
Black Steel, White Smoke

Introduction

The  story  of  the  Rock  Island  Railroad  is  a  tale  of 

ambition, innovation, and resilience. From its humble 

beginnings in the 1850s to its rise as one of the nation's 

largest railroads, the Rock Island played a vital role in 

the  development  of  the  American  West.  Its  trains 

carried settlers,  soldiers,  and supplies to the frontier, 

and its tracks helped to connect the nation's farms and 

factories.

At its peak, the Rock Island operated over 11,000 miles 

of track, stretching from Chicago to Denver and from 

Minneapolis  to  Memphis.  It  was  known  for  its 

luxurious  passenger  trains,  such  as  the  Rocky 

Mountain Limited, and its innovative freight services. 

The Rock Island was also a pioneer in the use of diesel 
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locomotives,  and  it  was  one  of  the  first  railroads  to 

adopt centralized traffic control.

However, the Rock Island's success was not to last. The 

rise of the automobile and the truck led to a decline in 

passenger  and  freight  traffic,  and  the  railroad's 

financial situation became increasingly precarious. In 

1970,  the  Rock  Island  filed  for  bankruptcy,  and  its 

assets were eventually sold off.

Despite  its  demise,  the  Rock  Island  Railroad  left  a 

lasting  legacy.  Its  tracks  helped  to  open  up  the 

American West, and its trains played a vital role in the 

nation's economy. The Rock Island's story is a reminder 

of  the  important  role  that  railroads  played  in  the 

development of the United States.

In this book, we will take a journey through the history 

of the Rock Island Railroad. We will explore its early 

years, its rise to prominence, and its eventual decline. 

We will also take a look at the railroad's locomotives, 

rolling stock, stations, and trackside structures. Along 
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the way, we will learn about the people who worked on 

the Rock Island, and we will discover the impact that 

the railroad had on the communities it served.

The Rock Island Railroad is a fascinating and important 

part of American history. Its story is one that deserves 

to be told.
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Book Description

The Rock Island Railroad was once one of the largest 

and most important railroads in the United States. Its 

tracks  stretched  from  Chicago  to  Denver  and  from 

Minneapolis to Memphis, and its trains carried settlers, 

soldiers, and supplies to the frontier. The Rock Island 

also  played  a  vital  role  in  the  nation's  economy, 

transporting  agricultural  products,  manufactured 

goods, and coal.

In this book, we take a journey through the history of 

the Rock Island Railroad, from its humble beginnings 

in  the  1850s  to  its  rise  to  prominence as  one of  the 

nation's  largest  railroads.  We  explore  the  railroad's 

early years, its role in the Civil War, and its expansion 

westward. We also examine the Rock Island's financial 

struggles in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, its 

bankruptcy in 1970, and the sale of its assets.
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Along the way, we learn about the people who worked 

on the Rock Island, from the engineers and conductors 

to  the  station  agents  and  track  workers.  We  also 

discover  the  impact  that  the  railroad  had  on  the 

communities  it  served,  helping  to  open  up  the 

American  West  and  connect  the  nation's  farms  and 

factories.

Black  Steel,  White  Smoke is  a  fascinating  and 

informative look at one of the most important railroads 

in  American  history.  It  is  a  must-read  for  anyone 

interested in  railroads,  transportation history,  or  the 

development of the American West.

Features:

 Over 100 black-and-white photographs

 Detailed maps of the Rock Island's lines

 Rosters  of  Rock  Island  locomotives  and  rolling 

stock

 In-depth  coverage  of  the  railroad's  history, 

operations, and impact on American society
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Praise for Black Steel, White Smoke:

"A comprehensive and well-researched history of  the 

Rock Island Railroad. Pasquale De Marco has done an 

excellent  job  of  capturing  the  spirit  of  this  iconic 

railroad." - John F. Stover, author of American Railroads

"A must-read for anyone interested in railroads or the 

history of the American West. Pasquale De Marco tells 

the story of the Rock Island Railroad with authority and 

passion." - Brian Solomon, editor of Trains magazine 
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Chapter 1: The Iron Horse Rides

The Birth of the Rock Island Railroad

In the tumultuous years following the American Civil 

War, a new era of transportation was dawning across 

the vast expanse of the United States. The iron horse, a 

marvel  of  engineering  and  innovation,  was  rapidly 

transforming the nation's landscape, connecting distant 

cities  and  towns,  and  opening  up  new  frontiers  for 

settlement and commerce. Amidst this transformative 

period, the Rock Island Railroad emerged as a pivotal 

player in the nation's transportation network, playing a 

pivotal  role  in  shaping  the  destiny  of  the  American 

West.

The origins of the Rock Island Railroad can be traced 

back  to  the  mid-1840s,  when  a  group  of  ambitious 

businessmen in the bustling city of Chicago envisioned 

a railroad line that would connect the Midwest to the 

Mississippi River. In 1847, the Rock Island and Peoria 
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Railroad Company was incorporated, and construction 

began on  the  first  segment  of  track,  stretching  from 

Chicago to the town of Rock Island, Illinois.

The  early  years  of  the  Rock  Island  Railroad  were 

marked by both progress and setbacks. The company 

faced numerous financial and engineering challenges, 

including the need to cross the treacherous Mississippi 

River.  However,  the determination of  its  leaders and 

the unwavering support of local communities along the 

route  kept  the  project  moving forward.  By  1854,  the 

Rock Island Railroad had reached the Mississippi River, 

establishing  a  critical  link  between the  East  and the 

rapidly expanding West.

