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SHORT BOXCARS – THE BEGINNING 
 

“House” cars, or rolling stock with a floor, four sides and a roof, have been a part of railroads since the 1830s.  
Originally individually hand built with no real plans to work from, railroads by the 1850s were beginning to build cars 

to specified plans to suit their own needs. Little thought was put into “industry standards”. 
 

   
    USMRR standard boxcar ca.1864     PRR boxcar, Altoona shops, July 1876 

 
The Master Car-Builders’ Association (MCBA) was created in 1867 to settle issues regarding the interchange of cars 

between railroads. That effort quickly snowballed into attempts at standardizing car wheels, axles, couplers, 
drawbars, safety appliances, and lettering, as well as repair cost tables. 
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By the 1880s the MCBA was attempting to standardize freight car design. In 1879 the first edition of the Car 
Builder’s Dictionary was published to highlight and influence “progressive” car design, and in June 1894 the MCBA 

adopted recommended practices for house car interior dimensions. 
 

   
                            1894 MCBA Report                                    1904 ARA Standards 
 

   
                                              1879 CBD                                   1895 standard plan for a 2448 cu.ft. boxcar 
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For nearly 25 years the industry “mostly” adopted the 36 foot IL, 8 foot IW, 8 foot 6 inch IH standard with a nominal 
capacity of 2448 cubic feet. Even after 1920, once Granger roads had built thousands of 40 foot cars, 80% of the 
US boxcar fleet were cars under 38 feet long that were at least influenced by this standard. 
 

 
This NYC&HR boxcar, built by Pullman in 10/1902, perfectly adheres to the 1894 MCBA house car standards. 
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THE SHRINKING SHORT BOXCAR FLEET 
 

• By 1916 the industry was focused on building 40-foot IL house cars. The number of short boxcars began 
dropping in the mid-1920s, and ACF built their last domestic short boxcars in 1928. 

• In 1930 freight cars with all-wood underframes were banned from interchange service. This spelled the end of 
tens of thousands of older, shorter boxcars, which made up 44% of the North American boxcar fleet. 

• During the worst years of the Great Depression (1932-1934) many railroads scrapped huge numbers of freight 
cars, sometimes up to half their fleets. Old, short cars were again on the chopping block. 
 

 
Burning short boxcars for scrap on the Cotton Belt, circa 1933. 
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By the end of WWII, only 14% of boxcars were under 38 feet long, and by 1960 that number had dropped to  

under 2%, mostly Canadian boxcars.  
 

KEY DATES IN SHORT BOXCAR SCRAPPING HISTORY 
 

1928: Wood draft sills banned from interchange (extended to 1930). 

1933: AB brakes required on all new-built cars. 

1937: AB brakes required on all rebuilt cars. 

1937: Geared handbrakes required on all new or rebuilt cars. 

1940: Arch bar trucks banned from interchange (extended to 1945 via waivers). 

1945: Wood running boards banned on new cars (and “recommended” for rebuilt cars). 

1954: K brakes banned on all interchanged cars. 

1966: Running boards banned on new cars. 

1967: High mount hand brakes prohibited on new cars. 

1968: Cast Iron wheels banned from interchange. 

1970: No underframes over 50 years old (anything built before 1920). 
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The few surviving short boxcars that made it past 1950 were mostly Canadian Fowler-type single sheathed cars 
used to haul grain, and a few Southeastern roads still running small fleets of ventilated boxcars. 
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THE CANADIAN SHORT BOXCARS 
 

We’ll start our look at postwar short boxcars by looking at what was by far the largest group of them: Canadian cars. 
 

 
 

• In 1945 Canadian short boxcars made up 48% of all North American short boxcars (61,003 of 125,876 cars). 

• By 1950, the percentage had risen to 72% (48,350 of 67,157 cars). 

• By 1955 that had risen to 81% (30,582 of 37,825 cars) 

• By 1959, that percentage dropped to 74%, but only because the numbers of ACL/SAL ventilated boxcars had 
leveled off, while Canadian roads continued to scrap their Fowlers (11,239 of 15,137 cars). 

