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Besides, a wife, whose actions and thoughts were as perfectly calculable and as accurately calculated as the trains 
in a Bradshaw, was possessed of sterling qualities which, however estimable, were more suited to a housekeeper 
than a mistress.—- E.F. Benson, “Dodo”, 1893, ch.2 

Thanks to Brendan Whyte for bringing this to our attention. 
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E 
MIRATES AIRLINES HAS WON 
an award: See http://www. 
worldairlineawards.com/index.htm, 

but one wonders why? Emirates has 3-4-
3=10 seating across its Boeing 777 aircraft 
whereas other operators have 3-3-3=9, e.g. 
Singapore Airlines and British Airways. 
The cabin is narrower than a B747’s. Per-
haps the voters don’t travel economy. 

Emirates is of real interest to Australians 
because Qantas has entered into an alliance 
with them. Emirates must be doing some-
thing right because it is enormous. From 
Wiki we learn that it flies to 130 cities in 
77 countries – 3,000 flights per week and 
is the fourth largest international operator. 

Its home country is small—a population of 
about 8 million—so the airline is largely 
reliant on passengers transiting its Dubai 
hub which, by the way, has a terminal (3) 
that cost $US4.5b and is the largest build-
ing in the world by floor space. 

Transiting through hubs has become less 
common in recent years as aircraft now 
have much longer ranges (flying distances) 
and airlines much prefer terminators – out 
and back flights – no milk runs. 

A quick glance at the globe shows that the 
major markets that can’t be operated by 
non stop flights are Australasia to Europe 
and South Asia (India) to America. Emir-
ates is in an ideal position to serve the first 
through Dubai and maybe the second, but 
only the eastern part of India. 

The good news for us collectors is that 
Emirates still publishes a pdf timetable- 
most airlines don’t. At right is a sample 
section. The timetable is 351 pages of 
nothing other than timetables such as this. 
No route maps, additional information, 
seating plans, airport diagrams, etc – just 
timetables. One frustration though is that 
there are references to general notes but 
these are not in the book. 

Some of the connections look a bit opti-
mistic. Why would one want to backtrack 
to Dubai to go from Delhi to Ho Chi Minh 
City (formerly Saigon)? 

The Qantas alliance has resulted in the 
table shown at the top of the next page 
These flights are Qantas, as the arrow 
clearly means Codeshare. I think the full 
Qantas domestic timetable is included. 

The number of flights operated must make 
Qantas executives weep. On page 4, upper 
left, is a summary of Emirates’ daily one 
way services – all wide body – to the UK 
from Dubai: 

So can we estimate what proportion of 
Emirate’s business derives from Australia/

NZ. On page 4 (right) is a summary of 
daily one way flights to Dubai. One flight 
ex Sydney (Bangkok) and one ex Mel-
bourne (Singapore) makes a stop en route. 

The interesting thing here is the number of 
flights to/from Perth. If you book Qantas 
Perth to London you’ll travel on an Emir-

ates flight to Dubai and quite likely the 
whole way. 

So multiplying by two for the other direc-
tion and by seven to get weekly, Australia 
accounts for 168 flights per week or 6% of 
Emirates business. The true figure in reve-
nue terms would be much higher, partly 

Where do all the passengers come from? 
By JIM WELLS 
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because Australian flights would be longer 
than average and partly because almost all 
Australian business would have travel to 
the west of Dubai, mainly to/from Europe. 

I have heard it said that Emirates are going 
to devote 30 A380’s to the Australian mar-
ket alone. 

Wiki suggests that Emirates is very strong 
in the south Asia to America market. 
Here’s a summary of daily one way flights 
to North America. Sorry, but that doesn’t 
account for too much of the business. 

Emirates is certainly strong in South and 
East Asia. Most cities have between three 
and five flights a day. Why this is so is 
curious as airlines based in Asia can all 
offer non stop services to Europe. 

The mystery remains. Perhaps one day I’ll 
find the time to examine the timetable in 
detail and confirm Wiki’s 3,000 flights a 
week. One way to do it would be to 
download all 19 pages of departure infor-
mation off Dubai Airport’s web site. 

