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The ñFowlerò boxcar we all know: 
 

 
 

But do we REALLY know it? 
 

What is a ñFowlerò boxcar? 
What isnôt a Fowler boxcar? 
Whatôs a ñFowler Cloneò? 
Who was ñFowlerò? 
 

And why do Canadians insist on calling these things ñDominion carsò? 
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BOXCARS BEFORE THE FOWLERS 
 
We all know about the three general types of boxcar construction: double sheathed, single sheathed, and all steel. 

 
 

The óRule of Thumbô is that double sheathed cars came first, and then single sheathed, and finally all-steel. 
 

This rule of thumb is wrong. 
Or at least so general and non-specific to be useless. 

 
Animal and gravity powered rail-ways began in Europe in the 1500s, using gondolas. 

    
1550 coal mine gondola from Transylvania versus 1891 mine car from ACF 

 
In the USA, gravity railroads date from 1810, also using gondolas. 

When steam railways began in the USA around 1830 they also used gondolas. 
A very few ñhouse carsò were built in the early 1830s. Basically ñsheds on flat carsò, each car was unique. 
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In 1834, Ross Winans, chief mechanical officer of the B&O, patented the first two truck, four axle, independently 
articulated freight cars. An 1839 supplement drawing was added to the patent, showing a single sheathed boxcar. 

   
By the 1840s most woodcut illustrations of boxcars show them as B&O standard ñoutside bracedò cars. 

    
A few older Winans-inspired cars could be seen through the Civil War. 

 

Some of the first true boxcars were single sheathed. 



5 
  

       
Some early boxcars were built from steel (or iron), although mostly in Europe.  

The first know boxcar patent (US29510) is from July 1860, and was for an all-steel car.  
The first production all-steel boxcars are from 1907, predating ñmodernò single sheathed boxcars. 

 
By the 1880s almost nobody had single sheathed boxcars, with the largest fleet being a small and ageing group of 

Southern Pacific fruit cars (ex-Central Pacific).  

   
                      CP/SP ca.1878                             WVA&P ca.1885                                   D&IR ca.1895 
 

By 1906 the only remaining single sheathed boxcars were a fleet of 1,500 all-wood cars owned by the Mather Car 
Co. These cars, while interesting enough, never influenced car design with any other railroad or leasing company. 
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In 1902 C.A. Seley took his composite steel and wood bodied gondola and hopper design, and applied the same 
construction technique to create a group of boxcars for the Norfolk & Western.  

   
N&W 62057 was built by ACFôs Huntington Shops in 1904 

 
Seleyôs new car framing designs (which he never patented) slowly gained acceptance by the industry, especially 

with western railroads. All were double sheathed. 

   
                            CRI&P 33900, ACF 1906                                            D&RG 63499, ACF 1909 
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The first ñmodernò single sheathed boxcars were three small groups of all-steel cars built for the UP by the McKeen 
Motor Car Co. The first two cars were similar but featured different side bracing. UP 72850 and 72851 were both 

built in mid-1906 at the UPôs Omaha NE car shops (which McKeen used as their assembly plant). 

   
 
In 1910 UP 72851 was renumbered UP 100000, UP 72850 was renumbered UP 100001, and McKeen built another 
24 as copies of 72850/100001, numbered 100002-100026. An unrepeated experiment, these 26 cars ran into the 
1940s in revenue service, with a few surviving as MOW equipment into the 1960s. 

    
As with the Mather boxcars, these all-steel cars didnôt affect future boxcar designs. 
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THE FIRST TRUE SINGLE SHEATHED BOXCARS 
 
In 1908 the Canadian Pacific Railroad was looking for an affordable way to build a large number of grain-carrying 
cars to keep up with increased freight car demand due to westward expansion. The CP ordered a small group of 
prototype cars to test various modern construction concepts, with W.E. Fowler, the CPôs Chief Mechanical Officer, 
overseeing the project. 
 
The first car built was CP 100002, built in Montreal by the Dominion Car & Foundry Co., with W.S. Atwood acting as 

project engineer. The car was built in July 1908, and was a Seley-type ñinside steel frameò car. 

 
The second car, #100004, was built by DC&F in 8/1908, and was a copy of car 100002 without exterior sheathing. 

