St. Louis.  As Wallin, Stringham, and Szwajkart recount in their history of the Chicago & Illinois Midland, in January 1890 the dissenting stockholders incorporated the Jacksonville, Louisville & St. Louis Railway Company (the JL&StL).  In February 1890 the JSE once again went into receivership.  Both factions entered into negotiations with the receivers.  An agreement was reached during the summer under which Hook and the majority stockholders assumed control of the CP&StL, while the dissident stockholders acquired the former Jacksonville Southeastern Railway, including the Litchfield, Carrollton & Western, and operated it as the JL&StL.  As Wallin, Stringham, and Szwajkart write, “Both groups realized that neither could survive without the other, so they agreed to continue operating under the name JSE.”  However, it is likely that Hook and the majority stockholders were unwilling to have the Red Express to operate over the JL&StL branch of the JSE.  Thus the puzzling and regrettable fact that the eventual passenger service jointly operated by the Santa Fe and the JSE ran over the CP&StL through Jacksonville rather than over the JL&StL through Springfield, a much larger city, is probably a consequence of the feud.

In spite of all this, construction of the extension from Litchfield to St. Louis began in April 1890, and according to a report on May 3rd in The Railway Age, it was expected that track would be laid to Edwardsville, IL, by May 31st.  However, with the JSE in receivership and the stockholders feuding, progress was slow.  The Santa Fe, eager to begin passenger service between Chicago and St. Louis following finalization of its takeover of the Frisco on June 30th, made alternative plans.  In the fall, it reached traffic agreements with the JSE and the Toledo, St. Louis & Western (TStL&W), and announced it would begin running through freight trains between Chicago and St. Louis in mid-November, with passenger service to follow soon after.  The trains would run over the Santa Fe to Pekin, over the JSE to Sorrento, and then to St. Louis over the TStL&W.

For whatever reason, this arrangement was not used, and initiation of Santa Fe passenger service between Chicago and St. Louis did not take place until the extension of the CP&StL to St. Louis was complete.  In December, the Santa Fe signed a through traffic agreement with the JSE.  Finally, on December 21, 1890, an article in the Chicago Daily Tribune headlined “The Red Express to St. Louis” announced, “Makes its first trip tonight via Peoria and the Santa Fe Route, leaving Dearborn Station at 7:35 p.m. and arriving in St. Louis Union Depot at 7:30 tomorrow morning.  It is a beautiful train and bound to be the popular one between Chicago, Peoria, and St. Louis.”

Why the Name Red Express?

Why the name Red Express?  Standard livery for Santa Fe passenger cars was yellow with a black roof and underbody up until 1888.  That year the Santa Fe inaugurated passenger service between Kansas City and Chicago over the newly built airline, and apparently decided to paint the cars on the new trains red.  The famous Fast Vestibule Express trains (advertised in Santa Fe timetables as “The Handsomest Trains in the World”) that ran on this route were thus the Santa Fe’s first “red trains.”  When the Santa Fe inaugurated its luxury passenger service between Chicago and St. Louis, it also painted the cars red.  This no doubt played a role in naming the train.  Eventually, all passenger cars on the Santa Fe would be painted red (see sidebar).  

Equipment Fit for Royalty

As remarked above, the Santa Fe knew it would have to operate a luxury train in order to successfully compete for overnight passengers between Chicago and St. Louis.  It put together exactly that (see sidebar).  The Red Express featured the most modern and luxurious equipment of the time, including St. Charles Car reclining chair cars and Pullman Palace Car sleepers.  Passengers enjoyed the comfort of steam heat provided by Baker heaters.  The chair cars had Hicks-Smith gas lamps while the sleepers had Pintsch gas lamps; both were also wired for electric lights.  Buffet

Descriptions in The New York Times and the Chicago Daily Tribune of a terrible wreck involving the westbound Red Express (see sidebar) give us the complete consist of the train on the night of March 7-8, 1891.  That night, the train carried a baggage and express car, a smoker-chair car, and two sleepers: the Rago and the Pecos.  The Rago was a state-of-the-art narrow vestibule car built by the Pullman Car Works in 1890; however, the Pecos was an open platform car built by the Pullman Car Works in 1884.  Thus, on at least this occasion, the train was a mixture of open platform and narrow vestibule cars.  Probably this was often the case, at least in the beginning.