But wait, there’s more. There’s another 
Dubai based airline competing with Emir-
ates – Fly Dubai – with 30 Boeing B737-
800’s. Destinations are short range but do 
extend to Europe. 

More significant for us Australians is an 
airline based just 120 km away in Abu 
Dhabi – Etihad Airways. Like Emirates it 
is a full service international airline and 
serves Australia. So keen are they on Aus-
tralia they have bought naming rights to a 
sports stadium in Melbourne (see August 

2013 The Times). They don’t appear to 
have a downloadable PDF timetable. From 
Sydney they have eleven flights a week to 
Abu Dhabi; Melbourne seven. Because 
they code share with Virgin Australia, the 
latter airline’s flights are also shown in 
their on line system. They have a 10% 
holding in the Australian airline. Virgin 
Australia has three flight s a week Sydney 
– Abu Dhabi, none Melbourne. 

Also in this space is Qatar Airways who 
serve Perth and Melbourne. They don’t 
have a PDF either. 
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A  FLICKR USER HAS UP-
loaded some interesting pictures of 
North Korea’s railway system. 

These pictures show some North Korean 
entrepreneurs have co-opted unused rail-
way assets for private economic activity: 

This form of transport is known as 
“Torure” (도루레), and I recently had the 
chance to speak with a former resident of 
North Hamgyong Province who was able 
to share some of the basic details of how 
the operation works. 

“Torure” train carts are built by de-facto 
private businessmen.  They transport pas-
sengers and cargo along railway tracks and 
are very common in North Hamgyong 
Province. Individuals pay a fare for the 
ride to the “conductor”. From the fees, the 
conductor takes his wages, covers the cost 
of the cart, and pays his operating costs, 
which includes safe passage payments to 
Korean People’s Army soldiers stationed 
every 3km along the tracks. Unfortunately, 
I was unable to learn how much the sol-
diers are paid and how these quantities are 
determined. 

There is no posted schedule of when the 
carts leave or the routes they travel, but I 
am told departures and coverage are regu-
lar and wide enough that travel is popular 
and easy. 

The cart itself is simple piece of technol-
ogy.  It rolls downhill and is slowed by a 
friction brake system by the conductor. At 
the bottom of one hill, all the passengers 
will disembark and help push the cart up 
the next hill. Additionally, if a train is 
coming, all the passengers will help move 
the cart off the tracks so the train can pass. 

Travel by this system is also convenient 
because passengers will not need to furnish 

a formal travel permit. As long as they can 
afford the fee, they are free to travel. 

This article appeared in NK*NEWS.ORG 
which is a US based privately owned sub-
scription website focussed on North Korea. 
(This article was free.) 

Original article is at:  http://
www.nknews.org/2013/06/north-koreas-

torure-rail-transport-system/  accessed on 
20/6/13. 

Three photos in the article are attributed to 
Siyang Xue who has posted them on Flickr 
at  http://www.flickr.com/photos/bg2axk/
with/8746623585/  (This Flickr collection 
also contains some very good photos of 
Chinese and DPRK trains and buses.) 

North Korea’s “Torure” Rail Transport System 
By CURTIS MELVIN, courtesy DAVID CRANNEY 

I 
N THE JUNE EDITION OF THE TIMES, 
I read the article on "Long Trains" by 
Jim Wells. About the middle of the 

2nd column, Jim makes mention of the 
reason for the front 4 cars of a Intercity 
Train stopping at Cowan. 

He claims it is so as not to go past the Sig-
nal protecting the Crossover and for the 
difficulty that would render to the Guard. 

I would like to point out that this situation 

happens on the Down Main at Redfern, 
where a 8car V set will stop past the Signal 
at the Country End of the Platform. 

The Guard would know by the position of 
where the train has Stopped on the Plat-
form that the Signal was set to proceed and 
will not be concerned that the signal is now 
at Stop. 

I spoke to Michael Smith at the meeting on 
Saturday [3-Aug-2013], the reason for 

Intercity trains to stop with the front 4cars 
on the Platform at Cowan is due to the 
Pedestrian crossing. Michael says, this 
prevents "would be" passengers from try-
ing to dash across the tracks and climbing 
underneath the stopped Intercity train. 

