
Page 1 of 23 
 

EARLY AUTO BOXCARS 
A NEEDED ADDITION TO ANY PRE-1930 CAR FLEET 
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We need to build a lot of model freight cars in order to create a realistic 1900-1930 freight car roster. Between RTR, kits, 

and resin we should have a multitude of choices, and you’d think that “most” of the important cars would have been 

produced by a variety of manufacturers. But are they? 

 

Since XM-type plain boxcars have been partially covered by plastic manufacturers, resin companies tend to focus on 

“obscure” and possibly even “cute” cars. Resin manufacturers generally claim to cater to modelers who prefer earlier years, 

but is what they’re producing truly useful for a pre-Depression era layout?  

If you lean on what models are offered in resin catalogs, will you wind up with an accurate pre-1930 car fleet, or will it 

become skewed towards a wrong interpretation of the national fleet based on what older modelers were viewing in the 

1960s and 1970s, or on what few car plans they were able to find in a few random Car Builders’ Dictionaries? 

 

Do we really need a bunch of USRA cars and their lookalikes, or should we be focusing on other things? 
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AUTOMOBILE BOXCARS 

 Looking at one specific car type as an example of the above dilemma , automobile boxcars were an important part of the 

early car fleet but are generally overlooked by most modelers, mostly because so few good kits are available.  

 
Double and single sheathed auto boxcars dominated the car type well into the 1940s, but few modelers actually run any.  

Since automobiles were a priority, high-tariff freight type, shouldn’t most modelers have a few XAs? 

What models are offered? What models do we actually need for a pre-1930 themed layout? 

   

Is there anything at all RTR, or will everything have to be resin, kitbashed, or scratch built?  
(and is THIS the real reason why most early rail modelers don’t have auto boxcars in their fleets?) 



Page 4 of 23 
 

AN INSANELY SHORT HISTORY OF THE EARLY AUTOMOBILE 

 1886: The automobile is invented by Benz. 

 1893: Dureya becomes the first large American auto maker. 

 1901: The “modern” automobile is invented by Mercedes. 

 1901: Oldsmobile becomes the first mass-production auto maker in the USA. 

 1902: Studebaker begins producing automobiles (electric; gas comes in 1904). 

 1903: Ford Motor Company is founded. 

 
Original cars were expensive, unreliable, hand-made luxury items for the rich and wanna-be rich. 

 

 1904: Oldsmobile produces the first “middle class automobile”. 

 1907: The Ford Model R is the company’s best seller, with 7,500 units sold. 

 1908: Ford releases the first Model T. 15,000 are ordered that year. The auto industry changes forever. 

    
1904 Olds, 1907 International light truck, 1909 Ford Model T. These sorts of cars introduced the middle class, the farmers,  

and eventually the working class to the joys and freedom of personal transportation. 
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In only ten years, the automobile changed the roads of America forever. 

 

 

New York City 1909  
(LoC) 

Pittsburgh PA, 1928  
(Historic Pittsburgh collection) 
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PRODUCTION & REGISTERED VEHICLES IN THE USA, 1899-1907 

1899-1900 QTY 1901 QTY 1902 QTY 1903 QTY 1904 QTY 1905 QTY 1906 QTY 1907 QTY 

Columbia 1,500 LOCO 1,500 LOCO 2,750 OLDS 4,000 OLDS 5,508 OLDS 6,500 Ford 8,729 Ford 14,887 

Locomobile 750 Winton 700 OLDS 2,500 Cadillac 2,497 Cadillac 2,457 Cadillac 3,942 Cadillac 3,559 Buick 4,641 

Winton 100 OLDS 425 Rambler 1,500 Ford 1,708 Rambler 2,342 Rambler 3,807 Rambler 2,765 REO 3,967 

Packard 49 White 193 White 385 Pope 1,500 Ford 1,685 Ford 1,599 REO 2,458 
Maxw
ell 3,785 

Stanley  30 Autocar 140 Knox 250 Rambler 1,350 White 710 Franklin 1,098 Maxwell 2,161 
Ramb
ler 3,201 

Stearns 20 Knox 100 Packard 179 Winton 850 Stanley 550 White 1,015 OLDS 1,600 
Cadill
ac 2,884 

