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Field Course #2: Chattanooga Area Tunnels and Trains

Guidebook Contents
Schedule
About the Missionary Ridge Tunnel
About the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum
Other Chattanooga Area Tunnels
Supplemental Articles

e Article 1: Early American Tunnels

e Article 2: America’s oldest railroad tunnels
e Article 3: The Blue Ridge Tunnel

e Article 4: The Swannanoa Tunnel

Field Course Route Map (to be issued at time of the course trip)

Approximate Course Schedule
Tuesday, September 15, 2026 - Noon to 4:30pm
11:45am: Meeting Hotel Lobby (Note 1)

Noon: Leave hotel and travel via shuttle to the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum (TVRM). We
will try to visit Missionary Ridge and some of the other Chattanooga area road tunnels as we travel.

1:00 pm to 2:30 pm: Visit TVRM museum
2:30 to 3:30 pm: Travel via train to and from the Missionary Ridge Tunnel portal (Notes 2)

3:30 pm: Return to hotel via shuttles at 4:00 pm.

Note 1: Hard hats are needed to enter the tunnel. To request a hard hat, email Scott Walker at srwalker3@tva.gov

Note 2: Tunnels are dangerous, muddy and dirty — just the nature of the beast. Rocks in the tunnel will be stained with
generations of soot which will quickly come off on your skin and clothing. Sturdy boots and hard hats will be needed
to enter the tunnel. Clothing layers are also suggested. Shoe covers will be provided to cover boots from tracking mud
in the train car carpeting and shuttle.
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About the Missionary Ridge Tunnel

Missionary Ridge is located east of downtown Chattanooga and trends north—south for several
miles. The ridge varies in width from a few feet to over 660 feet (200 m), with very steep, nearly
vertical sides (especially the west face) that rise over 330 feet (100 m) above from the ground
surrounding it. Missionary Ridge was so named for the early missionaries who made their way
along paths climbing the ridge on their way to Brainerd Village settlement of the Cherokee.

Geologic Setting and Geology of Missionary Ridge and the Missionary Ridge Tunnel

Chattanooga and Missionary Ridge are both located in the Valley and Ridge Physiographic
Province of the Appalachian Mountain region. This region is characterized by a series of northeast-
southwest trending synclines and anticlines composed of Early Paleozoic sedimentary rocks.
Limestones and shales are more susceptible to erosion and make up much of the valleys, whereas
more resistant sandstones and conglomerates form the ridges. This folded strata is the result of the
compression associated with the assembly of the supercontinent Pangea and the various mountain
building events that produced the Appalachian Mountains. Many of these folds are plunging,
meaning that the axes (fold creases) are not horizontal but are tilted to the northeast or southwest.
At the southernmost extent, the Valley and Ridge appears to plunge beneath the Coastal Plain
province (ref. National Park Service).
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The Missionary Ridge Tunnel railroad line that we will be traveling upon starts just east of the
town of McCarty and the tunnel is highlighted with blue dashes in the graphic above. Missionary
Ridge is part of a thrust sheet where Ordovician age Chickamauga Limestone has been thrust over
the Nashville Group, with some remnant caps of Ordovician age Copper Ridge Dolomite that was
part of yet another thrust sheet.

Railroad and Tunnel Construction History

The Chattanooga, Harrison, Georgetown, and Charleston Railroad Tunnel is located in eastern
Chattanooga at the northern end of Missionary Ridge. It is also referred to as the Chattanooga and
Cleveland Railroad Tunnel and more recently is called the Missionary Ridge Railroad Tunnel. The
Chattanooga, Harrison, Georgetown, and Charleston Railroad was formed to link Chattanooga to
the East Tennessee and Georgia Railroad which ran through Cleveland, Tennessee.

African-American slaves, hired under contract for the project or owned outright by the railroad
company, in tandem with white laborers (often Irish) constructed the tunnel between 1854 and
1856. It has been identified as one of the earliest, if not the earliest, railroad tunnel constructed in
Tennessee. The laborers cut the bore by hand-drilling boles into the rock face (see articles #1 and
#2 provided at the end of the guidebook for additional details about hand-drilling). Then they
filled these holes with black powder, ignited them and raced for safety. It was extremely dangerous
and difficult work. The limestone used in the construction came from local quarries and was set
by hand. The tunnel portals were constructed in the shape of a horseshoe, and this is believed to
be the only tunnel with a horseshoe portal in the state. When the tunnel was first constructed, the
profession of engineering in the United States was still in its infancy, with the American Society
of Civil Engineers having been founded just four years before in 1852. As a hard-rock tunnel of
almost one thousand feet in length, the Missionary Ridge Tunnel was an engineering landmark
when it opened to rail traffic and an important example of the use of slave labor in a southern
industrial venture. (See articles #3 and #4at the end of this guidebook regarding other Virginia
and North Carolina tunnels of similar vintage to the Missionary Ridge Tunnel)

The tunnel is cut through the northern end of Missionary Ridge. It is 980 feet long and its bore
measures 12.5 feet (at its narrowest point) by 19 feet (at its lowest point, measured from roof to
floor). The total volume of the tunnel is 210,000 feet. The tunnel portals were constructed in the
shape of a horseshoe. Both portals are 17 feet high, 14 feet wide at the base, and 15.5 feet wide at
the widest point.

The tunnel is composed of solid rock, brick, and masonry limestone from local quarries. The tunnel
was originally hewn out of the carbonate rockmas and was unlined. Brick and masonry stone lining
was added to sections of the tunnel in c. 1870 with the East Tennessee, Virginia, and Georgia
Railroad carrying out the needed repairs.

Starting at the western (Chattanooga) end of the tunnel, there is a 98-foot-long lined section, 56
feet of solid rock, a 49-foot-long lined section, a 170-foot-long section of solid rock, with the
remaining 611 feet of tunnel being lined. The lined portions are mostly composed of limestone
masonry sides with brick arched overheads. The stone was obtained from local quarries.

Railroads in Chattanooga

Once opened, the tunnel played a significant role in local transportation history by allowing
Chattanooga to be tied to eastern railroad lines. The first railroad to arrive in Chattanooga came
from the south, the State of Georgia’s Western & Atlantic Railroad in 1850. It was followed by a
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railroad from the north, the Nashville & Chattanooga Railroad in 1854 and a railroad from the
west, the Memphis and Charleston in 1857.

