


Yokohama represented a great opportunity, and just 
such a fortuitous jnxtaposition occurred in early August 
1924. For some time the GN had been moving silk 
between Seattle and St. Paul on a 56-hour schedule. In 
July 1924 the rival Northern Pacific (NP) made the 
same run in 44 hours and 18 minutes, bettering by 
almost an hour the GN record set more than a dozen 
years earlier with eight cars of silk. Accepting the chal­
lenge, the GN set out to break the new record with a 
12-car silk train leaving Seattle on August 2.2" 

Good time was made on the Westeni Division, but 
then problems plagued the train. Car 2063 entered 
Williston, North Dakota, with a rough journal, which 
was cooled with water to prevent overheating (a "hot-
box") until the train reached Minot. Nineteen precious 
minutes were then lost in replacing a bushing ("brassing 
the box"); the same journal box caused a 12-niinute 
delay a short time later The longest and most vexing 
problem occurred at Davenport, North Dakota, where 
the rails of the NP and the GN crossed at the "interlock­
ing plant." The crew of a special NP train that passed 
through earlier in the day had neglected to switch back 
the tracks. When the silk train arrived on the night of 
August 3, a Sunday, it took the crew 28 minutes to 
locate the towerman, whose job it was to change the 
tracks. Outside Davenport there was more trouble with 
hotboxes. Although the GN managed to better the NP's 
time by 63 minutes, the difference was not enough to 
discourage the NP from trying again. 

Extensive preparations began immediately to 
improve the GN record. The dramatic moment came 
when a large shipment of raw silk reached Seattle on 
August 13, some 400 thousand pounds from the lyo 
Mam filling ten baggage cars plus nearly 326 thousand 
pounds from the President McKinley filling nine. 
Special port crews moved the silk to the dock, ware­
house, and waiting train in three hours. Working at top 
speed, they loaded each car in just eight minutes. Only 
the most experienced crew members were selected for 
the trains, and engineers were allowed to choose their 
favorite locomotives from those knov\'n to be most reli­
able and capable of sustaining high speeds without 
requiring frequent water stops. The two GN trains left 
Seattle within hours of each other, making record 
times—3 hours and 18 minutes between Wenatchee 

^^ Here and below, see Silk train materials, July 23, Aug. 4, 
1924, GN Records. 

28 Here and three paragraphs below, see Silk train materi­
als, Aug. 14, 15, 16, 18, 20, 1924, GN Records; clipping, Aug. 
25, 1924, R6, F,337, Ad. and Pub, Dept., GN Records; Seattle 
Daily Times, Aug. 17, Daily Spokesman Rcvieiv (Spokane), Aug. 
16, Whitefish Pilot, Aug. i5, 19, Cut Bank Pioneer Press, Aug. 
22, Wenatchee Daily World. Aug. 14, 16, Havre Dailij Prorrwier 
(Montana), Aug. 15, 16, Minot Daily News, Aug. 15, Neio 
Rockford Transcript (North Dakota), Aug. 22—iili 1924. 

and Hillyard, Washington, and 8 hours and 9 minutes 
from Cut Bank to Williston. On the latter leg, the trains 
averaged more than 53 miles per hour2s 

Seasoned railroad men described the trains' perfor­
mances as "phenomenal." No one made any mistakes. 
At division points, crews inspected air hoses and steam 
lines, checked brakes, lubricated journals, and switched 
locomotives in four minutes or less. Not so much as a 
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single hotbox delayed the trains. Even the weather 
cooperated. No mountain winds slowed or immobilized 
the trains by blowing sand from beneath the locomo­
tives' drive wheels. 

The first train reached St. Paul in 39 hours and 28 
minutes and arrived in Jersey Citv' 75 hours and 15 min­
utes after leaving Seattle. The second made even better 
time; 38 hours and 50 minutes to St. Paul; 9 minutes in 

St. Paul in switching to the Burlington road; and 9 hours 
and 19 minutes from St. Paul to Chicago, where it was 
switched to the Pennsylvania. The silk reached Jersey 
City 73 hours and 25 minutes after leaving Seattle, hav­
ing departed Yokohama a record 12 days, 14 hours, and 
•36 minutes earher Bettering the standing record of 13 
days, 3 hours, and 8 minutes, the GN achievement, 
according to a company news release, was "a big victo-

Great Northen-t's gleaming new Engine No. 2517at St. Paul Union Depot, 1929 
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r)'" for the United States "in the most dramatic of the 
races for commerce, the raw silk transport race." 

