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hen I was a small boy, my grandfather took me to an attraction called Travel Town. It 

is a railway museum in the outskirts of greater Los Angeles in the southern edge of 

the San Fernando Valley where I grew up. Travel Town opened when I was four years 

old, and features attractions dedicated to railroading in southern California, focusing on the years 

1880 into the time of the Great Depression. Its displays include several old fashioned 

locomotives, cabooses, and box cars of various kinds. I 

found it a place of wonder. For a time I was fascinated 

with electric trains (HO scale was my preferred size), 

and the sound of a trainôs horn in the quiet dark of night 

could lift me into another world. 

 
Sixty-five years later, The Railroad Series would renew the 

heady excitement I knew as a child when I played with toy 

trains or visited Travel Town and could stand where a train 

engineer had stood two generations earlier: ñThere was 

something fascinating in the breathless rush, the superb 

power and steadiness of the crack machine, so easy of 

control that she was a marvel of mechanical genius and 

perfection.ò (chapter one, Ralph on the Overland 

Express) 

 

As I grew older, my interests changed. Fascination with 

railroading faded, but never disappeared altogether. So 

when I learned about The Railroad Series, I was intrigued. It is an old series, the oldest I have 

collected; the first volume was published in 1906. The series was brought to my attention by a 

friend and fellow collector, Mark Gibbons, whom I have praised and thanked in several previous 

articles for introducing me to one fine series after another. As he has done many times, he sent 

me a sample volume; it sat on my shelves untouched for a couple of years, but almost daily I saw 

it and wondered what its story was. One day Mark sent me several more volumes; I glanced over 

them, and was hooked. 

 

Edward Stratemeyer founded the Stratemeyer Syndicate in 1905. In issue #38 of The Review, 

published in July 2005, my article on the Wynn and Lonnie series appeared; that was the Syndicateôs last 

series. I think it beyond doubt that The Railroad Series was the first the Syndicate produced, i.e. 

with Stratemeyer writing outlines for stories and contracting with a ghostwriter to create the text, 

who was paid a single fee and received no royalties. ñAllen Chapmanò was the house name 

chosen for the author of The Railroad Series. The ghostwriter of the first five books in The 
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Railroad Series was Weldon James Cobb (July 3, 1849 ï July 1, 1922); he also wrote several 

dozen thriller novels under his own name. 

 

Although the official name of this offering is ñThe Railroad Seriesò, it might be better known as 

Ralph of the Railroad. Its star is Ralph Fairbanks, a most admirable, upstanding chap who, in the 

course of the books, has a great number of exciting adventures, fights a number of despicable 

foes, and proves to be a friend of the outcast, downtrodden, and unfortunate. The author had a 

gift for creating names for some of his characters that suggest the moral stature of each. The 

name ñFairbanksò strongly indicates that its possessor is the right kind of person; we are also 

introduced to a man with the last name Slump, and another whose first name is Gaspar (often 

spelled Gasper). One fellow whose initial behaviors are not consistent and whose motives are 

unclear is named Fogg. The names are not quite caricatures nor are they trite, but they leave no 

doubt about the kind of person youôre dealing with. 

 

The Era of the Railroad 

The teaser on the inside front flap describes the series very well: ñIn this line of books there is 

revealed the whole workings of the great railroad system. There are adventures in abundanceð

railroad wrecks, dashes through forest fires, the pursuit of a ówildcatô locomotive, the 

disappearance of a pay car with a large sum of money on boardðbut there is much more than 

thisðthe intense rivalry among railroads and railroad men, the working out of running 

schedules, the getting through óon timeô in spite of all obstacles, and the manipulation of railroad 

securities by evil men who wish to rule or ruin.ò 

 

I remember the 1950s so it is easy for me to imagine the world that Ken Holt and Rick Brant 

moved in. But the first decade of the 1900s is a little harder for me to click with; it is history and 

not memory. 

Getting into 

it requires 

something 

different 

from 

thinking, 

ñOh yeah, I 

remember 

that.ò But 

this series 

brings the 

reader into 

its time with 

the feel that 

its world is 

just over the 

fence. These 

books are far 

better than 

the 
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contemporary original Tom Swifts. The stories are set in the age before radio. Communication 

between distant points, when it can be done at all, is by telegraph or telegram. Often it is 

achieved only by someone who leaps onto a train and speeds from one destination to another. 

Cars are rarely mentioned in the series; most travel that is not by train is by horse and wagon. 

More than once, characters simply have to walk, sometimes for miles, to get from one place to 

another. 

