
TRICTLY SPEAKING, Grand Trunk
Western is not a “fallen flag.”
GTW still reports to regulators
as a separate Class 1 carrier, but
since January 1, 1996, GTW has
been submerged in the identity

of its parent, Canadian National. These
days, operation and management of
GTW are integrated with the 2650-mile
former Illinois Central and the 2850-mile
former Wisconsin Central, merged by
CN in 1999 and 2001, respectively.

“Grand Trunk Western” was adopted
as a trade name in 1923, when 4-year-
old Canadian National Railways took
over the Grand Trunk Railway of Cana-
da but did not want to use its govern-
mental name in the U.S. The GTR, con-
ceived in 1852, had built from Montreal
west to Toronto, then east to Portland,
Maine. West from Toronto, GTR reached
Sarnia, Ontario, across the St. Clair
River from Port Huron, Mich., in 1858,
and pushed on to Chicago by 1880. 

In post-World War II years, GTW
operated 967 miles of track, over 850 of
them in Michigan. At its hub of Durand,
the Port Huron-Chicago main crossed
the secondary main that linked Detroit
with the Lake Michigan port of Mus-
kegon (which succeeded Grand Haven
in 1933). A Detroit-Port Huron second-
ary main and six branches, the most im-
portant of which went to Saginaw and
Bay City, completed GTW’s rail map. 

I grew up near the GTW main line in
Lansing, Mich., and as a teenager made
frequent trips to Durand and Detroit to
photograph the last years of GTW steam
after the main line was dieselized in
April 1957. I saw CN steam in that era as
well, but there was never any doubt of
GTW having a separate personality.

In Lansing, the quintessential passen-
ger-train experience was witnessing the
4:30 p.m. departure of train 17, the Inter-
City Limited, for Chicago, and there was
rarely a school day from 1955 onward
when I was not at the depot to do that,
and also to ride the switchers around
town or listen to the dispatcher’s phone

activity in Washington Avenue tower by
the depot. Our family often used 17 to
Chicago, and since the dining-car crew
was accustomed to seeing me at Lansing
when the car laid over between trains 20
and 17, we got extra attention. For every
customer, the food was great, the por-
tions generous, and the service warm
and friendly. There were even uniformed
news butchers, who like the diner also
flipped back from 20 to 17 at Lansing.

We also used 5 and 6, the night locals
which handled Chicago-Lansing and
Detroit sleepers, but rarely 14 or 15, the
top-line Chicago-Toronto International
Limited, because its times at Lansing
were not convenient. Until early 1957,
the power on 17 was usually a North-
ern, either one of the 25 Alco U-3-b’s of
1942 (6312-6336) or one of the 6 Lima
streamlined U-4-b’s of 1938 (6405-6410),
a different design with 77-inch drivers
versus 69 on the U-3-b’s. There were
only two passenger diesels then, GP9’s
obtained in 1954. A 6400 storming out
of town past the Oldsmobile plant with
17 remains my iconic memory of steam.

A U.S.-Canada agreement permitted
locomotives and passenger cars from
either country to operate in the other as
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By Jerry A. PinkepankGTW: Without doubt, a separate personality
Canadian National’s Midwestern subsidiary was a well-maintained, fast-freight railroad, and it ran steam until 1960

S

Iconic memory of steam: U-4-b 4-8-4 6406 blasts
out of Durand, Mich., with train 17 on a winter
day. With a dining car but no Detroit coach in
the consist, the photo dates from 1938-1943. 

My hangout: Three of GTW’s 22 F3A’s roll 482
by Lansing’s Washington Avenue tower in 1964. 
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long as the equipment was home in 72
hours. The physical barriers of the elec-
trified St. Clair Tunnel at Port Huron
and the Detroit River ferry operation to
Windsor, Ont., however, meant that in
practice, power didn’t run through until
the tunnel was de-electrified in 1958.

At that time, GTW GP9’s began han-
dling the through Chicago-Toronto pas-
senger assignments. Power shortages on
GTW in 1968-69, then free trade agree-
ments in the ’70’s, brought CN power to
GTW, including FP9’s on the varnish.
CN passenger cars regularly ran be-
tween Toronto and Chicago right from
the 1923 beginning, except that sleeping
cars were always Pullmans (CN operat-
ed its own sleeping cars within Canada). 

