Train Tracks
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Eyes Right

Aboard the Carolinian, USA -  I took the Amtrak Carolinian from Cary, NC to Alexandria, VA on a recent Sunday.  What a totally unexpected afternoon of delights!

What you see as the train zips along the rail bed is not the typical freeway or highway view.  Most houses, for example, do not face the tracks, so the sightline is into many backyards.  You can often tell considerably more about a family by checking out the rear of the home as opposed to the front.  And a lot of these backyards have yesterday’s treasures.  Behind one house,  I saw a yard with 12 abandoned cars neatly arranged in two rows.  Go figure.  And tons of tin roofs – do they even build those now?

The tracks pass through the downtown areas of essentially every town, small and large.  Here one can see America prior to the suburban explosion.  The houses are not cookie cutter, there is nary a mall in sight, and the remaining businesses are unique non-chains.  Of course, there are scores of crumbling, abandoned brick factories of yesteryear.  But the signs painted on the sides of these dinosaurs remain and provide a glimpse of an earlier American era.

There are some amenities offered by trains that are not available during air travel.  First of all, my seat was spacious.  Even a 300-pounder would have been comfortable.  There was plenty of leg room, and the feeling was just not that cattle car experience on most airlines these days.  The Carolinian also features a dining car so that passengers can get up any time, walk a car or two forward, and enjoy sandwiches, warm or cold, and a variety of snacks and beverages.  The attraction which most passengers seemed to be utilizing was the electrical outlets at each pair of seats.  Every other passenger had either a laptop, a cell phone, or a DVD player powered by an Amtrak outlet.

The conductors are another piece of Americana worth seeing while they last.  These gentlemen – I have never seen a woman hold this position – are immaculately dressed in uniforms that speak authority and knowledge.  In addition to punching tickets, my conductor, an older African-American fellow, directed me to his table in the dining car where he processed my credit card to pay for my ticket as we rolled through the North Carolina countryside.  Try that on your next flight.

Smokers have their own reasons for liking Amtrak.  At three major stops, the conductor announced that smokers could debark for a few minutes onto the platform to indulge in their addiction.  Most of the rest of us simply watched.

So, if you have not been around the tracks lately, you may want to consider reacquainting yourself with the guilty pleasures of train travel.  I do not know how much longer it will be available.  

I thought you might like to know.
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