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At first glance, this handsome volume sponsored by the Deutsche Bahn might seem to be nothing more 

than another coffee table book about trains. But a closer inspection reveals a carefully edited and cogently 

written tome accompanied by dozens of evocative photos and informative maps.

That said, it is true that »Planet Eisenbahn« has none of the scholarly pretensions of an earlier anthology 

published as the result of a railway exhibit in Nuremberg: the two illustrated volumes of heavily footnoted 

essays entitled »Zug der Zeit – Zeit der Züge« (Berlin 1985). Instead, the DB now presents us with a 

commemorative edition that skips lightly over nearly two centuries of railway history. It is divided topically 

with headings such as »Kapital«, »Arbeit«,»Zeit«, »Gewalt«, »Tempo«, etc. Each is introduced by a 

cursory essay followed by beautifully mounted pictures, explanatory captions, and selected documents. 

Casual readers as well as railway historians may find much to amuse and instruct them. Their eye might 

catch a number of arresting details: for instance, that the first locomotive driver in Germany was an 

Englishman named William Wilson; that in the territory of the later German Kaiserreich there were only 

240 kilometers of railway track by 1840, whereas merely twenty years later that figure was 12 000; or that 

the common German designation of »D-Zug« comes from the word Durchgang.

While the focus of this volume is understandably on German railroads, some attempt has been made to 

cover the simultaneous development and influence of other countries: of course the pioneer Great Britain, 

but also France, USA, India, Congo, Ecuador, and not least the bullet trains of contemporary Japan. 

These references tend to be episodic and superficial, but they make clear that the nineteenth-century 

revolution in land transportation was truly international. Just for the record, one may regret that the French 

expression for railway workers (cheminots) is embarrassingly misspelled.

Clearly the best sections of the book are those that can most easily be photographed, especially old or 

refurbished steam engines and various European and American railway stations. Less successful is the 

more abstract category of Gewalt, intended to be a survey of the deployment of rolling stock in warfare. 

Yet the Schlieffen-Plan goes unmentioned despite its crucial importance for military strategy and the 

pattern of German rail construction throughout much of the century before 1914. The name of Julius 

Dorpmüller, longtime director of the Reichsbahn, appears only once in the caption of a photo (where he is 

seen saluting Adolf Hitler), and there is no discussion of his controversial role in service of the Third Reich. 

To portray the Holocaust there are but two small snapshots of Jews boarding passenger cars and none of 
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their ensuing end stations. In short, some of the grimmest aspects of German railway history are duly 

pointed out but they are not graphically or disturbingly represented. Rather, the DB’s editors move rapidly 

on to the resurgence of rail travel through electrification, the thrills of remarkable high-speed trains, the 

popular fascination with the railway experience, and the promising future of modern design.

All in all, then, »Planet Eisenbahn« offers an entertaining and instructive glimpse of the past, present, and 

future of Europe’s most efficient and elegant mode of locomotion. If the recounting of this story remains 

incomplete, it nonetheless provides a comprehensive overview in word and picture.
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