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Southern Railway’s Georgia “Fast Mail”
By Mel Coe, Ph.D.
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States. Its rails spanned over 8,000 miles and thirteen states, existing between 1894 and 1982. Today, its

T he Southern Railway (SOU) was created by combining well over 100 railroads across the southern United

legacy lives on as part of the Norfolk Southern Railway.

“Fast Mail" refers to a variety of express railroad trains that prioritized delivering mail quickly across long
distances. These trains were crucial for connecting post offices and facilitating rapid mail distribution before the
widespread use of trucks and airplanes.

Trial runs of Southern Railway’s fast mail service date to the 19th century, mostly outpacing the competitors.
One report in 1899 noted that Southern's service between New York and Atlanta was an average of 0.41 miles per
hour faster than the fastest similar service operated by the New York Central between New York and Chicago.

Figure 1. Southern Railway locomotive 1102. The mail car can be seen behind the tender.

Southern formally in-
augurated its dedicated
Fast Mail service on
November 2, 1902, with
locomotive 1102 (Figure
1). The Pennsylvania
Railroad operated the
train between New York
City and Washington,
D.C. transferring the mail
to the Southern Railway
there.
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The train typically had two railway post office (RPO) cars, one express car, and one baggage car. The train was
the South’s first dedicated mail and express train, and the final one to receive a government subsidy. Southern
Railway’s mail cars (Figure 2) played a crucial role in the efficient movement of mail across the United States.
These railway post office (RPO) cars were a common sight on American railroads from the late 19th century until
their decline in the 1960s.

UNITED STATES MAIL

RAILWAY POST OFFICE

Figure 2. Southern Railway heavyweight RPO car # 36, on a platform track at
Jacksonville Union Terminal, early 1970s. (Courtesy Michael Robbins, The Railway Age)

Figure 3 is a railroad map showing the network of the Southern Railway System in operation across the eastern
United States as of November 1923. Nearly 8,000 miles of track crosses fourteen states, the borders of which have
been heavily skewed to best fit the route lines and their stops.
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Figure 3. 1923 Southern Railway Route map. (Courtesy curtiswrightmaps.com)
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The interior of an RPO car (Figure 4) was a marvel of efficiency and organization. Clerks worked in
tight quarters, surrounded by leather pouches, sorting tables, and overhead bins.

Then there were the RPO cars’ mail hooks (Figure 5), a testament to the era’s ingenuity, allowing for the swift,
almost silent snatching of mailbags from stations; the satisfying “click” as the hook engaged was a unique sound.

Figure 5. The mail arm hook
was attached to the moving RPO.
Figure 4. Postal clerks sorting mail inside an RPO. (Courtesy National Postal Museum)

(Courtesy National Postal Museum)

_ As seen on the Figure 6
| R ediehCer | Bt postcard, the retractable
; e hook (held by the mail
clerk) was mounted on
either side of the car which
would be extended to
snatch a mail bag (attached
to the wooden post) on the
run.

Figure 6. Postcard de-
picting mail bag pickup
on a railway post office
train.
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Figures 7 (left) and 8 (right) are Parcel Post stamps depicting a clerk with a mail bag on a retractable hook and a
mail train approaching a mail bag on a wooden post.
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Figure 7. Scott #03. Figure 8. Scott #Q5.

Exchanging the mail was a two-part process. After the clerk snagged the mail bag with the catcher arm, he had to
toss out the mailbag for that station. If a clerk did not kick the mailbag out far enough, it could get trapped beneath
the wheels of the train, bursting open and sending letters flying everywhere. The clerks called such small disasters
“snowstorms.” Too much “oomph” could also cause difficulties. Research revealed a story of one poor clerk who
tossed the mailbag out with such force that it sailed through the bay window of the station house.

For the postcard enthusiast, Figure 9 is an unused card showing Southern Railway’s Locomotive Number 2716.
The card’s caption states that the train leaves Inman Yard, Atlanta, prior to run to Toccoa, Georgia on November 7,
1981.

SOUTHERN RAILWAY'S
LOCOMOTIVE NUMBER 2716
Southern Railway’s #2716, Ex-C.&0. Kanawha
Class (2-8-4) on Atlanta Chapter, N.R.H.S. Au-
tumn Leaves Special at Inman Yard, Atlanta,
?gng to run to Toccoa, Ceorgia on November 7,

©Mary Jayne’s Railroad Specialities, Inc

Photo Courtesy: Paul Evans

Figure 9. Postcard with image of Southern Railway’s Locomotive Number 2716.

The Southern Railway's Atlanta offices were initially located at 99 and 125 Spring Street SW, in downtown
Atlanta. These buildings, built in 1912 and expanded in 1928, were a significant part of Atlanta's railroad
history. The Southern Railway later moved its headquarters to a different location in Atlanta and eventually merged
with the Norfolk and Western Railway to form Norfolk Southern, which currently has its headquarters in Atlanta.
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