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With more than five decades of professional experience in the real 
estate sales and agency management, commercial property 
development, rail transportation, and tourism domains, Allen C. 
Harper is the co-owner, chairman, and chief executive officer of 
American Heritage Railways, the country’s premier tourist rail 
operator, the industry expert in rail-related special event 
management, and the parent company of the Durango & Silverton 
Narrow Gauge Railroad (D&SNGRR)™. 
 
Under his leadership, and in collaboration with his wife and co-
owner Carol, American Heritage Railways also owns and operates 
the Mount Rainier Railroad and Logging Museum™ in Elbe, 
Washington; the Great Smoky Mountains Railroad™ in Bryson City, 
North Carolina; and Rail Events, Inc., which coordinates licensed 
special events from major entertainment brands, event promotions, 
merchandising, and related activities for over 50 railroad and 
museum operators throughout the United States, Canada, and 
United Kingdom. Leveraging their combined professional 

backgrounds in the commercial real estate, retail, restaurant, and travel and hospitality sectors, the 
Harpers completed the acquisition of Silverton’s historic Grand Imperial Hotel, originally founded in 1882, 
and subsequently renovated and reopened the well-known property in May of 2016. With their guidance, 
the Harpers have built American Heritage Railways into the country’s foremost tourist railroad 
organization. 
 
After graduating from Principia College in Illinois, Harper began his storied and successful real estate 
career in 1957 as an associate with St. Louis, Missouri-based Evelyn Wright Harper Realtors, Inc., where 
he spent his first decade in business. Following a four-year stint as a captain in the United State Air 
Force, Harper relocated to Florida in 1967 to become executive vice president of St. Petersburg-based 
Cheezem Development Corp., one of the largest redevelopment builder in the state at the time, and a 
pioneer in constructing retirement communities and condominiums throughout Florida, including some of 
the first residential tower units on Miami’s world-famous South Beach. After spending five years with 
Cheezem, he became president of American Realty Group and its affiliate, American Community Real 
Estate, in 1976. Following six years at the helm there, Harper returned to Cheezem in 1982 as its 
president. 
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Beginning in 1984, Harper served as chairman, CEO, and principal shareholder of First Reserve, Inc., a 
real estate and financial services holding company which owned Esslinger Wooten Maxwell, Inc., a Coral 
Gables, Fla.-based residential commercial real estate brokerage and management firm. In addition to 
Esslinger, First Reserve was also the corporate parent of Embassy Financial Services, Inc., a mortgage 
company, and Columbia Title, Inc. In 2003, Harper spearheaded the sale of First Reserve and its 
business units to Home Services, Inc., a subsidiary of Berkshire Hathaway, founded and run by world-
renowned investor Warren Buffett. Currently, Harper is chairman emeritus of Esslinger Wooten Maxwell 
Realtors, and he is an active licensed broker of commercial real estate properties in Florida. 
 
Harper has extensive professional experience in the railroad sector. From 1989-2005, Harper was a 
member of the board of director of Florida’s Tri-County Rail Authority, a state-owned commuter railroad, 
and then served as its chairman of the board for three terms. In 2003, the Tri-County Rail Authority was 
folded into the South Florida Regional Transportation Authority, and Harper was elected as its chairman 
the following year. During this period, he was also a director of Florida East Coast Industries, Inc., an 
integrated railroad and real estate company in Coral Gables, Florida that is now owned by global 
investment management firm Fortress Investment Group LLC (NYSE: FIG). In May of 2001, Harper was 
appointed by then Governor Jeb Bush to serve on the Miami-Dade Expressway Authority Board (MDX). 
 
Throughout his career, Harper has held many other board seats and chairmanships with a multitude of 
public and private companies, professional associations, and community service organizations. From 
1994-1998, he was chairman of the board of First American Railways, Inc, and from 1987-1997, he was 
chairman of the board of Recchi America, Inc., a leading general contracting company. For 15 years, from 
1989-2004, he was a board member of the publicly traded Florida East Coast Railroad. In the mid-90s, he 
was on the board of Vacation Break USA, another publicly held corporation. He has served on the fee 
arbitration and grievance committees of the Florida Bar Association; the boards of directors of the Greater 
Miami Chamber of Commerce, the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO), and the Fort Lewis 
College Foundation; and as a trustee of the Beacon Council and Expressway Authority. 
 
A native of Missouri, Harper holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in sociology, with a minor in business 
administration, from Principia College in Elsah, Illinois. He also completed post-graduate studies in 
finance at the University of Missouri in St. Louis. He and Carol reside in Durango, Colorado. 
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