Knox 15 Packard 81 Stanley 170 White 502 Franklin 400 REO 864 White 1,534 
Frank
lin 1,509 

Oldsmobile 11 Stanley  80 Union 60 Knox 500 Packard 250 Maxwell 823 Buick 1,400 
Pack
ard 1,403 

                
TOTAL 2,475   3,219   7,794   12,907   13,902   19,648   24,206   36,277 

                
REGISTERED 8,000   14,800   23,000   32,920   55,290   78,800   108,100   143,200 

 

 
Washington DC, 1920 (LoC) 
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THE FIRST AUTOMOBLIE CARS 
In January 1905, there are ZERO automobile boxcars. As a rare luxury item, cars and trucks shipped from factories are 
carried in the few available furniture boxcars, which can easily handle a couple of light automobiles, and which were 
generally the only boxcars in operation with doors over six feet wide. 

 
TH&L 5116 was one of 20 cars built by ACF’s Terre Haute IN plant in December 1899. Only 5,500 boxcars over 45 feet long were in service by 1900. 

(ACF builder’s photo, Al Westerfield collection) 

 
Since automobiles were the property of the upper middle class and the rich, they were often taken along on extended trips 
or vacations (they’d never survive a cross-country road trip). Railroad baggage cars begin being built with wider side doors 
to accommodate this sort of specialty freight, becoming some of the first “car carriers” on the rails. 

 

           

Traditionally, baggage cars were built with four or five foot 

wide side doors, as seen here on this 1890-built Reading 

car. 

By 1901 you begin seeing baggage cars built with six, seven, 

and eight foot wide doors. Mail sacks and steamer trunks 

weren’t getting larger; the type of “baggage on wheels” the 

rich were traveling with were.  For example, NYC&HR 2907 

was built with 7’ 6” doors in 1902. 

(both photos, Jackson & Sharp collection, Delaware Public Archives) 
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It’s a toss-up as to who had the first auto boxcars. Since 1906 ORERs aren’t available online precision isn’t 
currently possible, but I’ve narrowed the list to two groups of cars: Pere Marquette 52500-52999, and New 
Haven 63800-63899. Both appear as the ONLY auto boxcars in the March 1907 ORER. 

 
(no photos of the NH 63800-series have popped up, but they probably looked like these 1906-built PSCC cars) 

(PM 52815, Pullman photo, IL Digital Archive collection. NH 72301 Standard Steel photo, author’s collection) 
 

By December 1907, these pioneer cars were joined by others, with the national fleet growing to 2,464 cars. 
ROAD NUMBERS QTY NOTES 

PRR 10901-11000 100 XLC 

PRR 11001-11010 10 XL  

PRR 
559943-
559964 20 XLC, UNION LINE 

MC 95500-95999 112 Pullman 1907 

LS&MS 59500-59999 500 Pullman 1907 

LS&MS 60000-60499 490 H&B 1906 

LS&MS 62500-62999 495 H&B 1906 

LV 2501-2525 25 SSCC 1907 

NH 63800-63899 100 1906 

D&H 20900-20999 100 ACF 1907. Lot 4598, first XA built by ACF. 

PM 52500-52999 499 Pullman 1906 

MATHER 
(leased to 
C&EI) unknown 13 H&B 1907 

 
TOTAL XA: 2,464 
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It’s a mystery as to why 1907 is the tipping point year for auto boxcars. Automobile production had been rising at a steady 
25%-50% every year since 1900, but was still only at 36,000 new units built in 1907. It would take until 1913 before the 
Model T would really make a difference in shipping needs (Model Ts built in 1911: 32,053. Model Ts built in 1913: 168,200).  
 
There’s no real mention of automobile traffic in pre-1920 railroad trade journals, and the first auto boxcars don’t appear in 
the Car Builders’ Dictionary until 1913. From 1903 to 1909, “auto cars” are defined as baggage cars for passenger train 
service. 
 
Regardless, 1907 should be considered as the first year auto boxcars are a regular sight on American railroads, at least in 
the northeastern quarter of the country where most of the population, and where most of the auto owners, were. 
 

    
First PRR XA (class XLc) built 1907.     First NYC Lines XA built 1906. 

