Let’s Talk About It: Picturing America
Making Tracks

Recommended Reading

The following works are recommended for those who would like to continue reading and discussing books on this theme:

Jeffery Renard Allen, Rails Under My Back. 
Using the railroad as a metaphor for connection as well as separation, this novel about the twentieth-century black experience in America focuses on two closely related families.

E. L. Doctorow, Ragtime. 
In this clever, penetrating novel set in the early twentieth century, fictional characters mingle with historic figures and participate in historic events. Much is made of the new modes of transportation at the time, including the biplane and the Model T Ford. The ever-expanding and steadily improving means of rail travel (long-distance trains, streetcars, elevated railroads and subways) prompt the narrator to observe, “It seemed to the visionaries who wrote for the popular magazines that the future lay at the end of the parallel rails” (80). 

Frank Norris, The Octopus: A Story of California. 
The plot of Norris’s 1901 novel centers around the conflict over land between the powerful Pacific and Southern Railroad and beleaguered wheat farmers in the San Joaquin Valley in the late nineteenth century.  

Sonia Nazario, Enrique’s Journey. 
Based on the Pulitzer Prize–winning Los Angeles Times series about a seventeen-year-old boy’s desperate journey from his native Honduras to find his mother in North Carolina. Enrique risks traveling on the top of freight trains for more than half of his 1,600-mile trip through Central America to reach the United States border.   

Robert Louis Stevenson, Across the Plains: “Leaves from the Notebook of an Emigrant between New York and San Francisco.” 
In the first chapter of this collection of essays and occasional pieces, the famous Scottish novelist and poet Robert Louis Stevenson recounts his experience in 1879 traveling on an emigrant train from New York to California. He offers a vivid and engaging description of the crowded, miserable conditions on board; of the railway workers and his fellow passengers; and of the changing landscape through which he passes.

Studs Terkel, Interviews with Louis Banks, E. D. Nixon, and Ed Paulsen in Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression. 
In his 1970 collection of Depression-era remembrances, the incomparable oral historian Studs Terkel records revealing conversations with Louis Banks, who spent his adolescent years living as a hobo; Ed Paulsen, who train hopped across the country as an itinerant laborer; and E. D. Nixon, who was a Pullman porter as well as a labor and civil rights activist.  
William T. Vollmann, Riding Toward Everywhere. 
Prolific journalist and novelist William T. Vollmann, who has written extensively about poverty and violence in America and is known to immerse himself in the situations and settings of his subjects, describes his modern day experience of train hopping and living as a hobo.
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