So, Jim was right in the first instance in his 
article when he said it was as a result of the 
pedestrian crossing 

Looong trains 

A Letter from SCOTT FERRIS 
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Great Northern Summer 1947 Timetable 
BY STREAMLINER MEMORIES, courtesy of TONY BAILEY 

T 
HE STREAMLINED EMPIRE 
Builder was introduced in February, 
1947, so this is the first summer 

timetable featuring that train. A full 21 
pages of this 44-page booklet are devoted 
to Great Northern trains (including con-
necting Burlington and SP&S trains), 
partly because 9 of those pages are used to 
present the Chicago-Seattle route of the 
Empire Builder and Oriental Limited in 
excruciating detail.  

A dozen more pages have more than 80 
timetables for local trains, one of which 
(Wenatchee to Mansfield, WA) went only 
on Wednesdays and Sundays; another 
(Evansville to Elbow Lake, MN) only on 
Tuesdays; and other schedules were freight 
only. There are a few timetables for buses 
and one for the Lake Chelan (WA) Boat 
Company.  

The back cover of the timetable advertises 
the duplex roomette, claiming “the New 
Empire Builder is the first post-war train to 
provide the improved Duplex Roomette.” 
Pullman first introduced duplex roomettes 
in 1942, but the 1947 versions are appar-
ently “improved.” “This private room ac-
commodation is intended for one passen-
ger only,” says the ad, “and should not be 
confused with the Roomette, which is lar-
ger and more costly.” Roomettes, which 
were only slightly larger than duplex 
roomettes, would not be available on any 
Great Northern train until the 1951 Mid-
Century Empire Builder.  

Another ad in the timetable promises that, 
in addition to the streamlined Empire 
Builder, the GN will soon streamline its 
Seattle-Vancouver trains. The ad says 
these will be called “Puget Sounders,” but 
of course, they were actually called the 
Internationals. Other ads encourage pas-
sengers to stop off at Glacier Park; de-
scribe food and beverages sold by on-
board “train salesmen” (“Meat sandwich . . 
. 20¢” or $2 today); promote GM's “fast, 
dependable” freight service; and make 
passengers aware of a variety of other 
trains and services.  

The rest of the booklet includes four pages 
of connecting train schedules; six pages of 
general information such as an index to 
every station mentioned in the timetables 
and a list of GN ticket agents; three pages 
describing the equipment on major GN 
trains; a two-page centerfold map of the 
Great Northern system and connections; 
and four pages providing fares on board 
GN trains.  

Train travel wasn’t cheap in 1947. The 
round-trip coach fare from Chicago to 
Seattle or Portland was $76.20, which 
sounds reasonable but is nearly $800 in 
today’s money. This doesn’t include a 15 
percent federal excise tax, which brings the 
total to $87.63 or more than $900 today. 
By comparison, summer coach fares on 
Amtrak today are under $600.  

Sleeping car passengers had to pay a first-
class fare, which was $114.25, nearly 

$1,200 in today’s money, plus a fare to the 
Pullman company that depended on the 
accommodation, starting at $13.90 each 
way for an upper berth rising to as much as 
$43.35 for a drawing room, plus tax. The 
total cost, including tax, for someone tak-
ing a duplex roomette round trip would be 
$177.15, or more than $1,800 today. In-
cluding the basic fares, a “Superliner 
roomette” on Amtrak today, which can fit 
two people, would cost about $1,486 round 
trip for one and $2,080 for two, and those 
prices include all meals in the diner.  

The 1947 timetable also lists 
“intermediate-class” fares, which I pre-
sume were paid by people who wanted to 
ride in “tourist sleepers.” These were avail-
able on the Oriental Limited but not the 
streamlined Empire Builder and consisted 
of cars with 32 upper and lower berths, 
which meant passengers could expect to 
find the washrooms more crowded than in 
other sleeping cars. The round-trip fare, 
including the Pullman charge and tax, for 
someone willing to settle for an upper 
berth was $129, or around $1,350 today. 
(Needless to say, Amtrak fares are subsi-
dized and would probably be much higher 
without those subsidies.)  

