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City of New Orleans rolls on despite tragedy

In wake of attacks, park officials at Mt. Rushmore are taking measure to protect the monument

On the long trip south from Chicago that began Thursday night and rumbled into a new morning and afternoon, passengers watched highways give way to dirt roads, saw swamps here and grain elevators there, saw the sun rising red over an old, abandoned school bus in rural Tennessee and watched egrets winging like punctuation marks over the Mississippi Delta.
 
   They also saw a more disturbing piece of scenery: the wreck of the No. 59, Amtrak's City of New Orleans train that crashed and burned Monday night after colliding with a steel-hauling truck trying to make its way across the McKnight Road crossing north of Kankakee."It was all pretty shadowy and eerie," said Sue Steele of Chicago, who looked up from her plate in the dining car and craned to see as the City of New Orleans that left Union Station on Thursday night slowed to a careful crawl past the scene of Monday's derailment.
 
   Here along these tracks of heartbreak and hope that once served as a lifeline for the blues and a route for the Great Migration of Southern blacks headed north to seek freedom and work in Chicago, the earth remained scarred and a television crew's lights gave a ghastly glow to the machinery of tragedy.
 
   But for most who walked through Gate B, Track 19, at Chicago's Union Station at 8 p.m. Thursday--many of them first-time train passengers--the thought of retracing a route that had proved fatal for another southbound City of New Orleans train three nights before was not a cause for worry. There was curiosity and reflection but little concern, even on a train full of passengers afraid to fly.
 
   Though Helen Whitfield willed herself to stay awake so she could see the site of the wreck, Virginia Fiedler read bedtime stories to her 5-year-old daughter, Kathryn, as it approached. And Linda Trotter played `fish' with her daughter, Misha, the blinds drawn on the window above their coach-class seats. Earlier, she had been one of several passengers to broach the topic of the crash while waiting to board the train.
 
   Monday's train crashed north of Kankakee about 9:30 p.m. But Thursday's 14-car train made it to the other side of midnight and on into morning--safely past the crossing that had doomed its predecessor and 11 passengers.
 
   Thursday night, nine vehicles sat at the crossing awaiting the passage of the second City of New Orleans train to run since the crash. At the front of the line was a steel-hauling truck.
 
   On the train sat 70-year-old Jack R. Gardner Sr., who had been visiting his grandchildren in California and had thought for a time of taking the Monday night train back home to Arkansas.
 
   "I figured out I could get the fare cheaper if I waited," said Gardner, who spent the wee hours reading Stephen King and jotting poetry on the clothlike paper on the headrests. "Dodge a bullet again."
 
   He added brashly, "I've ridden this son of a bitch since Jimmy Carter put it in business. I don't fly anymore."
 
   Steele, too, a first-time train passenger traveling with her three young children, hesitated to see any link with her own fate. "If I had to travel the day after the accident, that would have been a tough decision to make," she said, "although I was hoping they would give us free alcohol or Valium."
 
   Marge Gardner of Minnesota-- no relation to Jack--was traveling with her twin 10-year-old daughters. She said she took the extra precaution of reading all the safety brochures in the train. But she, too, was calm.
 
   "We listened to the news and they were saying they're pretty sure it's not Amtrak's fault," she said.
 
   Fiedler, a professor of dermatology at the University of Illinois, was on her way to a meeting with other professors in New Orleans. She had decided to take a train so she could have time with her daughter. "I'm so busy anyway, it's a way she and I can have some quiet time together," Fiedler said. "No phones, no interruptions, no emergencies."
 
   As for the crash, she reflected, "You take a chance when you get in a car, you take a chance when you get in an airplane. We are all here hanging by a thread."
 
   As the train rocked into the night, passengers quickly settled in. Many fell asleep. Jack Gardner sat reading beneath a light that shone only on his face, the one thing illuminated in his car. About eight or 10 people settled into seats in the observation car or in the lounge.
 
   John Griffin, 61, a forklift operator and native of McComb, Miss., was going to his sister's wedding. Forty-five years ago, he had gone north to take work with his cousin in Chicago: "They told me there were bright lights."
 