The East Tennessee & Georgia, organized in 1847 and completed in 1855, ran from Knoxville,
Tennessee to Dalton, Georgia, where it connected with the Western & Atlantic. This was soon
linked to the East Tennessee & Virginia Railroad, the first railroad to cross the Appalachian
Mountains. The railroad, however, did not pass through Chattanooga due to the difficult terrain.
Goods and passengers bound for Chattanooga had to travel south to Dalton, Georgia and then
transfer to the Western & Atlantic Railroad which took them north to Chattanooga. A shortcut was
proposed between Chattanooga and Cleveland, Tennessee, on the East Tennessee & Georgia line.
The Chattanooga, Harrison, and Cleveland Railroad was organized for this purpose in 1850 and
was succeeded by the Chattanooga, Harrison, Georgetown, and Charleston Railroad. The first
project was the construction of the railroad tunnel between 1854 and 1856. Once completed in
1859 and taken over by the East Tennessee and Georgia Railroad. Chattanooga finally had its
eastern railroad link. Together, the four major lines into the city brought commerce and industrial
development to Chattanooga and made it an important transportation hub.

The actual construction dates of the tunnel (beginning in 1856 and ending in 1859) are
controversial. According to Steve Freer of the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum, the tunnel was
actually built between 1854 and 1856. The capstone located on the top western end of the railroad
tunnel was misdated about 30 years ago. In 1859 the tunnel’s ownership was transferred to the
East Tennessee and Georgia Railroad.

The tunnel’s role during the Civil War (1861-1865) is described in the following section.

After the Civil War, ownership of the tunnel changed twice. In 1869 the East Tennessee & Georgia
Railroad joined with the East Tennessee & Virginia Railroad to become the East Tennessee,
Virginia & Georgia Railroad. In 1894 the East Tennessee, Virginia & Georgia Railroad became
part of the Southern Railway Company, which operated the tunnel for the next sixty years.

The Southern Railway improved the track through the tunnel, but made no alterations in the tunnel
itself, although it considered widening the tunnel in c. 1940. The Southern Railway inspected the
tunnel in 1954 and noted the following structural problems:

e The west portal has separated from the lining, leaving a gap of 1.5 inches which extends
from the north spring line to a point halfway between the crown and the south spring line

e A bulge in the lining, measuring three to four feet wide and projecting into the tunnel one-
half inch. The bulge is located fifty feet east of the west portal and extends from the spring
line to the crown. Water seeps through this defect, but this condition appears to have
stabilized.

Except for these defects and the fact that a few portal stones have fallen, the tunnel appears to be
in good condition.

The Southern abandoned the tunnel in 1954 after the completion of the new Citico railroad yard
meant that regular traffic would bypass the tunnel. In March 1960, it was proposed that the railroad
tunnel now abandoned be used as bomb shelter. The railroad tunnel was denoted as being a
“natural” location for a bomb shelter. No other evidence has been found to solidify if this proposal
was accepted.



In 1971, the Southern Railway donated the right-of-way through the tunnel to the Tennessee Valley
Railroad Museum, a nonprofit organization dedicated to the preservation, restoration, and
operation of locomotives and passenger equipment. The museum’s excursion trains currently use
the line through the tunnel.

Military significance of the Missionary Ridge Railroad Tunnel during the Civil War

The Chattanooga, Harrison, Georgetown, and Charleston Railroad Tunnel is also significant for
its association with the Civil War campaign at Chattanooga in 1863. Confederate and Union forces
were engaged in a fierce contest for control of the strategically vital Chattanooga, which was
considered the gateway to the Deep South. In addition, half of the Confederacy’s major arsenals
(located in Atlanta, Macon, Augusta, and Columbus) were connected to Chattanooga by rail and
the railroads were considered vital to transportation of materials needed to support the
Confederacy’s war efforts. Union strategists considered the control of the city essential to
successfully launching an invasion into the heart of the Confederacy.

Confederate General Braxton Bragg’s Army of Tennessee defeated Union General William
Rosecrans’ Army of the Cumberland in the Battle of Chickamauga in September 1863. Rosecrans’
forces, however, were able to retreat to Chattanooga where they took up a defensive position.
Bragg’s Confederates then undertook a siege of the city, cutting off the major supply routes by
rail, river, and road with their occupation of Missionary Ridge, Lookout Mountain, and Raccoon
Mountain. In late October, the Union forces in Chattanooga, now under the command of Ulysses
S. Grant, were able to reopen the Tennessee River to their supply boats and began to plan an assault
on the Confederate positions. On November 24, 1863, a force under Union General Joseph Hooker
successfully pushed the Confederates from Lookout Mountain and Union General William T.
Sherman began his assault on the northern end of Missionary Ridge.

From his position, Sherman threatened the tracks of the Western & Atlantic which passed to the
north of Missionary Ridge and the East Tennessee & Georgia Railroad which passed through
Missionary Ridge via the C, H, G, & C tunnel. It was essential for the Confederates to hold on to
the East Tennessee & Georgia line because it was their only link to the Confederate forces under
General James Longstreet campaigning against Union General Ambrose Burnside in East
Tennessee. Sherman’s force did not meet much resistance on the 24th, and they entrenched in the
evening, hoping to move quickly along Missionary Ridge the next day, rolling up Bragg’s army.

Sherman’s force would face much greater resistance on the 25th. The Union force had mistakenly
taken up a position on Billy Goat Hill, adjacent to the north end of Missionary Ridge rather than
on the ridge itself. And during the night a Confederate force under the command of General Patrick
Cleburne, which had been at Chickamauga Station awaiting transfer to East Tennessee, was
recalled and sent to the north end of Missionary Ridge to protect the right flank of the Confederate
army. Cleburne established a strong defensive position on Tunnel Hill, a 250-foot hill at the north
end of Missionary Ridge, named for the C, H, G & C Railroad tunnel which runs just south of it.
Cleburne would use the ridge’s rugged terrain of ravines and steep slopes to his advantage. His
forces’ location on the hill meant only a small number of Federals could advance on them at a
time, and Cleburne skillfully rebuffed these attacks in one of the most skillful defenses carried out
by a Confederate general during the battles for Chattanooga.

