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The Cambridge Monorail that Wasnôt 
Part 1  

By Wade Roush          December 27, 2018  
 

J ust because we have choices about technology doesnôt mean we always choose well. Walking in my neighborhood in East Cambridge one day, I 
stumbled across an obscure plaque put up by the Cambridge Historical Com-
mission more than 40 years ago. I was astonished to learn that Cambridge had 
been home to one of the worldôs first monorail systems ð an experimental 

track in place from 1884 to 1894.  

I  t was envisioned as the prototype for a regional rapid transit system that 
would have made Boston into a kind of steampunk utopia. The city would 

have been criss -crossed by marvelous tubular trains that looked like they were 
designed by Captain Nemo. But we never got that version of Boston, because 
in 1887, the East Cambridge monorail project got abruptly derailed.  At any 
given moment in history, we humans have multiple futures to choose from. But 
the decisions we make can be messy, undemocratic, driven by greed and self -
interest, and even downright corrupt. And so it was with the Cambridge mono-
rail.  

U nlike subways, monorails donôt require expensive underground tunnels. Because they have a relatively narrow footprint, monorails that glide 
above the streets donôt block the sun as much as elevated train platforms do. 
Most monorails use rubber tires instead of steel wheels, giving them enough 
traction to accelerate and brake quickly. That means a monorail system doesnôt 
need to leave as much space between trains ð which, in turn, means they can 

carry more passengers per hour than 
traditional light - rail lines.  

C ambridgeôs brief experiment with a monorail began at what is now 225 
Monsignor OôBrien Highway, where a 
four -story factory owned by the Supe-

rior Nut Company stands today. But in 
1884, the address was 225 Bridge 
Street, headquarters for the Meigs Ele-
vated Railway Company. This is where 
an inventor named Josiah Vincent 
Meigs built the demonstration track for 
his patented monorail system.  
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A ccording to copious diagrams and maps in a book he published in 1887, a shed on the 

Cambridge site sheltered a steam locomotive, a tender, and a passenger car, all built 
using an unusual tubular design and tilted wheels. A single iron track exited the shed, 

turned left in a tight half circle, and went back past the shed. The track went along at 
ground level for about 300 feet and then climbed up to a section built on posts 14 feet 

above the ground. This elevated section curved to the left again and crossed over Bridge 
Street, leaving plenty of room below for traffic and horse -drawn streetcars. The track 

stopped on the other side of Bridge Street, above whatôs now the parking lot of a Holiday 
Inn.  

M eigs had grown  up in Nashville, and worked as an apprentice engineer on the Memphis 
and Charlestown Railroad. When the Civil War came he joined the Union Army and led 

a light artillery division. After an injury forced him to resign, he spent the rest of the war de-
veloping his skills as a tinkerer. He ended up in Boston in the 1870s.  

W hen he looked at Boston streets in that era, he saw a chaotic tangle of horse -drawn 
carriages, horse -drawn streetcars, and pedestrians. ñAll of these horse-drawn street 

cars funneled into Boston in a hub and spoke system,ò said longtime Cambridge Historical 

Commission executive director Charlie Sullivan, ñand created a great deal of congestion 
there.ò Sullivan, who wrote the commemorative plaque, is the only historian I could find 

who knows anything about the Meigs monorail system.  

M eigs imagined a network of steam -powered trains sailing overhead, 15 or 20 feet above 

the street. He knew that railway companies in New York were already building elevated 
lines in Manhattan. But the idea there was to put standard dual - track railways up on stilts, 

where they threw smoke and shadow over the streets below.  

M eigs wanted to build an elevated railway with a slimmer profile, so that it wouldnôt in-terfere with what he repeatedly called ñlight and air.ò He proposed a single track or a 
track on a single line of posts that would run down the center of a street.  

 

All pictures are in the public domain.  

To be continued in February Issue of the  MRHS  Mainline 
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Picture on the left is a sketch of the cross 

section of the passenger car taken from the 
book ð The Meigs Railway, by Joe Meigs     

© 1887  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
The picture below is the Plaque which the  

author found on his walk in East Cambridge  
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Stories from Jim  

 

H ello everyone.  As a way of introduction, my name is Jim Rushcamp . I live in Jenison 
(the Grand Rapids area) so I am unable to attend a lot of the meetings. I am also the 

model railroad department head at Riders Hobby Shop in Grand Rapids where I took a job 
after retiring from the U.S. Postal Service after 33 years. Prior to that I attended Muskegon 

Community College and Western Michigan University. Before that I served as a cryptologic 
technician with the U.S. Navy for eight years.  I have been a friend of Allen Anderson (and 

subsequently his son Ryan) since 1972 where we met in journalism class at Muskegon High 
School. I attended St. Joseph Catholic School, and eventually Bunker Jr. High and later still, 

Muskegon High School. In our senior year Allen and I were selected to become co -editors - in
-chief of the school newspaper, ñThe Campus Keyholeò. I am proud to say that we have re-

mained friends during all of these years!  
 

T rains have always been a passion of mine as my father worked for the C&O out of the 

North Yard as a freight car inspector in the late 1950ôs and early 1960ôs. Our house was 
located about 50 feet alongside the C&O tracks at Henry and W. Southern Ave. so we were 

treated to the nightly Cannonball.  

