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Napa, CA – Sometimes an idea produces great results.  In this case it was some locals who dreamed of creating a dining experience on a train as it passes, in a leisurely fashion, through some of the most beautiful wine country in the world.  It took over 5 years of planning, fighting local and state bureaucrats and vocal interest groups, but in the early 90’s, the Napa Valley Wine Train came into being.
It was also a very expensive investment.  First the owners had to purchase the track and right-of-way for the rail line which had been built in the 1860’s to transport visitors from San Francisco to the hot springs and mud baths of Calistoga.  Then there was the matter of acquiring vintage railroad cars and restoring them to their earlier grandeur, but updated with modern conveniences, such as air conditioning and gourmet kitchens.  But they persevered and the result is the Napa Valley Wine Train.
Most of the rail cars are converted Pullman (sleeping) units from the 1915-17 era.  They have been beautifully restored.  A typical wine train consists of a diesel locomotive followed by nine cars.  Passengers travel in lounge cars, a “Silverado car,” or a vista dome car (restored from the 1950’s).  There are two dining cars, where lunch or dinner is served, and a kitchen car where passengers can watch through glass viewing windows meals being prepared under the direction of the Executive Chef, Kelly MacDonald.  Those riding in the dome car are in total luxury, and have their meals delivered at a dedicated table where they are able to remain throughout the entire 3 hour trip.

I found the food to be delicious and on a par with a fine restaurant.  The presentation and service in the dome car are also comparable to a high-end establishment.  In addition, we were served complimentary champagne by our waiter who kept us informed of the history of many of the vineyards we passed.  He also patiently answered every question posed concerning the wine making process, where to eat in the area when off the train, and what to avoid.  He also provided tips on the best locations to do wine tasting.  This latter advice was timely, because there are well over 200 wineries in the Napa-St. Helena region.
The train travels at a leisurely 18 mph pace through essentially continuous vineyards on both sides of the tracks from Napa to St. Helena.  Upon arrival, the engine disconnects and goes to the other end of the train for the return trip to Napa.  The rail road bed is old, and not in sufficient repair to support a high speed train, so the ride does involve more swaying than a comparable train on Amtrak.  As we walked the length of the train to investigate the décor in each car, we did have to steady ourselves periodically, but it was really not an issue.  I can report that the restrooms were both larger and decorated in a far more interesting manner than on a typical passenger train in the U.S.
So how much does all of this cost? The low end consists of a BBQ dinner in the Silverado car, which has open windows and is decorated in classic western/wild west style.  One glass of wine or one beer is included. This ticket goes for $89, but I do not recommend it during the summer, judging by viewing the patrons who seemed to be distinctly uncomfortable due to the 90 degree heat.  A better buy is the “Gourmet Express Experience” which costs $99.  Here you eat at one of two sittings in a dining car and spend the rest of the trip in one of the lounge cars.  The meal is superb, and consists of a soup or salad, a choice of one of five entrees, and a dessert.  No beverages other than coffee and water are provided.   For those who prefer total luxury, the vista dome observation car is the best choice.  It costs $129, but the food and service are well worth it, and champagne is included.  

Obviously, no matter which option you choose, you will be enjoying the same 3-hour train ride through some of the most beautiful scenery on the West Coast.  It is a once-in-a-lifetime experience, so save your pennies and ride the wine train!
I thought you might like to know.
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