
When the Rails Hummed the “SPIRIT OF CULVER”  

And You Could “Get Here From There”  

Part One ~ The Early Decades  

Robert B.D. Hartman  

By-mid morning, a long 
line of charter busses, empty 
tubes of polished stainless steel, 
aluminum, and glass, began to 
pull into designated parking slots 
west of Logansport Gate. By 1:30 
pm, they would be filled with 
jubilant cadets and co-eds and 
heading toward toll roads, the 
interstate highway system, and 

the four-lane highway stretching to South Bend and Indianapolis . At Sally 
Port, several stretch limousines were clearing a departure with the 
Commandant’s Office and preparing to rush foreign travelers to O’Hare for 
flights to far away places with strange sounding names. Culver was on the 
move.  

It was not always that easy. Under a boldly titled paragraph 
“Accessibility,” the 1897 Academy catalog noted that Culver “is on the 
Vandalia-Pennsylvania Railway and is of easy access from the great railroad 
centers of Chicago , St. Louis, Indianapolis, Cincinnati, Columbus and 
Toledo,” and “thirty-three miles from Logansport and South Bend” and 
“about a mile west of the village of Culver with a population of a few 
hundred.” Of considerable importance to anyone searching through a map 
was the notation that “The town until recently had the name Marmont, but as 
a mark of appreciation for his generosity to the community, the name was 
changed to that of the founder of the school.”  

By the 1890s Indiana was a veritable network of railroads. Some were 
majors; others little more than short line enterprises connecting towns 
hoping to boost their images. A few were entrepreneurial expedients built by 
communities who had no other way to move local raw materials to a market.  



The town of Logansport 
south of Culver was crucial to 
the development of the Academy 
since it served both as a major 
rail hub and repair yard for three 
main railroads, the Wabash, the 
Pennsylvania , and the Vandalia 
(later a branch of the 
Pennsylvania ). The Wabash 
connected with St. Louis , 
Detroit and Toledo , the 
Pennsylvania with Chicago , 
Columbus , and Cincinnati . The 
Vandalia served St. Louis , Terre Haute , and when it pushed up the west 
side of Lake Maxinkuckee into Marmont in 1883, the lake community had 
its “southern connection.” A year later the Vandalia reached South Bend , 
connecting with the New York Central thus providing a transfer point to 
Marmont/Culver bound passengers. Another major east-west line, the Nickel 
Plate, stopped only two miles north of the school at Hibbard.  

The Vandalia Railroad proved to be the essential ingredient in the 
Academy’s early growth and history. Only four months after opening, the 
school’s hotel headquarters burned to the ground. No lives were lost and the 
47cadets were parceled out to faculty and local residents until the end of the 
school year.  

Henry Harrison Culver immediately contacted architect Albert Knell 
and the following morning the two men departed on the Wabash Line for 
Indiana . Culver later recounted that after he and Knell boarded the train, 
they settled at one of the tables in the dining car and laid out the basic design 
for Main Barrack. They conceptualized a three-story structure of “brick, 

stone, steel, and iron” suitable 
for ninety cadets.  

After surveying the 
construction site, they 
returned to St. Louis to detail 
the plan. It was the first of 
many round trips during the 
next seven months of 



construction as owner and architect fine-tuned the Academy’s requirements. 
Its opening was inauspicious. Cadets occupied only a third of the available 
beds and there were serious doubts regarding the longevity of the school.  

The tragic, but saving grace for the struggling school on Lake 
Maxinkuckee came on the night of September 24, 1896, when fire swept 
across the campus of the six-year-old Missouri Military Academy in Mexico 
, Missouri . Colonel Alexander Frederick Fleet, the superintendent, was left 
with a small faculty and student body of over 80 cadets and his major 
buildings totally destroyed.  

Culver acted quickly and extended an invitation to Fleet to bring his 
entire retinue to Indiana . To sweeten the offer, Culver made no claims on 
monies Fleet had collected for MMAs first semester and permitted him to 
pocket the first semester tuition for any students he brought to Indiana .  
Culver chartered a three-car train, two for passengers and the other for 
whatever baggage and personal possessions had been saved and assumed all 
moving expenses of his faculty and student body.  

On the evening of 
October 5, 1896, curious 
onlookers at the Marmont 
depot watched as a staff of five 
officers and 72 cadets arrived 
and moved to the lake pier to 
board the two waiting 
steamboats for the short trip to 
the Academy.  