The Santa Fe placed two luxurious narrow-vestibule Pullman compartment sleepers, the Brilliant and the Radiant, in service on the Red Express on May 14, 1891 – eight weeks following the wreck of the Red Express on the night of March 7-8, 1891.  The timing suggests they were replacements for the Rago and the Pecos.

Operations

Initially, the Santa Fe planned to make Pekin the headquarters of the Chicago and St. Louis line, and to build large shops there.  It even purchased a tract of land for the purpose.  In the end, terminal facilities – including a small roundhouse – were built at Eureka to service Santa Fe and CP&StL locomotives during their layovers.  Both railroads probably contributed to the construction and operation of the facilities.

As a result of this decision, the Red Express operated over Santa Fe rails from Chicago to Eureka.  The power was probably either an American or a Ten Wheeler.  At that point, a CP&StL locomotive – probably an American or an Atlantic (a favorite of the line) – usually replaced the Santa Fe engine for the remainder of the run, first over the TP&W to Peoria, and then via the JSE to the old Union Depot in St. Louis.

On some occasions, Santa Fe power apparently ran through to Jacksonville.  This was the case on May 30, 1892, when negligence by JSE enginemen led to a fatal wreck:  the engineer who was supposed to take the train on to St. Louis was late in reporting for work.  He tried to make the water tank north of the town, but failed, crashing head on into the southbound Red Express, killing the Santa Fe engineer.  The engineer had put on the brakes and threw his engine into reverse at the cost of his own life (the fireman jumped and survived) (see sidebar).

The AT&SF/TP&W/JSE route between Chicago and St. Louis was 337 miles in length, considerably longer than its rivals.  The Alton had the shortest route at 283 miles, followed by the Wabash at 286 miles and the Illinois Central at 293 miles.  However, the running time of the Red Express was a little under twelve hours – only about an hour longer than those of the trains running on the other three roads, making it reasonably competitive Initially, the Santa Fe planned to make Pekin the headquarters of the Chicago and St. Louis line, and to build large shops there.  It even purchased a tract of land for the purpose.  In the end, terminal facilities – including a small roundhouse – were built at Eureka to service Santa Fe and CP&StL locomotives during their layovers.  Both railroads probably contributed to the construction and operation of the facilities.

The Santa Fe tinkered with the schedule of the Red Express throughout its brief life, but not as much with that of the day express.  For most of the first year and a half, the Red Express operated over the Santa Fe part of its run as a section of another Santa Fe train; the day express always did.

At the beginning, the Red Express seems to have run as a separate train.  Its maiden westbound run departed Dearborn Station at 7:35 p.m. and arrived at St. Louis Union Depot at 7:30 a.m.  Within a few days, the arrival time in St. Louis was adjusted to 7:50 a.m., and a few weeks later the departure time was adjusted to 7:50 p.m. (see below).

The westbound day train, which was called the St. Louis and Peoria Express, departed Chicago at 7:45 a.m. and arrived in St. Louis at 8:00 p.m.  The departure time indicates that it ran as a section of the Galesburg and Ft. Madison Express between Chicago and Streator.  Eastbound, the schedule called for the day express to arrive in Chicago at 7:35 p.m.; again, it ran as a section of the Galesburg and Ft. Madison Express between Streator and Chicago.

By January 28th, the Red Express had already lost its status as a separate train.  As of that date, its departure from Chicago was moved from 7:35 p.m. to 7:50 p.m.  This enabled it to be run as a section of the California Fast Express as far as Streator, arriving in St. Louis at 7:50 a.m.  The westbound day express continued to run as a section of the Galesburg and Ft. Madison Express, with no change in its schedule.