   Now, he fell asleep in a chair beneath a television.
 
   Through most of the night, the scenery dwindled to a few, distant points of light so that it was hard to tell which way the train was going.
 
   "Trains go where the living and the quick don't go very often," Jack Gardner said. "It's called desolation. I like to be alone when I write, and when I'm sitting on a train sometimes I do my best stuff."
 
   If Monday's train had made it through that crossing, the journey would have continued past Kankakee, through all 18 stops.
 
   A little after 11 the train pulled into Mattoon, then, about 20 miles to midnight, into Effingham, then Centralia--hardly any way to tell which was which except to look at a schedule card. If it's 1:30, it must be Carbondale.
 
   It was about 125 miles from morning when the train made it to Fulton, Ky., and the sun was up strong by the time it hit Memphis, which normally is the town for sunrise. They were running late. Near the city limits, the train runs past a graveyard for old oil-station signs and then sails over Beale Street. There are junkyards and mobile homes and vast expanses of lonely flat landscape.
 
   Still to go: Yazoo City, Miss.; Jackson; and a few other stops. Then on to New Orleans.
 
   These were the sights and sounds of an icon called the City of New Orleans, a train that carried more than 100 passengers Friday.
 
   Like Monday's train, Thursday's run of the City of New Orleans bound together for one long ride through one dark night a range of people who likely will never see one another again.
 
   Within arm's reach of each other in the lounge were Joanne Mullican, Suzanne Teske, Alia McCoy and Sharon Hauk-- strangers all. Mullican was weeping for the father she had lost to cancer several days before, while Teske ate a pastry and talked to her mother in Centralia on a cell phone.
 
   Teske, 28, was on her way to see her mom. "They're saying like 1 o'clock now," she said into the phone. "OK. OK. OK. M'bye."
 
   Mullican was telling Hauk--on her way to New Orleans from Illinois because an old friend had committed suicide--about her father, Joe Prather. Mullican had given up her job and moved to Illinois from Memphis less than a week before so she could care for him in Minnesota.
 
   But now Mullican's belongings were packed once again for the move back home to Memphis. She clutched a gin and tonic and wept through the night, holding a program from her father's funeral. Inside was a verse by an unknown author that ends with the line: "Think of waking up and finding you're home."
 
   If only Mullican could have slept. It was 12:45 a.m.
 
   "My dad shouldn't have died. Not that day," she said.
 
   McCoy, 18, was moving to Clarksville, Miss., from San Francisco. She had work waiting for her at a gym, as an instructor of kickboxing and belly dancing. "It's time for a change," she said. McCoy said she had been watching the landscape for signs of the crash site but thought she had missed it. "I can't see anything except for the occasional train signal," she said.
 
   In Cabins 7 and 8, their images reflected ghostly in the windows, 80-year-old Rich Sundberg and 68-year-old Harold McCarron had sat across from each other talking about the crash before the train left the station. McCarron, a recent widower, was traveling to New Orleans because he wanted to, he said. He is teaching and working toward a doctorate at Illinois Institute of Technology. That night he sat in his sleeper cabin reading the textbook "Homogenous Catalysis."
 
   Kansas City-area farmer Karl Klussman chose train travel over air because he thinks it is safer. "Used to it didn't bother me," Klussman said of flying. "Now I feel funny if I just get up on a ladder."
 
   His wife, Erna, said: "You're not safe anywhere. I figure God will take care of us." The Klussmans were on their way to New Orleans to visit their son, using tickets he had sent them in February.
 
   Crew member T.J. Tobies of New Orleans talked about the crash almost nonchalantly with passengers, telling them one of his friends had been on that run. She got bruised up, he said. Tobies was off that day. "But my pager like to exploded," he said.
 
   In the morning, on Friday, Helen Whitfield read Psalm 74, Mullican climbed down at Memphis looking tired, and the No. 59 continued South, delivering a grateful Jack Gardner from winter and safely into the soft breezes of an already warm and lush New Orleans.