• In 1965, Canadian short boxcars had fallen to 763 cars. There were also 227 short cars in the US, for a total 
of 990 cars (0.1% of the North American boxcar fleet) 

• American short boxcars disappeared by 1972, while the very last of the Canadian short cars dropped off the 
roster in 1981. 
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By the early 1970s seeing a Canadian short boxcar was a rare occurrence. With well over 100,000 built for 
Canadian railroads between 1900 and 1925 they were still around, but your best bet was to look for MOW cars. 
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Canadian Pacific 

 
 

  
 



11 
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Canadian National 
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Other Canadian Roads 
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Grand Trunk Western 
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SURVIVING SHORT VENTILATED BOXCARS 
 

 
Besides the Canadian Fowlers, the other large surviving group of short boxcars through the 1950s were American 

ventilated boxcars, specifically those from the ACL and SAL. 
 

Through World War One, there were as many ventilated boxcars as reefers (about 65,000 cars of each type). VM 
numbers began dropping in the late 1920s and accelerated during the Depression, until barely 10% of the 1919 fleet 

survived to 1945. After the 1953 K brake ban the few hundred cars remaining hung on to about 1965. 
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Atlantic Coast Line 
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Seaboard 
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Southern 
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Other Surviving Short Vents 
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NC&StL SHORT BOXCARS 
 

One American railroad that maintained a sizeable short boxcar fleet through the 1950s was the NC&StL. 
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MP SHORT BOXCARS 
 

Another large operator of short boxcars in the 1950s was the Missouri Pacific. 
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D&H SHORT BOXCARS 
 

 

The Delaware & Hudson kept a few short boxcars around longer than they probably should have, allowing railfans of 
the 1960s and 1970s an opportunity to see “antique” cars still in service. 
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DL&W SHORT BOXCARS 
 

Surprisingly, a few short boxcars survived on the DL&W, even past the Erie-Lackawanna merger of 1960. The 
Lackawanna preferred short boxcars, stating that the loads their boxcars were carrying didn’t require long cars. 
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BAR SHORT BOXCARS 
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ATSF SHORT BOXCARS 
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L&N SHORT BOXCARS 
 

 
 

 



29 
  

SOUTHERN SHORT BOXCARS 
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SOO LINE SHORT BOXCARS 
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DM&IR SHORT BOXCARS 
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OTHER SURVIVING SHORT BOXCARS 
 

The previous looks at survivors focused on “large” remaining fleets.  
By 1950 most railroads had retired all of their shorter boxcars; only 2,200 remained scattered among 55 railroads. 

Most of these cars were retired when K brakes were banned in 1954; there were 503 shorties remaining. 
By 1959 only 190 short boxcars were still in service, and by 1965 there were a whopping 52 cars left,  

all from a dozen short lines, and all likely in captive service. 
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The ever-frugal GM&O hung onto a small group of ex-M&O Fowlers for as long as they were able to, with 37 still on the roster in 1951. 

They were all scrapped or relegated to MOW service by 1954. 
 

   
In 1924 the C&O bought three groups of “modern” short boxcars, and had rebuilt them in the late 1930s. The road still had 523 of them 

in 1950 but began retiring the remaining cars in bulk that year. By 1953 they were gone, except for a few in MOW service. 
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The Charleston & Western Carolina maintained a fleet of former ACL ventilated cars in service through the 1950s, with 88 cars 

remaining in 1960. Some of the cars had been converted to plain boxcars. 
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Ignoring their narrow gauge cars, the D&RGW had a fleet of 380 relatively modern short boxcars at the end of WWII.  

10 cars survived past the K brake ban, but they were retired by 1957.   
A small number of 1913- built D&SL boxcars (fully part of the Rio Grande since 1947) survived to the 1954 K brake ban. 
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The NYS&W kept their remaining Erie-influenced Fowler boxcars running longer than any other American railroad. Their small postwar 

fleet of 56 cars was down to 11 in 1960, and they were retired soon afterwards. 

 
The LS&I had a tiny fleet of these ancient (circa 1902) Pressed Steel boxcars well into the 1960s.  

The cars almost never strayed off-line. 
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The Illinois Terminal had a small fleet of 38-foot single sheathed boxcars, and ran them past the end of electrification. In 1960 there 

were still 86 of them running in revenue service. 
 

