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April 30, 1881, to consider Andrews' application.

At this time, however, a new element entered the picture. Best
told Vance that he had organized a new syndicate and had money in hand
to redeem his mortgaged interest in the Western North Carolina Railroad.
During early May, Vance received what he considered reliable information
that Andrews was using shoddy construction methods. He believed that under
Best the railroad would be well comstructed. In addition, he was convinced
that the Clyde, Buford, and Logan interests intendeﬁ to use the railroaa
to build up Richmond, Virginia, at the expense of the Piedmont North Carolina
cities, whereas Best planned to build a ﬁorth Carolina system’33

Commissioners Vance and Worth reported to Governor Jarvis on August 25,
1881, that work had not been pushed with diligence, extension of the line
to the specified points had not been accomplished by July 1, 1881 and that
the railroad agents were discriminating in freights and charges against
North Carolina towns, cities, and railroads contrary to their contract.
Andrews attempted to defend the interests of his group against the state.34

Andrews believed that he had obtained the time extension to November 1,
1881, and that he would be allowed a 90 day grace period after that. He
ennnideraed that he would'actually have until January 28, 1882, before the
- comm-ssioners could notify the governor of his failure to reach Paiznt Toilk
and Pigeon River.

During the summer of 1881,AAndrews worked hard to reach his blue-

print goals. He steadily hired workers until, by August, the number of

convicts and hired laborers on both lines totaled 1,400, He demanded correction

331bid., p. 39.

34w1111am Donaldson Cotton, "Appalachian North Carolina: A Political
Study, 1860-1889," (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, the University of
North Carolina, 1954), 357.
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for the outbreak of scurvy among the convicts who were at work. By August,
the railroad reached Marshall, not quite half the distance to Paint Rock.
During that month the construction crews were still grading the Ducktown
branch to tthPigeon River.35

Despite Andrews' labors, the commissioners rallied more solidly
behind Best. On August 1, 1881, Vance, Jarvis, and Worth informed
William P. Clyde, Alfred S. Buford, and Thomas M. Logan of their agreement
witthest. The Commissioners then approached Clyde; Buford, and Logan
with an offer of $250,000 for services done. This offer was rejected, and
Jarvis defended his action in an open letter to the Raleigh News and
Observer. Jarvis stated that he did not intend to declare the contract
of the railroad void or to stop work but wanted to substitute Best as
owner of the railroad in place of the Richmond and Danville syndicate.

Jarvis favored the Best syndicate because it proposed to build 150 miles

more railroad than the Richmond and Danville and to operate the whole line

{43
o

&5 am east-west line.
In the meantime, Andrews rushed to complete the railroad to Pigeon

River and Paint Rock by January 30, 1882, The Asheville Citizen reported,

"During the past week the last rail was laid on the Paint Rock branch." The
érticle continued, "And on Friday Col. A. B. Andrews had the supreme

gratification of driving the last spike in the Pigeon River section of the
Ducktown branch."S? Nevertheless, because of some unfinished details of constructi
trains could not travel regularly along the railroad. For two months, Andrews
continued work on the branches to prepare the lines for an inspection by the
commissioners.

35Morris, "Failure of North Carolina System," 67,
36Raleigh, (North Carolina), News and Observer, September 3, 1831,

37Asheville, (North Carolina), Citizen, January 30, 1882; Morris,
“"Failure of North Carolina System,” 97.
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On April 5, 1882, the commissioners officially inspected the branches
to Paint Rock and Pigeon River. Although they noted that much of the
construction was still in a temporary condition, they did not quibble over
whether or not the lines had been finished on time. After the inspection,
the commissi;ners and the railroad men together celebrated the completion
of the lines.38

In 1883 the state wrote a new contract with the Richmond and Danville
syndicate which made several concessions to the syn&icate regarding the
construction of the Ducktown branch. In return the Richmond and Danville
syndicate agreed to buy for $600,000 the $520,000 of bonds that the first
contract required be delivered to the state treasurer. By September, 1884,
Andrews had completed the railroad as contracted, and on September 17,
Governor Jarvis conveyed to the Richmond and Danville syndicate all the

: R =

zzet2'5 Lzmterest in the railroad. From 1884 on, the state comtimizd z
relztionship with the railroad because state convicts were still used on the
construction and because the state would receive the portion of the railroad
southwest from the mouth of the Nantahala River in case of default.39

The Paint Rock branch was the first railroad ever built through the
Appalachian Mountains south of the Roanoke River in Virginia. At Paint Rock
qfhe Western North Carolina Railroad connected with the East Tennessee, Virginia,

and Georgia Railroad; and with the completion of the Knoxville and Ohio

Railroad, Asheville was only a 2l1~hour journey from Louisville, Kentucky.

