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Crossing the 
Continent with 

Contented 
Cows

Jerry Strandlund,  
jstrandlund@gmail.com

Jerry is well known around BC. For many years he was the primary cattle photographer  
from the late ‘70’s into the 2000’s. He was also the founder of BC Holstein News. But Jerry’s Canadian  

connection actually started much earlier, with his mother, who was born in Midale, Saskatchewan!
(This condensed version is reprinted with permission from ‘Boxcar Boys, Riding the Rails with Bovine Beauties’ by Ronald F. Eustice.)

Travelling in a railroad boxcar with show 
cattle can be an experience of a lifetime 
as I discovered 60 years ago in the summer 
and fall of 1959. That year I had the 
opportunity to work at the word-famous 
Carnation Farm, Carnation, Washington. 
The farm, founded in 1910 by Elbridge 
A. Stuart, owner of the Carnation Milk 
Company, is located some 35 miles east 
of Seattle and was at one time the largest 
registered Holstein herd in the US.

I came to Carnation as a student trainee 
from the University of Minnesota’s 
College of Agriculture, Forestry and Home 
Economics, in St. Paul. A letter from Russ 
Pfeiffer, General Manager of Carnation, 
which hangs in my office, dated April 22, 
1959 states among other comments: “We 
heard from Mr. Hugo Albrecht of New Ulm, 
in regard to you and so did reserve a spot 
if you wish to come. We will do our best 
at shifting you around in the different 
departments here at the farm for the 
summer and giving you as much training 
in regard to our herd as possible.”

He went on to say, “Whether we will need 
anybody for our show herd this fall or 
not remains to be seen. I can’t give you 
a definite answer on that score. I can tell 
you that if you are interested in coming 
to Carnation Farm for employment this 
summer, we have a spot open for you. Your 
salary will be $150.00 a month plus room 
and board. You will be directly under Mr. 
Kent Mattson, herd manager in the barn 
and Dr. Phil Hinze, cattle superintendent 
and veterinarian.”

As it turned out, I was able to work with the 
show herd later in the summer, travelling 
some 5,000 miles in boxcars to four major 
Holstein shows. My boss was Al Hay, who 
had worked at the farm since 1940. Al 
was a 1958 Klussendorf Award winner, a 
great teacher and mentor, with legendary 
cowmanship and showmanship skills.

The 1959 Carnation schedule began with 
the Utah State Fair (September 12 – 18 at 
Salt Lake City), followed by Waterloo, Iowa 
for the Dairy Cattle Congress (October 3 
– 10). Next was the Pacific International 
Livestock Show in Portland, Oregon 
(October 16 – 24), which served as the 
Western Regional Show. The 5,000-mile-
trek culminated at the 15th Annual Grand 
National Livestock Exposition at the Cow 
Palace in San Francisco from October 30 
– November 8. Needless to say, I missed 
the Fall quarter of studies at the University 
that year.

A few days before we left on our two-month 
trek, the Carnation Farm carpenters went 
down to the railroad siding on the edge 

of the tiny town of Carnation and 
fitted the boxcar with 12 stalls where 
the animals would ultimately be tied. 
The carpenters built a reinforced 
deck above the cattle stalls. Al made 
sure there was a 2” x 6” piece of 
board placed on the floor of the car 
in the doorway – a safety feature to 
prevent the doors from sliding shut 
and locking us in. A large water tank 
was placed in the far end of the car 
along with hay bales and straw and 
shavings. We slept on cots with 
sleeping bags on the overhead deck. 
The day before leaving we loaded 
our tack boxes, grain, groceries and 
other supplies including a little gas 
stove for cooking our meals and 
carefully packed them in one end of 
the car.

Early on September 4th, the boxcar was 
loaded with 12 head of show cattle near 
the old ‘Stuart Spur,’ established in 1911 and 
later connected to the Burlington Northern 
Santa Fe (BNSF) railroad. Originally called 
the Carnation Spur, it was later renamed 
to Stuart Spur to honor Mr. Stuart, founder 
of Carnation Farm.

In 1913, a 4’ by 18’ cattle chute was added 

on to the end of the freight platform and 
a cattle pen was built by the Carnation 
Farms carpenters so that shipments of 
cattle could be loaded and unloaded. At 
the time Mr. Stuart was buying many top-
quality cows and bulls to ship to the farm.