 
The third car, CP 100006, was built by Dominion in October 1908, and was a ñsimplifiedò  

single sheathed design built based on what was learned from the previous two cars. 
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The time between designing, building, and evaluating the three cars was surprisingly short, with the Canadian 
Pacific placing an order for 500 copies of CP 100006 in December 1908. Dominion began delivering the partially 
built cars to the CPôs Angus shops in the spring of 1909, and an order for 1,000 more cars was placed almost 
immediately.  Orders for the new cars exceeded Dominionôs capacity, so later in 1909 DC&F bought two other 
Canadian freight car firms and reorganized as the Canadian Car & Foundry Company. 
 

 
Some of the first Dominion-built cars head from Dominionôs plant to the CPôs Angus Shops to be sheathed and 

painted. Photo from Railway and Marine World magazine, January 1910. 
 

These Canadian Pacific boxcars began running in service in Canada and the United States in mid-1909, and the 
single sheathed boxcar era began. 
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WHO WAS FOWLER? 

 
William E. Fowler, Sr. is a bit of a mystery man, and itôs no wonder that nobody in the rail history or modeling 
community has written about him. No photos are known to exist, contemporary journals  didnôt write much about 
him, and he seems to appear and disappear from the freight car business relatively quickly.  
 
I was able to build a biographic timeline of W.E. Fowler, based on what snippets of information are out there. 
Specifically, US and Canadian patents, mentions in the Master Car Buildersô Association annual reports, assorted 
mentions in trade journals between 1882 and 1918, and a Supreme Court ruling. 
 
Fowler was a typical 19th Century ñSelf-Made Manò. Born in the UK (or possibly Scotland) in 1856, he immigrated to 
the United States in the late 1870s. Moving west, in 1880 he got a job with the Union Pacific as a car builder, and 
within three years was a car construction foreman. He was promoted to the UPôs Master Car Builder in 1894, and at 
that time his career took off. Working for the Southern Pacific between 1900 and 1902, he was hired by the 
Canadian Pacific to be their Master Car Builder in May 1902. While working for the CP Fowler served two terms as 
an MCBA vice president, and was elected president of the MCBA for the 1906-1907 term. 
 
As one of the few master car builders working for a large Class One railroad, Fowler knew most people in the 
industry, including C.A. Seley and W.R. McKeen, two pioneers in modern freight car construction. Both men 
influenced Fowlerôs car designs in some capacity. 
 
As the Chief Master Mechanic for the Canadian Pacific, he oversaw the construction of the three prototype steel-
framed boxcars, as well as the initial 1,500 production cars. Fowler left the CP abruptly in 1909 citing ñhealth 
reasonsò, moved to the United States, and began marketing what was called ñhisò boxcar design. 
 
Fowler formed ñThe Fowler Car Companyò in 1910, headquartered in Chicago. Thereôs no record that Fowler ever 
lived in Chicago, however. His son, W.E. Fowler, Jr. worked as a mechanical engineer for Simplex, designing car 
brake equipment. Junior lived in Hammond IN, and may have even worked for his father, overseeing the Chicago 
office. 
 

In his lifetime, Fowler was granted at least 14 Canadian and 28 American patents, almost all for single sheathed 
boxcars. 
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A BIOGRAPHIC SKETCH OF WILLIAM E. FOWLER, SR. 
 

¶ 4/27/1856 - born in Weymouth England (or possibly in Scotland and moved to the UK as an infant). 

¶ Circa 1875-1878 - Immigrated to USA. 

¶ 1879 - Married Margaret McLeod (had five daughters & 2 sons). 

¶ 3/1880-9/1882 - Car builder for the StLIM&S. Lived in Bearing Cross, AR. 

¶ 10/1882-11/1883 - Car builder for the UP. Lived in Denver, CO. 

¶ 11/1883-12/1889 - Car Foreman, UP (Denver). 

¶ 1890-1891 ï General Car Foreman, DT&FtW (Denver). 

¶ 1891-1893 - Car Foreman, UP (Denver). 

¶ 5/30/1893 - First US patent issued (US498234), for an all-wood, drop-end coal gondola. 

¶ 1894-1900 - Master Car Builder, UP (Denver). 

¶ 1896-1900 - Master Car Builder, UPD&G and DL&G (Denver). 

