Train Travel
by

Eyes Right

Countryside, USA -  Life can be full of simple pleasures.  Looking out the window of an Amtrak train gliding past snow covered trees through the mid-Atlantic countryside has to qualify as such.
When I boarded train number 1092 in Cary, NC at 6:15 this morning, the weather was brisk and unseasonably cold.   A late winter storm had dumped snow from Carolina to Maine, and its effects were magnificent to behold.  Pine trees, so endemic to the south, were bent over with heavy blankets of pure white snow pulling their branches close to the ground. Some were so severely bent that, to the uninitiated, recovery was improbable.  But pines do spring back – the species has been experiencing these winter peccadilloes for eons, and by early spring, all will once again be standing erect.
The deciduous trees have their bare horizontal branches lined with a white icing of 2-3 inches of snow with curious clumps of snow balls at irregular intervals.  The impression is that someone threw large, sticky cotton balls at the tree, and occasionally they stuck.  The north sides of the vertical tree trunks are coated with similar white decorations – the snow must have been blowing horizontal here during the storm.

It is still a fresh snow, the type which is pure white and which has not yet been colored with the remnants of human society, - the dust and debris which we seem to excel at generating.  Occasionally there are animal tracks fresh in the snow showing nighttime adventures by our wilder cousins.

At times, the train stops for no apparent (or announced) reason in the middle of nowhere and the passenger is left to marvel at nature’s spectacular canvas on each side.  It is as if we had taken a hike through the woods and stopped for lunch to savor the moment.  At other times, we pass through villages far, from the ubiquitous freeways, where one can still find unique stores such as (my latest favorite) The Squashed Penny.  
There is a proletarian nature of train travel.  Everyone has a comfortable seat with tons of legroom.  We all use the same bathroom facilities.  There is a club car and a dining car serving the same food to everyone aboard who cares to eat.   The price for travel from North Carolina to the Washington, DC area is about one fourth that of air travel and far more comfortable.  None of us had to wait in a security line, nor remove shoes, nor be x-rayed or patted down prior to boarding.  And you can bring aboard as much luggage as you care, with no additional charge.  Oh, and most seats have nearby electrical outlets so that one can use as many electrical gadgets as the heart desires at any time during the travel.  

The tradeoff, of course, is time.  This trip of 275 miles will take nearly 7 hours door to door, as opposed to less than an hour for air travel (not counting, of course, the commute time to and from airports, the extra time to get through security and to wait for baggage).  When I drive the same route, it takes roughly 5 hours.  But I also cannot enjoy winter’s marvels nearly as much when behind the wheel or in the air.  On the highway or at the airport, winter weather is an adversary; on the train, it is a joy.
So, if you have not been on a train in several years, I recommend adding it to your travel options.  You might find that life still can have some exceptional moments.

I thought you might like to know.
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