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President Harding and the Pullman Private Car Superb
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Backgrounder press release written March 22, 1999, for the Southeastern Railway Museum, Duluth, Georgia, www.srmduluth.org.

President Warren G. Harding, the 29th President of the United States (1921-23), traveled aboard the Pullman private car Superb from Washington, D. C. to Tacoma, WA on a planned 15,057-mile, two-month "Voyage of Understanding" beginning June 20, 1923. Harding became ill during the trip and died in San Francisco on August 2. The Superb carried the President's coffin to Washington, D. C. for the state funeral and then to Marion, OH for burial.

On the trip west, the Presidential party of 65 people occupied a 10-car Presidential Special of Pullman cars, the last of which was the Superb, which was occupied by the President and Mrs. Harding. Prior to the trip, the Pullman Company modified the Superb at its Wilmington, DE shops, outfitting the car with a transmitter for broadcasting. This was the first nation-wide broadcasting of Presidential speeches and the first time a car of this type was outfitted with wireless equipment.

Stops en route to Tacoma, WA included Martinsburg, WV, St. Louis, Denver, Helena, MT, Pocatello, ID, and Spokane, WA. His prepared speeches (85 in a six-week period) focused on the proposed World Court, the need for the enforcement of prohibition, transportation, and farm policy.

President Harding traveled from Washington State to Alaska by ship where he dedicated the recently completed Alaska Central Railroad. While in Alaska, Harding used the 1906 Pullman wood observation car Denali. (The Denali is on display at Alaskaland Pioneer Park in Fairbanks.)

After returning to Seattle, the President gave several speeches but appeared tired and unwell. Complaining of cramps and indigestion, he returned to the Superb and went to bed. A planned speech at Portland, OR, was canceled and the train continued without stopping, reaching San Francisco on July 29.  The President died on Thursday, August 2. The cause of death is variously listed as cerebral hemorrhage and/or cardiac difficulties complicated by pneumonia.

At 7:15 p.m. on August 3, slightly less than 24 hours after his death, Harding's casket was placed onboard the Superb through a special door cut in the side of the car. As the funeral train left Southern Pacific Station behind a Mogul locomotive with a clanging bell, the growing crowds saw quite clearly--past the black crepe and the flowers--the flag-draped coffin flanked by a sailor and a marine at parade rest.     


The funeral train was delayed by the millions of people lining the tracks on the trip east and arrived at Union Station in Washington, D. C. on August 7, nine hours late. That evening, Harding lay in state in the East Room of the White House, attended by his wife and friends.

After a brief service the next morning, Harding's coffin was placed on a horse-drawn caisson in the funeral cortege which moved down Pennsylvania Avenue on a day of oppressive heat to the Capitol for the state funeral. That evening, the Superb carried the coffin to Marion, Ohio, for burial.

In the 20th century, funeral trains have been used twice for "sitting presidents," Warren G. Harding in 1923 and Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1945. The Pullman car Conneaut, which has been scrapped, carried President Roosevelt's coffin on the trip from Warm Springs, GA to Washington. D. C., and then to Hyde Park, NY.

About the Superb

The Superb is a steel "heavyweight" private railroad car built by the Pullman Company, March, 1911. The Superb, which was also used on occasion by President Wilson, is: (a) the only existing rail car used in the 20th century to carry the coffin in a President's funeral train, (b) the second oldest Pullman heavyweight private car in existence, and (c) the oldest heavyweight Pullman private car retaining its original as-built configuration. 

The car was donated to the Atlanta Chapter, National Railway Historical Society in 1969 by the Seaboard Coast Line Railroad (SCL) for display at the Southeastern Railway Museum. (SCL merged with the Chessie System in 1982 to form CSX Corporation.) SCL used the Superb as Business Car #301 for transporting company officials. 

The Superb (Pullman plan 2503, lot 3847) is 73' 6" in length, 9' 9 and 1/2" (top of rail to top edge of eave molding) in height, 11' 2 and 1/2" in width, and weighs 165,000 pounds. It includes an observation room, five bedrooms (equipped with toilets and sinks), porter's compartment, kitchen, and pantry. 

The car last moved by rail on September 26, 1998, when Norfolk Southern Railroad moved the Southeastern Railway Museum's 79 pieces of rolling stock along a 1.5 mile segment of mainline track from the museum's old location of 28 years to its new 30-acre site on Buford Highway Road in Duluth, Georgia. 