GN President Ralph Budd saw the accomphshment 
as one that would not be equalled by any railroad "for a 
long time." Vice-President Kenney was equally jubilant: 
"'VVe surely hold all records," he wrote, "and I think time 
made on these trains will put us in good shape.' Vice-
President Jenks agreed but hoped that his department 
would not have to do "any more such fast running," and 
he ordered that silk trains continue to maintain a 56-
hour schedule between Seatde and St. Paul. 

But the GN did make more fast runs, many of them. 
All were at the urging of NYK officials or in response to 
challenges by competing railroads. In September 1924, 
just one month after the phenomenal run, the Union 
Pacific attempted to beat the GN's record. The NP, 
warned Kenney, was also soliciting the silk business 
"very strongly." NYK officials noted the performance of 
competing roads, played one off against the other and 
pressed for ever faster times. In December 1924, the 
GN began moving silk between Seattle and St. Paul on a 
regular 52-hour schedule, but, warned Kenney, this was 
not enough to maintain supremacy. In July 1925 the 
running time for GN trains dropped to 50 hours and in 
December to 48 hours.29 

I "Jr o impress Japanese shippers, remind its 
f K competitors of its commanding position 

M in the business of transporting raw silk, 
.^.aammm'^ and convince the railroading public of its 
reliability in handling passengers and freight, the GN in 
September 1925 sent Engine No. 2517 on a well-publi­
cized endurance run—reported as the longest continu­
ous run ever made by a single locomotive. Eighteen cars 
of silk valued at more than $5 million, "the largest indi­
vidual silk shipment ever transported in the Northwest," 
heightened the drama.3*' 

Engine No. 2517, the "Marathon, was a mountain-
type, P-2 oil-burning engine—sleek, fast, and powerful. 
It was one of 28 Baldwin-built 4-8-2 locomotives (4 
leading wheels, 8 driving wheels, and 2 trailing wheels) 
that the GN put into service beginning in 1923 as part 
of a major equipment upgrade. The 'ultimate in railroad 
steam locomotion" and "niarvelously reliable," P-2s 
were the heaviest, fastest, and most efficient passenger 
steam locomotives ever built for transcontinental ser­
vice. Carrying 5,000 gallons of fuel oil and 12.000 gal­
lons of water, they were capable of sustaining high 
speeds, and they set many records. Until scrapped in 
the 1950s, P-2s were used on every GN "name" train— 
tbe Oriental Limited, the Fast Mail, the Glacier Park 
Limited, and the Empire Builder 

Leaving Seattle on September 25 at 4:30 P.M. and 
making the run to St. Paul in five hours' less time than 
the schedule of the Oriental Limited passenger train. 
No. 2517 was coupled in St. Paul to No. 27, the fastest 

long-distance mail train in the world. Delayed on its 
return journey by twenty minutes because the west­
bound mail from Chicago arrived late. No. 2517 made 
up the time and arrived back in Seattle on schedule. It 
had traveled 3,578 round-trip miles in just under 100 
hours, with stops only to change crews and take on fuel 
oil and water a feat never before accomphshed by any 
American railroad, perhaps by no other railroad in the 
world. The average speed for the run was 45 miles per 
hour including stops, inspections, and 24 crew changes. 
Between Cut Bank and Williston and over the 
Breckenridge and Willmar divisions, the silk train had 
averaged more than .50 miles per hour, faster than 
diesel-powered trains decades later The record was all 
the more remarkable because No. 2.517 was a stock 
engine with no special modifications for the trip. In 
commemoration, large replicas of No. 2.517 were later 
exhibited in the windows of GN ticket offices in 
Chicago and other major cities.^i 

Within months of this outstanding performance, GN 
silk trains made another remarkable run. In January 
1926, four of them consisting of 43 cars of silk valued at 
$11,280,000 left Seattle together Not 10 hours separat­
ed the trains as they moved through Whitefish, 
Montana, and sped along to St. Paul.32 