 

    
First D&H XA built in 1906.     First Mather XA built in 1907. 
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The first 15 years of auto boxcar production was dominated by the double sheathed car type. 
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The New York Central Lines family of railroads was by far the largest user of the car type, eventually building 24,000 double 

sheathed auto boxcars through the end of 1928 (in addition to 17,000 all-steel auto boxcars, beginning in 1916). 
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Originally, single sheathed auto boxcars were a rarity. The first built were Mather all-wood cars built in 1907, followed by a 

few hundred “machinery car” Dominion-type boxcars built for the CN and CP, along with 40 and 50-foot long Erie “Fowler 

clones” built just before WWI. 
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The single sheathed boxcar design generally gained acceptance in the USA by 1916, and by 1925 almost all auto boxcars 

being built were single sheathed cars. 
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Railroads began building all-steel auto boxcars in 1916, but besides a few thousand built for the NYC and PRR, steel XAs 

remained a rarity well into the late 1930s. 
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The Great Depression essentially killed off freight car construction through 1936. The few that were built were all-steel, 

bringing an end to wood-sided auto boxcar construction. 
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THE NATIONAL AUTO BOXCAR FLEET OF 1926 

 

Crates of auto parts are unloaded from a Wabash XA in Hoboken NJ, 9/15/1926. (DL&W company photo, Steamtown NPS) 
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1926 is an excellent year to examine the pre-1930 auto boxcar fleet in its prime.  With 160,121 cars it’s near its largest size, 

and the fleet has the widest variety of cars it’ll ever have. 

TOP 10 FLEETS: NYC FAMILY 38,026 23.7%   SHORT DS LONG DS SS STEEL 

  PRR 9,379 5.9%   NYC - 5348 NYC - 6667 WAB - 7008 MC - 11609 

  CM&StP 8,974 5.6%   MC - 4236 ATSF - 5501 MILW - 6757 PRR - 5747 

  Wabash 7,966 5.0%   PRR - 1654 B&O - 5307 IC - 5395 NYC - 3983 

  B&O 7,376 4.6%   SOU - 1072 MC - 4147 CN - 4981 B&O - 1173 

  IC 6,657 4.2%   B&O - 896 PM - 3477 SLSF - 3500 NOR - 749 

  UP FAMILY 5,855 3.7%           

  SP FAMILY 5,511 3.4%   
16,098 total 

(10%) 
59,847 total 

(37.4%) 
59,531 total 

(37.2%) 
24,645 total 

(15.4%) 

  ATSF 5,501 3.4%           

  C&NW & CMO 5,479 3.4%           

             62.9% of all XA 

Auto boxcars make up 13% of the national boxcar fleet, and definitely do more than haul Plymouths around; they can be 
considered a part of the general national car pool. Additionally, auto boxcars do actually carry automobiles, and on some 
routes may be grossly over-represented due to specific traffic patterns. Most modelers need one or two, even if they don’t 
think they do. 

Notice that a quarter of all auto boxcars are owned by one of the New York Central family of railroads. If you plan on 
adding one or two XAs to your fleet, look at adding one of their cars first. Similarly, if you want one single sheathed auto 
boxcar, it may need to be a Wabash car. 
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ADDING AN AUTO BOXCAR MODEL TO A 1907-1930 ROSTER: THE OPTIONS 

Are manufacturers our friends? 

 

 
 

The AHM 40-foot double sheathed XA and Roundhouse 50-foot single sheathed XA are the only two mass-produced “early” 

auto boxcars in HO scale. The AHM cars is complete fantasy, while the Roundhouse model represents a very small niche 

car. Things are no better in N scale, with one 40-foot double sheathed car from Micro-Trains and one 50-foot single 

sheathed car from Walthers.  

 

With exactly none of the most common types of auto boxcars made as mass-produced, easily obtained models, it’s 

apparent that plastic model manufacturers don’t care about 160,000 cars that need to be to be on your layout. 
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1910-1930 acceptable auto boxcars are somewhat better represented by resin manufacturers. As always, Westerfield is our 

friend, and everyone else needs to be viewed with caution, in case the model is really post-Depression era. 