The C, H, G & C Railroad tunnel was an important feature during the battle for the northern end
of Missionary Ridge. The railroad tunnel was referenced in Union General Grant’s orders, which
stated that after Sherman had crossed the Tennessee River near the mouth of the Chickamauga, he

6



was “to secure the heights from the northern extremity to about the railroad tunnel.” The tunnel
was an important landmark during the battle that was repeatedly referenced in the official reports
of both Confederate and Union officers.
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The tunnel also became a part of the battlefield. Cleburne placed some of his artillery atop the C,
H, G, & C railroad tunnel. In the afternoon, as some of Cleburne’s troops moved down the hill to
try to dislodge the Union attackers, a fold in the hill led the Union soldiers to mistakenly believe
that the Confederates had come out of the railroad tunnel. A Texas regiment charged down the
hill, catching the flank of an lowa regiment by surprise. Lieutenant Samuel Byers of the Fifth [owa
recounted the attack:

Some cried, “Look to the tunnel! They’re coming through the tunnel.” Sure enough,
through a railway tunnel in the mountain the graycoats were coming by the hundreds. They
were flanking us completely.

“Stop them!” cried our colonel to those of us at the right. “Push them back.” It was but
the work of a few moments for four companies to rise to their feet and run to the tunnel’s
mouth, firing as they ran. Too late! An enfilading fire was soon cutting them to pieces.

Byers was captured during the Confederate attack.

The railroad embankments of the East Tennessee and Georgia Railroad (outside the nominated
boundaries) were held by Union Colonel John C. Loomis’s brigade in the afternoon and used for
the limited shelter they provided.

Cleburne eventually abandoned his positions at and around the railroad tunnel as he pulled his
troops southward to protect the rear of the Army of Tennessee as it was pushed off Missionary
Ridge. In their retreat, the Confederates did not damage or block the tunnel and for the remainder



of the war, Union commanders used the tunnel to ferry soldiers and supplies from the east to their
campaign in Georgia.
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Still can’t get enough? Try these links for more fun

The following are some links with information about the tunnel and local railroad history:

Industrial History: 1858 TVRM/Southern and Road Tunnels under Missionary Ridge in
Chattanooga, TN

Missionary Ridge Tunnel

How Chattanooga’s First Train Arrival Changed Everything

Western and Atlantic Railroad: Map. History., Timetables
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Civil War Railroads in East Tennessee

Battle of Missionary Ridge. mid-afternoon of November 25. 1863. campaign map, zoomable

image | House Divided

Tri-state (TN-GA-AL) Rail Stops - Chattanooga Extension Railroad - Chattanoogan.com
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About the Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum
Abridged from Wikipedia

The Tennessee Valley Railroad Museum (reporting mark TVRM) is a railroad museum and
heritage railroad located in Chattanooga, Tennessee. TVRM was initially founded as a chapter of
the National Railway Historical Society in
1960 by a group of local railway
preservationists. The  organization was
established to preserve obsolete locomotives
and railway equipment. The museum operates
tourist excursions from stations in Chattanooga
and Etowah, Tennessee, operates the East
Chattanooga Belt Railway (a freight handling
line), has the capability to store several hundred
cars for other railroads at their Copperhill yard,
and owns and operates working locomotive and
car repair shop complex. The TVRM was
named to the National Register of Historic
Places on August 6, 1980.

TVRM was founded on August 11, 1961, by
DuPont electronic engineer Paul H. Merriman
and General Railway Signal Company field
representative Robert M. Soule, Jr. In 1964,
Merriman purchased the former Southern Rail-
way locomotive number 4501 from the Kentucky & Tennessee Railway in Stearns, Kentucky for
$5,000 of his own money. By 1966 the restored 4501 began operating throughout the Southern
Railway System.

In 1969, the TVRM received a land donation from the Southern Railway which included the 986-
foot (301 m)-long Whiteside Tunnel and about 1% miles (2.4 km) of abandoned right-of-way. At
the time, it had no structures on site and volunteers constructed a railyard for the storage and repair
of equipment and rebuilt the abandoned rail line through the Whiteside Tunnel (now renamed the
Missionary Ridge Tunnel). On May 7, 1972, the museum opened a new permanent facility to the
public in East Chattanooga. Around 1977, the Southern Railway donated an additional 12 miles
(2.4 km) of abandoned rail line. The TVRM constructed a bridge over Tunnel Boulevard around
d this time and the East Chattanooga Depot, a reconstruction of a typical 1920-vintage small-town
depot, was erected at the end of this rail line.

TVRM’s shop and mechanical department are able to perform almost any job pertaining to
restoration and upkeep of vintage railroad equipment. TVRM also occasionally does contract work
including but not limited to flue swaging, wheel turning, locomotive and rolling stock painting,
diesel locomotive servicing, sheet metal fabrication, complete passenger car restoration,
machining, and welding. In March 2011, TVRM completed restoring Southern Railway Ks-1 class
2-8-0 No. 630 to operational status (No. 630 is visible in the photograph on the cover of this
guidebook). In September 2014, TVRM completed the second restoration of Southern Railway
Ms class 2-8-2 No. 4501.
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Other Chattanooga Area Tunnels

Whiteside Tunnel — a 400-foot-long railroad tunnel near Raccoon Mtn on the west side of

Chattanooga. Built in 1858 for the Nashville and Chattanooga Railroad and abandoned in 1911.
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Ref: Chattanoogan.com; John Wilson article dated October 23, 2014

Bachman tubes — Twin 1000-foot-long single lane road tunnels built through Missionary Ridge in
1929

Image from aaroads.com website
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Missionary Ridge Tunnels (also called the McCallie or Brainerd Tunnels). Twin bore road tunnels
through Missionary Ridge. The first tunnel — the McCallie Tunnel was opened in 1913. The
second tunnel opened in the 1950s/Road tunnels US11/64 through missionary ridge

Construction of the second tunnel in the 1950s — both photos from the Chattanooga Times Free
Press website
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Stringers Ridge Tunnel — a historic 300-foot-long two-lane tunnel opened in 1910 to connect
Cherokee Boulevard and Dayton Boulevard/Red Bank. Per Bridgehunter.com, the tunnel formerly
carried U.S. Highway Route 27 and was drilled using the “I-beam method”.

i 3 v

Ref: Bridgehunter.com website
1909 photo (left) and 2008 photo (right) of the Stringers Ridge Tunnel

The Wilcox Avenue Tunnel: A road tunnel beneath Missionary Ridge that is currently closed for
repairs and rehabilitation.

*

Ref: google image
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Supplemental Articles

The attached articles provide more detail on tunnel construction methods in the 1800s as well as
information on tunnels of similar age and geography to the Missionary Ridge Tunnel. In addition
to the technical details, the articles provide insite to the human costs that occurred with the
construction.