Because speed and spectacular achievements fasci­
nated Americans in the silk-train era, the Fox Film 
Company approached GN officials in February 1928 
with the proposal to produce a motion picture entitled 
The Silk Train. Vice-President Kenney initially agreed 
to cooperate, if the GN could be assured of enough 
publicity to justify die expense and bother Not wanting 
filming to delay silk-train schedules, however, he raised 
so many objections and imposed so many conditions 
that the film company dropped the project.33 

Q^ ^Tor the sake of documentation, Kenney should 
^ —#-perhaps have allowed the film to be made, 

I because by 1928 the days of silk trains were 
m^' numbered. Although the GN could compete 

successfully with other railroads and ultimately reduced 
the Seattle-St. Paul time to 46 hours, it could not con-

29 Silk train materials, Sept. 20, Dec. 19, 1924, July 9, 13, 
24, 27, Aug. 10, Dec. 13, 1925, GN Records. 

30 Here and below, see Wood and Wood, Great Norihenx 
Railway. 324, 381-82, 453, 551; Jones, "Silk Trains," 1-8; Hidy 
et a l . Great Northcr-n Railway. 162; Whitefish Pilot, Nov. 6, 
1925; Railway Age 77 (Sept. 27, 1924): .555-.58. 

31 Clipping, Anoka Union. Feb. 10, 1926, R6, F479, Ad. 
and Pub, Dept,, GN Records; Railway Age 78 (Oct. 17, 1925): 
72.5-26, 7S (Oct. 10, 1925): 6 6 8 - 6 9 ; H u b b a r d , "Fast Silk 
T r a i n s , ' 13-24; Glasgow Times (Montana) , Oct. 23 , 1925; 
Whitefish Pilot. Nov. 6, 1925. 

••̂2 Whitefish Pilot, Jan, 5, 1926, 
33 Silk train materials, Feb. 13, 1928, GN Records. 
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trol the price of raw silk. From a high of nearly $18.00 
per pound in 1920, prices dropped to $3.56 in 1930 and 
$1.30 in 1934. As the price declined, shippers began 
using the longer but cheaper water route to New York 
th rough t h e P a n a m a Cana l , t h e r e b y r e d u c i n g t h e 
demand for fast trains.3-1 

These developments had an inevitable impact on 
West Coast ports . Although the Seattle C h a m b e r of 
Commerce tried to maintain the volume of silk moving 
through the port by inducing railroads to reduce rates, 
silk receipts dropped rapidly. In 1931 the NYK, among 
the largest and most aggressive Japanese shipping firms, 
all but ceased delivering silk to Seattle.35 

As silk prices dropped, interest and insurance costs 
also declined to the point where they offset the longer 
t ime requ i red for the all-water rou te to New York. 
Before 1929 American ships operating out of Seattle 
and California had carried the bulk of the raw silk to the 
United States. In 1928, according to the Silk Association 
of America, only 5 percent of the raw silk entering the 
United States did so via the all-water route dirough the 
Panama Canal. By 1930 the figure had increased to 
some 36 percent, and by 1939 more than 90 percent 
passed through the canal, almost all of it on new, fast 
Japanese ships. 

Because the Japanese dominated die silk trade from 
product ion to market ing , Japanese exporters could 
de te rmine how it r eached its market . Raw silk was 
Japan's major money crop, the principal means by which 
the country earned its foreign exchange and paid for its 
imports. At times, as in 1933, the government sent mis­
sions to the United States to encourage silk consump-

3-1 Literary Digest, Jan. 15, 1938, p. 7-8; Time, Jan. 10, 
1938, p. 58-59, May 8, 1939, p. 76-77; Newsweek. Aug. 11, 
1941, p. 40, Mar, 6, 1939, p. 51, Mar, 13, 1939. p, 49-50; 
Bu.siness Week, Mar. 11, 19.39, p. 18-20; Dailij Journal of 
Commerce, Jan. 19, 1928; Walter A. Radius, "Japanese Shipping 
Tightens Grip on Raw Silk Trade," Far Eastern Sur-vey. Mav 10, 
19.39, p, 120-21. 

3-5 Here and below, see Vancouver Sun, Nov. 19, 1931; 
Radius, United States Shipping, 78; Hubbard, "Fast Silk 
Trains," 13-24; Silk train materials, enc. in Feb. 8, 1930, GN 
Records; Radius, "Japanese Shipping Tightens Grip," 120. 