Through the years, hundreds of animals 
going to sales and shows were loaded 
and shipped from the Stuart Spur to 

destinations throughout North America 
and the world. Over the course of many 
years, hundreds of head of Carnation 
Farm’s show and sale cattle departed from 
this historic railroad siding.

Snoqualmie Pass Train Tunnel Blackout
On the morning that we pulled out of 
Carnation, heading out over the Cascade 

Of the four shows Carnation 
showed at in 1959, TEXAL RICH 
HERD LILY was named first place 
Aged Cow and Senior and Grand 
Champion at three of them. This 
Canadian-bred beauty, sired by 
the popular bull – Bond-Haven 
Rag Apple Maple – went on to be 
crowned All American Aged Cow 
1959. The entire Carnation exhibit 
was consistently strong, resulting 
in Premier Exhibitor and Breeder 
banners at all four shows!

A skilled fitter (Jerry won a 
clipping competition in 1959 at the 
U. of Minnesota), he prepared and 
accompanied AYR-LINE FASHION 
PAT to many consumer events in 
June 1963, as she represented the 
Ayrshire breed as the June Dairy 
Month Cow.
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mountain range, I had one of my most 
memorable events. We were well on our 
way toward Salt Lake City and had started 
morning chores. I was milking “Lily” by hand 
when all of a sudden everything went black. I 
yelled out, “What’s happening?” Al or George 
said, “We are going through a tunnel.” Well, 
we were going through the Snoqualmie Pass 
Train Tunnel on the Milwaukee Line. The 
tunnel was 2.3 miles long. Soon “Lily” and the 
other cattle were starting to cough, urinate 
and dance around because of all the diesel 
smoke coming back from the engines right 
ahead of us. Within a few minutes we were 
out of the tunnel and began to get some 
fresh air. What an experience that was! 
Gladly, coming back from Waterloo we did 

not have to go through that episode again. 
Almost always, livestock cars were put right 
behind the train engines. This was done to 
prevent the jerking caused by train cars 
tending to have more whiplash the farther 
they were from the head engine.

During the days while we were travelling 
in the boxcar, a lot of our time was spent 
grooming the animals. Everyone was 
brushed each day and tails were washed 
and combed out. Blankets were used 
by most exhibitors in those days to help 
keep the animals clean and to help make a 
smooth and glossy hair coat. Body clipping, 
as we know it today, was not in style. It was 
important to Al that when we unloaded the 
cattle and let them into the show barn and 
tied them up for the first time that they 
were clean with no manure stains. Al 

was a perfectionist and knew that first 
impressions were important. He always 
made sure that when the Carnation string 
was all in place and tied down, they were 
the most presentable on the grounds.

It was always a priority to get the water 
tank at the end of our car filled when 
the tank was low, when and wherever 
the train was stopping. It was the train 
crew’s responsibility to make sure that we 
had plenty of water in the tank. One time I 
remember they started to pull out before 
we had our supply of water. The engineer 
had to back up and wait until we filled the 
tank. He wasn’t too happy!

We always had plenty to eat on the boxcar. 
We had a little gas stove to heat up canned 
goods and make coffee and fry eggs. The 
bunk beds above were just fine, but it took 
a few nights to get used to the clickity-
clack sounds of the cars. But I must admit, 
after 5 – 6 days in a boxcar, arriving at the 
next show location, being able to take a 
shower was most welcome. All the shows 
had adequate facilities as far as showers, 
etc., were concerned. At the fairgrounds, 
our cots and sleeping bags were placed in 
the feed aisles where the cattle were tied. 
No motels for this crew!

Other Memorable Moments
I recall the day we were getting ready to 
pull out of the loading yard of the Grand 
National show at San Francisco. It was a 
busy day as usual, but the day exhibitors 
were getting their animals vaccinated for 
the trip home with shipping fever vaccine. 
The vet had a wheelbarrow full of empty 
vaccine bottles when he was done.