CN was just beaten by Northern Pa-
cific for the distinction of placing the
first 4-8-4’s in service. NP engines 2600-
2611 began coming from Alco in Decem-
ber 1926, while CN U-2-a’s 6100-6119
first left Canadian Locomotive in June
1927. GTW’s version, U-3-a’s 6300-6311,
came from Alco in July 1927, and were
different in appearance from the Cana-
dian engines. It was the U-3’s more than
any locomotive which set the tone for a
separate personality of GTW. The U-3-
a’s were transferred to Canada in 1940-
41 because of the war emergency (and
“disappeared” in CN’s sea of 165 U-2’s).

They were replaced on GTW by the 25
U-3-b’s, which became the road’s virtual
trademark. GTW’s U-4-b’s were almost
identical to CN U-4-a’s 6400-6404, but a
unique smokelifter on the Limas (also
later used for a time on GTW’s 5 Baldwin
4-8-2’s) gave the U-4-b’s a distinct look. 

The 334-mile Chicago-Port Huron
main line was all double track except for
5.46 miles, Valparaiso to Sedley, Ind.,
where terrain and the Pennsylvania-
Nickel Plate-GTW interlocking at Fort
Wayne Crossing obliged leaving it sin-
gle-track. In 1955, much of the line east
of Durand was also singled, with CTC.

This was a fast freight railroad with a
60-mph speed limit in effect for decades,
and with a marked tendency to exceed
even that generous limit (TRAINS Editor
David P. Morgan rode hotshot 490 in the
late 1940’s and recalled having to drop
running times from his article to avoid
implicating crews). High standards of
track maintenance were always in force.
During the troubled 1970’s, with nation-
al publicity on track-caused derailments
elsewhere, GTW used its “GT” symbol to
advertise itself as “the Good Track road.”

Crème de la crème of the fast freights
was 492, the perishables train out of Els-
don Yard in Chicago each morning with

only a few cars but filled out with refrig-
erator cars off the Indiana Harbor Belt
at Blue Island and the Illinois Central at
Harvey (mostly bananas for Toronto and
beyond). Its crews were bulletined just
like those of passenger trains, and the
jobs went to senior employees. The reg-
ular man every other day between Battle
Creek and Port Huron in the 1950’s was
named Kelly, and I recall it was standard
for employees to remark, as 492’s U-3-b
bore down at 60 mph on the nominal
25-mph Washington Avenue crossing in
Lansing, exhaust laid flat and reefers
bouncing even on the excellent track,
“Here comes Kelly.” 

Steam ruled 492 as long as there was
any steam on the main line—the U-3-b’s
did not have the “inconvenience” of an
overspeed trip. After mainline dieseliza-
tion, 492 got three GP9’s instead of the
two customary on other freights, and
when possible they were passenger-
geared 4500’s and 4100’s (83 mph) which
had not been available until 1957. The
22 F3A’s of 1948, which each logged over
1.5 million miles before being retired in

Fallen Flags Remembered

At 2:25 a.m. on December 30, 1957, U-1-c 4-8-2
6037 starts train 57 out of Durand for Muske-
gon. At age 15, the author was experimenting
with the new Tri-X film. Detroiter Art Weber saw
a print and knew he had a cover for his 1958
GTW steam record album Detroit Division.

By 1937, GTW had abandoned the “Turkey Trail”
west of Greenville for PRR rights, Grand Rapids
to Muskegon. D&TSL to Toledo is also indicated. 
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1971, and the 15 freight GP9’s of 1954
all had a top speed of 65 mph.

Of similar stature to the Chicago-Port
Huron main was the Detroit Division’s
67-mile, CTC-signaled Durand-Detroit
line, double-track the first 27 miles from
Detroit to Pontiac. Durand had three
wye connections, and interdivisional
freight crews ran through between De-
troit and Battle Creek and Detroit and
Flint, much of the business linking Gen-
eral Motors auto plants. The auto indus-
try, although cyclical, was GTW’s traffic
mainstay, and GM its biggest customer
(hence its mostly EMD diesel fleet).

GTW operated through Detroit-Chi-
cago Pullmans and coaches, plus three
Pontiac-Detroit suburban trains each
weekday. Durand-Detroit daytime locals
21 and 56 (remnants of what had been
twice-daily Detroit-Muskegon service)
saw the last regular revenue passenger
operation of steam in the U.S, in March
1960. Shortly thereafter, the Detroit Divi-
sion also hosted the last regular U.S. in-
tercity mainline steam freight service.