Article 1

Early American Tunnels
By Robert S. Mayo

Early
American

Robert S. Mayo

Tunneling for transportation began in France with the
construction of the Milpas Tunnel on the Lanquedoc
Canal in 1680. Of course, the ancient miners had been
driving tunnels in search of minerals since the dawn of
history, but the Milpas Tunnel was the first tunnel exclu-
sively for transportation. In England in 1760, the Duke
of Bridgewater opened a canal from his coal mines to
Manchester 16.9 km (10.5 miles) away. At the mine, a
tunnel was driven into the mountains so that the miners
could shovel the coal directly into canal boats. James
Brindley, an untutored genius, was his engineer, and this
whole transportation system was an instant success and
quite profitable through the years. Within a dozen years
the Duke, again with his engineer James Brindley, opened
up the Grand Trunk Canal, which was 224 km (139 miles)
long and had five tunnels. The one major tunnel on this
system, the first Harecastle Tunnel, was 2.4 km {1.5 miles)
in length, but was only large enough for one 2.1-m (7-ft)
wide boat, which had to be “legged’’ through by boat-
men lying on their backs. By 1824 a second tunnel was
driven parallel to the first one and had a towpath through
it for horse haulage. This was the beginning of the Indus-
trial Age, and tunnels became an important part of the
transportation of that era.

The transportation era in the United States can be

The author is a civil engineer in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and a
veteran of tunnel construction. He is the author of three books
on the subject. This article is based on his presentation to the
Society of Industrial Archaeology in Washington, Delaware, on
April 30, 1977.
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Tunnels

said to have begun with the opening of the Erie Canal

in 1825. Before that date, only a few canals had been
built: the Dismal Swamp Canal, the Great Falls Canal
just above Washington, D.C., and the Conowingo Canal
on the Susquehanna River above Fort Deposit. And, of
course, there were numerous plans for canals on any
creek or river that might become navigable. The Erie
Canal was begun in 1817 and opened in 1825. |t was an
instant success and soon paid for itself. The canal was
really revolutionary in that it set up a new trade pattern
to the Midwest via the new steamboats as far as Albany,
canal boats to Buffalo, and lake steamers to Chicago
and points along the way. Up to this time, the largest
American seaport had been Philadelphia and the second
largest was Baltimore. After the opening of the Erie
Canal, New York became the largest U.S. city, a suprem-
acy it has never lost.

Between 1800 and 1825, a number of American engi-
neers were sent to England and Europe to study canal de-
sign and construction. They, of course, saw some of the
tunnels that had been built in those countries. These en-
gineers, whose names live on in engineering history, in-
cluded Canvass White, Robert Fulton, John L. Langdon,
Isaac Roberdeau, Solomon Roberts, Charles Ellet,
Loammi Baldwin, and Horatio Allen. Ina further ex-
change of information, Ross Winans, George Whistler,
Jonathan Knight, and William McNeill were invited to
England to view the famous Great |.ocomotive Contest
at Rainhill in 1829. This contest was won by Stephen-
son's ""Rocket."”



A number of foreign engineers immigrated to this
country and took part in canal and tunnel construction.
Claude Crozet had served under Napoleon and later buiit
the Biue Ridge Tunnel for the Chesapeake and Ohio Rail-
way Company; Benjamin Latrobe was an English architect
who first worked on improvements to navigation on the
lower Susquehanna River, then designed the U.S. Capitol
in Washington and the Cathedral in Baltimore, and was
chief engineer of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Com-
pany, which built some 44 tunnels from 1839 to 1871 to
connect Baltimore with the Ohio River. The length of
all the tunnels totaled 16.1 km (10 miles).

Several textbooks were available to the early U.S. en-
gineers, including Essay on Artificial Navigation by Castle
(1730) and Inland Navigation, a book of 598 pages, by
Phillips (1792). Phillips described all the canals in England,
Ireland, and all of Europe. In a chapter on North Amer-
ica, he writes knowledgeably of the many canals that
were then proposed and later built and proudly mentions
"His Exceliency, George Washington, twice the savior of
his country,” adding “After conducting her to liberty, he
opened to her the way to prosperity by new roads and
canals.” The introduction to the book states that Phillips
was a prisoner on parole in North America from 1780 to
1783. How he became a prisoner is not explained, but he
was probably with the Royal Engineers.

The Tunnels

The Auburn Tunne!, which was the first U.S. tunnel, was
built between 1818 and 1821. This 137-m (450-ft) tun-
nel was on a canal leading to the Schuylkill coal regions
through treacherous red shale. Within a few years, it was
"daylighted."”

The 183-m (600-ft) Lebanon Tunnel was built be-
tween 1824 and 1826 on the Union Canal connecting the
Schuylkill and Susquehanna rivers, Canvass White was
the chief engineer. Now a National Monument located
just outside of Lebanon, Pennsylvania, the tunnel can be
easily visited.

The 275-m (900-ft) Allegheny Portage Railroad tun-
nel was the first U.S. railroad tunnel. Solomon Roberts
was chief engineer. Built between 1831 and 1833, it now
stands deserted in the hills high above Johnstown, Penn-
sylvania.

Grant's Hill tunnels are located in downtown Pitts-
burgh. They were uncovered when a foundation was ex-
cavated in 1968. One of the tunnels was built in 1830
for the Pennsylvania Canal, and the other was built in
1865 for the Pennsylvania Railroad.

The Pawpaw Tunnel on the C&0 Canal near Pawpaw,
West Virginia, was built in 1836. Itis 1 km (0.6 mile) in
length and is worth visiting, but a flashlight is needed.

The Hoosac Tunnel is the grandfather of all American
tunnels. Itis 7.6 km (4.7 miles) long and is still in use
on the railroad connecting Boston and Albany. Construc-
tion began in 1856. The first contractor was Herman
Haupt, a West Pointer who had worked on the Summit
Tunnel of the Pennsylvania Railroad. His contract be-
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1 Littleborough Summit tunne
2 Auburn Tunnel.
3 Lebanon Tunnel.
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American method of tunneling.

came embroiled in politics and was terminated in 1861
after only 17 percent of the job was completed. (Haupt
became a general in the Civil War and was President
Lincoln’s chief railroadman.) The Hoosac Tunnel was
completed by the Shanly Brothers from Canada on Feb-
ruary 9, 1875. On this tunnel, the first use was made
of pneumatic drills and nitroglycerin. These new tools
increased progress from 0.5 to 1.8 m/d (1.5 to 6 ft/d) in
each heading and reduced the cost of drilling by two-
thirds.

By 1850, 48 tunnels were completed in the United
States for both canals and railroads. By 1875, Henry
Drinker, in Tunneling: Explosive Compounds and Rock
Drills, listed some 300 tunnels for railroads alone. Of
these, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Company had 55
and the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway Company had 25.