So rail was not exactly a bargain consider-
ing that round-trip air fares between Chi-
cago and Seattle today are under $500 and 
even first-class fares are under $900. How-
ever, in 1947, air fares tended to be about 
double rail fares.  
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The Man Who Never Returned 
By a cast of thousands, including JACKIE STEINER, WALTER A O’BRIEN,  
THE KINGSTON TRIO and WIKIPEDIA, compiled with commentary by Geoff 
Lambert 

L 
ET ME TELL YOU THE STORY  
of a man named Charlie  
On a dark and fateful day 
He put ten cents in his pocket 

and he kissed his loving family 
And he went to ride the MTA. 
 
Did he ever return? No, he never returned 
And his fate is still unlearned 
He may ride forever ‘neath the streets of 
Boston 
He's the man who never returned. 
 

Chorus 
 

Charlie handed in his dime at the Kendall 
Square Station, 
And he changed for Jamaica Plain 
When he got there the conductor told 
him, ‘One more nickel′ 
Charlie couldn't get off the train. 
 

Chorus 
 

As his train rolled on through greater 
Boston 
Charlie looked around and sighed 
“Well, I'm sore and disgusted and I'm 
absolutely busted 
I guess this is my last long ride.” 
 

Chorus 
 

Now all night long Charlie rode through 
the tunnels, 
Saying, “What will become of me? 
Oh, how can I afford to see my sister in 
Chelsea 
Or my brother in Roxbury?” 
 

Chorus 
 

“I can't help,” said the conductor 
“I'm just working for a living but I sure 
agree with you 
For the nickels and dimes you'll be 
spending in Boston 
You'd be better off in Timbuktu.” 
 

Chorus 
 

Charlie's wife goes down to the Scollay 
Square Station 
Every day at a quarter past two 
And through the open window she hands 
Charlie a sandwich 
As his train goes rumbling through. 
 

Chorus 
 

Now, citizens of Boston, don't you think it 
is a scandal 
That the people have to pay and pay? 
Join Walter A. O'Brien and fight the fare 

increase 
Get poor Charlie off that MTA! 
 
Did he ever return? No, he never returned 
And his fate is still unlearned 
He may ride forever ‘neath the streets of 
Boston 
He's the man who never returned. 

This well-known folk song about Charlie 
on the M.T.A. is actually entitled 
“M.T.A.,” which stands for Metropolitan 
Transit Authority, the predecessor of to-
day's MBTA. The song was written as a 
campaign song for the 1949 Boston may-
oral race of Walter A. O'Brien, Jr. O'Brien 
was the candidate of the Progressive Party, 
and the song was meant to call attention to 
O'Brien's opposition to the recent fare 
increase, which saw subway riders charged 
an extra nickel to exit trains at stops above 
ground. That's the reason for the last verse 
of the song. 

Most of the lyrics of the song were written 
by Jackie Steiner, a young O'Brien sup-
porter and classically-trained vocalist who 
had just discovered folk music. Bess 
Hawes, another O'Brien supporter and 
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member of a famous folk song-collecting 
family, contributed the song's most intrigu-
ing verse, about Charlie’s wife. 

Hawes also chose the tune, setting the 
lyrics to the melody of a song she had sung 
as a member of the Almanac Singers called 
“The Train That Never Returned,” which 
itself was based on a Civil War-era song, 
“The Ship That Never Returned.” 

Despite its popularity, “M.T.A.” didn't do 
much to help O'Brien's campaign fortunes. 
He finished last in the field of five candi-
dates, As the years went by, O'Brien's cam-
paign song continued to charm all who 
heard it. A former O'Brien campaign vol-
unteer taught it to folk singer Will Holt, 
who recorded it for Coral Records in 1957. 
Upon its release, “M.T.A.” seemed well on 
its way to becoming a hit, quickly climbing 
the music charts. But radio stations sud-
denly stopped playing the song and record 
stores refused to stock it after receiving 
complaints, especially in the Boston area, 
that the song glorified a “radical” - because 
in 1955, O'Brien, his wife, and other Pro-
gressive Party members had been accused 
by Massachusetts′ version of the House 
Committee on Un-American Activities of 
being “Communists or Communist sympa-
thizers.”  