Similarly important were the Port
Huron-Detroit-Toledo freight operations
(crews changed out) via the 50-50 owned
(with Nickel Plate) Detroit & Toledo
Shore Line. After Norfolk & Western ac-
quired NKP and Wabash in 1964, N&W
considered the Shore Line surplus, final-
ly selling its half to GTW in 1981. Mean-
time, GTW in 1980 had acquired the
450-mile Detroit, Toledo & Ironton, so
the nature of the Detroit-Toledo opera-
tion was quite changed. These acquisi-
tions ballooned GTW’s system to its
maximum 1410 route-miles.

The west end of the Detroit Division

main, from Durand through Grand Rap-
ids to Muskegon, existed almost entirely
for the Grand Trunk Milwaukee Car
Ferry Co. service across Lake Michigan
to Milwaukee, Wis. Until all three cross-
lake rail freight services quit in the late
’70’s, “the Trunk” operated two Muske-
gon trains each way a day. When the fer-
ries went, the railroad did too, leaving
just stubs for shortline operation.

In modern times, GTW had three car-
ferries. A switcher (for ages GTW’s one-
of-a-kind 1926 Brill box-cab, retired in
1960) and crew were stationed in Mil-
waukee to load and unload the boats
and interchange with Chicago & North
Western and Milwaukee Road. From the
1930’s until 1953, Pennsylvania Railroad
was involved in GTW’s lake operation,
including trackage rights on GTW’s 0.32
miles of track in Wisconsin. All three
boats had their superstructures raised in
the early ’60’s for hi-cube auto-parts cars,
but that did not keep the traffic from be-
ing diverted to Chicago as interchanges
there improved and the boats got more
expensive to operate. The Durand extra
board protected vacancies on the Mil-
waukee job, making for an interesting
deadhead (usually via Chicago).

In 1971 GTW became the big com-
ponent of Grand Trunk Corp., CN’s cor-
porate consolidation of its U.S. proper-
ties, led by Robert A. Bandeen, a CN v.p.
A decade later the DT&I acquisition
extended CN to Cincinnati and connec-
tions in the South, but deregulation in
1980 had changed the game, and again
GTW’s two important attributes were its
Chicago route and automotive traffic.

By 1992 every GTW line north of the
Chicago-Port Huron main, except the
11-mile branch to Kalamazoo, had been
abandoned or sold to short lines. In
1997 GTW sold what was left of the old

DT&I south of Diann, Mich., to Indiana
& Ohio, so today, CN operates 535 miles
of GTW: from Toledo (D&TSL), as well
as from Diann and Flat Rock (DT&I),
through Detroit to Port Huron and Du-
rand, plus the Chicago main line.

Grand Trunk Western’s last system-
wide show of independence from CN
was in 1971 under Operating V.P. John
H. Burdakin, when GTW departed from
CN black on diesels (which dated from
1962 with the GT “noodle”) and chose
blue for engines and cars. Since 1996,
however, “GTW” has been just small ini-
tials on CN-painted rolling stock. y
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GTW fact file
Route-miles: 992 (1930); 932 (1954);
1410 (1982); 535 (2003)
Locomotives: 254 steam, 53 diesel (1953);
248 (1995)
Freight cars: 13,097 (1930); 5957 (1995)
Passenger cars: 175 (1930); 143 (1956);
79 (1970)
Headquarters city: Detroit, Mich.
Recommended reading: Evening Before the
Diesel, Charles R. Foss (Pruett, 1980);
Grand Trunk Western in Color, Vols. 1-2:
Steam and Green, 1941-1961, Visual Re-
design, 1962-1982, Jerry A. Pinkepank
(Morning Sun Books, 2003, 2004); Grand
Trunk Corporation 1971-1992, Don Hofsom-
mer (Michigan State University Press, 1995). 
Special interest group: Grand Trunk
Western Historical Society, P.O. Box 214,
Durand, MI 48429-0214; www.gtwhs.org 

GTW’s first “redesigned” diesel is just out of
Battle Creek shop April 24, 1962 (left). Subse-
quent image changes: a smaller “noodle” in
“clean” (non-louver) spots, a more red-orange
nose, and different numerals. In 1971, 12 new
GP38AC’s (5804, above) brought blue to GTW.
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More on our website
Listen to GTW steam from Art Weber’s Detroit 
Division recordings, at www.classictrainsmag.com