One of Fleet’s first tasks was to employ a commandant of cadets and 
in mid-January of 1897, just six months after graduating from the Virginia 
Military Institute, Leigh R. Gignilliat reported for duty. His journey to the 

Academy seemed destined to prove that you can get 
here from there.  

He traveled by train from his home in Savannah 
to Atlanta , then transferred at Chattanooga and again 
at Nashville until he reached Cincinnati on January 12, 
1897. Three more legs remained – to Indianapolis via 
the Cleveland , Cincinnati , Chicago , and St. Louis 



Railroad, then to Logansport on the Pennsylvania , and finally, Marmont 
aboard the Vandalia Line.  

         It was snowing when the evening train arrived at Marmont on January 
13, 1897. In the winter darkness Gignilliat was greeted by two Cadet 
Captains, Donald Smith and Gordon Cox. He seemed unperturbed that no 
horse-drawn livery – or even a baggage sled – was available to negotiate the 
mile-long trek to the Academy. Shivering in the thin overcoat he had worn 
from Savannah , he and his baggage-laden cadet escort pushed through 
knee-deep snow along the Vandalia’s right-of-way toward the school.  

         Little did Gignilliat realize that in two months that same railroad would 
be a key to the Academy’s first public relations success – the formation of 
the Black Horse Troop. In March, the first horses purchased from the First 
City Cavalry in Cleveland were off-loaded from the Academy’s rail spur 
north of the campus. Within hours, the Culver Black Horse Troop was 
designated by Gignilliat as the Academy’s showpiece unit. In early May, the 
new troop entrained for its first formal appearance before the Grand Army of 
the Republic encampment in Richmond , Indiana . Major Gignilliat was 
determined to prove that cadets – and horses, too, could get there from here! 
The train established that as a fact and opened the door for more of 
Gignilliat’s productions.  

         He wasted little time making it known throughout the Midwest that the 
Corps of Cadets was prepared to appear at fairs and national celebrations. 
The first opportunity to show the entire corps of 151 cadets came when they 
marched in the Chicago Peace Jubilee celebrating the U.S. victory in the 
Spanish-American War. The cadets traveled on a chartered Nickel Plate 
train, arriving at the Dearborn Street Station in time to make a fine 
appearance during their march through the city.  



         While Gignilliat was intent on proving that it was easy to reach Culver, 
he was also about to get an opportunity to demonstrate how simple it was for 
cadets to leave. On October 30, 1900, over one hundred members of the 
corps, in violation of an Academy regulation, went to the town depot to bid 
goodbye to two cadets who had been dismissed earlier in the day. Gignilliat, 
riding his horse, 
Airy, rounded 
them up and 
summarily 
dismissed 105 for  
being Absent 
Without Official 
Leave. 
Throughout the 
day of November 
2, the Vandalia 
telegrapher tapped out the following message: “Your son leaves for home 
today. Expect him next train. Letter follows later with full explanation.” It 
was signed “A.F. Fleet” and sent to each parent collect! Gignilliat had acted 
and the boys would leave.  

         There were seven daily trains through Culver, each stopping for 30 
minutes so passengers could stretch their legs and get a snack at a local 
restaurant. As they climbed off, they found the platform thronged with boys 
in civilian clothes preparing to depart. By the time they reboarded, they all 
knew that Major Gignilliat just “kicked out” half the boys in the school! The 
word spread quickly up and down the line about that military school in 
northern Indiana that stood for no nonsense! Though it was not publicized 
outside the Academy community, all but 15 or 16 ringleaders were 
reinstated and re-enrolled before Christmas!  



         In May of 1904, 
the corps, now 304 
strong, entrained for 
St. Louis to participate 
in the festivities 
surrounding the 
Louisiana Exposition. 
Already recognized for 
their military presence 

during Admiral Dewey’s visit in 1900, the cadets did not disappoint the 
crowds. For several days they participated in parades, reviews, and social 
functions to the delight of the spectators and obvious satisfaction of the 
Culver family – and the spotlight it put on their Wrought Iron Range 
Company.  

         They were so pleased with the reception that they sponsored a trip to 
the Exposition for the cadets of the two-year-old Naval School during the 
summer of 1904. 