Westerfield B&O M-13B 38-FT DS   F&C CV 40-FT SS 

Westerfield B&O M-15 40-FT DS   F&C GTW 40-FT SS 

Westerfield CCC&StL 40-FT DS   F&C IC 40-FT SS *** 

Westerfield DSS&A 40-FT DS   F&C KCS 40-FT SS 

Westerfield GN 50-FT SS   F&C RDG 40-FT STEEL 

Westerfield LE&W 40-FT DS   F&C WAB 40-FT SS 

Westerfield LV 40-FT DS   Rocket Express RI 40-FT SS 

Westerfield MC 40-FT 1916 STEEL   Rocket Express RI 50-FT SS 

Westerfield MC 40-FT 1922 STEEL   Speedwich AA 40-FT SS 

Westerfield MC 40-FT DS   Speedwich CB&Q 40-FT SS 

Westerfield MP 40-FT SS   Speedwich NP 50-FT SS 

Westerfield NKP 40-FT DS   Speedwich PM 40-FT SS 

Westerfield NOR 40-FT DS   Speedwich SP A-50-4 40-FT SS 

Westerfield NYC 40-FT 1916 STEEL   Sunshine ATSF FE-L 40-FT DS 

Westerfield NYC 40-FT 1922 STEEL   Sunshine ATSF FE-P 40-FT DS 

Westerfield NYC 40-FT DS   Sunshine MKT 40-FT SS 

Westerfield PRR X25A 40-FT STEEL   Sunshine NJI&I 40-FT SS 

Westerfield PRR XLC 36-FT DS   Sunshine PM 40-FT DS 

Westerfield RI 50-FT SS   Sunshine PM 40-FT SS 

Westerfield Rutland 40-FT DS   Sunshine SLSF 40-FT SS 

Westerfield T&P 40-FT DS   Sunshine Southern 40-FT DS 

Westerfield UP A-50-4 50-FT SS   Sunshine WAB 40-FT SS 

Westerfield UP A-50-6 50-FT SS       

     

 
16 DS (really, 8) 

   

 
23 SS 

   

 
6 STEEL 

   Except for Westerfield, NONE of these cars come with pre-Depression era decals, although all were built before 1928. 

The list above is skewed VERY heavily in favor of cars that were built in the very late 1920s and which ran into the 1960s, including 

most of the cars offered by Westerfield. There are also some huge omissions (short NYC cars and Pennsy X24s, especially). If you 

model before 1912 you have ONE kit you can buy (XLc); if you model before 1922 that number jumps to four. 

***The F&C IC auto box 
needs to have a second 
door added before it can 
be used. 
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GETTING MORE VARIETY: KITBASHING IS YOUR FRIEND 

To add “sincere” pre-Depression auto boxcar models to your fleet besides what’s available in resin, you’ll have to do some 
old-fashioned modeling. Here are a few ideas: 

#1, CRAZY SIMPLE: New England Rail Supply half doors. 

 

  

Designed to be drop-on parts for the Accurail eight panel single sheathed boxcars, these parts can also be used to create 

double sheathed auto cars. To the left is a MC car built out of a Roundhouse 36-foot reefer, and to the right is an Ertl USRA 

boxcar, used as a stand-in for a Wabash car. 
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#2, NOT SO SIMPLE: involved kitbashes. 

  
Kitbashing is your friend, and is something we all need to do if modeling the early 1920s. Short auto boxcar models are 

basically unavailable, so you have to make due on your own. This kitbash of a NKP (NYC designed) car involves a 
Roundhouse reefer, with scratch built roof, doors, and underframe. 

 

 

The Accurail short double sheathed boxcar can also be converted to a NYC or MC auto boxcar, with a scratchbuilt door. 
Either wood or corrugated steel ends are appropriate, for various versions of these prototypes. 

 

If you want a 40-foot Wabash, MKT, or SP single sheathed auto boxcar, you may need to drag out your Xona saw and chop 
up a 50-foot Roundhouse car. 
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#3, REALLY HARD: roll your own “kits”. 

 

 

 

All three of these models represent the state of the art in “scratchbuilding”. All three are custom resin kits which started 
out as 3D CAD renderings. One master was then printed, and multiples reproduced as resin kits. While not simple by any 

means, these cars do show how a resourceful modeler can add accurate cars to their fleet. 
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THE END 


