Mr. Diesel Visits Fayetteville

By Tom Duggan

Charles Morrow Wilson (1905-1977) was a native of Fayetteville, AR. He attended the University of Arkansas, Fayetteville and became a well known free lance writer on a wide range of topics. In 1965 Wilson and Robert Nitske collaborated on a University of Oklahoma published biography of Rudolf Diesel. The book, Rudolph Diesel Pioneer of the Age of Power, is interesting because Wilson met Rudolf Diesel in Fayetteville in April 1912. 

Wilson, then seven years old, had a cousin who worked as a part-time reporter for the Fayetteville Sentinel. The news of Diesel’s arrival was widely known to local Frisco employees. The cousin did not like to get up at the crack of dawn. He asked Wilson to be present at the Fayetteville’s Dickson Street depot when the Frisco’s southbound Meteor stopped at 5 am. Wilson was an early riser as he had to milk the family cow. Wilson agreed to greet Diesel as he got off the train’s sleeping car from St Louis. He planned to make arrangements for an interview with his cousin later that day.

The tall and elegantly dressed Diesel alighted from the train. Fayetteville in 1912 was hickory shirts and overalls country and Diesel stood out. He spoke good English and the young boy provided him with information about a hotel near the depot. Before leaving the depot ,the Bavarian inventor asked a telegrapher about the status of the St Paul branch McKeen motor car. He learned the car was due soon and would depart about noon.

Wilson arranged for his cousin to interview Diesel in the small yard adjacent to the Fayetteville depot. The cousin interviewed Diesel but the article was not published as “The old bastard asked at least five questions for every one he answered.” Diesel went to the yard and had a long discussion with the crew of the Mc Keen motor car. He thoroughly inspected the dual gasoline engines, undercarriage and transmission. The station master stopped by and told Diesel that he had arranged a short tour of the St Paul branch in the motor car. Diesel, who was well known in the United States, was a partner of St Louis beer magnate Adolphus Busch in a company that manufactured Diesel engines.

Diesel went to St Paul. Upon Diesel’s arrival back in Fayetteville Wilson and his cousin accompanied Diesel to a carnival. The inventor inquired as to the operation of the steam engine powered carousel. Diesel also visited the Wilson family farm and had many questions about rural life. Later that night he took the northbound Meteor to St Louis. Wilson never saw Diesel again.

In 1912 diesel powered trains were uncommon because the diesel engine weighed so much that it was restricted to stationary applications such as power plants and pumps. Diesel earlier had designed a self-propelled diesel car for the Prussian State Railways. It used a diesel engine to power an air compressor that drove the car. The design concept was flawed and the car failed. Diesel was beset with many debts and apparently had a melancholy disposition. He disappeared from a cross Channel ferry in September 1913. The body of the fifty-five year old was found a few days later.

Wilson’s reference to McKeen cars on the St Paul branch seems incorrect. In 1912 the Frisco owned eleven General Electric gas-electric cars but no McKeen cars. More than 50 years had elapsed between the meeting with Dr. Diesel and the publication of the book. Wilson may have recalled the Arkansas Northwestern McKeen car that operated between Rogers and Bentonville between 1914 and 1916. 
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