         It provided Gignilliat the first big 
opportunity to show off his 200 dry-land 
sailors and he responded with a flourish. 
They departed on a Vandalia “Culver 
Special” along with four of their twenty-
eight-foot cutters. At the Exposition Park 
, the boys toured the exhibits and 
entertained visitors with a series of parades and naval exhibitions on the 
man-made lagoons. Again it was the railroad that made another of 
Gignilliat’s off-campus pageants possible.  

         Historically, the most remarkable train trip came in the summer of 
1907. Jamestown , Virginia was celebrating its tri-centennial with a widely 



publicize international exposition. The ever-creative Gignilliat believed the 
Jamestown Exposition would provide Academy students and its programs 
the widest possible audience since visitors from around the world were 
expected.  

         With the blessing and financial support of the Culver family, Gignilliat 
promoted the excursion extensively during the winter of 1896-97. His skills 
as a publicist were growing rapidly and when the summer program opened 
in June, a record 374 midshipman and troopers were registered! They spent 
the next six weeks in a frenzy of preparation. The adventure would, of 
course, be by train and would be a logistical exercise of sizeable dimension!  

         A single train would not be enough for this expedition. With the 
precision of a military maneuver, Captains Robert Rossow and “Duke” 
Kennedy were dispatched with the first of two trains before dawn on the 
morning of August 19, 1907. Their section was composed of three baggage 
cars carrying suitcases, camping gear, tents, a mobile field mess, artillery 
pieces, and rifles while three palace horse cars carried 48 mounts, saddles, 
cavalry tack, the hostlers, Rossow and Kennedy. Once they reached 
Jamestown , they set up a camp, exercised the horses, and awaited the 
passengers from the second train.  

         The second “Culver Special” 
was composed of 10 Pullmans and 
a baggage car and was the longest 
Vandalia train ever to travel the 
33 miles from Culver to 
Logansport . In addition to the 374 
boys from the Naval and Cavalry 

schools, the quarter-mile long train carried E.R. Culver, son of the founder, 
his mother, Emily Jane, Major and Mrs. Gignilliat, Captains Glascock, 
Greiner, Bays, Noble, and Miss Stewart, the Academy nurse.  



         It passed through Kokomo and, hence, to Cincinnati , where the 
midshipmen and troopers off-loaded. With the Naval School band playing, 
Gignilliat marched through downtown streets to a hotel for dinner.  Then 
they marched back to the station, re-boarded their Pullmans for the overnight 
trip to White Sulphur Springs, West Va. , and breakfast at the Greenbrier 
resort. It was typical of Gignilliat not to lose an opportunity to expose his 
summer school cadets to some of America ’s richest and most influential 
citizens at this legendary watering spot.  

         After a short stop in 
Charlottesville , Va. , the train 
continued to Richmond . 
Gignilliat and his staff, knowing 
that a parade formation was the 
best way to keep the boys 
together and out of mischief, 

marched them from the Main Street Station to the historic Jefferson Hotel 
for dinner. Early the next morning, the train arrived in Newport News and 
the entire Culver party boarded a ferryboat to Jamestown Island . When they 
arrived at the Exposition site, Rossow’s tent camp, complete with mess hall 
and latrines, was ready for occupancy and finishing touches to a series of 
military and social events were being finalized.  

         Adventures for the boys were 
continuous. They paraded, 
entertained hundreds of visitors 
with military exhibitions, and were 
guests of the US Navy aboard the 
battleship Minnesota . On August 
25, the entire contingent traveled by 
steamboat to Washington where it toured the capital. On the 29th, the U.S. 



Army invited the troop to drill at Fort Myers , then tour the famous military 
installation. The nautical cadets, meanwhile, traveled by Pullman for an 
overnight stay in Annapolis . They marched to the U.S. Naval Academy, 
where they were hosted by the administration, paraded on the Academy’s 
drill field, and engaged – and won – a cutter race with new midshipmen.  

         That evening a very 
fatigued Culver party assembled 
at Washington ’s Union Station 
and prepared for the return to 
Indiana . The train was late 
departing and continued to lose 
time during the remainder of the 

trip. A scheduled breakfast at the Greenbrier was cancelled in favor of a later 
stop in Charleston , West Va., and dinner was rescheduled in Cincinnati at 
the Manhattan Restaurant. The adventure ended on the morning of Aug. 31, 
when the boys returned to the Academy having completed the most 
memorable of Culver’s many trips on the steel highways of America .  

