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David l. gunn ’59, M.B.A. ’64, has al-
ways been a railroader. Growing up in a
Boston suburb, his family’s vacations usu-
ally involved getting on a train and riding
across the country for a week or two,
stopping at national parks and local at-
tractions, or just watching America pass
by the window. Now, the 65-year-old has
found himself in the unlikely position of
being the last
hope for the na-
tion’s passenger-
rail system.

The new presi-
dent of the Na-
tional Passenger
Railroad Corpo-
ration, common-
ly known as Am-
trak, arrived on
the job May 15 as
the unanimous
first choice of the com-
pany’s board of directors.
“If he was available, we
wanted him,” explains
Michael S. Dukakis, J.D.
’60, vice chair of Amtrak. A
decade ago, the lifelong
railroad manager had
turned down the position
because he didn’t think
Amtrak was in enough
trouble to get anyone to pay attention.
This year, though, the crisis was evident:
the company was hemorrhaging money
and clearly unable to meet a congression-
ally imposed deadline of financial self-
su∞ciency by December 2. Gunn was
wooed from his Canadian retirement to
clean things up—just as mass-transit o∞-
cials throughout the Northeast had
brought him on board to fix their ailing
systems during the past three decades. 

Gunn was shocked by the level of disor-
ganization he found at Amtrak. “None of
the most basic managerial controls were

there,” he says. The railroad could not get a
loan because its books were so unorganized
and unbalanced. In its quixotic quest to be
self-su∞cient, the company had mortgaged
everything—including its flagship Penn
Station; shut down its major overhaul 
facilities; and deferred maintenance.
O∞cials bet
Amtrak’s

future on high-speed trains like the Acela,
only to implement the program so poorly
that each of the 19 Acela trains was
configured di≠erently. The railroad’s orga-
nizational structure was so fragmented that
it included four presidents and 84 vice pres-
idents. “It was a textbook case of how not
to run a railroad,” Gunn notes. 

Perhaps the worst sin from his perspec-
tive, though, was that Amtrak employees
seemed to have lost their pride in the rail-
road—the connection to the service itself
was gone. Amtrak’s headquarters, for ex-
ample, was filled with banners with busi-

ness-oriented slogans like “Satisfaction
Guaranteed,” but had no photos or his-
toric depictions of the trains themselves.
“They had tried to take the railroad out of
the railroad,” Gunn laments. One of his
first moves was to dig out of the closet ele-
gant paintings and dramatic photos of
Amtrak’s best-known trains to grace the
public areas.

That small detail illustrates Gunn’s pri-
ority as president:
to take the railroad
back to its roots.
And if anyone can
save Amtrak, it is
this blunt, matter-
of-fact manager
who has spent a
lifetime helping
urban Americans

get to their
dest inations
on time.

After he fin-
ished college,
where he had
concentrated 
in government
and economics,

and stints in the navy and at business
school, Gunn began working as a sta≠ ana-
lyst for the fabled Atchison, Topeka, and
Santa Fe Railroad. The chance to manage
an operation attracted him back east to the
Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority; in
1974 he was appointed director of com-
muter rail in Greater Boston and, after a na-
tionwide search, was promoted to director
of operations. “They looked and looked and
looked, and couldn’t find anyone, so they
promoted me,” he jokes. He oversaw the
MBTA’s purchase of the eastern portion of
the Boston & Maine system (a 200-mile ex-
pansion) and its passenger rolling stock for
$39.5 million and negotiated the new sys-
tem’s operating contract. Later, as general
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Working on the Railroad
Can David Gunn save Amtrak?

David L. Gunn
aims to refocus
Amtrak on its
trains, including the high-
speed Acela (upper left), 
and on service.
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manager of the Southeastern Pennsylvania
Transportation Authority (SEPTA), in
Philadelphia, he cut that system’s operating
costs by almost 30 percent while rebuilding
the cars and infrastructure. 

In 1984 he moved north, where he took
on one of the biggest challenges of his ca-
reer: New York City’s Metropolitan Tran-
sit Authority (MTA). “The system was in
crisis. They’d just given up,” Dukakis ex-
plains. “When [Gunn] went up to look at
[the MTA], he commented that ‘No sane
man would take this job.’ I took that as a
tip-o≠ that Gunn was going to take it.”
Gunn spent six years and nearly $12 bil-
lion rebuilding the entire system—but
perhaps his best-known accomplishment
was simply ridding it of the sprawling
gra∞ti that blanketed almost every sub-
way car running and had come to symbol-
ize the urban decay of New York City.
“The gra∞ti was only a minor part of it,
but from a passenger perspective, it was
hugely important,” he explains.

Practicing what he preached, Gunn also
earned praise because he didn’t use a car in
the city. He took the subway for almost all
of his personal and business travel—even
to pick up his mother at the airport. He did
use an MTA car and driver briefly while re-
covering from testicular cancer in 1985, but
returned to the subway after the car was
stolen from his driver’s driveway one night.