The Tools

All these early tunnels were in rock, sometimes hard, some-
times soft, but all required drilling and blasting. Until
1865, all drillingwas done by hand and was called double-
jacking. Two miners struck the drill steel with a 3.6-kg
(8-1b) sledge hammer, still called a double-jack. A helper
held the drill steel and revolved it slightly with every
blow. Every so often the miners would stop while the
helper fished out the pulverized rock with a miner’s
spoon. The hole was generally 25.4 mm (1 in) in diam-
eter and 0.9 to 1.2 m (3 to 4 ft) deep. Progress was about
0.3 m/h (1 ft/h). On rare occasions, holes were drilled
by single-jacking, by which the miner swung a 1.8-kg (4-
Ib) hammer in one hand and held the drill steel in the
other.

When the hole was bottomed, the correct amount of
black powder was poured in, a copper “'needle” about 10
mm (0.4 in) in diameter was inserted in the hole, and the
hole was then tamped with clay. When the needle was
removed, a small hole was left in which the squib or fuse
was later inserted. (The miners made their own squibs of
reeds, straw, goose quills, or small paper tubes and filled
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them with black powder. Although the Bickford safety
fuse was patented in 1831, it was likely not widely used
in these early American tunnels.)

Once the holes were loaded and the fuses inserted, the
heading boss and the lead miners lit them in sequence:
the cut holes first, the relievers, and then the rib and back
bones. | once worked on a job on which fuses were occa-
sionally used instead of electric caps. There were 24 holes
and 24 fuses to be lit, and one had an eerie feeling stand-
ing there holding the electric lights, seeing these fuses
smoking away, and wondering if they would all be lit be-
fore it was too late.

During the period before 1850, the American method
of tunneling was developed. In this method, tunnels
were driven heading and bench, the bench being about
2.4 m (8 ft) wide. Thus, there could be four drill crews
working at one time: two at the face and two on the
bench. Most important, when this scheme was used, the
muck gang and the drill gang could be working at the
same time. Mucking was a slow and tedious operation,
and overall progress was greatly improved when this
could be done without interfering with drilling.

In those days, a piece of drill steel would only drill
about 0.3 m (1 ft), so a nipper boy carried sharp steel to
the face and then carried the dull steel out to the black-
smith to be resharpened and retempered. Probably one
of the greatest improvements in tunnel progress was the
introduction of tungsten carbide-tipped drill steel.
Carbide-tipped steel aliowed the miners to use much
longer drill rods. A carbide-tipped drill rod would drill
at least 46 m (150 ft) before it had to be resharpened.
(The tunnel boring machine uses carbide-faced teeth
and bores any kind of rock.}

Another important development during this period
was the American system of timbering, which consisted
of a five-piece arch erected on the heading on a wall
plate if the ground needed support. All timbers were
30.5by 30.5cm (12 by 12 in). When the bench was
taken out, the wall plate would support the arch long
enough to set the plumb post, which was wedged tightly



1 Pawpaw Tunnel.
2 Allegheny Portage Railroad tunnel

3 Drill jumbo used on Pennsylvania
Turnpike tunnels.

in place. The big advantage of this system of timbering
was that the tunnel could be made wide enough to per-
mit the permanent concrete lining to be placed when the
timbering began to decay. | have been on many jobs on
which this system of timbering was used, some as late

3s 1933. Today steel H-beams are used.

The pneumatic drill was used as early as 1875 and,
with some improvements, was used until about 1945, |
worked as a chuck-tender many years ago on the Moffat
Tunnel, where this type of drill was used; my job was to
change the drill steel every 0.6 m (2 ft). The crewstarted
out with a piece of steel 0.6 m (2 ft) long, and the miner
would handcrank it in and then handcrank it out. The
chuck-tender would then insert a piece of steel that was
1.2 m (4 ft), 1.8 m (6 ft), and finally 2.4 m (8 ft) long.
It took four pieces of steel to drill a hole 2.4 m (8 ft)
deep. Since there were 24 holes in the face, there were
96 pieces of steel sent out in the nipper-car to the black-
smith to be resharpened.

All mucking was by hand; either a short D-handled
shovel was used or one with a long handle, still known
as a muck stick. Muck was broken into one-man stones
and hauled by mule or horse-drawn mine cars on narrow-
gauge tracks or by two-wheeled dump carts carrying 0.8
m?® (1 yd3).

In contrast, a drill jumbo used in a tunnel on the
Pennsylvania Turnpike carried eight drills mounted on
hydraulically controlled booms. Each drill hasa 3.7-m
(12-ft) feed; thus, miners could drill a 3.7-m (12-ft) hole,
which would probably “pult” about 3.4 m (11 ft) of tun-
nel. These new long-feed drills, mounted on hydraulic
booms, were made possible by the development of tung-
sten carbide-tipped drill steel.
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Article 2

America’s oldest railroad tunnels
By William D. Middleton - Last updated on July 18, 2024

Copied from the site: https://www.trains.com/trn/railroads/history/americas-oldest-railroad-tunnels/

America’s oldest railroad tunnels: The Park Avenue Tunnel was built in 1834 as an open cut for
the New York & Harlem Railroad (NY&H). This 2% mile-long tunnel encompasses the Mount
Prospect Tunnel — America’s longest-serving railroad tunnel, which opened in 1837. NYC
Department of Records

How do you define the oldest? what seems like a straightforward question can have three different
answers, depending on how you define “oldest.” Partisans of the Pennsylvania, the New Haven,
and the New York Central (and their ancestral lines) will have their own takes on it — and each
will be right.

Ask where is the first one built and the answer is near Johnstown, Pa., the Allegheny Portage
Railroad’s Staple Bend Tunnel. Its origin dates back to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s
Main Line of Public Works plan of 1828, a linked system of railroads and canals from Philadelphia
to Pittsburgh, but it hasn’t seen a train in almost 150 years.

The railroad was the Philadelphia & Columbia, from Philadelphia to Susquehanna River. Canals
connected Columbia with Hollidaysburg, at the foot of the Alleghenies, and on the west slope,
Johnstown with Pittsburgh. The canals in turn were linked by the extraordinary 37.7-mile
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https://www.trains.com/wp-content/uploads/2006/07/TDC-Tunnel-NYC-Municipal-Archives-Digital-Collections.jpg

Allegheny Portage Railroad, which lifted freight and passengers across the mountains by inclined
planes and railroad tracks.