         When the Academy Quartermaster tallied the bill, it was just over 
$25,000 – about one third of the entire revenue for the summer! Gignilliat’s 
instincts were right. The trip had garnered more publicity than he could have 
bought in five years. Press coverage in the nation’s newspapers had been 
extensive. The Battalion had performed magnificently and the Academy 
was, indeed, on the map!  

         The year 1913 projected the Academy into first of many presidential 
inaugural parades. With experience gained from the Jamestown Exposition, 
Captain Robert Rossow’s stable train departed before dawn on Feb. 28, for 
Washington . His 64 horses were based at Fort Myer , Va. The entire corps 
left the Academy after breakfast aboard another train. They arrived in 
Pittsburgh in time for dinner and in a complementary public relations coup, 



were hosted for dinner by Eugene C. Eppley, a graduate in the class of 1901, 
at his flagship property, the Fort Pitt Hotel.   

         Forty-two years later, and after selling his properties to the Sheraton 
Corporation, Eppley became the first major donor to his alma mater, 
presenting the Academy with its auditorium, the science and humanities 
buildings, and endowment for five academic chairs.  

         Woodrow Wilson and Thomas Marshall won re-election in 1916 and, 
again, an invitation was extended to Culver to participate in the 1917 
inaugural parade. While the cadets were jovial and filled with excitement as 
they traveled to the capital, there was an air of apprehension. America was 
less than six weeks away from declaring war against the Central Powers and 
many of the young participants would soon be marching under a new 
command. This inaugural would be last for the entire corps of cadets. Not 
until 1957 would the Black Horse Troop return to represent Culver in an 
inaugural parade.  

         The trip home was difficult. The train’s engine broke down in West 
Virginia and the cadets, now tired and cranky, had to wait until repairs were 
made. It was a test of patience for everyone. A call to the Academy alerted 
the Mess Hall to prepare for a late arrival and to lay on a feast for the 
passengers. About 11 PM, the train arrived at the Academy spur. After 
leaving their luggage in the barracks, the cadets formed up and marched to 
the Mess Hall for a “beefsteak supper.” Speaking from the mezzanine, 
Gignilliat complimented the cadets on their performance, announced that, 
“for the first time in Academy history, reveille would be rescheduled.” The 
cadets could sleep in until 8 AM!  

         The corps had barely settled into its campus routine when cadets 
responded to another kind of challenge and added a new chapter to the lore 
of the Academy.       



         On the night of March 25, 1913, 
the mayor of Logansport requested 
assistance in dealing with the huge flood 
that was ravaging his town. Without 
hesitation Gignilliat organized a relief 
effort. While he was assembling about 
60 cadets and a few members of the 
faculty into a rescue team, a train of 
several flat cars and a caboose was dispatched from the Vandalia rail yard in 
Logansport to the Academy siding. It arrived about 2 AM and the same four 
cutters used at the St. Louis Exposition nine years earlier were manhandled 
aboard.  

         The cadets took refuge in the caboose and waited with excited 
anticipation as the train retraced its route southward. The trip went slowly. 
Embankments, rail beds, and bridges had suffered from days of incessant 
rain and the floodwaters of the Wabash and Eel rivers. When the train 
reached the outskirts of Logansport , and with floodwaters almost reaching 
the decks of the flat cars, the cadets launched the boats and began their 
rescue efforts.  

         For the next 48 hours, the cadets, in what Gignilliat would call the 
“Schoolboy Epic Supreme,” rescued over 1,400 people. They performed 
with remarkable skill and courage, breaking only for an occasional snack 
and coffee. When it became too dark to continue rescue efforts, and with the 
town too devastated to supply overnight accommodations, the weary rescue 
team returned to the Academy for a good night’s sleep. The following 
morning they re-boarded the train and returned for a second full day of 
rescue work.  

         Their efforts were recognized with widespread praise and in 1914 the 
grateful city presented the Academy with the Logansport Gate “In 



Recognition of the Heroic and Magnanimous Service Rendered to Our 
Citizens by the Culver Cadets.”  