When he left the MTA in 1990 to be-
come general manager of the District of
Columbia’s Metro system, the New York
Times dubbed him “The Man Who Saved
the Subways.” In Washington, he super-
vised the development of the last 13 miles
of the system’s tunnels. “Eventually, it
came in on time and under budget—
which is pretty good for government
work,” he says with a smile. 

Critics and supporters alike say that
Gunn does not su≠er fools gladly. He left
the Metro after assailing the board for
continual interference in day-to-day deci-
sions, saying it made his job almost “im-
possible.” In several cities, his direct ap-
proach earned him more than his share of
labor problems, but even most of his crit-
ics concede that Gunn does make the
trains run on time. 

From Washington, Gunn moved to the
Toronto Transit Commission. He retired
in 1999, moved back to his ancestral home

on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, and
had just fulfilled his lifelong dream of ob-
taining Canadian, in addition to Ameri-
can, citizenship when Amtrak’s “desper-
ate” problems convinced him to return to
the working world.

The difference Gunn has already made
at Amtrak can be summed up by the fact
that the trains are still running. Although
the system has been weakened by the po-
litical need to run unprofitable trains
through remote congressional districts,
Gunn has focused on cleaning up internal
problems first. Within weeks of taking
the job, he announced that new account-
ing of the company’s finances showed its
debts were $200 million higher than pre-
viously reported. His subsequent decision
that the railroad would begin shutting
down operations in early July unless the
government produced a new loan touched
o≠ a crisis on Capitol Hill. “People said I
threatened to shut down Amtrak. It was-

n’t a threat. We were going to shut down,”
he says. “About the third week in July,
checks were literally going to bounce.” As
the deadline for the shutdown neared,
Amtrak’s foes criticized Gunn for “playing
games,” while people who knew him bet-
ter understood that the railroad veteran
meant every word he said. “It’s typical
Gunn….The first thing he did was go up to
the Hill and tell them self-su∞ciency was
a loony idea,” Dukakis says. Amtrak got
the loan and the trains continue to chug
down the tracks—at least for now. 

For his part, Gunn rails against the
spending excesses and priorities of previ-
ous Amtrak administrators. Close to a
hundred wreck-damaged cars languished
in Indianapolis as part of a deferred main-
tenance plan—which meant that, after a
July derailment in Maryland, Amtrak had
too few cars to run its daily routes. More-
over, “They spent $12 million on a consul-
tant. With that I could have rebuilt 30 or
40 desperately needed cars. Which do you

Established in 1988 to honor the late David
Aloian ’49, a former executive director of the
Harvard Alumni Association (HAA) and master
of Quincy House, the Aloian Memorial Schol-
arships recognize two seniors who have made
unique contributions to their Houses and to
undergraduate life. This year’s recipients are Justin Erlich and Angela Freeburg, who were
to be honored at the fall dinner of the HAA’s Board of Directors on October 10.

Erlich, of Oakland, California, and Quincy House, is credited with transforming an
underutilized space into the new Quincy Grille: fresh décor, an extensive menu, and a
promise to stay open until 2 A.M. have brought together students from many of the
Houses. “The success of the Grille under Justin’s leadership has attracted the atten-
tion of the Undergraduate Council, which may consider using it as a model for a stu-
dent center or centers,” says Quincy House resident tutor Ryan Oyama. Erlich, a gov-
ernment concentrator and John Harvard Scholar, also plays on Quincy intramural
teams, writes for the Independent, participates in the Harvard-Radcliffe Drama Society,
and serves as a mentor in the Mission Hill Big Brother Program. He is considering law
school and envisions a career in city government.

Freeburg, of Hollywood, Florida, and Cabot House, has fostered interactions be-
tween newly arrived sophomores and upperclassmen by creating Cabot Key, a com-
mittee of Cabot residents who plan welcoming activities. She has organized care pack-
ages delivered by singing seniors, and the popular spring bowling outing. The House
committee that nominated Freeburg called her “probably the most visible, well-known,
and well-liked person in the House.” Also a dancer and choreographer, she has com-
peted with the Crimson Dance Team and choreographed last year’s House musical,
The Wiz. She is an Afro-American studies concentrator; her senior thesis focuses on
how race and gender affected the lives of black women at Radcliffe from 1862 to 1940.
After graduation, she hopes to pursue a career in broadcast journalism.

Aloian Winners

Justin Erlich and Angela Freeburg
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think I would have rather had? I’ve never
even looked at this,” he says, holding up
the six-inch-thick report. “I’m not going
to hire consultants to tell me how to run
the business. That’s my job. If I don’t
know, I shouldn’t have been hired.”

