
ress BeProspects
Rodger 'Po Bradley reviews the achievements and future of the

United States corporation which operates inter-city passenger trains

T"..HE United States National RailroadPassenger Corporation - known as
Amtrak - has now passed its 15th
birthday, and since its inception on

May 1,.1971, has achieved substantial oper-
ating success against often daunting odds.
B~cl<in the earliest days, during the forma-
tive year, and even up until the very month
before it was due to begin operations, it was
liter.ally touch and go whether the proposed
organisation would get off the ground.
Railroading, passenger r'lilroading in

particular,. in the 1960s; in the USA, was
going through a very traumatic period, and
the obligation on the Class 1 roads to run
passenger trains caused such heavy losses
that some systems were forced into bank-
ruptcy. While revenue from. freight traffic
had also declined, it had done so at a much
lesser rate, and appeared to have "bot-
tomed out", taking a reasonable share of
the market, along with other modes. of
transport. However, ever~declining passen-
gerrevenue eroded profits to such an extent
that far greater subsidies were needed than
the railroads themselves couldprovide from
the relativelyprofitable freight sector.
Intervention from Federal Government

was needed, in the form of subsidies to sup-
port the p'lssenger train, if that animal was
not to disappear from the USA almost
altogether - it came so very close to extinc-
tion dm:ing the latter part of .the decade.
The main "culprit" behind the near demise
of the North American long-distance pas-
senger train was the· aeroplane. The air-
lines' share of the inter-city passenger mar-
ket had grown from less than two p~r Cent.
in 1944 to 77·7 percent. in 1970, while over
the same period .the railrQads' share was
almost exactly its mirror image, dwindling
from 75·7 per cent. in 1944 to 5·7 per cent.
in 1970. The railroads had attempted to
stem this decline in ddership during the
1950sand 1960s, modernising their fleet of
r,oJling stock, with .diesel traction hauling
almost all the principal trains throughout
the country. Other improvements, and sub-
stantiaLcapital expenditure on traffic con-
trol, signalling, track, and some fairly novel
designs for new rolling stock, failed to halt
the drift to the airlines, however.
From the mid 1960s onwards, financial

pressures increased, and in order to meet
their obligations, railroads turned to Feder-
al Government, and though various subsidy
propos.als were considered, the spate of
mergers and bankruptcies continued. Out-
right nationalisation of the railroads was
unthinkable, but some solution was urgent-
ly needed. Mergers, as an attempt to ease
the burd.en of running loss-making passen-
gerservices, were not the answer. Ironical-
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Shortly after the formation of Amtrak, its Burlington Northern train No. 10heads eastbound
.down the Jefferson River on the former Northern Pacific main line in Montana, on July 30,
1973. Locomotives are former Northern Pacific "F" units, repainted in Amtrak livery. Photo:
Steve Patterson
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Above: Amtrak's Burlington Northern train
No.8, the "Empire Builder", eastbound near
East Glacier, Montana, on the former Great
Northern Railway main line on August 17,
1979, with the Glacier National Park in the
background. The third "locomotive", a
former "E" unit, is actually a fuel tender with
which Amtrak was experimenting on this
long-distance run. Photo: Steve Patterson

Amtrak was required to operate trains
between each of the two end points, but
with some flexibility of routes in between,
and the provisions of the Railpax legislation
included scope for additional routes and
services. Some of these were supported in
part by the state administrations in whose
territory they operated - the 403(b) ser-
vices. Among a number of states which
funded - and still fund - many trains, Cali-
fornia has an actively pro-railroad adminis-
tration, and can boast some of the most
popular trains in the country. Other state
funding has included the purchase of rolling
stock by the authorities, as in Connecticutt,
while the very first 403(b) train was the
"Illinois Zephyr", which began operations
between Chicago and Quincy in November
1971, with funds from the state of Illinois.
The NRPC was established with a $40m

operating grant, with a further $100m avail-
able from Federal Government in guaran-
teed loan authority, plus, of course, some
contribution from the railroads, as part of
their "entry fee". It was originally intended
that Amtrak would achieve profitability in
two years - a very tall order indeed, con-
sidering the less than favourable economic
situation, and the decrepit condition of
some of the rolling stock and passenger
accommodation with which it was forced to
operate. However, almost in spite of these
difficulties, the number of passengers riding
the trains no longer fell- it seemed they had
at least "bottomed out" - and in fact there
was some increase in ridership in the first
four years.
By 1974, the number of passengers riding

