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When the Mail Rode First Class on the

20th Century Limited

Presented to the New York Railroad Enthusiasts
September 22, 2023

Railway Mail Service Library
in the former N&W Railway station at Boyce, Virginia 

Good evening!  My name is Frank Scheer.  I am Curator of the Railway Mail Service Library 
(RMSL).  I am also Secretary-Treasurer of the RMSL Foundation which preserves the collection 
at the Nagle Archival Center in Boyce, Virginia.  During today’s New York Railroad Enthusiasts 
presentation, I will provide a glimpse of perhaps the most famous Railway Post Office (RPO) 
trains: the New York Central System’s Twentieth Century Limited.  A handout that will be 
downloaded to attendees via WeTransfer.com includes this presentation as well as notes pages 
that provide additional content.  Also, a DVD is available which has two videos that show and 
describe how RPOs functioned. They also depict how RPOs interconnected within a national 
network of mobile units and stationary facilities.  The DVD is available for $20 plus $6 for mailing 
expense.  There is no “region code” imbedded in the recording so it will play on any Digital Video 
Disk machine worldwide.  

The Railway Mail Service Library’s home is the former Norfolk & Western 1913 railway depot at 
Boyce, Virginia.  During 2024 and 2025, the collection will be relocated to the Paul A. Nagle 
Archival Center.  Information about the Railway Mail Service Library Foundation and the Boyce 
Railway Depot Foundation is attached.  Your future support for either or both foundations is 
welcomed!
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Presentation Overview

1. The “Fast Mail”
Mail-Only Trains

2. The 20th Century Limited
1902-1967

3. Cover Examples
Non-Philatelic Usage, Philatelic and 
Railroad Event

4. Summary
The train is only a memory, but ephemera 
remains!

Since a half-hour is available for my presentation, we will move quickly.  Presentation 
slides and notes pages include all of the information covered which can be reviewed at the 
reader’s leisure.  The RMSLF will provide the complete presentation to members and 
friends for future reference.

First, we’ll review highlights of the Railway Mail Service’s Fast Mail circa 1875.  Next, we 
will cover operating details of the New York & Chicago RPO route.  In general principal, 
there are substantial similarities between Great Britain’s Traveling Post Offices and the 
Railway Post Offices which operated in the United States of America.  We will conclude 
with routine and special commemorative event cover examples for the Twentieth Century 
Limited and a brief summary of presentation highlights.  The picture below shows the 
Century eastbound at Peekskill, New York, in early morning light. .
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The “Fast Mail”

Early railroads rarely had long-distance routes.  During the first  two decades of their 
development, rail-beds were laid between a port and a nearby city that was upstream along an 
un-navigable river.  Their next phase was connecting two or more nearby town via overland 
routes.
Following the mid-1800s, “railroad fever” prompted railroad route extensions either through 
new construction as with the Pacific Railroad  or through acquisition of formerly independent 
lines.  The Vanderbilt  control of the New York Central & Hudson River, the Lake Shore & 
Michigan Southern (LS&MS), and others forged through, accelerated train services between 
the east and mid-west.
“Fast Mail” appropriations by Congress enabled the Post Office Department to pay a higher 
rate for expedited mail transportation services.  The  LS&MS capitalized on that arrangement to 
promote the speed and reliability of its passenger services –most of which included a RPO in 
the train consist.
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The “Fast Mail” over the NYC&HR and LS&MS in 

1875 was the first expedited mail transportation in the 

United States, unrivaled until the introduction of Air 

Mail services in 1918.

 First class mail was routinely handled overnight 

between New York City, Chicago, Cleveland, 

Cincinnati, and St. Louis.