Work began on the railroad in 1831. It and the canals opened to traffic in March 1834. Sections of
graded track connected 10 inclined planes, five on each slope. At the inclines, stationary steam
engines and cables lifted traffic to a summit 2,334 feet above sea level.

Four miles east of Johnstown at the top of the first inclined plane, at Staple Bend in the Conemaugh
River, the builders shortened the route by 2 miles by driving North America’s first railroad tunnel
901 feet through a spur of the mountains.

The tunnel, begun in 1831 and completed in June 1833 for $37,500, was built with an arch section
19 feet high and 20 feet wide. Contractors J. and E. Appleton excavated 14,900 cubic yards of rock
by hand drilling and blasting with black powder. The tunnel was lined with cut stone for about 150
feet at each end. Elaborate stone portals in a Roman Revival style, with a low relief lintel supported
by Doric order pilasters flanking the arch, accounted for almost half the entire cost.

Staple Bend Tunnel was in service less than a quarter century before the entire Portage Railroad
was rendered obsolete by completion of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s all-rail route across the
Alleghenies in 1854. The Main Line of Public Works was sold to PRR at public auction in June
1857, and within a few months Pennsy closed and dismantled it.

The tunnel, as the last significant remaining original APR structure, is part of the Allegheny
Portage Railroad National Historic Site, whose several components (others are near Gallitzin) were
placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1967 and designated a National Historic Civil
Engineering Landmark in 1987.

On July 5, 2001, the National Park Service celebrated the completion of preservation and
restoration work at the tunnel. The bore’s stone masonry lining has been injection-grouted, the
ornate west portal cleaned and pointed, and surviving portions of the east portal put back in place.
Visitors may walk through the tunnel, which is reached from Beech Hill Road over a 2-mile bicycle
and hiking trail along the alignment of the old Allegheny Portage Railroad.

Ask where the oldest still operating is and the answer is near Taftville, Conn., site of the Norwich
& Worchester’s Bundy Hill Tunnel (also known as Tafts Tunnel form the railroad point where the
now-abandoned Taftville branch diverged).

An early New England railroad and the first to need a tunnel, N&W extended from a connection
with the Boston & Worcester at Worcester, Mass., to Norwich, a Thames River port for steamships
to New York.

A contract was awarded in the late 1853 for grading the first segment from Norwich to Jewett City.
This was the most difficult and expensive portion since it involved steep grades and the drilling of
a tunnel under Bundy Hill (sometimes called Bundo Hill) at Quinebaug Falls, on the Quinebaug
River north of Norwich.

Norwich & Worcester engineer James Laurie and his crew found that the hardness of the rock
made construction of either portals, or a lining unnecessary. Laid out on a curve, the tunnel is 300
feet long, 23 feet wide and 18 feet high.

Completed for $30,000, the tunnel was ready for track on Aug. 26, 1837, and a ceremony to mark
the achievement held two days later. It was another two years, though, before the track was
completed and operation through the tunnel began. The railroad was reported to have begun regular
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service between Norwich and Central Village on Sept. 9, 1839, though a formal opening of the
entire line did not take place until the following year.

When trains ceased running through Staple Bend Tunnel in Pennsylvania in 1857, Norwich &
Worcester’s bore became the oldest railroad tunnel in service in North America, a distinction it
has held ever since. The Norwich & Worcester eventually became part of the New Haven and
followed it into Penn Central in 1969. Instead of being swallowed up into the new Conrail, though,
the former Norwich & Worcester and its historic tunnel became part of the newly independent
Providence & Worcester, the carrier it still serves today.

Ask where is the one in service the longest ...and the answer is New York City, home of the New
York & Harlem’s Mount Prospect Tunnel, a component of what is collectively called the Park
Avenue Tunnel.

A close contemporary of Bundy Hill, Mount Prospect Tunnel was blasted through the hard rock
of Manhattan on the “Harlem line” in 1837. This became New York Central’s main line and today
is that of commuter railroad Metro-North.

The Harlem line was organized in 1831 to build from the vicinity of 23rd Street in Manhattan north
to the Harlem River. Work began the following year, and the first train — propelled by a team of
horses — operated along the Bowery on Nov. 26, 1832. Over the next few years track gradually
was advanced north, and on May 1, 1834, the line began operation up Fourth Avenue (now Park
Avenue) to 85th Street in Yorkville. Just ahead lay the heights at Observatory Hill, or Mount
Prospect, a substantial barrier to the railroad.

A deep rock cut and a tunnel were both considered, and after much debate, the railroad decided to
drill the tunnel. A committee report that recommended the tunnel cited “considerable publicity
value.”

Contractor John Rutter used the same hand-drilling and black-powder-blasting methods as on other
early tunnels. Extending from 92nd to 94th Street, the 596-foot-long tunnel was a double-track,
arch-roofed structure lined with brick and masonry that was 21 feet high and 24 feet wide. It cost
New York & Harlem a then-considerable $96,000.

NY&H began service to Harlem despite the tunnel’s not being finished. Track had been put in
north of the tunnel site, and passengers walked the five or six blocks in between. The entire line
was done by Oct. 10, 1837, and the full railroad was finally opened through the tunnel on October
26. Thousands were said to ride just for the novel experience of going through the tunnel.

Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt acquired control of the New York & Harlem in 1863, and within
the next decade had merged it into his New York Central & Hudson River. As the entrance to
Grand Central depot in Manhattan for both the New York Central and the New Haven, the old
Harlem line handled heavy traffic.

During 1872-74, the line along Fourth Avenue was depressed below grade in cut or tunnel and
widened to four tracks. The original Mount Prospect Tunnel accommodated the two center tracks,
and new single-track tunnels were bored on either side. The expanded tunnel was renamed the
Park Avenue Tunnel.

In 1983 Metro-North (successor to Penn Central and New York Central) conducted a detailed
engineering survey of its tunnel system from the 97th Street portal to Grand Central Terminal on
42nd Street. Water leakage had caused some damage to the brick lining, but the rock walls and
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ceiling of the old Mount Prospect Tunnel were judged sound. Metro-North’s contractors installed
rock bolts, steel mesh, and gunite to stabilize the brick arch, and new drains below the tunnel wall
to remove water from behind the brick lining.

Although hidden inside the 2-3/4 mile-long Park Avenue Tunnel since 1874, the Mount Prospect
Tunnel — America’s longest-serving railroad tunnel — is still there. And with hundreds of Metro-
North commuter trains serving the Hudson valley and Connecticut each day, it’s among the busiest
North American railroad tunnels as well.