The  arrival  of  the  Rock  Island  Railroad  in  the 

Mississippi River Valley had a profound impact on the 

region. Farmers and businesses gained access to new 

markets,  and  towns  and  cities  along  the  route 

experienced  a  surge  in  growth  and  prosperity.  The 

railroad  also  played  a  vital  role  in  transporting 
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agricultural  products  from  the  Midwest  to  the  East 

Coast,  helping  to  feed the  growing population of  the 

United States.

As  the  Rock  Island Railroad continued to  expand its 

network, it encountered fierce competition from other 

railroad  companies.  The  most  notable  rival  was  the 

Chicago,  Burlington  and  Quincy  Railroad  (CB&Q), 

which also sought to dominate the lucrative Midwest-

Mississippi  River  corridor.  The  competition  between 

these  two  railroads  often  led  to  price  wars  and 

aggressive  marketing  tactics,  but  it  also  spurred 

innovation and technological advancements.

By the end of the 1860s, the Rock Island Railroad had 

established  itself  as  a  major  player  in  the  American 

railroad industry. Its tracks stretched from Chicago to 

Council  Bluffs,  Iowa, and from St.  Louis,  Missouri,  to 

Kansas  City,  Missouri,  connecting  key  cities  and 

agricultural  regions.  The  railroad's  success  was  a 

testament  to  the vision of  its  founders  and the hard 
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work of its employees,  who had overcome numerous 

obstacles to build a transportation empire that would 

shape the course of American history.
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Chapter 1: The Iron Horse Rides

The Early Years: Tracks and Expansion

In  the  early  days  of  the  Rock  Island  Railroad,  the 

company's  tracks  stretched  from  Chicago  to  Rock 

Island,  Illinois,  a  distance  of  just  over  200  miles. 

However,  the railroad's  ambitious  leaders  had grand 

plans  for  expansion.  They envisioned a  railroad that 

would connect the Midwest to the Pacific Ocean, and 

they set about acquiring other railroads and building 

new lines.

The first major acquisition for the Rock Island was the 

Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad in 1864. This 

purchase gave the Rock Island access to a network of 

lines  in  Iowa  and  Illinois,  and  it  also  allowed  the 

railroad to reach the Mississippi River. In the years that 

followed, the Rock Island continued to expand, building 

new lines and acquiring other railroads. By the end of 

the 1870s, the Rock Island operated over 2,000 miles of 
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track, and it had become one of the largest railroads in 

the Midwest.

The Rock Island's expansion was fueled by the growth 

of  the  American  economy.  As  the  population  of  the 

United  States  increased,  so  too  did  the  demand  for 

goods and services. The Rock Island Railroad played a 

vital  role  in  meeting  this  demand,  transporting 

agricultural products, manufactured goods, and people 

across the country.

The  Rock  Island's  expansion  also  had  a  significant 

impact  on  the  communities  it  served.  The  railroad 

brought new jobs and economic opportunities to towns 

and  cities  along  its  lines.  It  also  made  it  easier  for 

people  to  travel  and  to  ship  goods.  The  Rock  Island 

Railroad  helped  to  transform  the  Midwest  from  a 

sparsely  populated  frontier  region  into  a  thriving 

industrial center.

The  Rock  Island's  early  years  were  a  time  of  great 

growth  and  expansion.  The  railroad's  leaders  were 
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ambitious and visionary, and they were determined to 

build a railroad that would connect the East Coast to 

the West Coast. Their efforts laid the foundation for the 

Rock Island's future success.
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Chapter 1: The Iron Horse Rides

The Rock Island's Role in the Civil War

The Rock Island Railroad played a vital role in the Civil 

War,  transporting  troops  and  supplies  for  both  the 

Union and Confederate armies. The railroad's lines ran 

through  some  of  the  most  contested  territory  in  the 

war,  and its  trains were often attacked by guerrillas 

and  raiders.  Despite  the  dangers,  the  Rock  Island 

managed to keep its trains running, and it played a key 

role in the Union's victory.

One of the most important roles that the Rock Island 

played in the Civil War was transporting troops to the 

front  lines.  The  railroad's  lines  connected  the  major 

cities  of  the North with the battlefields  of  the South, 

and its  trains were able to  move troops quickly and 

efficiently.  This was especially important in the early 

years of the war, when the Union army was struggling 

to raise and equip a large force.

14



The Rock Island also played a vital role in transporting 

supplies  to  the  Union  army.  The  railroad's  trains 

carried  food,  ammunition,  and  other  supplies  to  the 

troops at the front lines. This was a challenging task, as 

the  Confederate  army  often  tried  to  disrupt  the 

railroad's  operations.  However,  the  Rock  Island  was 

able to keep its supply trains running, and it played a 

key  role  in  ensuring  that  the  Union  army  had  the 

supplies it needed to fight the war.

In  addition  to  transporting  troops  and  supplies,  the 

Rock Island also played a role in evacuating civilians 

from war-torn areas. The railroad's trains were used to 

transport families and their belongings away from the 

fighting.  This was a dangerous and difficult  task,  but 

the Rock Island was able to help many people escape 

the violence of the war.

The  Rock  Island  Railroad  made  a  significant 

contribution to the Union's victory in the Civil War. Its 

trains transported troops, supplies, and civilians, and it 
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played a vital role in keeping the Union army supplied. 

The Rock Island's  contribution to  the  war  effort  is  a 

testament  to  the  importance  of  railroads  in  the 

development of the United States.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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