Al Hay had bought two boxes of groceries 

for the 900-mile trek from San Francisco 
to Carnation. He had set the groceries by 
the box car door. For some reason, we 
all had to go back in the barn and when 
we came back someone had taken our 
groceries. The train was scheduled to 
leave in 20 minutes and somehow Al 
bought some more groceries, but it was 
a close call. Then to send us all off in 
good order, as the cars were pulling out, 
the show veterinarian came down to the 
tracks and gave each box car a bottle of 
whiskey as a ‘going away’ gift. Sadly, I was 
too young!

A few days before we were to leave for 
Salt Lake City, when working with the 
cows in the lower barn, we saw a big black 
Cadillac limousine pull up close to the 
barn. A black chauffer took a wheelchair 
from the trunk and carefully helped an old 
gentleman from the passenger side into it. 
The chauffer wheeled him into the show 
barn area. About that time, over in the 
far corner, was Alphonse Geeraert who 
was filling up a manure carrier, cleaning 
up from the show cattle where we had 
piled up manure for him to toss into the 
carrier and push out to where we would 
dump it into a truck down below. Alphonse 
looked around, dropped his fork and came 
shuffling over (he was a little crippled) 
to the man in the wheelchair, putting his 
arms around him, giving him a hug. The 
two men were smiling and conversing with 
each other.

The irony of the two men meeting is that 
the man in the wheelchair was the third 
President of the Carnation Company, 
Alfred M. Ghormley, who had started 
working at the farm in 1915 sweeping floors. 
But he had a keen memory for pedigrees 
and knew the animals better than the 
farm manager. Over time he became 
Superintendent of Carnation Farm. He 
went on to become General Manager 
and Vice-President of the Company and 
finally President (1957 – 1963), retiring to 
Chairman of the Executive Committee 
from 1963 until his passing in 1965.

Alphonse began working at the farm in 
1927. He retired in 1961 at 76 years of age. 
Alfred and Alphonse started working at 
the farm early in their careers; one went 
on to become President of the Carnation 
Company and the other was still doing 
what he did when he began working in 
the barns in 1927.

This boxcar tour of 60 years ago was 
a great experience for me. I had the 
opportunity to not only learn about the 
proper method of showing and travelling 
with show cattle, but I also met many of 
the top breeders and breed association 
personnel of the day. I still visit from time 
to time with friends that I met travelling 
to the four shows we attended. Working 
at Carnation Farm was about as good as 
it gets for a young person like myself, 
interested in pursuing a career in the 
purebred dairy cattle industry. It laid the 
groundwork for my professional career in 
the Northwest as National Holstein Field 
Representative, Advertising Manager for 
All-West Breeders and Photographer/
Editor of Northwest Holstein News. I 
feel very blessed that this opportunity 
came about for me. As they say, “the rest 
is history!”

BOXCAR BOYS: RIDING THE RAILS WITH 
BOVINE BEAUTIES:

Beginning with the earliest days of the railroad, transportation of livestock 
was important for farmers, businesses related to agriculture and to the 
railroads themselves. At first, livestock was transported in boxcars to 

packing plants at major terminals. Once herd books were established for 
purebred livestock, shows and fairs became an important way to promote. 
From the 1890s until the late 1960s, show cattle were transported by rail. It 

was common for as many as 100 carloads of cattle to arrive at larger shows.

Ron's books are 
available through 

Amazon.

To order a book: Amazon.com and search 
for the book by name or by author.  

Ron has written other books including:  
They Saw Red! (with a BC connection)  

and Polled Pioneers.
Feel free to reach out to Ron at  

612-202-1016, or email:  
reustice@gmail.com.

'This book is a fun read and the 
historic pictures are fabulous!' Tars

CARNATION SALLY LOLA PRINCESS – 
1st 4 Year Old and Grand Champion Utah 
State Fair, 1st 4 Year Old and Reserve 
Grand Champion Pacific International. 

Carnation Royal Master EX-95, by 
Carnation Madcap Butterboy and out of 
Lakefield Fobes Delight, won his 2 Year 
class at three shows and went on to 
be HM All American 2 Year Old Bull the 
same year.

Jerry cares for the Carnation 
show string at the 1959 National 
Dairy Cattle Congress show in 
Waterloo, IA, one of four shows 
that took him on a 5000-mile 
railcar adventure!