Amtrak's trains had increased to more than
18million annually, assisted at that time by
the "energy crisis". A slight fall occurred
the following year, but between 1976 and
1979there was a fairly steady growth, which
had stabilised by the early 1980s to an aver-
age of just OVer20 million a year. Passenger
miles reflected a similar pattern, while re-
venue was increased by more than treble
between 1972 and 1982. Having said that,
the Amtrak operating deficit rose substan-
tially over the same period, though the re-
sult for 1982 was a surprising reduction in
this deficit, by no less than 20 per cent.!
The new era of the passenger train that

arrived with the formation of Amtrak in
1971 was not one of immediate success,
though some signs were promising, as the
fledgling Corporation set about finding its
feet. First major capital expenditure was
the purchase in the latter half of 1971 of
1,290 passenger carriages, 232 diesel and 30
electric locomotives. These secondhand
vehicles came from just about every rail-
road in the USA, and with them came re-
sponsibility for repairs and maintenance.
The fact that many of the elderly carriages,
"E" and "F" diesel units and the timeless
"GGl" electrics were w~ll past retirement
age had some influence on the decision to
seek a new breed of passenger locomotive,
as did the reduction in operating deficit in
Amtrak's first year of life.
Train performance was suffering a little

from the unreliability of some of the twenty
years old diesels, although there were some
which, after suitable refurbishing, lasted a
little longer in service with their new own-
ers. The new General Motors, Electro-
Motive Division "SD40"s, received enthu-
siastically at first, developed serious ride

Crowds turned outon November 15, 1975, to watch the arrival of train No. 82, the "Silver Star",
trye first train to call atthe new Staples Mill Road Station in Richmond, Virginia, which replaced
an earlier station at Broad Street. Photo: Kurt R. Reisweber
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problems early in their careers, and were
also dispatched for rebuilding, emerging in
later years as a four-axle locomotive, the
"F40PH".
A milestone year for the Corporation was

1973. As the two-year experimental period
ended, it was given authority to decide for
itself which services would be added, and
which would be discontinued, and the ICC
recommended the existing route structure
remain intact for at least a year. In fact, the
Amtrak network remained untouched until
1978, when a major re-examination took
place, which outlined a drastic pruning of
the 23,000-mile system. The Corporation
had suffered from the political battles
fought in the White House, Senate and
Congress, but by the middle of the decade
had proved it could hold its own in theinter-
city passenger market, given the right de-
gree of support. Other healthy signs in the
1970s, that Amtrak was doing relatively
well, were the opening of new, badly
needed passenger stations, additional
trains, computerised ticketing and reserva-
tion systems, a parcels service, and yet more
new rolling stock.

Amendments

Successive amendments to the Railpax
Act gave Amtrak room to improve and ex-
pand its operations and services. But it was
still running trains over other people's
tracks, which, in the north-eastern USA in
particular, were in a less than satisfactory
condition for passenger workings. In 1976,
Amtrak became a fully-fledged Class 1 rail-
road, owning its own right of way, the
Boston-New York-Washington artery,
known as the North East Corridor (NEC).
This it obtained from Conrail (the
Government-sponsored organisation that
took over Penn Central's freight opera-
tions), under the terms of the "4R"s Act
(Railroad Revitalisation & Regulatory Re-
form), for. the sum of $86,366,000, to be
paid-off in eight annual instalments.
The 4Rs Act also empowered Amtrak fa

construct, improve and reconstruct passen-
ger stations, communications, electric pow-
er, and other facilities and equipment, and
anything else it thought necessary to bring
about the improved rail transport in the
NEC, instigated 13years earlier under John
F. Kennedy's administration. The NEC Im-
provement Project was to take five years,
between 1976 and 1981, and absorb some
$1·75bn. However, the amount of upgrad-
ing needed to operate the fastest schedules
planned for the NEC spine was underesti-
mated, and the costs rose soon after imple-
mentation to $2·5bn, following a 1979 Re-
direction Study. Amtrak and other transit
authorities were given furtherresponsibility
to provide commuter services in the NEe.
On the hardware front, Amtrak imported

French ANF-Industrie turbine-powered
trains in 1974, which were put to work on
midwest services, and proved far more suc-
cessful than the earlier United Aircraft tur-
botrains. The gas-turbine high-speed trains
were supplemented by a modified home-
built version, from Rohr Industries of Cali-
fornia, which went into use on Amtrak's
Empire Service, out of New York. The for-
mer Penn Central e.m.u. "Metroliners"
were introduced in the NEC as a high-speed
service, but soon after their introduction in
1969 trip times in the NEC were not as
expected, and although later modifications
improved this, the arrival of the AEM7
"Mighty Mouse", and "Amfleet" passenger
cars were far more successful in achieving
the 125-m.p.h. service regularly.
The new-generation "Amfleet" and
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