NORTHERN PACIFIC 90000 Series Refrigerator Cars By Rick Leach, RL Design

In March 1931, the Northern Pacific Railway began construction of 1000 freight refrigerator cars numbered
90000-90999 at the company shops in South Tacoma, Washington. Despite the deepening economic
depression, the need for new or rebuilt equipment continued in order to retire the last of the wood sill cars and
to replace worn out steel sill cars built nearly twenty years before. Similar programs occupied the other major
NP shops, with box cars being built at Brainerd, Minnesota and both box and stock cars under construction at
Laurel, Montana.

The NP owned several groups of freight reefers in 1931, including 714 wood center sill, truss rod cars built
prior to 1912 and rebuilt as late as 1928. All were retired before 1940. The second group of steel center sill
reefers were built 1912-1917, having a unique-appearance, with truss rods supporting the wood side sills and
heavy fishbelly, totaling 2839 cars. The last group of reefers were steel underframe cars built by ACF 1922-23
in the 93000-93999 series.(1) This group was leased to NRC as series 9000 in 1928, returning to the NP in the
late 1930's. All cars were rebuilt with Preco air circulating fans 1943-1948 and were renumbered in the 92000-
92999, clearing the way for later renumbering of some 90000 series to 93000 in 1950-51 when Preco

equipment was installed.

Originally, 1500 steel center sill cars were built by ACF in 1912, series 96500-97999, of which 1000 were
rebuilt and renumbered to 92000-92999 in 1922-25; 1100 cars built by Pullman in 1913, series 94900-95999;
and another 500 cars built by Pullman in 1918, series 94400-94899. By 1930, the last two groups were worn
out, requiring replacement, so under Authority for Expenditure (AFE) 5043-31, $29,930 was to be spent for
dismantling of 1000 cars. The AFE read: "Many of or freight refrigerator cars in series 94900-95999 and
96500-97999 have deteriorated to the extent that repairs to meet A.R.A. interchange requirements are not
justified. It is proposed to dismantle 1000 cars in these series, salvaging such metal parts as can be utilized to
advantage. Cars in above series were constructed in 1912 and 1913. When these 1000 cars are dismantled,
there will be remaining 3741 freight refrigerator cars of the older type."(2)

The 90000 series was constructed under AFE 5044-31, at a net cost of $2,229,420 a large expenditure for the
time, especially in the failing economic conditions. By comparison, the cost for all ten of NP's world's largest
Z-5 class 2-8-8-4 "Yellowstone" locomotive built in 1929-30, cost a total of $2,062,794.41. Each reefer cost
$2229.42, including $210.56 labor for erecting and $24.16 for paint.3) Compared to the $2355.10 cost of each
93000 series car built by ACF in 1922, this price was certainly a bargain.(1) These would be the last refrigerator
cars built until 1947, when all-steel 91000-91249 were constructed at PC&EF, a design identical to PFE's R-40-
23.  In 1949, 91250-91499 were built by PC&F, which were similar to PFE's R-40-25 class.

The AFE explained: "Our last freight refrigerator cars were purchased in 1922. Between January 1st 1923 and
December 31st 1930, there have been 519 refrigerator cars dismantled and converted to outfit cars. In addition
to this, we are dismantling 1000 of our older refrigerator cars during the current year which necessitates the
constructing of 1000 new cars in order to meet competition and properly protect business in the territory served
by this company. These cars will be constructed in accordance with the latest A.R.A. recommended practice
and will meet the constantly increasing stringent requirements of shippers in competitive territory. Work to be
done by company force under charge of Shop Superintendent."(4)

Cars in need of rebuilding from the two series, as determined by car foremen system wide, were to be carded for
movement to South Tacoma and retired. Enough accumulated at the shops during December 1930, so
stripping operations began about January 5. The work was expected to take one day to demolish and sort
material per car, with 5 men workmg A long list of material, including the center sill, trucks, brakes, grab
irons, door and hatch hardware, various brackets, springs, coupler yokes, serviceable metal roofs and ice pans
were to be salvaged and reused. End sills, body bolsters, truss rods and draft ends were to be cut off the center
sill and scrapped. The work of riveting the original center sill to form a complete new steel underframe was
farmed out to Pacific Car and Foundry to save space and time. The resulting new assembly was much stronger
than the original frame which used wood side sills and crossbearers supported by truss rods.



