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CGW: "A poor road that lived by its wits" By H. Roger Grant 

The "Great Weedy" competed with innovations such as internal combustion and piggyback 

T 1s GREAT to be able to blend one's 
avocation and vocation. Since 
childhood, l have loved trains, a 
feeling that shows no sign of 
ebbing. Once I became a profes­
sional historian, it is understand-

able that I pursued this fascination. My 
first book-length study of a railroad, The 
Com Belt Route: A Histo,y o( the Chicago 
Great We.stem Railroad Company ( 1984), 
covered the canie,· that inuigued me 
the most. 

Why this interest in the "Great 
Weedy?" Although I grew up in Albia, 
Iowa, a county seat served by the Chica­
go, Bw·lington & Quincy; Minneapoli 
& St. Louis; and Wabash, r made fre­
quent family visits to Ca1Toll, Iowa, on 
the Great Westem's "West End," the 
160-mile segment between Clarion and 
Council Bluffs, Iowa. Although Chicago 
& North Wes1cm's "Overland Route" 
main line passed through Carroll, my 
love affair inexplicitly was with the 
CGW. The company's long freights, 
pulled by incredibly long consists of F3 
diesels with their attractive maroon­
and-rcd paint scheme, caught my fancy. 

r vividly recall dashing from my 
aunt's office in the old Can-oil County 
Cou11.house to the Great Westem tracks 
a few blocks away when the distinctive 
blasts of a locomotive's air hom an-

A typical CGW conslst- fIYe F units-leads a long 
freight from Des Moines toward the hub of Oel­
wein, Iowa, on June 13, 1955. Note the piggy• 
back flats up front-CGW's TOFC began In 1935. 
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nounced the Lrain's approach to down­
town. I_ met many CGW employees over 
the years, and I considered them Lo be 
friendlier than those who worked for 
the North Western, reminding me of the 
understanding railrnaders I knew at 
home. There was also something 
almost magical about the 
name, Chicago Great We t­
em- iL sounded so mighty. 

There were other rea­
sons for studying the CCW. 
I sen cd that this canier 
was a bit of an underdog, 
battling giants Illinois Cemral, 

orth Western, Milwaukee, and 
Rock Island. I also learned that the 
company was largely the creation of 
A. B. Stickney ( 1840-1916), a maverick 
among bis peers for suggesting 1ha1 the 
federal government regulate railroad 
rates in a meaningful way. 

Admittedly, all railroads have in1e1·­
csting pasts, but I discovered 1hat the 
CGW's was most fascinating. Stickney, 
who eady in his adult life entered the 
railroad business, set lo link St. Paul 
with Chicago. He took the legal assets of 
the moribund Minnesota & orthwe L­
em Railroad, and in 1884 pushed a line 
under that banner south to near the 
Iowa state Hne, forging a connection 
with the Illinois Central. Unable to 
reach a deal with the IC, Stickney and 
his backers, who included some wealthy 
Englishmen, then used the Dubuque & 
Northwestern Railway to reach 1he Mis­
sissippi River at Dubuque. Another cap-

live corporation, the Minnesota & 
Northwestern Ra ilroad of Illinois, by 
1888 completed a link from Forest Park, 
Jll ., in west suburban Chicago, lo Du­
buque (using 1lliJ1ois Central rights the 
lasl few miles). This line included the 

half-mile-long Winston Tunnel, 
longest in Illinois. More im­

pmtant, it gave Stickney a ll 
the connections in Ameri­
ca's rail.road Mecca. 

Sticknev realized that to 
sunrive, though, hi railroad 
needed to enter more gate­

ways. By 1903, through a 
combination of corporate acqui-

sitions, construction, and leases, his 
company, more appropriately renamed 
Chicago, St. Paul & Kansas City Rail­
way and later Chicago Great Western 
Railway, reached Des Moines, Kansas 
City, and Omaha. Additional feeder lines, 
mostly in Minnesota, produced a nearly 
1500-mile prope1·ty. 

Even though Stickney had imagina­
tively assembled a Midwestem trunk 
line, he ultimately lost his railroad. The 
brief but evere Bankers' Panic of 1907 
threw CGW into receivership, a fate the 
company had avoided dwing the much 
more evere Panic of 1893. The nation'· 
financial wizard, J. P. Morgan, took con­
trol, and in 1909 a reorganized Chicago 
Great Western Railroad made its debut. 
Morgan wisely placed Samuel Morse 
Felton in charge, because the new pres­
ident excelled as a railroad manager: His 
greatest triumph before joining the 
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Great Wc.,,e, n Bird. CG\ was 
had been 10 tum mostly sati:.fied 
the Chicago & Al- "ith its pioneer-
ton into a prof- ing intcrnal-com-
itablc propc,1). brn,tion equipment. 