¶ 1896 - Fowler joins the Master Car Builderôs Association. 

¶ 1900-4/1902 - General Car Inspector & Master Car Repairer, SP. Moved to Sacramento CA. 

¶ 5/1902-6/30/1909 - Master Car Builder, Canadian Pacific. Moved to Montreal QC. 

¶ 1904-1906 ï Elected Vice President of the MCBA. 

¶ 1906-1907 ï Elected President of the MCBA. Pays $204 into dues fund (typical dues were $10). 

¶ 1906-1907 ï Elected President of the Canadian Railway Club. 

¶ 7/2/1908 - Submits US patent request for a single sheathed boxcar. US962425 is granted on 6/28/1910 and 
reissued on 5/13/1913. 

¶ 8/25/1909 - Granted Canadian patent CA122944, which is the same as the above US patent. 

¶ 9/1909 - Quits the CP due to "health reasons". Moves to California. 
¶ 1909 - Quits the MCBA 

¶ 1910 ï Incorporates ñThe Fowler Car Companyò in Chicago. 

¶ 1911 ï Moves his family from Montreal to Los Angeles. 
¶ 9/16/1912 - First mention of The Fowler Car Co., in patent US1062701. The company also begins advertising. 

¶ 3/11/1913 - Six more Canadian patents issued for various design features of single sheathed boxcars. 

¶ 7/1/1913 - Same patents issued in the United States. 

¶ 4/21/1914 - Four US and one Canadian patents issued, again for single sheathed boxcars. Patents refer to 
"single sheathed cars of the Fowler type". 
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¶ 5/28/1914 - US Patent submitted for an all-steel boxcar (US1151351). Plans for the car look identical to CC&F 
201 / CP 24000 built in June 1914. 

¶ 7/20/1915 - Patent submitted for boxcar floors. Patent rejected. Fowler sues US Patent Office. 

¶ 1916 - Fowler's home address stated as 53 West Jackson Boulevard, Chicago IL. That's the Monadnock 
Building, the world's largest office building when built in 1893. 

¶ 4/17/1917 - Ewing vs. Fowler Car Co., US Supreme Court ruling #721. Protecting 1915 patent of boxcar 
floors. Fowler loses. Patent and SCOTUS documents state that he lives in Chicago; RyME Magazine articles 
say that he actually lives in Los Angeles. 

¶ 6/4/1918 - Last patent issued to Fowler (US1268340) for house car running board supports. 
¶ 1919 ï The Fowler Car Co. closes. 
¶ 1920-1922 ï Hired as chief engineer & General Superintendent for the Montour RR. Lived in Coraopolis PA. 

¶ Died 1/3/1923, buried in Wilkinsburg PA. 
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FOWLERôS SINGLE SHEATHED BOXCAR 

 
Time to stir up the Canadiansé 
 

W.E. Fowler is the father of the ñmodernò single sheathed boxcar, and the ñCanadianò short, 
single sheathed boxcar was designed by Fowler, not DC&F. 

 
1) Fowler was a Master Car Builder for various large railroads between 1894 and 1909. 
2) Fowler becomes Master Car Builder of the Canadian Pacific in May 1902. 
3) Fowler becomes president of the MCBA and Canadian Railway Club in 1906. 
4) Many things happen quickly between 1908 and 1910: 

a. Early 1908 - The Canadian Pacific decides to build a series of prototype boxcars. 
b. 7/2/1908 - Fowler submits a patent for a single sheathed boxcar. Granted as US962425 on 6/28/1910. 
c. 7/1908 - CP 100002 is built by Dominion Car & Foundry Co. 
d. 8/1908 - CP 100004 is built, also by DC&F. First ñmodernò single sheathed boxcar. 
e. 10/1908 - CP 100006 is built by DC&F. 
f. Spring 1909 ï CP orders 1,000 single sheathed boxcars based on CP 100006. 
g. 9/1909 ï Fowler quits the CP, moves to California. 
h. Late 1909 ï DC&F buys several smaller car builders and forms the Canadian Car & Foundry Co. 
i. Spring 1910 ï Fowler incorporates ñThe Fowler Car Company.ò 
j. Spring 1910 ï CP orders another 3,000 cars based on CP 100006. 
k. 1912 ï The Fowler Car Co. begins advertising, using images of CP cars. 