A further change in operations occurred six weeks later.  According to Santa Fe Employee Timetable No. 41, in effect as of Sunday, March 15, 1891, the departure time of the Denver and Utah Limited was moved up to 7:50 p.m.  This enabled the westbound Red Express to run as a section of the Denver and Utah Limited from Chicago to Streator, with no change in its departure or arrival times.  The Denver and Utah Limited arrived at Streator at 10:50 p.m.; the Red Express departed for St. Louis at 11:55 p.m., while the Denver and Utah Limited departed for Kansas City at 11:00 p.m.  These times indicate the Red Express ran as the first section of the Denver and Utah Limited between Chicago and Streator, and departed Streator as soon as the passenger cars continuing on the Denver and Utah Limited were decoupled from it, with the latter departing Streator after new power had been coupled on.  The timetable also indicates that, in a similar fashion, the Chicago Express was coupled onto the eastbound Red Express upon the latter’s arrival in Streator, and both continued on to Chicago as sections of the Chicago Express, arriving at Dearborn Station at 7:50 a.m.

According to the same timetable, the westbound day express ran as the first section of the Ft. Madison and St. Louis Express from Chicago to Streator, with no change in its departure or arrival times.  The eastbound day express ran as the Chicago and St. Louis Express the whole way.  At Streator, the passenger cars making up the eastbound Chicago and St. Louis Express from Kansas City were coupled on to it, and the combined train continued on to Chicago, arriving Dearborn Station at 7:35 p.m. 

Interestingly, the timetable shows no Santa Fe through or way freights running between Chicago and St. Louis.

The schedules of both the Red Express and the day express trains remained nearly the same until Sunday, May 23, 1892.  On that date, the Santa Fe made a radical change in its passenger service from Chicago, according to an article that appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune on May 22nd.  The declared goal was to greatly improve serve to the West.  With this change, the westbound Red Express again became a separate train, departing Chicago at 8:10 p.m. and arriving St. Louis at 8:03 a.m. 

The same timetable shows that the departure time for the westbound day express (still called the St. Louis and Peoria Express) remained unchanged, indicating it continued to operate as a section of the Galesburg and Ft. Madison Express between Chicago and Streator.

By March 1893, the westbound Red Express departed Chicago at 8:10 p.m., arriving at St. Louis Union Depot at 7:45 a.m.  The eastbound schedule called for an 8:10 departure, arriving in Chicago at 8:08 a.m.  The day express (now called the Fast Mail) left Chicago at 7:45 a.m., arriving in St. Louis at 8 p.m., while the eastbound train left St. Louis at 7:45 a.m., reaching Chicago at 7:35 p.m.  This schedule continued essentially unchanged until the end of service of both trains.

The numbering system for the Red Express was Byzantine – a consequence, presumably, of the multiple lines over which it ran and the connections it made with other Santa Fe trains at St. Louis.  For example, throughout 1893, the westbound and eastbound Red Express trains were listed in JSE timetables as nos. 1 and 6, respectively.  However, in Santa Fe timetables, they were listed as nos. 18 and 11 over the Chicago, Peoria & St. Louis Line; and nos. 11-1 and 2-2 over the Oklahoma and Texas Line.

The numbering system for the day express was equally bizarre. Throughout 1893, the westbound and eastbound day express trains were listed in JSE timetables as Fast Mail Express Nos. 5 and 4.  In Santa Fe timetables, they were listed as nos. 17 and 20 over the Chicago, Peoria & St. Louis Line; and 7-5 and 6-12 over the Oklahoma and Texas Line.

The Santa Fe timetables for the Chicago, Peoria and St. Louis Line and the Oklahoma and Texas Line in the Official Guides to the Railways for January-August 1893 show that the westbound Red Express (No. 18) connected at St. Louis Union Depot with train No. 11-1.  This train operated over the Frisco from St. Louis to Paris, TX, and then over the GC&SF from there to Cleburne, arriving at 4:15 p.m.  The train departed Cleburne at 10:05 a.m. after an overnight layover, and ran through to Galveston, arriving at 10:45 p.m.  The corresponding eastbound train No. 2-2 had a different schedule.  It left Galveston at 6:20 a.m., and ran solid through to St. Louis, arriving at 6:30 p.m. the second day.  This train connected with the eastbound Red Express (No. 11), which departed St. Louis an hour and forty minutes later, at 8:10 p.m., and ran solid to Chicago.