The Felton ,ca, CGW did it:. best 
rc:.ultccl in a rchabili- to i,cr\'c the public. 
1a1ed phyi.ical plant. ------=--- Though battered b • fed-
Changes in rnlling stock cral control during World 
caught the a11ention of thousands War I and b_y the deepening agri-
or on-line n.">idcnts. In I 910, for exam- cultural depre:,i,ion of the I 920'i,, the 
pie, CGW purcha.~'C.I 10 Baldwin 2-6-6-2 compan, remained '>Ohcnt. Unfortu­
Mallcl'> ("Snake.,," as emplO)t-'C:, called nately, the :,pcculathc mania of that 
them). and the road's own shop forces :H decade led to a Chicago-based im-est­
Oeh,cin, lo\\a (northeast of Waterloo), ment clique, the Bremo Corporation, 
rebuilt three F-3 class 2-6-2'i, (CGW had '>eizing control. The Felton force were 
95 total Prairie I) pes) into three more then out, and railroad-car manufacturer 
2-6-6-2's. Unfo11unatcly, 1hc:.c giants did Patrick "Pat" Joyce and his associates 
not work out, and in 19 16 the Baldwin., were in. E\'en though these antics, cou­
were i.old Lo the Clinchfield and the pied to the devastating Great Dcprcs­
homebuild;, rebuilt into 4-6-2':.. In the <,ion, led in 1935 LO CGW'-, S(.'COnd bank­
Mallell,' place :.1ppcared reliable )Cl pow- ruptcy, it:. wcll-cMabli-.hcd innovathe 
crful 2-8-2's, of which CGW boasted 35. spirit did not die. 01able beucnnents 

The railroad bt.'Came a leader in till' were the purchai,e of three do1:en Texas­
use of gru.olinl' and later die!>CI mothe 1,pe locomotivei,, magnificent T-cla s 
J}O\\er. Befon: World War I CGW as!>em- 2- I 0-4's that casih "heeled big freights 
bled a small fleet of McKeen motor can,, over the road's sawtooth profile. 
knifo-noscd "wincl-spliucrs" that re- More s ign ifican1, howeve1; was the 
placed steam-powered branchline and introduction in 1936 or regularl) sched­
local train-.. II '> 1924 gas-electric car uled trailer-on-flatcar sen ice, making 
M-300 was the first unit of any type Lhe Great Western a pioneering steam 
built b, the Electro-Motive Co., and ii road in what we no\\ call inte,modal 
helped· replace <,team on trains 3 and 4 service. Commented an official who 
on the 509-mile Chicago-Omaha run. In made the firM trip "ith a pigg) back 
1929 CGW remodeled three McKecns to train between the St. Paul and Chicago 
make up a dehl\e gas-electric train, the tenninal ·, "When wu're a poor road, 
Minncapoli~-Rochcster (Minn.) Blue you have to live by your wits." Of 

course. the CGW remained sun-ounded 
In 1910, CGW employees at the East Stockton bv tough compctito,-.,, and ii \\ould 
(Ill.) shop posed on big H-1 Baldwin Mallet 608. never po~ a Mellar ph,sical plant. Its 



The time is late 1949, but CGW 1003, a pre­
World War I McKeen motor car, is still at work, 
ambling through a cut near Hampton, Iowa. 

spunky spirit endeared Lhe Great West­
ern to the public, though. 

As did other railroads, CGW re­
bounded from the Great Depression. Tn 
1941 the company got a new lease on 
life, and the end of bankruplcy resulted 
in creation of the Chicago Great West­
e rn Railway Co. The future looked 
brighL. espc~ially with wartime traffic. 
Even after V-J Dav, the Great Western 
felt optimistic. Un.like some CaLTiers o[ 
roughly the same s ize, CGW was not 
burdened with money-losing commuter 
serv ice, too many low-dens ity branch 
lines, or hostile locaJ taxing bodies. 