The “Fast Mail”

Inter-city mail service for distances between 50 and 700 miles via the RPO network cannot be 
replicated today. Mail transit times for first class mail was typically next-day service.  It was the 
rule –not the exception– that mail posted in Cincinnati , Cleveland, and Indianapolis reached 
most  destination Ohio, Indiana, and  Illinois cities within 24 to 36 hours.  That included Sundays 
and holidays if the recipient in a large city had a post office box.  The CLEVELAND & 
CINCINNATI RPO intersected several east-west routes, some of which were  other routes 
spanning the CCC&StL and LS&MS which had coordinated train schedules with the main-line 
trains.  This enhanced the reach of CCC&StL and LS&MS RPO routes in providing excellent 
service to the American public.
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The eastbound Fast Mail was Train 8 on the New York 

Central and Hudson River Railroad, as identified by this 

postmark

The “Fast Mail”

The New York Central and Hudson River schedule in the October 1881 TRAVELERS OFFICIAL 
GUIDE does not include train numbers, so positive identification of “Tr. 8” is believed to be 
shown below in this clipped image from page 78.
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Sample Cover:

The “Fast Mail”

The cover above was posted at New York City on the westbound train.  Division 1 was the crew 
between New York and Syracuse.  A similar cover mailed at Buffalo, New York, on an eastbound 
train appears below. “2 Div” was the segment between Cleveland and Syracuse.
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LS&MS Fast Mail Equipment

LS&MS 701 Gov. McKinley and Crew

The LS&MS – NYC&HR FAST MAIL was inspired by RMS General Superintendent George 
Bangs.  Although Congressional Funding only lasted for one year, it demonstrated the 
effectiveness of a mail-only express train operating on an expedited schedule.  During later years, 
it was re-established along with other “Fast Mail” routes such as the CHICAGO & COUNCIL 
BLUFFS RPO operated over the CB&Q, and the CHICAGO & MINNEAPOLIS RPO on the 
CM&StP.
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II.
The 20th Century 

Limited

A 1944 magazine advertisement 
depicting the New York & 

Chicago ED/MD/WD RPO 
trains 25 and 26.

So what work was done within a RPO?  This advertisement appeared in the Saturday Evening 
Post, National Geographic, and other publications during 1944.  It provided a good overview of 
the principal functions performed within any RPO.  We’ll discuss some of these in the next two 
slides.  The MEN AND MAIL IN TRANSIT video provides a much better insights to the 
orchestrated movements within a crew than can be described during a discussion.

A sixty-feet “full” RPO is depicted in this illustration.  The 1948 Pullman-Standard cars had an 
outside length of 84 feet-6 inches between coupler pulling faces but the interior RPO apartment 
was 60 feet.  60 feet RPO apartment cars were mainly assigned to trunk-line routes.  Although a 
car’s exterior may have the color scheme and stenciling for a particular railroad, Railway Mail 
Service car specifications yielded interiors that had similar fixtures and floor layouts.  The RPO 
is visible behind the tender in this 1940s view at Englewood, Illinois.
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 The Railway Post Office is visible behind the tender in this 

circa 1938 view departing Chicago, Illinois.

The 20th Century Limited

A circa 1938 poster featuring the streamlined 20th Century Limited.
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 The Railway Post Office is visible behind the locomotives 

in this 1947 early morning view at Cold Spring, New York.

The 20th Century Limited

A circa 1937 Railway Mail Service schedule for the 20th Century Limited RPO.
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Railway Post Office Functions
 The first trip of the Twentieth Century Limited was on June 

17, 1902.  It is believed that a Railway Post Office car was 

assigned to train 26 in approximately 1908.  By 1912, both trains 

25 and 26 had a RPO assigned to the train.

 The average trip length for a 60-feet RPO crew was 300 miles  

Many crews had an additional two to four hours of “advance 

time” before departure from the initial terminal.

The RPO crews switched at Syracuse and Cleveland, but the 

same car ran through between New York and Chicago.

The New York Central Railroad owned the RPO cars and rented them to the RMS on a per mile 
basis.  Storage mail cars and “closed-pouch mail” in baggage cars were utilized according to 
space-used and mileage.  Terminals and Transfer Office facilities were leased for stationary mail 
handling and distribution.  Altogether, revenue from handling mail was a significant contribution 
to railroad “head –end traffic.”