The day express trains connected more conveniently with the trains to and from Texas and the Gulf Coast that ran over the Frisco and the GC&SF, allowing the Santa Fe to offer “Through Solid Vestibule Trains Between St. Louis and Galveston,” as it advertised in its timetables.  The same Official Guides as above show that the westbound day express (No. 17) connected in St. Louis with train No. 7-5 after a layover of 90 minutes. The latter departed St. Louis Union Depot at 9:30 p.m. and arrived in Galveston at 10:30 a.m. the second morning.  The corresponding eastbound train (No. 6-12) departed Galveston at 5:45 p.m. and arrived in St. Louis at 7:00 a.m. the second morning, connecting with the eastbound day express (No. 20) after a layover of only 45 minutes.

The westbound Red Express and day express connected in St. Louis in similar fashion with westbound Santa Fe trains to Denver, CO, and California, that ran over the Frisco and connected with the Santa Fe mainline at Burrton, KS.  Similarly, the eastbound Red Express and day express provided service to Chicago for passengers arriving in St. Louis on the eastbound Santa Fe trains from these points.

Rate Wars

Strong had long opposed pools and agreements.  He considered them insufficient to control rates, and subject to cancellation or revision when the interests of one road or another favored such action.  However, devastating rate wars in 1887 and 1888 finally brought Strong, Gould and Huntington to the negotiating table.  The three met in November 1888, forming the Southwestern Railroad and Steamship Association that would regulate rates west of the Missouri River and south of Kansas City.  (The presence of the word “Steamship” in the name was due to Huntington having used a steamship line he owned to take two-thirds of the Santa Fe’s passenger business by lowering passenger rates between New York and California, as mentioned earlier.)  In the spring of 1889, the Trans-Missouri Freight Association was established, and the Santa Fe joined it, too.  These agreements brought a temporary halt to the rate war and the aggressive expansion of these railroads into each other’s territories.

As Bryant writes in his history of the Santa Fe (pp. 139-140), the building of the airline between Kansas City and Chicago “enabled Strong to pull the Santa Fe out of the Southwestern Railroad Association and to disown the pooling and traffic agreements at Kansas City.” The loss of Santa Fe traffic at Kansas City “badly hurt the Alton and the CB&Q, causing these former allies of the Santa Fe to become its rivals, even enemies.” Strong proceeded to “cut rates between Chicago and Kansas City, and in 1889, the Santa Fe announced it would make through rate on livestock only over its own line between these two points,” shutting out the Alton and the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Louis.  A rate war ensued.  Strong’s actions were in character but unnecessary, and badly weakened all of the railroads running between Chicago and the Missouri River.  They contributed to the financial crisis that gripped the Santa Fe in 1889 and led to Strong’s ouster as president.

As remarked above, Manvel took over as President of the Santa Fe following its reorganization on December 15, 1889, with authority only over railroad operations (Reinhart having financial control).  In 1890, when the Chicago-Kansas City pool ordered the Santa Fe to divert traffic to other roads at Kansas City, Manvel – following in Strong’s footsteps – refused, and the pool collapsed.  On October 23, 1890 – less than two months before the Red Express would begin service – the Chicago Daily Tribune ran an article headlined, “The Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe – How It Has Manipulated Freight Traffic to Gain Business.”

Given this history, the entry of the Santa Fe was bound disrupt the established order among the railroads offering passenger service on the Chicago-St. Louis route. The strongest of these were the Alton, the Wabash, and the Illinois Central, as already noted. On the Chicago-St. Louis route (and the Chicago-Kansas City route), the Alton held the upper hand because it ran through all of the major cities along the routes, giving it more local passenger and freight traffic than any of the other roads.  The rate agreed upon by the Western Passenger Association (to which all of the roads belonged) was 2 ½ cents per mile.  The Alton could still make money with a 2-cent per mile rate while the other roads could not.  President Timothy Blackstone of the Alton was still angry at having lost out to the Santa Fe at Kansas City when Strong, having built the airline to Chicago, pulled out of the Southwestern Railroad Association and disowned the traffic arrangements at Kansas City.  Now facing competition from the Santa Fe on its St. Louis-Chicago route, Blackstone was in the mood for a fight.  

