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Home on the Rails

Women, the Railroad, and the Rise of Public Domesticity

By Amy G. Richter

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005. Illustrations, notes, bibliography, index.
Pp. xiii, 272. Clothbound, $49.95, paperbound, $19.95.)

“The Train is Coming,” a stylish fash-
ion plate in Godey’s Lady’s Book of
May 1850, depicted two women in
crinoline skirts admiring a train on a
far-off viaduct safe from the belching
beast’s soot and cinders. Two decades
later Godey’s celebrated the comple-
tion of the transcontinental railroad—
“a great work begun, carried on and
completed by men only.” In a bow to
its feminine readership, the journal
lauded the “humane and peaceful
employment” of womankind in the
trade and friendly intercourse of
nation building (p. 2).

In this engaging study, Amy G.
Richter rides the rails with the women
of Victorian America, exploring a rich
and shifting complex of private val-
ues and public culture. Richter’s
exhaustive readings of female travel-
ers’ diaries and letters provide lively
anecdotes and narrative for an inci-
sive account of how the new woman
traveler molded an “at home” ideal
on the railroads, taking the parlor
from the front room to the dusty
coach and transforming it. The engi-
neer still kept his hand on the throt-
tle but behind him he hauled “An
Adamless Eden on Wheels,” a pala-
tial railcar fitted out for ladies and the
bane of male riders forbidden to enter
this rolling paradise (p. 110).

The image of the vulnerable, frag-
ile white Victorian woman radically

changed when she stepped aboard,
venturing from a sheltered life into
the public sphere. Beyond their carp-
ing, male passengers and the railroad
employees who served her adapted
with chivalry and civility. For the
African American woman traveler
racism compounded the challenges
of gender and class. “These same ‘gen-
tlemanly and efficient’ conductors
.. . deliberately fold their arms and
turn round when the Black Woman’s
turn came to alight,” Southern trav-
eler Anna Julia Cooper wrote in 1892
(p. 47). Documented cases of African
American female passengers who
went to the courts for redress fore-
shadow the landmark decisions of the
next century.

The railroads had always been
and to a large degree would remain
the domain of men with “Nerves of
Steel.” A chapter with this title
explores fictional works with railroad
heroines and accounts of real-life
adventurers like globe-girdling Nel-
lie Bly, all of them filled with images
of romantic, daring young women.
Such images depicted a vision of
strong and capable womanhood, “a
New Woman, one fit for life on the
rails, that emerged alongside and in
conversation with popular notions of
strong manliness” (p. 139).

The roles of railroad bosses, “gen-
tlemen” conductors, and the leg-



endary Pullman porters are examined
as they welcome women travelers
aboard, initially sensing a strain on
those nerves of steel but eventually
coming to accept the domestication
of their often rude preserve. As instru-
ments of change, their lady passen-
gers exert a cultural influence that
extends far beyond the rail lines and
whistle stops to the frontiers of pub-
lic life.

A groundbreaking contribution
to the history of women and the rail-
road, Richter’s meticulous research
and lucid prose illuminate the pas-
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sage from Victorian America to mod-
ern times, the nuanced layers of pri-
vate lives and separate spheres, and
the public culture and corporate strat-
egy that show the remaking of the life
and landscape of nineteenth-century
America—a terrain where the New
Woman took her seat on the Twenti-
eth Century Limited and began the
journey anew.
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A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years of History, Volume 4, Global

America, 1915-2000
By D.W. Meinig

(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2004. Pp. xvi, 467. Hllustrations, maps, bibliography,

index. $45.00.)

The publication of Global America
brings to completion D. W. Meinig’s
four-volume, twenty-year writing
project, “The Shaping of America.”
The series commenced with Atlantic
America 1492-1800 (1986), which
described the colonial and early-
national era as part of a broader
Atlantic history. Meinig’s second vol-
ume, Continental America, 1800-1867
(1993), described the expansion of
the nation westward to the Pacific
Ocean, but with the greater West still
detached from the eastern domain.
That national domain was split over
the slavery controversy, a tale that
Meinig vividly portrayed in cultural

geographic terms. Volume Three,
Transcontinental America, 1850-1915
(1999) traced the creation of western
culture regions and their binding to
the national domain in the railroad
era; the book covered, as well, the
geography of immigration and man-
ufacturing during what Lewis Mum-
ford once dubbed the Paleotechnic
era: the nation’s first industrial age.
Global America completes the
task of telling our national history by
describing the geography of mobi-
lization in the automobile, electrical,
and air age—the Neotechnic era, in
Mumford’s terms. The geography of
a national system of federal highways,
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