A s a young lad of perhaps four or five years old, I enjoyed going with my father when-

ever he had to visit the yards.  I happened to be with my dad (I was given his name) as 
he Drove ñuptownò on Western Ave. in Muskegon on one particular warm, summer morning.   

We pulled up to the end of the old C&O freight house on Third St. which was located behind 
the old Hume Grocery building. The freight house was a ramshackle wooden structure 

painted a blue/grey color. My dad got out of the car and walked up to the steps leading in-
side when a tall fella came out of the building and began to talk with him. After several min-

utes of discussion, my father returned to the car (a blue and white 1957 Chevy) and we 
drove ñdowntownò. We arrived shortly at the Union Station passenger terminal and again 

my dad got out of the car and walked over to the small porch. I was in shock as I saw him 
talking once again to the same tall fella he had just talked to at the freight house a few min-

utes previous. This man was wearing blue jean bib overalls just as the previous man. My 

small mind began to race. How had he gotten to the depot from Third St. so fast?  Did he 
hop on a passing train?  No!  I would have seen a train and there wasnôt one! Soon enough 

my father returned to the car after his conversation with the same man, and we began to 
head for home.  

A s adults we often forget how focused young people can be. They are like sponges and 
soak in everything. But they can be prideful as well. I know I was! The last thing I 

wanted my father to think of me was that I was stupid or ignorant. So I just sat there in the 
Chevy (probably without a seatbelt) pondering what I had just seen, until my curiosity got 

the best of me, and I blurted out, ñHow did the man you were talking to at the freight house 
get to the depot before us? Did he take a train?ò My dad looked at me perplexed, then he 

began to laugh out loud. ñThose men were identical twin brothers, Clifford and Cliffton 
Laws.ò (pardon me if I donôt have the correct spelling of the last name). Well shut my 

mouth! How was a little dude of 4 or 5 supposed to know what an identical twin was? Who 
ever heard of such a thing?  

 

I  tôs been a pleasure to get to know some of you. I look forward to meeting more of you. More to come next month.  

 
Jim Rushcamp  
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MRHS Calendar  

Feb. 5, 2019 ð 7:00pm  

MRHS General Meeting  

Presentation -   

 

Feb. 19, 2019 ð 7 :00pm  

MRHS Board of Directors meeting  

SAVE THE DATE  

April 27 2019 ð Spring Show  

MRHS Officers/Chairs  
Officers  

President:             Mike Wood             231 -670 -0751  

Vice President:              Ryan Anderson  

Secretary:              Rodney Schultz  

Treasurer:         Allen Anderson           231 -755 -6791  

Directors:  

Dan Sedlock                                     231 -286 -8045  

Leo Deuster                            231 -740 -5240  

Joe Batchelder                                  231 -755 -3862  

Committee Chairs  

Editorial:                                                   Open  

N-Scale: Andy Busard         616 -755 -6298  

HO-Scale: Mike Wood         231 ï670 -0751  

O-Scale: Leo Deuster                    231 -740 -5240  

Building: Jim Funnell         231 -744 -1979  

Train Shows: Mike Wood                231 -670 -0751  

Presentations: David Stroebe            616 -422 -6866  

Publicity:                                                     Open  

Librarian: Jim Funnell         231 -744 -1979   

Archivist: Andy Busard                     231 -755 -6298  

Quick  Notes  

Follow us!  

https://www.facebook.com/
muskegonrail  

The WEB Site is up and running.     

There are no trains running, yet.  

www.mrhs - online.org  

THE MRHS MAINLINE  

Published by the  

Muskegon Railroad Historical Society  

2371 Marquette Ave  

Muskegon MI 49442 -1408  

Come and visit  

Tuesdays ð 7-9PM 

Saturdays ð 10AM ï2PM 

Other Notes  
 

Presentation Opportunities  

Please Contact Dave Stroebe if you  

would like to do a presentation, or if you  

have a topic that you would like Dave to  

present.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

As a 501(c)3 non profit organization we 

are continually looking for new ways of 

raising working capital for our preserva-

tion and education projects.  If any of 

you have a tried and tested idea of in-

creasing the money in our treasury we 

would like to receive your comments.  

You may send an e -mail to :  

RLS.mrhs.np@gmail.com  

OR  Send a note to  

Fund Raiser at MRHS  

2371 Marquette Ave.  

Muskegon, MI 49442  

davestroebe@yahoo.com  

616 -422 -6866  

https://www.facebook.com/muskegonrail
https://www.facebook.com/muskegonrail
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Model Train  and  R C Hobby Show  

Cardinal Elementary Gym 

Saturday, April 27, 2019  

8 Foot Tables  

CONCESSIONS  

FREE PARKING  

NEW SHOW LOCATION!!  

Cardinal Elementary School  

Across from our NEW  Facility.  
 

Directions  
US 31, Exit East on M46/Apple Ave  

North on Sheridan  
Show Location ð North West corner  

of Marquette and Sheridan  

Open Hours  

10 AM thru 3 PM  

Admission Fee  

Adults $5.00  

Children under 13 Free  

NEW  MRHS  FACILITY  

2371 Marquette Ave  

Muskegon, MI  49442  

Presented by  

Muskegon Railroad H istorical Society  