True to expectations, barely had the first Red Express departed Dearborn Station for St. Louis when trouble broke out among the rival railroads over passenger rates.  According to an article in the Chicago Daily Tribune on December 31, 1890, the Alton said it had secured proof that passenger tickets for the Santa Fe route from St. Louis to Chicago were being sold for as little as $5.50, $2 less than the value that had been agreed upon by the members of the Western Passenger Association (WPA).   The Alton charged that, although the tickets were being sold by scalpers, the JSE was behind it, and asserted it would hold the Santa Fe responsible.  This was understandable, since the Santa Fe belonged to the WPA, and effectively, controlled the JSE just as much as it did its own associated lines.

At a meeting on January 1, 1891, the WPA authorized its members to meet the lower JSE rate on eastbound traffic.  In a report carried by the Chicago Daily Tribune on January 4th, the JSE denied cutting the rates between St. Louis and Chicago, and claimed it was “simply meeting the rates made by the Alton, Wabash, and other St. Louis lines.”  

A sense of the situation that prevailed in the winter of 1891 is given in an article that appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune on February 17th.  According to the article, “[Vice President J. D. Springer of the Santa Fe] said the trouble caused by Chairman Finley's order to the roads in the Western Passenger Association to decline honoring tickets issued by the Jacksonville Southeastern (the Santa Fe's St. Louis connection) Feb. 18 stood in a fair way of settlement.  He had just come from a meeting of the roads interested in the Peoria and St. Louis passenger business, at which General Passenger Agent Kent of the Jacksonville Southeastern submitted positive proof that the Toledo, Peoria and Western and the Wabash had been selling 1,000-mile tickets at 2 cents per mile for the last six years, and that the Lake Shore had been selling 5,000-mile tickets over the Wabash at 2 cents per mile for some years.  The Jacksonville Southeastern had simply met the rate made by those roads and made the 2-cent per mile rate before it formed its alliance with the Santa Fe.  The Alton and Rock Island were aware of these facts, Mr. Springer said, when they applied for a reduction in the mileage rate and their action, he thought, was due to an unfriendly feeling towards the Santa Fe.  After a long and animated discussion it was decided to suspend the order issue by Chairman Finley that tickets of the Jacksonville Southeastern must not be honored on and after Feb. 18 until next Monday.  In the meantime efforts will be made to bring about an arrangement with the Lake Shore, Big Four, Clover Leaf, and other roads which issue thousand-mile tickets over Western roads in competition with the Jacksonville Southeastern whereby the sale of those tickets is to be discontinued.  If matters cannot be adjusted satisfactorily Mr. Springer says there will be but two ways open for the Santa Fe - namely:  either to withdraw from the Western Passenger Association or to cancel its contract with the Jacksonville Southeastern, and he could not say which of the two courses the company would pursue.”

By early March, the JSE had agreed to redeem all of its outstanding two-cent per mile tickets and sign the WPA agreement.  Still the Alton pressed its case.  An article that appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune on March 10, 1891, headlined “Still Clamoring for a Reduction,” put the situation as follows, “If the [Jacksonville Southeastern Line] makes all the concessions demanded and the Alton still insists upon reducing the mileage rate to two cents it will not be able to hold the Jacksonville Southeastern, or any other road responsible for it, but will have to admit that it made the reduction simply because it believed a rate of two cents per mile fair and reasonable.” 

Just as the rate war between the Alton and the Santa Fe/JSE appeared to be nearing a resolution, another conflict overshadowed it.   On April 15, 1891, the trunk lines and the CTA imposed a boycott on the Alton because it refused to stop paying commissions to ticket agents to send passengers over its lines.  On April 22nd, the Alton declared it would not increase its rates to the old, higher values during the boycott, and that if the WPA failed to offer protection, it would withdraw from the Association.  Chairman Finley of the WPA ruled that the Alton was not justified in maintaining the lower rates and levied a heavy fine.