 
5) In 1907 the only single sheathed boxcars in service were all-wood Mather cars and all-steel McKeen cars. 
6) Before 1908 there are no patents for metal framed, inside wood sheathed boxcars. 
7) Before 1908 there were no metal framed, inside wood sheathed boxcars running for any railroad. 
8) In 1908 W.E. Fowler submitted a patent for metal framed, inside wood sheathed boxcars, and AFTERWARDS 

Canadian Pacific and the Dominion Car & Foundry built car #100002, 100004, and 100006. 
 
The patent SUBMISSION date is key: legally, priority is given to the submission date in any patent dispute. Fowler 
learned this the hard way in 1917, when the US Supreme Court ruled against him in exactly this situation (ruling 
#721).  
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WHAT IS A ñFOWLERò SINGLE SHEATHED BOXCAR? 
 

Saying ñsingle sheathed boxcarò is like saying ñall steel boxcarò. There are lots of different types. 

   

  
 

So what makes a Fowler a Fowler?  
For that we have to look at the patents, as well as single sheathed boxcars built before 1916. 
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The drawings of Fowlerôs original boxcar patent (US962425) show what we would consider to be a pretty 
conventional single sheathed boxcar, with a steel underframe made of C-channels, C-channel side sills (shown in 
the drawings with a ñfishbellyò profile, but almost never built with them), and walls made of dimensional steel ribs 
and long, horizontal wooden boards. 
 

    
 

Notice that the body ribs are shown as L-channel. While Fowler did prefer L-channels for his designs, he does 
mention that Z-bars could also be used, as seen in Figure 11. And in fact, all Fowler-type boxcars were built with Z-
bar body framework. 
 

Also note Figure 1 item 24, which are the infamous ñside wall tightening strapsò, and Figure 9, which shows the side 
walls bolted to the framing with ñslotted holesò. The holes were used on early Fowlers, but the straps were not. 
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The text of the patent explains the drawings, and makes several claims associated to the patent. 
 

   

 
Lines eight through 14 show the intent of Fowler: to create a cheap, light, and durable boxcar by doing away with 

the exterior sheathing. When the patent was written and submitted, no house cars were built this way. 
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The bulk of Fowlerôs patent does try to explain how he attempts to deal with boxcar leakage, by creating a means of 
tightening the sides as they shrink. As these were initially to be Canadian Pacific cars intended for bulk grain lading, 
leaky cars were an important consideration. 
 

The ñclaimsò section of the patent deal with many design elements that Fowler said were unique. Besides staggered 
joints on the horizontal sheathing, an exterior metal framework, and various methods to tighten the side sheathing, 
is claim #15: 

 
So as part of Fowlerôs patent, he claims that single sheathing is ñhis ideaò. 

Fowler also applied for a Canadian patent using the same text and drawings as the US Patent.  
CA122944 was submitted on 8/27/1909, and issued on 12/28/1909. 

 

In a later patent (US1078616, granted on 11/18/1913) Fowler again claims the idea as his own. 

 



18 
  

  

THE FIRST FOWLERS ï THE CANADIAN PACIFIC CARS 
 
Canadian Pacific  

 
The Canadian Pacific cars were specifically built as grain transporting freight cars. Canadian railroad traffic was 
dominated by high bulk, low revenue wheat tonnage, and the CP needed an economical way to move it. They found 
the solution with the Fowler-designed cars, and began building them in huge numbers, ultimately building more than 
52,000 examples. All of their cars featured 5-foot wide doors, but had a variety of end styles when built (two, three 
or four vertical braces, and diagonal braces on the early prototypes). And while they were all built with either double 
layer wood or inside steel roofs, various modernization programs saw many rebuilt with outside metal roofs of at 
least two styles, as well as Youngstown doors and cast steel sideframe trucks. These cars lasted an astonishingly 
long time, with a few stragglers lasting into 1981. 
 
 100000-139998, various builders between 1909-1913. 40,000 cars. 
 200000-212499, various builders between 1910-1914. 12,500 cars. 
 213000-213249, ACF 1914. 250 cars. 
 170000-189999, renumber series for cars when modernized. Last cars gone by 1981. 
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