Although Gunn understands that his
new job will be a long and di∞cult fight,
he sees it as essential: cities can accommo-
date only so many highways and there’s lit-
tle room left to build or expand airports.
“There is a role for Amtrak, we just have to
get our act together,” he says. Amtrak’s fu-
ture lies in building high-speed travel cor-
ridors, like that now in place between
Washington and Boston, in the Midwest
and Florida and on the West Coast—alle-
viating congestion at airports by becoming
a viable alternative for trips shorter than
350 miles. Even if he canceled the much-
maligned long-distance trains today, Gunn
explains, it would be more than two years
before Amtrak saved a penny because of
longstanding labor contracts. Instead, he
sees a future where the cross-country
trains run less frequently, and rely partly
on state subsidies, but still provide a
breathtaking view of the vast American
landscape for family vacationers. 

In the meantime, he has rolled up his
sleeves and dug in. He has cut manage-
ment ranks and handled several personnel
spats throughout the system; he has dealt
with a highly publicized derailment out-
side Washington and mechanical prob-
lems that canceled Acela service briefly
and restored it only on a reduced sched-
ule. And he has secured funding for an-
other year’s service. His a≠ection for rail-
roading and for the small details has been
rekindled—witness his obsession with
Amtrak’s mishmash of three di≠erent
paint schemes developed over the years.
“Right now, our trains look like circus
cars,” he sighs. Within a year, he hopes to
have them all painted the same way.

As for privatization, Gunn believes that,
over time, it would only hurt the nation’s
transit system. “It all sounds nice, but
when it’s done, there won’t be any ser-
vice,” he says. Standing in the train yard at
Union Station, he sweeps his arm toward
the maze of overhead electrical wires that
run the trains. “Most of that was erected
by the Works Progress Administration in
the Depression. Do you really think some

company is going to come in and replace
those wires all the way to New Haven for
an operation that breaks even each year?”
he asks. Turning away from the tracks and
walking down the platform, he looks
around at the waiting trains. “I think I can
make a good case for Amtrak,” he says
over the rumbling of idling locomotives. “I
think we have a pretty good chance now.”

�garrett graff

Give a Student a Job
Various university programs try to
match undergraduates with paid and un-
paid jobs and internships throughout the
year. To learn more about how alumni can
provide learning opportunities and paid
positions, contact sta≠ members at the of-
fices listed below.

The Harvard Career Internship Pro-
gram helps students land unpaid intern-
ships during spring recess. Contact Nancy
Saunders at the O∞ce of Career Services,
at 617-495-2595 or nesaund@fas.harvard.-
edu. The Radcli≠e Externships program
o≠ers undergraduate women the chance

to accompany alumnae at work and at
home during spring break. Contact Susan
Shemo at 617-496-3025 or shemo@rad-
cli≠e.edu. To o≠er a paid summer job,
contact the Student Employment O∞ce at
617-495-2585 or post details on the SEO
website, at www.seo.harvard.edu.

Harvard at Home
Alumni can engage in some of the intel-
lectual happenings on campus through
the on-line venture Harvard at Home. The
20 segments now available o≠er insight
into a wide range of topics, including Chi-
nese history, the unearthing of archival
Bach manuscripts, African-American vo-
calists, and Islamic scholarship. 

An hour-long lecture on the world of
fluid dynamics, by McKay professor of
chemical engineering and applied me-
chanics Howard A. Stone, is among the
newest o≠erings, as is a multimedia vi-
gnette entitled “Interpreting the Past.” In
that segment, Phillips professor of early
American history Laurel Thatcher Ulrich
discusses the experience of researching
her books, A Midwife’s Tale and The Age of
Homespun.

To date, the on-line programming has
been available only to alumni through a
password-protected website. In the com-
ing year, however, some programs will be
made available to the general public. To
access the on-line site, go to www.haa.-
harvard.edu and register for the alumni
website post.harvard.edu. A menu there
links users to Harvard at Home.

Alumni College Update
Circle November 16 for “America’s War
on Terrorism: One Year In,” an Alumni Col-
lege event in Cambridge. Expanded
Alumni College programs in 2003 will in-
clude “Homeric Odysseys,” led by Jones
professor of classical Greek literature Gre-
gory Nagy, to be held February 22-23 in
Washington, D.C. For further details, e-
mail the Harvard Alumni Association
(HAA) at haa_alumnicollege@harvard.edu. 

Comings and Goings
Harvard clubs nationwide host lectures,
seminars, and social gatherings. For details
on what is happening locally, contact the
HAA’s clubs and programs o∞ce at 617-495-
3070 or visit www.haa.harvard.edu.

The University’s renovated Internet
home page, www.harvard.edu, has
made its debut.The new look provides
direct links to such frequently accessed
locations as libraries, museums, the
president’s office, athletics, and employ-
ment opportunities—not to mention
alumni activities—and provides more
intuitive ways of navigating to the sepa-
rate schools’ sites. There is also a rotat-
ing gallery of pictures and a link to mul-
timedia features.

Home Renovation
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