On June 12th, the Alton made new charges against the JSE and other roads belonging to the WPA, and demanded that WPA Chairman Finley reduce the rates between Kansas City and Chicago, and St. Louis and Chicago.   The Alton felt confident that Finley would rule in its favor.  However, on June 26th Finley announced that because the Alton had refused to pay the earlier fine, he did no longer recognized it as a member of the WPA and would not rule on the merits of the case.  The Alton withdrew from the WPA and announced it would act independently and set rates as it saw fit to protect its business.  The boycott failed to hurt the Alton’s profits, in part because several of the eastern roads secretly violated it, and in the fall of 1892, the boycott collapsed.

With the Alton no longer a member of the WPA and free to set its own rates, the Santa Fe felt it was at a great disadvantage.  In November 1892, the Santa Fe announced it would withdraw from the WPA unless the Alton rejoined it.  Intense efforts to induce the Alton to rejoin the WPA followed.  After several months of negotiations, agreement was reached in March 1893 on a revised agreement.  Among the key provisions were a pledge by the Santa Fe to maintain rates in Chicago for the Chicago-St. Louis route, an acknowledgement that the JSE would not be a member of the WPA, and an agreement that, in setting rates from St. Louis to Chicago, the members of the WPA would be free to take whatever actions they deemed necessary to match the rates set by the JSE and protect their business.

However, just when it looked like a revised agreement would be achieved, a conflict broke out among the members of the WPA over rates to the Chicago Columbian Exposition.  The WPA had maintained high rates, and few people were coming to the world’s fair.  The Santa Fe wanted lower rates.  Not being able to get the other members of the WPA to agree, the Santa Fe withdrew from the WPA and set its own rates to the fair.

With both the Alton and the Santa Fe no longer members of the WPA, rates on the routes between Kansas City and Chicago, and between St. Louis and Chicago continued to create conflict, as exemplified by an article in the Chicago Daily Tribune on June 13, 1893, which stated in part,

“Reports come from many points that rates are being badly cut and manipulated.  The Jacksonville Southeastern has made complaint that the Big Four is offering a rate of $2.80 per capita for parties of ten or more between Peoria and Chicago in each direction.  It also charges that the Big Four is making an open rate of one-fare for the round trip between Peoria and Chicago to the traveling men and that the Alton is enabling the Big Four to do it.  The Southeastern says it proposes to meet the rates above mentioned.”  The Alton denied the charge.

In truth, competition on the Chicago-St. Louis route was so intense that the route was hardly profitable for any of the roads except the Alton.  For a smaller road like the JSE, the situation was untenable.  It continually deferred maintenance and repairs, and the condition of the line deteriorated.  With the WPA demonstrably unable to control the competition among the lines, the Santa Fe came to the conclusion that operating passenger trains between Chicago and St. Louis was not a profitable enterprise.

End of the Dream

The situation came to a head in the summer of 1893.  The financial panic that gripped the country exacerbated the JSE’s situation, and it was unable to pay the Santa Fe the balances it owed it.  At this point, the Santa Fe threw in the towel.  On August 4, 1893, the Santa Fe issued a circular, announcing that as of August 10th, it would no longer honor tickets sold by the JSE for the Red Express or the day express.  With this action, the Santa Fe suspended the Red Express and effectively boycotted the JSE.  

An article that appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune on August 4, 1893, put it this way:

“About two years ago the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad company formed a traffic alliance with the Jacksonville Southeastern railroad, which gave the former a direct outlet to St. Louis from Chicago.  Considerable ill feeling was caused between the Santa Fe and the other St. Louis lines on account of this deal…  The withdrawal of the Santa Fe from competition for St. Louis traffic is hailed with joy by the Alton, Illinois Central, and Chicago and Eastern Illinois, who feel that they will have much less trouble hereafter in maintaining rates between Chicago and St. Louis.”

The Alton had won this time.