“Head-end” operations on passenger trains also included railway express, baggage, and milk.  
Mail  transportation on along branch-lines, short-lines, or inter-urban were often included in 
combined passenger and freight trains, referred to as “mixed freight.”  However, there was no 
head-end traffic on the 20th Century Limited other than mail in the RPO car and checked 
baggage.

The painting below of the 20th Century Limited was commissioned by the NYC circa 1925.
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A U.S. POST OFFICE DAILY BULLETIN #9010, 09-17-1909-1914 announced RPO 

service between Albany, New York, and Boston, Massachusetts on trains 25 and 26.

The 20th Century Limited
Boston & Albany Connection

A 1914 Railway Mail Service schedule shows the pouch list for trains 25 and 26.  The Railway 
Postal Clerks only worked first class mail in 30-feet apartment Railway Post Offices, as shown 

on the notes in the next slide.
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A 1914 First Division Schedule of Mail Trains #181 shows the RPO service 

between Albany, New York, and Boston, Massachusetts..

The 20th Century Limited
Boston & Albany Connection

The 1914 Railway Mail Service schedule shows space assignments for each train.
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III.

The 20th Century Limited Postmarks

RMS N.Y. & CHI. W.D. R.P.O postmarker, last used during 1948

Our focus now shifts to the markings that Railway Post Office historians may observe on covers 
and postal documents.  A steel postmarking hand-stamp issued to a Clerk-in-Charge on the NEW 
YORK & CHICAGO WEST DIVISION RPO is illustrated. The East and Middle Division hand-
stamps have a similar design.  These devices were manufactured by the Chambers Shop at 
Lodge, Virginia, prior to 1931.

The left image is as the device appears in the RMS Library collection.  The right image has been 
flipped for easy reading of the engraved lettering on this postmarking handstamp.

A 1910 condensed schedule for the eastbound and westbound “Century” appears below.
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20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

 There are three types of markings applied in RPOs:

 Postmarks applied to cancel first class mail postage

 Back-stamps for special delivery and missent mail

 Postmarks on postal forms

 Postmarking devices used were:

 The “Road” stamp issued by the RMS/PTS/BT

 Auxiliary marking devices such as “MISSENT”

 A clerk’s personal rubber stamp

Publications such as the U.S. TRANSIT MARKINGS CATALOG published by the Mobile Post 
Office Society have sought to identify all known postmarks and assign catalog numbers.  
Although these resources can be helpful references, post office historians  should be aware of 
their limitations.  These aspects include:

1. The absence of killers which were integral to the postmarking device;

2. Marking inclusions in catalogs are based on what have been observed in collections, not the 
universe of devices that existed;

3. During route transitions, an older device for a predecessor route may have continued in use 
for a replacement route; 

4. Auxiliary and clerks’ personal rubber stamps are not cataloged but may be important 
characteristics of a cover; and,

5. Mechanized engraving techniques after 1931 yielded identical hand-stamps that are 
indistinguishable from one another for a particular route.

This section will outline the design and construction of postal marking devices used by Railway 
Postal Clerks.  This foundation  knowledge will be useful as we perform cover analysis.
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Sample “Commercial” Special Delivery Cover:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The cover front:
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Sample “Commercial” Special Delivery Cover:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The cover front:
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Sample “Commercial” Special Delivery Cover:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The cover front:
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Sample “Commercial” Special Delivery Cover:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The cover front:

Note the rubber “personal postmarker” that belonged to the Railway Postal Clerk on Train 26 in 
the upper right of the cover’s back.  Any New York & Chicago RPO postmark bearing “Tr 25” or 
“Tr 26” is a 20th Century Limited cover.
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Post Card mailed by Railway Postal Clerk E. R. Chapin 

aboard Train 25 during 1910:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

E. R. Chapin has been researched on Ancestry.com .  The OFFICIAL REGISTER… 
confirms his employment as a Railway Postal Clerk between Chicago and Buffalo.  
This makes this postal card even more significant, in addition to its early postmark as 
well as that it was mailed en route on Train 25.
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Schedule for the “Century” during 1910:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