         Trains played a major part in another of Gignilliat’s greatest triumphs. 
Shortly after returning from France in WW I, he extended an invitation to 
General of the Armies John J. Pershing to visit the Academy and review the 
Corps of Cadets. Efforts to pin him to a date appeared futile and for two 
years Gignilliat’s entreaties were rebuffed. However, in October of 1922, 
Pershing’s aide, Major George Catlett Marshall, like Gignilliat, a V.M.I. 
graduate, wrote Gignilliat, now a brigadier general in the Reserves, that 
Pershing would be in Chicago on December 5 and 6 and “if it would be 
acceptable to the Academy” he could come to Culver the following day. 
Elation reigned.  

         The visit would be short. Pershing would review the corps, decorate 
Gignilliat with the Distinguish Service Medal for his services in France in 
1918, and present Colonel Cal Chambers, the Academy’s executive officer, 

with the Distinguished 
Service Cross.  

         To make Pershing’s 
trip more pleasant, Gignilliat 
contacted a personal friend, 
Colonel John G. Roberts, 
vice president of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad, and 

requested a special business car be added for Pershing’s overnight trip from 
Chicago. “Black Jack” could get a good night’s sleep and arrive aboard the 7 
AM train, refreshed and ready for one of Gignilliat’s productions.  

         The visit went with military precision and Pershing did not dally when 
he arrived. He was greeted by Gignilliat, the senior captain, and the Black 



Horse Troop, at the town depot and escorted to Logansport Gate. As he 
entered the campus, he was accorded the appropriate 17 gun salute by the 
artillery battery. During the military review which followed, Pershing 
presented Gignilliat and Chambers with their decorations, reviewed the 
Corps of Cadets, toured the Riding Hall, and went to the Legion Memorial 
Building , where he planted three small trees to honor Culver men who had 
fallen in the Great War.  

         Promptly at noon, General Pershing, was escorted down Academy 
Road lined with cadets at “Present Arms,” to Bogardus Crossing where he 
met the northbound train. He had been on the campus for five hours and 
seventeen minutes! With a salute to the corps and a compliment to the Band, 
he departed for Plymouth where he transferred to the eastbound Broadway 
Limited. The Academy picked up his expenses – $76.50 for Drawing Room 
A, Car A-1. For Gignilliat, it was the best money the Academy ever spent!  

         Pershing’s visit was the first big event of the 1920s and the dedication 
of the Legion Memorial Building two years later was the second. For nearly 
a week in late October and early November of 1924, the Vandalia depot 
became a center for international travelers. Trustee approval of the 
dedication date launched Gignilliat on a campaign to bring the most 
outstanding military, naval and political figures to the Academy.  

         Efforts by Postmaster General Harry S. New to secure the presence of 
the ambassadors from Great Britain , France , Italy , and Belgium proved 
futile, but each embassy promised to send a representative. When the great 
day arrived, military attaches from Britain , Italy , Rumania , Serbia , France 
, and Belgium were present.  

         American representatives included the senior ranking officer, Admiral 
Rodman, U.S. Navy (Ret.); the Commandant of the Marine Corps Major 
General John Lejeune; and Major General Omar Bundy, Commanding 



Officer of the Army’s Fifth Corps Area in Chicago. The infant Air Services 
was represented by Major H.S. Martin; the American Legion by its national 
commander, J.A. Drain.  

Perhaps recalling his lonely arrival at the Academy in 1897, and 
determined to honor protocol, Gignilliat insisted that each dignitary be 
welcomed at the Culver depot and provided a military escort to the 
Academy. In keeping with the procedure established when General Pershing 
arrived at Logansport Gate, salutes were fired upon the arrival of each guest 
and the Battery gunners were kept on constant alert.  

However, on the day of the dedication, Sunday the 2nd, Gignilliat 
decreed that only a singular honor would be rendered – a 21 gun salute to 
Culver’s fallen – a tradition which has continued to this day.  

Throughout the remainder of the decade distinguished world citizens 
continued to arrive and depart from the Vandalia Line’s Culver depot with 
regularity. Gignilliat’s guest list included the Federation Interallied des 
Anciens Combatants, Princess Catacachune of Romania , the Polish Army’s 
Chief-of-Staff, the Society of Pan-American Journalists, the President of the 
Interallied Veterans’ Association, the Governor of Naples, and British 
General Wendel Neville. Gignilliat also hosted the French Society of the 
Croix de Guerre of which he was a member and America’s favorite 
entertainer, Will Rogers, who came to visit his cadet son. Steel rails were 
surely singing Culver’s praises. 
 