The JSE was outraged, charging that the Santa Fe had broken faith with it.  But there was little it could do.  It and the CP&StL continued to operate trains between St. Louis and Peoria, but without access to Chicago, neither the trains nor the JSE had a future.  Shortly after the suspension of Chicago-St. Louis service, the Virginia Gazette offered the following commentary on the JSE (reprinted as it appeared, including errors):
“When misfortune visits a once prosperous man or an enterprise, how quickly the good they done or the favors extended during such prosperity, is forgotten.  Then the J.S.E. road was giving us the best train service any town in Center Illinois, of its size was enjoying.  When they were knocking the bottom out of the extortions of other companies by giving the people along its line and connection an exceedingly low rate to the world’s fair, everybody had a good word for the J.S.E. and was courting its favors.  Now that it has been crippled by the combination between the Santa Fee and other roads, who out of revenge for compelling these roads to meet the J.S.E.’s reduction of rates, everybody is giving the J.S.E. a parting kick.  Shame on you!  The J.S.E. in its hour of prosperity, was the friend and the good friend of every town along the route and of the people, and there is no town along its route but what has been materially benefitted by the J.S.E.; its efficient service, accommodating spirit and general all around good nature.  Why then turn on it in its hour of affliction and misfortune brought upon it, because of its liberality with its passenger patrons in the way of low fares?  Why we say, abuse it and call down upon it further trouble simply because it does not at once find the means to overcome the obstacles thrown in its way by other and more powerful railroads.  The Gazette desires to say a good word for the J.S.E. and ask our people to withhold their condemnation of the present comparative inadequate train service and at least give them a chance to catch their breath.  This is the only fair thing to do.”
Without the revenues from the Red Express and the day trains between St. Louis and Chicago, and without access to Chicago, the Jacksonville Southeastern Line soon failed, going into receivership on September 21, 1893.  The line was broken up, the CP&StL and the JL&StL going to separate receivers.  Ironically, the mighty Santa Fe soon followed, going into receivership on December 23, 1893, a victim of its overexpansion, the widespread rate cutting indulged in by CEO Reinhart and the bankers Kidder, Peabody & Company (which made the Santa Fe’s financial position much weaker than its public financial statements made it seem), and the financial panic of 1893.

The Frisco was cut adrift, along with the Colorado Midland, in the 1895 reorganization in which the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad became the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway.  The loss of the Frisco, coupled with the earlier failure to establish passenger service between Chicago and St. Louis, brought to an end the Santa Fe’s dream of making St. Louis an integral part of its system.

Epilogue: Or Maybe Not…

On January 16, 1902, an article appeared in the in the Ft. Madison Evening Democrat, headlined “Santa Fe Line Into St. Louis,” which suggests the Santa Fe’s dream of operating passenger service between Chicago and St. Louis had not yet died.  According to the article (reprinted exactly as it appeared, including abbreviations and errors),

“A through line on the Santa Fe from Chicago to St. Louis by way of the Chicago, Peoria & St. Louis Ry., is said to have been arranged for Santa Fe trains.  This information comes from Pekin Illinois, where the Santa Fe at present has a terminal.  The dispatch from Pekin follows:  
“By March 1st, the S F Ry. will have established a through line from Chicago to St. Louis, by way of the CP&StL Ry.  The S F has a terminus line at Pekin, and an official of that road today stated that arrangements had been made, for connection with the C.P.&St.L Rr.  He also stated that through passenger traffic between St. L. & Chicago, would be conducted, running over the Terminal Ry. from Pekin to Peoria, thence into Chicago over the Rock Island & Peoria road, which the Santa Fe recently purchased.  Four psgr trains are now being fitted up for this new service.  The S F officials are also figuring upon building extensive shops at Pekin.  About 10 years ago, prior to the receivership of the Santa Fe, the C.P.&St.L. road, then known as the Jackson Southeastern Ry., was in the control of the Santa Fe.  It was owned by the S F and controlled by it the same as the Gulf, Colorado & Santa Fe is owned and controlled.  When the Santa Fe went into the hands of the receiver, the Jackson Southeastern, along with other connecting lines, was lopped off from the main system.  An official of the Santa Fe road says during the time which the Santa Fe operated the JSE, it was a losing investment, the S F sank a lot of money in the enterprise, and could not make it pay.  The reason was that there was too much competition for the Chicago-St. Louis trade.  Three big lines were in competition with the Santa Fe and there was nothing in it for us.  As far as competition is concerned, the same conditions exist today that existed then.  I am inclined to doubt the truth of this story because I think it is questionable whether the Chicago-St. Louis connection will prove a profitable investment.  However, I have heard nothing official and we don't need to worry much about the scheme until we get some direct information.”
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