In 1959 the Kingston Trio recorded 
“M.T.A.” Mindful of what happened two 
years earlier, however, they changed the 
name of the political candidate mentioned 
at the end of the song from the real Walter 
to a fictional “George” O'Brien. Without 
Walter O'Brien's name, the controversy 
disappeared and the single of “M.T.A.” 
reached #15 on the Billboard chart, and the 
album on which it appeared reached #1.  

Since then, “M.T.A.” has become a part of 
American folklore, sung around campfires 
and recorded by artists from all over the 
world in styles ranging from folk to funk 
and rock to reggae. 

Jackie Steiner and Bess Lomax Hawes, 
who wrote “M.T.A.” went on to have long 
and successful careers performing, teach-
ing and collecting folk music. Hawes died 
in 2009, and Al Katz of the Boston Peoples 
Artists died in 1997. But Steiner and the 
other surviving members of the group have 
fond memories of Walter O'Brien, and are 
proud of the progressive politics they 
shared and in the role they played in creat-
ing the folk classic known as “Charlie and 
the MTA.” 

The CharlieCard is a MIFARE-based, 
contactless, stored value smart card used 
for electronic ticketing as part of the Auto-
mated Fare Collection (AFC) system in-
stalled by the MBTA at its stations and on 

its vehicles. The CharlieCard was made 
available to the general public beginning 
December 4, 2006. The last metal token 
was sold on December 6, 2006, at Govern-
ment Center station. 

One of the rejected names for the farecard 
system was "The Fare Cod", a pun on both 
the way locals might pronounce "Card" 
and the fish that was once integral to the 
Massachusetts economy, and also a refer-
ence to other transit cards named for ocean 
animals, such as London's Oyster and 
Hong Kong's Octopus. Another rejected 
name was T Go card with the T being the 
symbol for the MBTA. 

The CharlieCard can store value (keep a 
cash balance) and hold a combination of 
time-based passes which allow unlimited 
rides during a set period of time. Passen-
gers use the plastic, RFID-based Charlie-
Card by tapping it flat against a target on a 
gate or a vehicle farebox. If left in a wallet, 
the card can usually be read when the wal-
let is placed on the reader. The entire card 
must be completely flat against the target 
or else the system might double-charge the 
customer. The gate or farebox then either 
automatically debits the cost of the passen-
ger's ride, or verifies that the card has a 
valid transfer or that the card has a pass 
that is valid for travel at the given time and 
location. Transit riders can add value or a 
monthly pass to their cards at machines 
located at MBTA stations and vehicles, 
MBTA ticket offices, retail sales terminals 
at select outlets and online. 

The original CharlieCards showed no expi-
ration date, but they did expire without 
warning five years after they were first 
activated. The first cards began expiring 
around November 2011. Users may tap 
their cards at a kiosk to find information on 
the expiration date; this information is not 
available online. To replace an expired 
CharlieCard, users must go to the Down-
town Crossing pass sales office during 
weekday business hours, or mail the card 
to the MBTA. Money left on the expired 
card can be moved to the replacement card. 
This policy is in violation of Massachusetts 
Gift Certificate Law because a Stored 
Value CharlieCard fits the definition of an 
electronic card with a banked dollar value, 
yet currently there is no telephone or inter-
net way for a customer to learn their bal-
ance, so Stored Value CharlieCards are 
supposed to never expire, according to the 
law, even though they currently expire for 
non-use. 

At present, CharlieCards work on the 
Mata's subway and bus services, most of 
which were converted in 2006. They were 
originally expected to be usable on MBTA 
commuter rail and ferry boat services by 

December 2008, with testing on the Com-
muter Rail originally planned for summer 
2008. However, testing has been pushed 
back to 2009, and full implementation is 
not expected until 2011.CharlieCards will 
not be accepted on THE RIDE. However 
in early 2013 the MBTA has failed to im-
plement CharlieCard service on the com-
muter rail or ferry service. 