 

Although the internal illustrations are unique to each story, the cover is identical for all ten 

books. It shows an old-fashioned locomotive with coal car just behind, pulling boxcars on a 

mountainous route. 

 

The Books 

There are ten books in this old-time but worthy series. Each is about 240 pages long, and 

sometimes as long as 280. Letôs take a brief look at each of them. 

 

Ralph of the Roundhouse (1906) 

In the first book we meet the aforementioned Ralph, the 

only son of a recently widowed mother. They live in a 

town called Stanley Junction, noted for its railroad 

endeavors. Just coming out of high school, Ralph is 

eager to work on the railroad as his late father had done, 

and intends to start at the bottom and work up. He is 

squeakily clean, honest, courageous, and humble, and 

with all those virtues, he presents as a very attractive 

young man. He and his mother live in a small, 

mortgaged home and are obliged to make payments to 

Gaspar Farrington. Farrington is described as, among 

other things, a ñcapitalistò and a ñmagnateò, but is 

clearly a miserly, dishonest grubber of money no matter 

how made. Ralphôs father left his family nearly 

penniless, much to their surprise since they had the 

impression that he had some good investments, which 

now appear to be missing.  

 

A strange boy rides the rails from a nearby settlement 

with an envelope addressed to Ralphôs father, but it is 

rendered unreadable through a soaking, and the boy 

suffers a head injury and cannot talk. Ralphôs mother 

takes him into the house to care for him. Ralph acts heroically in a couple of instances in the 

course of working on the trains, which earns him the respect of railroad personnel. His nemesis is 

another young fellow in the hire of the railroad named Ike Slump. In the course of this book, 

Ralph works on three different mysteries. It is a well written, appealing initial offering of The 

Railroad Series. At the conclusion of the story, Ralph has earned the notice and the respect of the 

authorities of the Great Northern, and is promoted. 
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Ralph in the Switch Tower (1907) 

On the first page of this story, Ralphôs new nemesis, Mort Bemis, is described as a 

ñmeddlesome, malicious reprobate!ò And he is, too! With a couple of other repulsive characters, 

he appears in several incidents of this volume, each an attempt to ruin Ralphôs reputation, 

compromise his effectiveness as a railroad worker, and even threaten his life. Through a series of 

well-told adventures, Ralph moves through this second entry fighting his enemies and acting 

with heroic and courageous virtue to ensure that justice prevails for the victims of the powerful 

who believe that their wealth and influence put them above the law. 

 

The working of the switch tower is attractively described. The towermen are responsible for 

receiving messages from dispatchers and rail coordinators, and pulling the switches that arrange 

the rails in the switchyard so that incoming, departing, and ñthroughò trains go to the right place 

at the right time. Done properly, things go smoothly; miss one, though, and disastrous collisions 

can occur. This is not a job that permits oneôs mind to wander! An escaped circus tiger and 

nighttime sabotage make Ralphôs job, um, interesting. 

 

An interesting character in this story is good old Stiggs, a former railroad man of about fifty who 

was injured on the job and was pensioned off at $16 a month, and lives comfortably on that. That 

would be about $500 a month in todayôs moneyðstill shockingly little. He and his wife have 

enough to live on, but he has to beg his tobacco. This is one of many windows into the life and 

time of more than a century ago. 

 

Ralph on the Engine (1909) 

Adventures continue apace in this third entry of the 

series, in which Ralph has earned another promotion. The 

upright, courageous, humble, and effective Ralph deals 

with thefts of railroad goods, a strike by part of the union 

manipulated secretly by a hidden malefactor, a 

kidnapping, a long lost shipment of diamonds, a drunkard 

who puts a train in a precarious position, and several 

attacks by despicable enemies we have seen before. A 

couple of impoverished and abused boys are set on good 

paths, hard work is rewarded, and, in the end, justice is 

served. Now, in this book and some of the others, 

occasionally Ralphôs courage verges into foolhardiness 

and his humility presents itself as an unconscious 

messianic complex; I did not find this to be a fault, but 

rather a true-to-life, and therefore believable, 

phenomenon. Mostly, it added a welcome and impressive 

depth to the challenges that Ralph faced. 

 

One interesting character is Zeph Dallas, described 

throughout the series as ñeccentricò or ñan oddityò. There 

are several series that include a foil of some kind to 

provide a mixture of humor and assistance; Chet Morton 

and Chow Winkler come to mind. Zeph Dallas is most likely the first such character in a classic 


