Exploring the Heartland by Rail: A Complete Guide
to Amtrak Stations in lowa

When most people think of train travel in the United States, major cities like New
York, Chicago, or Los Angeles often come to mind. But nestled in the heartland, the
state of lowa is home to a surprising number of well-connected, historically
significant, and conveniently located Amtrak stations. These stations serve not only
as functional points of departure and arrival but also as architectural landmarks and
cultural touchstones in the communities they serve.

Whether you're a traveler looking to explore the Midwest or an lowan eager to
reconnect with the railways, understanding the landscape of amtrak stations in
iowa is key to making the most of your journey. In this detailed blog post, we’ll guide
you through the six active Amtrak stations in lowa, their services, historical
background, and travel advantages.

Why Amtrak Still Matters in lowa

lowa’s rail network plays a subtle yet vital role in connecting rural communities with
the rest of the country. While the state may not have a sprawling network like the
coastal giants, it is part of two of Amtrak’s major long-distance routes: the California
Zephyr and the Southwest Chief. These lines provide direct service to major cities
such as Chicago, Denver, and even Los Angeles.

Unfortunately, lowa’s capital city, Des Moines, does not currently have an Amtrak
station, but the rail service remains accessible to lowans through several stations
within driving distance. These stations not only make train travel possible in a largely
car-dominated region but also offer an enjoyable, scenic, and often more relaxing
alternative to air and road travel.

Overview of lowa's Amtrak Lines
Two prominent Amtrak routes run through lowa:

e California Zephyr: Considered one of Amtrak’s most scenic routes, this line
runs from Chicago to Emeryville, California. It travels through five lowa
stations: Burlington, Mount Pleasant, Ottumwa, Osceola, and Creston.


https://amtrak-station.com/stations/iowa-amtrak-stations/
https://amtrak-station.com/stations/iowa-amtrak-stations/

e Southwest Chief: This line connects Chicago to Los Angeles and makes one
lowa stop—Fort Madison.

A Deep Dive into Each Station

Let’s explore each of the six active Amtrak stations in lowa, highlighting their
features, significance, and what makes them worth visiting or using for travel.

1. Osceola Station (OSC)

e Route: California Zephyr

Location: Osceola, IA (about 50 miles south of Des Moines)

Year Opened: 1907

Architectural Style: Prairie-style

Historic Status: Listed on the National Register of Historic Places

Osceola Station is arguably the most important Amtrak hub for central lowans,
especially those from Des Moines. It offers an enclosed waiting area, parking, and
partial ADA access. The station has seen steady passenger usage over the years
due to its strategic location near the capital.

Travel Tip: From Osceola, you can head west through scenic Colorado or east into
bustling Chicago.

2. Burlington Station (BRL)

e Route: California Zephyr
e Location: Burlington, 1A

e Station Type: Mid-century modern



e Nearby Attractions: Mississippi Riverfront, Snake Alley (the “crookedest
street in the world”)

Situated near the banks of the Mississippi River, Burlington Station is a functional yet
charming stop for travelers headed east or west. While it doesn’t have all the bells
and whistles, it provides a quiet, clean waiting space and easy parking.

Fun Fact: Burlington's downtown area is just a few blocks from the station, perfect
for grabbing a bite or stretching your legs before a long train ride.

3. Mount Pleasant Station (MTP)

e Route: California Zephyr
e Location: Mount Pleasant, 1A
e Opened: 1912

e Features: Brick depot with basic amenities and partial ADA access

Mount Pleasant’s Amtrak station is housed in a beautiful brick building that retains its
early 20th-century charm. Though smaller in size, it serves thousands of passengers
each year and stands as a quiet yet important piece of lowa’s rail infrastructure.

Nearby Highlights: Midwest Old Threshers Museum and the charming downtown
area.

4. Ottumwa Station (OTM)

e Route: California Zephyr
e Location: Ottumwa, IA
e Facility Share: Shared with the Wapello County Historical Museum

e Open Since: 1951

Ottumwa’s station offers an immersive experience by combining transportation with
local heritage. You can browse historical exhibits while waiting for your train, making



it a uniquely enriching stop. The station is fully accessible and features a large indoor
waiting area and parking.

Insider’s Tip: Take time to visit the museum—it’s free with station access and
packed with local history.

5. Creston Station (CRN)

e Route: California Zephyr
e Location: Creston, IA
e Historic Depot: Built in 1899

e Recent Upgrades: Renovated in 2019 for ADA accessibility

Creston’s depot is a beautifully restored piece of rail history, blending old-world
craftsmanship with modern convenience. This station, though small, is significant for
its historical and community role—it even houses some local city offices!

Traveler’s Advice: This is a perfect station for history buffs who appreciate vintage
rail architecture.

6. Fort Madison Station (FMD)

e Route: Southwest Chief

e Location: Fort Madison, IA

e Architectural Style: Mission Revival
e Built: 1910

e Reopened: 2021 (after restoration of the original Santa Fe Depot)

This station is unique because it is the only one in lowa served by the Southwest
Chief route. After many years of using a less historic facility, Amtrak service was
restored to the original depot in 2021, delighting historians and railfans alike.



Scenic Appeal: The depot is located near the Mississippi River and offers beautiful
views as you begin or end your journey.

Amtrak Station Comparison Table

Station Route ADA Parkin Historical
Accessible g Significance
Osceola (OSC) California Partial Yes High
Zephyr
Burlington (BRL) California Partial Yes Moderate
Zephyr
Mount Pleasant California Partial Yes Moderate
(MTP) Zephyr
Ottumwa (OTM) California Yes Yes High
Zephyr
Creston (CRN) California Yes Yes Very High
Zephyr
Fort Madison Southwest Yes Yes Very High
(FMD) Chief

Travel Tips for lowa Amtrak Riders

1. Check Schedules Early: Not all stations have daily departures.

2. Arrive Ahead of Time: Many stations are unstaffed, so don’t expect ticket
windows or security screenings.

3. Bring Supplies: Wi-Fi may not be available. Bring snacks, water, books, or
downloaded entertainment.

4. Know Your Route: The California Zephyr is great for scenic trips, while the
Southwest Chief is faster for heading southwest.

5. Parking is Plentiful: Most stations offer ample and free parking.




The Future of Rail in lowa

Although Des Moines still lacks direct service, there are long-term discussions about
expanding Amtrak routes in lowa. These include potential regional lines connecting
Des Moines to Chicago or Omaha. However, current travelers must still use one of
the six established amtrak stations in iowa for long-distance travel.

Conclusion

Rail travel may be viewed as a relic by some, but in lowa, it remains a living,
breathing transportation option—punctuated by history, charm, and functionality.
From the prairie-style Osceola depot to the Mission Revival beauty of Fort Madison,
each station tells a story while offering modern travelers a reliable path across the
Midwest and beyond.

For anyone planning to experience rail travel through lowa, be sure to reference and
bookmark the official guide to amtrak stations in iowa. It's your one-stop resource
for maps, services, schedules, and updates on lowa’s Amtrak system.
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