CharlieCards are gradually being expanded 
to the other transit authorities in Massachu-
setts. with testing on the Commuter Rail 
originally planned for summer 2008. 

The automated fare collection equipment is 
also compatible with the Mata's Charli-
eTicket, a paper card with a magnetic 
stripe that operates as a stored-value card 
or time-period (monthly, weekly, or daily) 
pass. The MBTA first implemented the 
stored-value CharlieTicket on the Silver 
Line in February 2005. The ticket is in-
serted into a slot in the gate or farebox, the 
fare is deducted, and the remaining balance 
is displayed on a small screen. The ticket is 
then returned to the rider even if there is no 
remaining value. 

Charlie Cards can be reloaded and Charli-
eTickets can be purchased and reloaded at 
Fare Vending Machines (FVMs) in con-
verted stations and elsewhere in the system 
including buses. All FVMs accept credit 
and debit cards; most also accept cash and 
coins, including the discontinued MBTA 
tokens. The AFC fareboxes on buses and 
light rail trains accept CharlieCards, 
Change Tickets, CharlieTickets, cash (up 
to $20 bills), coins, and MBTA tokens. 
When customers pay with cash on the bus, 
they may receive their change on a 
"ChangeTicket". 

The MBTA gives a discount for Charlie-
Card users that began with the fare in-
crease that took effect on January 1, 2007, 
and continuing with the July 1, 2012 in-
crease. For example, a subway or trolley 
ride costs $2 with a CharlieCard but $2.50 
with a CharlieTicket or cash. Local bus 
riders get a $0.50 discount with a Charlie-
Card ($1.50 vs. $2), express bus riders pay 
an extra $1 or $1.50 depending on the 
route, and similar surcharges had been 
planned for commuter rail, and harbor 
ferries, but not THE RIDE. The MBTA 
also plans to continue providing the cards 
themselves free of charge, at pass offices, 
at stations throughout the system, at local 
retailers, and online. 

There is also a senior citizen/disabled citi-
zen Charlie pass, with reduced fares for 
qualifying individuals, called a "Senior/
TAP" (Transportation Access Pass) Char-
lieCard. Middle school and high school 
students also can obtain a discounted Char-
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I 
N A COMPLEX AND INGENIOUS 
pattern, the subway had spread out 
from a focus at Park Street. A shunt 

connected the Lechmere line with the Ash-
mont for trains southbound, and with the 
Forest Hills line for those northbound. 
Harvard and Brookline had been linked 
with a tunnel that passed through Kenmore 
Under, and during rush hours every other 
train was switched through the Kenmore 
Branch back to Egleston. The Kenmore 
Branch joined the Maverick Tunnel near 
Fields Corner. It climbed a hundred feet in 
two blocks to connect Copley Over with 
Scollay Square; then it dipped down again 
to join the Cambridge line at Boylston. The 
Boylston shuttle had finally tied together 
the seven principal lines on four different 
levels. It went into service, you remember, 
on March 3rd. After that, a train could 
travel from any one station to any other 
station in the whole system.  

There were two hundred twenty-seven 
trains running the subways every weekday, 
and they carried about a million and a half 
passengers. The Cambridge-Dorchester 
train that disappeared on March 4th was 
Number 86. Nobody missed it at first. Dur-
ing the evening rush, the traffic was a little 
heavier than usual on that line. But a 
crowd is a crowd. The ad posters at the 
Forest Hills yards looked for 86 about 
7:30, but neither of them mentioned its 
absence until three days later. The control-
ler at the Milk Street Cross-Over called the 
Harvard checker for an extra train after 
the hockey game that night, and the Har-
vard checker relayed the call to the yards. 
The dispatcher there sent out 87, which 
had been put to bed at ten o'clock, as 
usual. He didn't notice that 86 was miss-
ing.  