Cars were completed starting in June 1931 with a crew of 236 men, at the average rate of 62 per month, the last
cars were completed in October 1932. Divided basket bunkers were installed in 200 cars, 90800-90999,
although this difference cannot be seen outside the car. The reuse of salvage from the 1912-3 cars to construct
the 90000 reefers explains the heavy sidebearers, deep center sill and T-section Andrews trucks, unusual
features when compared to other new cars built after 1920. Additionally, the outside metal roof with end
clamps and Miner hand brake combine to make the car wuniquely NP in appearance.

NP reefers were painted with Chrome Yellow sides; black underframe and lettering; NP freight car brown roof,
ends and patch under the door. Chrome yellow can best be described as orange/yellow partway between yellow
and PFE orange. When built, the capacity block on the right side was brown, 10" car numbers without
reporting, marks centered under the arched "Northern Pacific" and with a 36" "Yellowstone Park Line" herald.
Standard AAR lettering was adopted in 1938 and the "Yellowstone Park" dropped from the herald after 11-20-
39. Between 1943 and 1945, only the siding replaced during light repairs was painted to conserve short
supplies of DuPont chrome yellow. Lettering remained the same until retirement, no known photos exist of
the "Main Street of the Northwest" and larger herald used on wood boxcars after March 1951, since by that
time, any cars in this obsolete series requiring rebuild were retired. Cars in otherwise good condition received
spot repairs and paint only when necessary.

Few changes were made over the life of the cars. The K-2 brake was replaced with AB in the late 1940's , as
were the Andrews T-section FS 109 and FS 233 side frames with 40 ton 5' 4" wheelbase FS 570 Bettendorf U-
section trucks. In 1950-51, Preco G-5, G-16 and G-24 air circulating fans were installed in 200 cars, which
were renumbered into the 93000-93524 series, vacated by the 1922 cars in the 1940's. The larger number series
indicates more conversions were planned but not undertaken. Needless to say, the NP's confusing renumbering
and reuse of the 92M and 93M number series' over the years has confounded several writers into mistaking the
identity of cars. Further, overlooking distinct visual differences, the difference between steel center sill and steel
underframe designs have been clouded.

In October 1950, most of the fleet was intact, 822 cars were in the 90000 series and another 144 cars with fans
in the 93000 series. Of the 92000 series built in 1922, 646 cars were still in service and only 61 of the 1912-
1917 steel center sill reefers were on the roster. The first major withdrawal of 90000 series reefers was the
conversion of 125 cars converted to log flats, 116050-116174 at South Tacoma in 1951, another 250 cars
121000-121249 at Laurel in 1952 and 23 cars converted with wood rack or wood chip boxes in 1951. By April
1953, the 90000 series totalled 272 cars and 93000 series, 199 cars. In January 1955, 90000 series 163 cars,
93000 series 198 cars; January 1958, 90000 series 33 cars, 93000 series 131 cars; January 1962, 90323 was the
last car, 93000 33 cars. All were gone by 1965.(5)

Approximately 15 cars of the 90000 and 93000 series were rebuilt with ten inch higher doors in between 1953
and 1958 for Banana service at Seattle. At least 17 cars were renumbered for company ice service in the late
1950's, several lasted past 1970 including NP 93459 (207774) and 207882, which still survives in Montana, less
trucks. NP 93486 is awaiting restoration at the Northern Pacific Railway Museum in Toppenish, Wash. It was
renumbered from 90379 when equipped with Preco fans in June 1950 and retired in August 1962 and sat at

Rainier Ice and Cold Storage in Seattle for many years.

Construction Dates. AAR Circular 269-E

90000 7-31 90302-90352 10-31 90577-90636 3-32 90773-90799 10-32
90001-90086 6-31 90353-90406 11-31 90637-90702 4-32 90800-90823 6-32
90087-90164 7-31 90407-90464 12-31 90703-90732 5-32 90824-90883 7-32
90165-90228 8-31 90465-90522 1-32 90733-90768 6-32 90884-90939 8-32
90229-90301 9-31 90523-90576 2-32 90769-90772 9-32 90940-90999 9-32
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