 
The B&O purged most of their short boxcars from the roster during the Depression, but a few stragglers remained after WWII, including 

a few examples of these 1902-built cars. Six clung on past 1957 but were gone by the end of 1959. 
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SHORT BOXCARS THAT DIDN’T SURVIVE TO THE DIESEL ERA 
 

Two of the largest fleets of short boxcars were owned by the Pennsylvania RR and the New York Central family of roads. Combined, 
these two systems were operating over 200,000 short boxcars at the beginning of World War One. 

 

 
On the PRR, the 1923 boxcar fleet stood at 66,790 cars: 41,675 short cars and 25,115 cars 40 or 50 feet long. The short boxcars made 
up 63% of the roster. In 1934 those numbers had essentially flipped: 66,218 boxcars total, 16,278 short, 49,940 long, with short boxcars 
making up 25% of the fleet. After 1935 the Pennsy made a concentrated effort to scrap all of their shorties, so that by the beginning of 

WWII they were all off the revenue roster. 
 

 
 

On the NYC the situation was similar, but offset by a few years. The NYC Lines went into the Depression with over 68,000 short 
boxcars. They began a major effort to purge their car fleet in 1933, but by the end of WWII still rostered 5,500 short boxcars. By 
January 1951 they were down to 56 of them, and by January 1954 (the K brake ban) there was one car left hiding somewhere.  
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THE LAST OF THE SHORT BOXCARS 
 

Beyond 1960, very few short boxcars survived in free-roaming revenue service. By 1972 almost all of the ACL and 
SAL ventilated cars had been retired, and by 1979 the last surviving shorties were a tiny number of Canadian 

Fowlers, the very last of which were retired in 1981. 

 
CN 9460 rolls through Bay View, Ontario in July 1980. The sixth car back, just before the MOW cars, is a 1914-built CP Fowler. 

 

   
In the 1970s and 1980s, the best way to find short boxcars was to look for strings of MOW cars. 
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SURVIVING SHORT BOXCARS 
 

Surviving short boxcars are easy to find, if you’re willing to hunt them down. Every other preserved Canadian grain 
elevator seems to have one, and most museums and tourist lines have one or two.  

Probably the best places to see several of them are in North Freedom WI, Strasburg PA, and Chisago City MN. 
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MODELING SHORT BOXCARS 

 
Modeling short boxcars as used in the postwar era is actually pretty simple. Westerfield, F&C, and Sunshine have all 
released short boxcar models in resin, most of which are postwar specific prototypes. The Roundhouse “old timer” boxcars 
and reefers can be kitbashed into convincing 1905-1915 built cars, many of which survived into the early 1950s, and 
Accurail’s short double sheathed boxcars represent newer, 1910-1917 built cars with steel underframes.  
  

 
The Accurail “Fowler” type short boxcar doesn’t match any specific prototype, but all of the elements are design-accurate 

(roof, ends, sides, doors, underframe) for the car type. With a little bit of work the models can be turned into something near-
accurate, which is especially important in a ops-based “fleet builder” context. 
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The four versions of the Accurail 38-foot cars, based on a 1912 NYC prototype, are useful as the most common 

double sheathed plain boxcar surviving into the 1950s. 
 

  
The basic kits lend themselves nicely to kitbashing. The model to the left represents a 1914-built Michigan Central 
short auto boxcar, while the one to the right is a 1906-built, all-wood NYC car that had been upgraded in the early 
1920s with steel ends, steel roof, and a steel center sill with trussrods. All of these cars would have lasted to the 

1954 K-brake ban, and occasionally beyond. 
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The MDC/Roundhouse “Old Timer” 36-foot cars are still available, from Athearn as RTR models or as kits at swap 
meets. While the Accurail models are far more useful for post-1950 modelers, the MDC reefers are useful kitbash 
fodder if you need a car slightly smaller than the Accurail models. 
 

   
To the left is a 36-foot NP car using spare F&C ends, a scratchbuilt door, and a cut down Central Valley radial roof. 

In the center is a 1906-built NKP wood auto boxcar with scratchbuilt doors, roof, and underframe. 
To the right is another NKP boxcar, this time featuring a Murphy 7/7 ribbed end (custom 3D print & resin cast). 
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If kitbashing isn’t appealing, there’s always resin kits, F&C, Westerfield, and Sunshine have all produced short 
boxcar kits, mostly all appropriate for the postwar period. 
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THE END 
 

 