Just as the B1·emo Corpornlion earli­
er seized power, the "Kansas City 
Group," investors from that c ity loosely 
associa ted with the Kansas City South­
..:rn Railway, took charge in 1948. The 
administrative shakeup soon led to 
William N. Deramus ill becoming pres­
ident. He was young and inexperienced, 
yet willing to think creatively. The Der­
amus era resulted in a generally better 
property, including major improve­
ments in the sprawling facilities al Oel­
wein. center of the road's operating and 
maintenance activities. Surely the hall­
mark or "the Great Western" (the name 
Deramus preferred) was the unusually 
long freight trains powered by eight or 
more F units. Although designed to 
maximize tonnage, this operating pro­
cedure led to sJower service, in part be­
cause the road trains were aJso ex­
pected lo perform local work. 

CGW's passenger service was locally 
oriented, and the road had few deluxe 
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CGW's best-known steam engines were 2-10-4's 
-21 Baldwins and 15 Limas from 1930.31-that 
virtually duplicated namesake Texas & Pacific's. 
Lima 853 rolls into Dubuque, Iowa, in 1945. 

lrains, but among ils stars in the 1920's 
were the Minneapolis-Kansas City Tri­
State Limited and Mill Cilies Limited; the 
Chicago-Rochester Bob-O-Link; and the 
four-car, Pacific-powered Minneapolis­
Rochester R<?LJ Bird of 1923. By CGW's 
last decade, only two n-ains remained­
ovemigbt, Post Office-driven, head-end­
and-one-coach schedules linking Min­
neapolis with Omaha and K.C. The last 
one expired in 1965. 

Wearing the second version of CGW's "Lucky 
Strike" emblem (the road's fifth logo), 28-year­
old maroon EMC SC No. 6 totes two cars down 
the 7-mile Cedar Falls spur to Waterloo in 1964. 

Being a smaU road in an era when 
competitors were expanding tJ1rough 
merger led to the corporate demise of 
the CGW. Saying that shareholders 
"must be protected," Lhe board sought a 
partner. Although the expectation was 
unjon with KCS m· perhaps the Soo 
Line, the aggressive Chicago & North 
Western, headed by resourceful Ben W. 
Heineman, made an acceptable propos­
al, and in 1968 Chicago Great Western 
became another "fallen rtag." C&NW 
operated some CGW switchers and re­
mainjng F units for a short time, and as­
similated Great Westem's onJy second­
generation diesels-eight GP30's and 
nine SD40's [pages 73-75], aJ1 painted in 
the fi.naJ solid "Deramus red" seen also 
on KCS and Katy-into the yellow rteel. 

There is considerable truth Lo the 
assertion made in the late I 960's that 



Hcineman's orlh Western wanted "to 
junk its compe ti tion." Although for a 
short time much or the former Great 
Weste rn maintained its identily as the 
Missouri Division, tha t operating organ­
ization ended and its lines s tarted to 
d isappear. By the J 980's much of the 
trackage had been retired, a nd at the 
star t of the 21 st century only about 145 
miles remained. Survivors include por­
tions of the main lines in Jmva (Mason 
City to the Fort Dodge a rea; Oe lwein­
Waterloo; and a leg imo Council Bluffs); 
the Cannon Fa lls (Minn.) branch; and 
terminal trackage around South St. 
Paul, Minn., and just west of Chicago. 

rn 2000, I reltu-ned to Carroll, a com­
munity I had no t visited since the early 
I 970's. J knew the former G1-eat West­
em 's West End had been abandoned , a 
process that had taken place in bits and 
pieces, the cus to mary North Western 
approach to "line ra tiona lization." Ye t I 
was shocked. The huge, long fills and 
bridges over U.S. 30 on the east s ide of 
town and UP's ex-C&NW main line on 
the west s ide had been obliterated, a nd 
the right of way immediately west of 
downtown sported a host of new busi­
nesses, including a Wal-Marl super­
sto re . One would need a good set of 
maps to trace the "Great Weedy" today, 
including its histo ric path Llu-ough the 
Caffoll County seat. A. 8. Stickney once 
said that "his" railway was "like a bab­
bli ng brook, it nms fo rever." Of course, 
no one, includ ing Stickney, possesses 
the power of clairvoyance. D 

CGW fact file 
(comparative figures are for 1929 and 1967) 
Route-miles: 1495; 1411 
Locomotives: 237; 139 
Freight cars: 8009; 3540 
Passenger cars: 185; 0 
Headquarters city: Chicago, Ill., then Kan• 
sas City, Mo. 
Special interest group: Chicago & North 
Western Historical Society, P.O. Box 1270, 
Sheboygan, WI 53082-1230; www.cnwhs.org 
Recommended reading: The Corn Belt 
Route, by H. Roger Grant (Northern Illinois 
University Press, 1984) 
Source: The Historical Guide to North 
American Railroads (Kalmbach, 1999). 




