The Fascinating History of the Chicago Rock
Island Pacific Railroad Company

The Chicago Rock Island Pacific Railroad Company, also known as the Rock
Island Line, has left an indelible mark on the history of the American railroad
industry. Spanning several states and serving as a vital link for both freight and
passenger transportation, this legendary railroad has a rich and captivating

history that deserves recognition.

Origins and Early Years

The genesis of the Chicago Rock Island Pacific Railroad Company can be traced

back to February 27, 1847, when the charter for the Mississippi and Missouri

.
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Railroad was signed. This railroad was envisioned to connect the cities of
Chicago, lllinois, and Rock Island, lllinois, with Council Bluffs, lowa, bridging the

span between the Mississippi and Missouri rivers.
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Construction of the railway began in earnest in 1851, with the first completed
section stretching from Chicago to Joliet, lllinois. Over the following years, the
railroad expanded further west, reaching Council Bluffs by 1866. The completion
of the transcontinental railroad in 1869 further solidified the Chicago Rock Island
Pacific Railroad Company's importance in connecting the eastern and western

parts of the country.

Challenges and Successes

Like many other railroads operating during that era, the Chicago Rock Island
Pacific faced several challenges. The Panic of 1873, for instance, spelled
financial difficulties for the company. However, through perseverance and prudent

management, the railroad rebounded and continued to thrive.
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One notable achievement of the Rock Island Line was the of the first full-length
dome cars, allowing passengers to enjoy panoramic views of the passing
landscapes. These innovative designs revolutionized train travel, captivating the

imagination of the public and setting new standards for comfort and luxury.

The Rock Island Line's Impact on American Culture

Beyond its operational and technological advancements, the Chicago Rock Island
Pacific Railroad Company holds a prominent place in American culture. Its
legendary status was immortalized in numerous songs and works of literature,
most notably in the famous song "Rock Island Line." Sung by countless artists
over the years, including Johnny Cash, the song pays homage to the railroad and

its contribution to American history.

The railroad's impact on local communities cannot be underestimated either. It
served as a lifeline, connecting rural areas with urban centers, facilitating trade,
and fostering economic growth. The Rock Island Line brought prosperity and

progress to towns and cities along its route.

The Fall and Legacy

Unfortunately, the later years were not as kind to the Chicago Rock Island Pacific
Railroad Company. Facing financial challenges, mismanagement, and increased
competition from other modes of transportation, the company began to decline. In

1975, it declared bankruptcy and ceased operations.

However, the legacy of the Rock Island Line lives on. Several sections of the
original railway have been preserved as historic railroad attractions, and the
impact it had on the development of the American West cannot be diminished.
The Chicago Rock Island Pacific Railroad Company remains an integral part of

the country's railroad heritage.



The history of the Chicago Rock Island Pacific Railroad Company is not only a
tale of a transportation network spanning states, but also a story of innovation,
resilience, and cultural influence. From its humble beginnings in the mid-19th

century to its eventual decline, this legendary railroad left an indelible mark on

American history.

As we look back on the legacy of the Rock Island Line, we can appreciate its
contributions to the growth and development of the United States. The Chicago
Rock Island Pacific Railroad Company will forever be remembered as an icon of

the American railroad industry and a symbol of the country's pioneering spirit.
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“Grant has once again hit a home run . . . a detailed but readable history of the
Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific, a major Midwestern railroad.” —Carlos A.

Schwantes, St. Louis Mercantile Library Professor Emeritus

The Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railroad’s history is one of big booms and

bigger busts. When it became the first railroad to reach and then cross the
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Mississippi River in 1856, it emerged as a leading American railroad company.
But after aggressive expansion and a subsequent change in management, the
company struggled and eventually declared bankruptcy in 1915. What followed
was a cycle of resurrections and bankruptcies; a grueling, ten-year, ultimately
unsuccessful battle to merge with the Union Pacific; and the Rock Island’s final
liquidation in 1981. But today, long after its glory days and eventual demise, the
“Mighty Fine Road” has left behind a living legacy of major and feeder lines
throughout the country. In his latest work, railroad historian H. Roger Grant offers
an accessible, gorgeously illustrated, and comprehensive history of this iconic

American railroad.

“This handsome, well-illustrated book merits the attention of any reader interested
in the history of lowa. And just as important, the book reminds us of the
importance of railroads to the history and vitality of American society. All aboard!”

—lowa City Press-Citizen

“A Mighty Fine Road lays out the amazing, yet heartbreaking history of the
railroad | loved. The historical opportunities and disappointments of the Rock
Island is clearly explained in Grant’s book, with visionaries keeping the dream
moving forward, yet damaged and constrained by greed and lack of vision with
the next management regime.” —Dan Sabin, President, lowa Northern Railway

Company
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