E. R. Chapin worked this schedule on Trains 25 and 26. during 1910.  Ancestry.com 
research for Frances Reek to whom the previous post card was addressed was 
later married to another person.  Regrettably, her information is derived from the 
tragic death certificate of her two year old son in 1929. 
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Sample “Philatelic” Event Cover - 1938:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

…and another cover:
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Sample “Philatelic” Event Cover - 1948:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The “new” Twentieth Century Limited equipment was delivered to the NYCS in 1948.  The 
diesel-electric locomotives were from the Electro-Motive Division (EMD) of General Motors,  The 
RPO and other passenger cars were manufactured by the Pullman-Standard Company.  
Railroads thought that the World War II surge of passenger travel would continue.  However, the 
improved highway network and growing airline system eroded that passenger traffic until the 
train was discontinued on December 2, 1967, bringing all-sleeping car train service to an end on 
the New York Central System.

The picture below is by Richard Pennisi showing the “Century” RPO at Peekskill, New York on 
July 29th, 1967.  This may be the last photograph ever taken of the RPO on this train before it 
was removed by August 4, 1967.
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Sample “Philatelic” Event Cover - 1952:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The cover above has a rubber-stamp postmark that was used only on June 15, 1952, to 
commemorate the 20th Century Limited’s Golden Anniversary.  However, it may not have been 
used on the train.  Here is another cover circa 1976.
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The last RPO schedule for Trains 25 and 26:

20th Century Ltd. RPO Markings

The end came for Railway Post Offices (RPOs) on the 20th Century Limited on or before 
August 4, 1967.  The updated schedule page effective on August 5th appears below.  No 
RPOs operated east of Buffalo and only one pair of trains made a round trip between 
Chicago and Buffalo. 
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In Summary…
 The 20th Century Limited, an all-Pullman train for 

first class passengers, included a Railway Post Office.

 Many of the covers include “20th Cent. Ltd.” in the 
postmark, while others only had “TR 25” or “TR 
26.”

 Ephemera of many types and eras remain, creating 
rich resources for historical preservation.

 Information resources are the means for interpreting 
these RPO markings such as the route schedules.  
These primary sources facilitate cover research and 
open new avenues for exhibit preparation.

Thank you for attending today’s Mass Bay RRE’s 20th Century Limited Railway Post Office 
history.  The past approach to “postal history” is to catalog markings and  other cover 
characteristics.  A richer interpretation of RPO markings and other ephemera is facilitated by 
comprehending how mail distribution was performed with the objective of the fastest possible 
transit between sender and recipient.  Knowing more about the men and methods employed 
yields a new appreciation of the marvel that was the Railway Mail Service –as well as this 
prominent train.
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Questions?

1880s Mail Crane with Catcher 
Pouch

There’s only so much that one can cover during a single presentation.  I’ll 
welcome your questions—after all, that is the purpose of the Railway Mail 
Service Library existence.  Please look for me following the presentation, or 
contact me via email at f_scheer@yahoo.com  My complete contact 
information appears on the next slide.  Meanwhile, here is a final glimpse of 
the Century at Dearborn Station, Chicago, on June 15, 1938, when it was still 
a train of the future.
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Thank you!
Frank R. Scheer

Railway Mail Service Library
fscheer@railwaymailservicelibrary.org

117 East Main Street
Boyce, VA 22620-9639

I’ll welcome your questions as well as your visit to the RMS Library.  After today’s 
presentation, please contact me via email at fscheer@railwaymailservicelibrary.org

Thank you for attending!



2
9

Please consider joining the Railway Mail Service Library Foundation.  You can guide the 
future of Railway and Highway Postal History research and document preservation!
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The 1913 N&W Boyce Railway Depot
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The Twentieth Century Limited at “Milepost 25”

Painting by Walter L. Green,1925

The illustration is the center spread from a 25th Anniversary booklet prepared by the 
New York Central Railroad which includes a brief history and other paintings.