It was near the peak of the rush the next 
morning that Jack O'Brien, at the Park 
Street Control, called Warren Sweeney at 
the Forest Hills yards and told him to put 
another train on the Cambridge run. 
Sweeney was short, so he went to the 
board and scanned it for a spare train and 
crew. Then, for the first time, he noticed 
that Gallagher had not checked out the 
night before. He put the tag up and left a 
note. Gallagher was due on at ten. At ten-
thirty, Sweeney was down looking at the 
board again, and he noticed Gallagher's 
tag still up, and the note where he had left 
it. He groused to the checker and asked if 
Gallagher had come in late. The checker 
said he hadn't seen Gallagher at all that 
morning. Then Sweeney wanted to know 
who was running 86? A few minutes later 
he found that Darin's card was still up, 

although it was Darin's day off. It was 
11:30 before he finally realized that he had 
lost a train.  

The title of the story borrows from the 
famous Tennessee Williams play, A Street-
car Named Desire which was produced 
three years before this story was published. 

Plot: After the completion of a new addi-
tion to a subway system, the Boylston 
Shuttle, making the system completely 
closed, one of the trains disappears, with 
more than 300 passengers on board. A 
mathematician named Tupelo says that 
because the system is closed and intercon-
nected, the subway must still be there, but 
in the 4th dimension. An investigation 
turns up nothing. Months later, Tupelo 
boards a subway car, and doesn’t notice for 
several minutes that the newspapers the 
passengers are reading are months old. 
Train 86 has returned and the passengers 
have no idea that any extra time has 
elapsed. 

The germ of the plot of this story rests in 
the "Möbius strip" so-called because its 

properties were first carefully analyzed by 
a German mathematician, August Ferdi-
nand Mobius, in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury. In the story, the name is spelled Mo-
bius, because magazine printers usually 
didn’t have type of an "o" with two dots 
over it, a symbol that belongs in the Ger-
man alphabet. 

You can easily construct a Mobius strip 
(right) for yourself. Take a piece of ordi-
nary note paper about eleven inches long 
and cut a strip half an inch wide. Bend it in 
a circle so that the two short edges overlap. 
Give one of the ends a single twist and 
then paste them together so that the bottom 
side of one end adjoins the top side of the 
other.  

The Mobius strip possesses only one side. 
If you make a pencil mark along the strip 
anywhere and keep drawing that mark till 
you return to the starting point, you will 
find the mark on the side that seems below 
as well as on that which seems above. The 
single side is both below and above. For 
the same reason, the Möbius strip pos-

A Subway named Mobius 
A.J. DEUTSCH and ISAAC ASIMOV with commentary by GEOFF LAMBERT 
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sesses only one edge. 

The properties of the Möbius strip are an 
example of the sort of thing studied in that 
branch of mathematics called "topology." 
The study of topology leads into the dis-
covery and analysis of all kinds of figures 
very different from the common ones of 
everyday life, Their properties are so un-
usual that it is easy to imagine that you 
could build a subway network so compli-
cated that its properties would be paradoxi-
cal in the fashion of the Mobius strip, only 
more so. 

In 1950, when Deutsch (who died in 1969) 
wrote the story, he was in the Astronomy 
Department at Harvard University. Natu-
rally, then, he wrote the story about the 
Boston subway system. Look at the maps 
of the Boston subway system (which is by 
no means as complicated as that of New 
York) and follow the references in the 
story, available by email from The Times 
Editor. Did Deutsch exaggerate the com-
plexity of the system? Could the system, 
however complex, develop the kind of 
topological oddness Deutsch describes? 

There is an odd coincidence in the story 
that has nothing to do with the story itself 
and that Deutsch could not have planned. 
One of the chief characters in the story is 
Kelvin Whyte. Well, in 1967, Boston 
elected a man named Kelvin White as 
mayor and he is still in that office as I 
(Isaac Asimov, 1972) write this. 

History and timetables: The history of 
the Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority (MBTA) spans two centuries, 
starting with one of the oldest railroads in 
the US. Development of mass transporta-
tion both followed existing economic and 
population patterns, and helped shape 
those patterns. 