36 Asia 32 (Sept.-Oct. 1932): 4,84-85, 527. and 39 (May 
19.39): .304; Bu.siness Week, Sept. 2, 1933, p. 24, Mar. 12, 1930. 
p. 1,5-16, Mar. 11, 19,39, p. 18-20; Newsweek, Mar, 13, 19,39, p. 
49-50; Radius, "Japanese Shipping,' 121-22; Radius, United 
States Shipping, 78. 

•37 Silk train materials, Dec, 21, 29. ,30. 1931, Jan. 12. 18, 
July 11, 19,32, Apr. 4, May 5, 17, 1933, GN Records." 

3S Here and below, see Silk train materials, Nov. 28, 19.34, 
Jan. 3, Aug. 12, 26, Sept. 27, 28, Nov. 29, 30, 1935, Sept. 28, 
Oct. 5, 1936, Feb. 7, Aug, 12, 1937, Mar. 9, 19.39, GN Records; 
Daily Journal of Cornmer-ce. May 14, 1925; Vancouver Sun. 
Nov. 19, 1931; Radius, United States Shipping. 80, 112; Radius, 
"Japanese Shipping," 120. 

tion as a means of stabihzing prices. At other times, the 
Japanese goveniiiient tried to limit production or keep 
raw silk off the market to drive up prices. After 1937, 
the counti-y needed sales to the United States to finance 
purchases vital to its war with China. Al though the 
dechne in price facilitated the shift to the cheaper all-
water route, it was the initiative of Japanese shipping 
companies and their close association with silk-trading 
firms that gave them an undisputed domination in the 
direct Japan-Atlantic Coast trade.36 

Lower prices for raw silk and decliningcsilk receipts 
at Seattle meant that after 1928 the GN ran fewer and 
shorter silk trains. Gone were the days of nine, ten, or 
more cars—Engine No. 2517 had made its endurance 
run with 18. Silk trains of four five, and six cars became 
common. Whereas the GN had once willingly distrib­
u ted small shipments among four baggage cars, the 
minimum number required by eastern railroads for a 
special train, the company became reluctant to do so. 
Many special t ra ins now car r ied not onlv silk, b u t 
berries, cherries, and fresh salmon. Increasingly, the 
GN attached silk cars to passenger trains.3" 

In 1934 and 1935, the railway ran no silk trains. 
Instead, annual totals of 35 and 50 cars of silk were 
attached to the eastbound Empire Builder running to 
St. Paul. By 1936 Queen Silk was increasingly being 
subjected to the indignity of r iding from Seat t le to 
St. Paul in the consist of No. 402, a mixed train. No 
more did her loyal subjects hue the tracks or crowd into 
chvision points to catch a ghmpse of her as she flashed 
by. On February 7, 1937, the GN ran its last silk train— 
four baggage cars and a coach.3'5 

The decline of silk trains did not mean, however a 
decline in the d e m a n d for silk in the Uni ted States. 
Despite strained political relations and threatened boy­
cotts against Japanese p roduc t s , t he Un i t ed Sta tes 
imported 54 million pounds of silk in 1938. More than 
90 percent of it was used to produce the 564 million 
pairs of silk stockings that American women purchased 
that year An era had ended, however and on March 9, 
1939, the GN carried its last shipment of raw silk before 
the United States entered World \^'ar II. 

For three decades tbe famous GN silk trains cap­
tured the public's imagination and satisfied its yearning 
for romance. Y\'liile the trains nished over the Seattle-
to-St. Paul portion of the silk road, thev generated pub­
licit)', excitement, and revenue. But, like the ancient silk 
road from Xian through Tashkent to Constantinople, the 
silk road-on-rails from Seattle dirough Minot to St. Paul 
and New York is no more. 

The photos on p. 16. 19. 24-2.5. and 28-29 ar-c cour~tcsy the 
Burlington Nor-tlicr-n Railwaij Ai-chivcs. Fo;t Worih. Texas: p. 
26 is cour-tesy the Great Norihcni Railway Histor-ical Sociefij. 
Minneapolis. All other items ai-c in the MHS collections. 
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