The original article, “Where is America’s oldest railroad tunnel?” appeared in the May 2002
issue of Trains magazine. For further information, here are some other sources.

General references

e Early American Railroads, by Franz Anton Ridder von Gerstner, Edited by Frederick C.
Gamst, published in 1997 by Stanford University Press, Stanford, Calif.

e The Story of Tunnels, by Archibald Black, published in 1937 by McGraw-Hill, New York.

e Tunneling: A Practical Treatise, by Charles Prelini, with additions by Charles S. Hill,
published in 1901 by D. Van Nostrand Company, New Y ork.

Staple Bend Tunnel

e “Reminiscences of the First Railroad over The Allegheny Mountain,” by Solomon W.
Roberts, in Bulletin No. 44, Railway & Locomotive Historical Society, 1937, pages 6-23.

Bundy Hill Tunnel

e The Quickest Route: The History of the Norwich & Worcester Railroad, by Elmer F.
Farnham, published in 1973 by Pequot Press, Chester, Conn.

Mt. Prospect Tunnel

e Men and Iron, by Edward Hungerford, published in 1938 by Thomas Y. Crowell Company,
New York.

e The Road of the Century, by Alvin F. Harlow, published in 1947 by Creative Age Press,
New York.

o The Park Avenue Railroad Tunnel: A Program of Restoration, brochure ca. 1985 by Metro-
North Commuter Railroad, New York.
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Article 3

The Blue Ridge Tunnel
Copied from the Virginia Museum of History and Culture at https://virginiahistory.org/learn/blue-ridge-tunnel

The hand drill shown below was used to
bore through Afton Mountain in order to
build the longest and most steeply graded
of the four tunnels engineered by French
immigrant Claudius Crozet (1789-1864)
for the Blue Ridge Railroad. The work was
grueling, dangerous--sometimes lethal--
and paid at the rock bottom of the wage
scale. It was accomplished by crews from
the 1500 Irish immigrants and 300 enslaved
Black laborers contracted by the railroad
over the eight years of its construction
(1850-1858). A National Historic Civil
Engineering Landmark, the Blue Ridge
VMHC Colleciion MssZ1 CB867-1 1788- Tunnel stands as an epic technical feat —the
1976 longest mountain railroad tunnel in the
United States at that time - and as a testi-
monial to the ingenuity, labor and sacrifices of immigrants in the building of America. The story
of the Blue Ridge Tunnel is shaped by the intersecting histories of immigration, technology, and
labor organization during the nineteenth century.

In 1849, when he accepted the position of chief engineer for the Blue Ridge Railroad Company,
Claudius Crozet was long-established in Virginia, where he had served as state engineer. After his
arrival from France in 1816, Crozet divided his career between public service and teaching. With
a letter from the Marquis de LaFayette and experience as a military engineer under French Emperor
Napoleon Bonaparte, Crozet first secured a position on the engineering faculty at the United States
Military Academy at West Point. In 1822, Crozet wrote to Thomas Jefferson asking for a role at
the newly chartered University of Virginia. Jefferson told him that they were not hiring. In 1839,
Crozet went on to help establish the Virginia Military Institute, where he designed the engineering
curriculum based on his own training in France.

With his degree from the Ecole Polytechnique, his connection to Lafayette, his prestigious military
and academic appointments, and his 3000 salary, Crozet’s status as an immigrant contrasted wildly
with that of the Irishmen he employed. Fleeing the Great Hunger, from 1845-1855 Irish
immigrants arrived to the United States in the millions. They came starving for work and practiced
in tactics of labor organization that frustrated managers like Crozet and were foundational to the
establishment of trade unions. On the Blue Ridge Railroad, they earned between $1.00 and $1.25
a day. When they caught wind of higher wages elsewhere, when men were maimed and killed in
the works, or when the cholera epidemic swept through, they held strikes or simply walked off for
better pay.

To augment the Irish workforce with more laborers, Crozet tried, with limited success, to hire
crews of enslaved Black men. In southern states like Virginia, the use of enslaved labor in the
construction of public works was an established practice. Wealthy slave-owning planters, such as
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Thomas Jefferson Randolph, contracted with the railroad for crews of enslaved men they
organized. Inconvemently for Crozet, the owners of these enslaved laborers set conditions that

; » = 2 barred them from working the most dangerous
jobs. This was not out of altruism, but out of
fear that the enslaved workers would be
maimed, or worse — devaluing them in a time
where people were held as property. So,
though they built culverts laid track, and made
bricks, few enslaved men worked in the depths
of the tunnel. Despite these measures, three
enslaved workers lost their lives on the
railroad, and, after paying compensation to
their owners, the Board of Public Works
blocked further use of enslaved labor on
Crozet’s project.

Interior Photo of the Blue Ridge Tunnel,
VMHC Collection Mss7:1 C8867:1 1788-
1976

Slowed down by labor shortages, accidents,
strikes, and the sheer enormity of the under-
taking—a 4,273 long, 16’ wide, and 20’ high brick-lined tunnel—construction dragged on for
eight years. Building their cabins along the track, the Irish settled in with their wives and growing
families. Mary Jane Boggs, the daughter of a planter, records this description of the Irish work
camp she saw on a sightseeing excursion: “There are a great many Irish cabins on each side of the
mountains. . .. They are mere hovels . . . but in some of them, we saw muslin curtains, a strange
mixture of dirt and finery.”
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Hand Tool, Marshall Steel Company of Brooklyn, about 1850-1858. Gift of The Valentine
Museum. VMHC Collection 2022.47. This hand tool was used by Irish immigrant laborers who
dug the Blue Ridge Tunnel in Afton, VA, through which the Virginia Central Railroad (later C&O)
ran its trains from the tunnel’s opening in 1858 to 1944.

Most of the Irish left the area after the tunnel’s completion, chasing work and wages in other cities.
No trace of their makeshift settlements remain. In 1944, Crozet's original tunnel was replaced a
new one built alongside it. In 2020, the historic Blue Ridge Tunnel was restored and opened to
cyclists and hikers.

24



Article 4

The Swannanoa Tunnel

An American Railroad Uncovered Story

Originally released on October 24, 2023. Copied from the Silk Road blog site:
https://www.silkroad.org/blog/2023/6/27 /the-swannanoa-tunnel
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The late 19th century was the era of industrial boom in the United States, in great part due to the
construction of cross country railroad lines — like the transcontinental railroad — that allowed for
speedier and safer transport of goods, leading to increased prosperity. From the 1860s to the 1900s,
large passages of train lines were built, completely changing the American landscape. This story
is frequently told and celebrated as a core part of America’s history, with specific focus on railroad
tycoons like Cornelius Vanderbilt, James J. Hill and Jay Gould. But the communities who built
these railroads are often left out of the dominant narrative: Native Americans, Irish and other
European immigrants, African Americans, and Chinese immigrants labored tirelessly to build the
railroads that shaped U.S. history. Their stories are often the last to be mentioned in our history
books, if they are there at all.