The predecessor of many of today’s 
MBTA lines, was the Boston Elevated 
Railway, colloquially known as the BERy. 
It was formerly known as the West End 
Street Railway. The rapid transit lines have 
evolved into the Red, Blue and Orange 
Lines. The only streetcars that remain are 
the various branches of the Green Line and 
the Ashmont-Mattapan High Speed Line; 
the rest have been converted to buses. 

The BERy and, indeed its successor the 
MTA, did not publish public timetables, 
but there seem to have been Employee 
Schedules. On page 14 is a Starter's Time-
table for the Main Line prior to the Forest 
Hills and Everett Extensions. Look and 
you'll see that there are ten trains in differ-
ent directions scheduled at the same Tower 
(C) all inside nine minutes, some at the 
same time. They even have trains depart-
ing on the half minute. There are a total of  
189 trains departing between 8 AM and 9 
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AM, with 2262 departures for the day. 

Boston's subway was the first in the United 
States and is often called "America's First 
Subway" by the MBTA and others. In 
1897 and 1898, the Tremont Street Sub-
way opened as the core of the precursor to 
the Green Line:— the line that was to fea-
ture in A subway named Mobius.  

In 1947, the newly formed Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority (MTA) pur-
chased and took over the subway, elevated, 
streetcar, and bus operations from the 
BERy. The original MTA district consisted 
of 14 cities and towns — Arlington, Bel-
mont, Boston, Brookline, Cambridge, 
Chelsea, Everett, Malden, Medford, Mil-
ton, Newton, Revere, Somerville and Wa-
tertown.  Deutsch wrote his story a year 
later. A 1962 timetable for the Matappan-
Ashmont high speed trolley appears on our 
page 13. 

The last two streetcar lines running into the 
Pleasant Street Portal of the Tremont Street 
Subway were substituted with buses in 
1953 and 1962, and the portal has since 
been covered over by a public park. It is—
hopefully—no longer possible for a train to 
disappear down a worm-hole. 

On August 3, 1964, the MBTA succeeded 
the MTA, with an enlarged service area of 
78 cities and towns. A 79th community 
(Maynard) joined in or before 1972 and 
left in or after 1976. The MBTA was 
formed partly to subsidize existing com-
muter rail operations, provided at that time 
by three private railroad companies — the 
Boston and Maine Railroad, the New York 
Central Railroad (via the Boston and Al-
bany Railroad) and the New York, New 
Haven and Hartford Railroad — with the 
B&M running the north-side lines and the 
NYC and NYNH&H (both merged into 
Penn Central in 1968, and taken over by 
Conrail in 1976) on the south side. The 
MBTA soon began to subsidize the compa-
nies, and acquired the lines in stages from 
1973 through 1976, but with major cut-
backs in service and coverage area. Since 
then, many of these lines have seen service 
return, most notably the Old Colony Rail-
road (NYNH&H) lines to the South Shore. 

Today, timetables are still of the ABC 
type, showing just frequency of departures; 
an example appears on our page 14 
(bottom). 

As with most transit systems today,  pas-
sengers relay on their apps and MBTA's 
own real-time service web-sites, an exam-
ple of which appears at right. It seems that 
#86 is still rumbling around subterranean 
Boston– and it appears to be carrying most 
of the extant copies of the old timetables 
with it. 

Editor’s note: Next month we are off to 
Boston to ride the subway and see all of 
this for ourselves. 

We shall return…...I hope. 

 

 

 

Boston MBTA Schedules and Maps

 Subway PDF Map 
 Subway PDF Schedule 
 Green Line Schedule 

All PDFs can be viewed with Adobe Acrobat Reader 
version 4.0 or higher.  

Service Alerts 

Green Line: 1 Current 1 Upcoming  
 

 
Delay: Green Line B branch experiencing 
minor delays due to disappearing train #86 

 

Accessibility: Escalator 390 SOUTH 
STATION - Outbound Platform to 2nd Level 
Lobby out of service due to scheduled 
repairs. 

 

Accessibility: Escalator 389 SOUTH 
STATION - Outbound Platform to CSA Area 
out of service due to scheduled repairs.  

Click here for all service alerts 
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