Today, we explore the story of the Swannanoa Tunnel, a railway tunnel in North Carolina that
spanned nearly from the state’s Eastern border all the way to the Atlantic seaboard. The Swannanoa
Tunnel is an 1,832-foot tunnel that runs through Swannanoa Mountain, and passes close by the
city of Asheville. By 1889, within a decade of the tunnel’s completion, Asheville grew from a rural
town of about 2,500 people into a booming city of over 10,000, in large part due to its construction.

A song named after the tunnel also exists, which has historically been discussed within the context
of commemorating Asheville’s growth. However, the true meaning and origin of the song has been
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repeatedly misconstrued through a series of white-washed revisionist accounts. Today, thanks to
new research committed to uncovering the original purpose of the song, we know that it was
written and sung by the African American laborers who worked on the tunnel’s construction, often
men from local prisons who labored at gunpoint.

The Swannanoa Tunnel

The Western North Carolina Railroad (WNCR) was a state-owned corporation tasked with
building a portion of the railroad line that connected the country from east to west. According to
the Bitter Southerner, the WNCR found that it was most cost-effective to force an uncountable
number of wrongfully imprisoned African American men and women to work on the construction
crew, laboring in deadly conditions: the weather posed a fatal risk, with many workers dying of
pneumonia; the use of nitroglycerine risked cave-ins and devastating accidents; and the guards
served as a constant source of fear and violence.

There are several stories that exemplify this fact: there’s a legend that two brothers working on the
construction crew walked away, ignoring everyone’s warnings to return. Legend says they were
killed by armed, white officers who oversaw the tunnel’s construction. It is widely known that the
tunnel’s construction workers were subjected to working at gunpoint. There’s also a well-
documented story that recounts the time 19 shackled men drowned when their transport sank into
the Tuckasegee River. One of these men, Anderson Drake, saved a guard, but remained a “convict
laborer” because the guard accused Drake of stealing his wallet. Drake was whipped on the word
of the guard he had saved.

At the time, official accounts portrayed the construction of the tunnel as an emblem of progress —
man’s domination of nature. In reality, though, it also represents the hundreds of people who lost
their lives building it, many of whom were buried along the Swannanoa Tunnel tracks in mass
graves.

The laborers were underfed, poorly housed, and under-clothed. Penitentiary doctors mostly
ignored the workers’ illnesses and the labor the workers were tasked with was frighteningly
inhumane (The Bitter Southerner). James W. Wilson, the president of WNCR and a former
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Confederate officer, needed to deliver an engine to Buncombe County, moving it from east to west
of the Swannanoa Gap. Simultaneously, Governor Zebulon Vance, also a former Confederate
officer, needed Wilson to succeed in order to keep his position as governor. It occurred to these
two men that the best way to transport the engine would be to lay down temporary tracks on the
east side of the gap and tie together hundreds of men, mule, and oxen, and then force them to haul
the 17-ton engine up and over the slope using only ropes and backstraps — These workers were
quite literally forced to pull a train engine over a mountain on their backs.

Once the railway was finally completed, Wilson and Vance took all the glory. The reports that
came out in the press and those documented in historical records oftentimes completely erased the
incarcerated workers from the history of the railroad. Claims spread that the construction had been
“at last accomplished by the resolute courage and discriminating judgment of men who were for
the most part citizens of the community” (The Bitter Southerner).

The Song

“Swannanoa Tunnel”, sometimes known as “Asheville Junction”, began as a “hammer song”: a
genre of work song that is rhythmically driven to help laborers time the strike of their hammers as
they’d make holes in rock for nitroglycerin to blow up large sections of the mountain. Though the
timing and the poetic pace of the song always stayed the same, the lyrics of the song were often
changed and elaborated, sometimes in a completely improvised manner. This tune was not only
practical, but it also became a form of creative resistance and many of the lyrics included
commentary on their forced labor:

“Asheville Junction
Swannanoa Tunnel
All caved in, babe
All caved in.
When you hear that

Hoot owl squawling,
Somebody died.
Somebody’s dead.”

The history of how this song was appropriated by white culture is exemplary of many stories of
American music. Residents from the neighboring towns heard the prisoners’ singing, and the song
started catching on. Cecil Sharp, an English folk song collector, visited North Carolina and
believed that songs from the region, including “Swannanoa Tunnel”, were actually English
“cultural orphans” based on historically English folk songs, seemingly untouched by the Industrial
Revolution. In Sharp’s accounts of the song, he changed the lyrics to include his distorted
conclusion and titled the song “Swannanoa Town, O.”

Later on, a man by the name of Bascom Lamar Lunsford documented the song as “an old labor
song.” However, there was sparse mention of the African American people that created the song
or the concept of “convict labor” in his accounts and versions of the song. Lunsford recorded the
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song for the first time in 1935, and through his commentary of the song turned it into a Southern,
white, working-class anthem.

Then in 1955, Arthur Moser, another white Western North Carolina folklore academic, recorded
the song for his own album North Carolina Ballads. Moser does, in fact, credit Black forced
laborers as the source of the song, but he ends up using Sharp’s incorrect lyrics. In the album notes,
Moser claimed that “the people in the area, proud of the song and the things it helped to
accomplish, adapted it to their own devices when it no longer served as a work song,” (The Bitter
Southerner), in order to account for the use of Sharp’s lyrics. Subsequent recordings of the song
led to its growing popularity, making its way to the West Coast. As the song spread, its origin
became more obscure, and it was predominantly performed by white artists. Even recently, in
2014, three-time Grammy winner Bryan Sutton included it in his album Into My Own.

Nevertheless, recent research and historical findings have uncovered the song’s true backstory and,
in the process, also uncovered a little more information on the true, multi-faceted history of the
United States. As Silkroad continues to develop its new project, American Railroad, we’ve been
inspired to learn more about the music and the communities that helped shape this country.
Dedicated to illuminating the impact the African American, Chinese, Indigenous, Irish, and other
communities had on the creation of the U.S. railway lines, this project means to uncover untold
stories such as the one surrounding “Swannanoa Tunnel.”
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