38Raleigh, (North Carolina), News and Observer, April 11, 1882.

39

Yearns, Papers of Jarvis, XLVIIL




Chapter V

The Completion of the Western North Carolina Railroad
1882-1891

- With construction ended on the Paint Rock branch, Alexander B.
Andrews could devote his entire attention to the comstruction of the
Murphy branch. The building of the Murphy branch would be an arduous
task, complicated in some instances by fumbling on the part of the
engineers. Although a good deal of the work on the line between Asheville
and Pigeon River (modern Canton) was done in 1869 and 1870 by Swepson
and company, much remained. By October 17,1878, one third of the grade
between Asheville and Balsam had been completed. Much heavy work had
been done on Scott's Creek. Once down into Scott's Creek Valley, the heavy
construction of the line would be done. The work down Scott's Creek, down
the Tuckaseige River, up the Nantahala River and down Valley River,
excepting a few miles of rough work, was comparatively easy. At least 30
miles of it could be made by simply leveling up six to twelve inches with
the spade and shovel.l With the completion of the Paint Rock branch on
January 28,1882, the entire labor force was placed on the Murphy branch.

In January, 1882, the railroad entered Haywood County and was
procliimed as one of the greatest industrial developments to come to that
part of the state in the Nineteenth Century. Governor Jarvis' message to
the 1883 General Assembly stated that the railroad had been completed to
Pigeon River and was open for business. No track had been laid west of

Pigeon River, but the grading had been completed to Balsam Gap, eighteen

1(Asheville); North Carolina Citizen, October 17, 1878.
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miles west of the town of Pigeon River, and was nearly finished to Cowee
Tunnel, 33 miles west of Pigeon River by March 1, 1883, and to a point near
Charleston (modern Bryson City), in Swain County, 48 miles west of Pigeon
River, by June 1 of that year.2

As the r;;lroad approached Canton, Clyde, and Waynesville, the
gctivities and preparations for its arrival increased. Cows, hogs, sheep,
turkeys, fruits, hides and other products were brought from farms as far
west'as the Balsams, and from the settlements of Jonathan's Creek, Iron
Duff, Crabtree, and Fine's Creek. The long awaited railroad reached Canton
in January, 1882; Clyde in August, 1882; and Waynesville in April, 1883.3

Three camps were established in Haywood County with 125 convicts in
each. Alfred B. Fortune was in charge of a camp at Saunocok. TFortune
hired free labor to complete two miles of the railroad. This labor was
paid one dollar a day and constituted the ohly free labor to work on the
construction of the line through Haywood County. John M. McMurry had a
camp near the high trestle east of Canton. Arnold M. Jones had a camp one
half mile east of Clyde and Andrew E. Wood had a camp at Lake Junaluska.
Convicts did the excavation work, laid the rails, and made culverts and
trestles.%

During 1881 and 1882, an average of 483 convicts worked on the
railroad. During these two years 149 escaped, 74 died of natural causes,
and 20 were killed in accidents or in attempts to escape - 243 convicts

2Legislative Documents of North Carolina, 1883, doc. no. 1, p. 1l2.
(Raleigh: Ashe and Gatling, State Printers and Binders, 1883).

3W. Clark Medford, The Middle History of Haywood County with Story
Supplement (Waynesville, North Carolina: n.p., 1568), lé.

4W. Thomas Reeves, "A History of Haywood County," (Unpublished
master's thesis, Duke University, 1937), 92.
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lost in two years.

At Balsam Gap, on the border of Haywood and Jackson counties, the
railroad reached its highest point, 3,348 feet, and the station built there
was proclaimed as the highest east of the Rocky Mountains. From here to
Murphy the tr;ck would simply slide down the mountain except for one climdb
over Red Marble Gap, west of Nantahala Gorge.

On the western side of Balsam Gap work was pushed down Scott's Creek
toward Dillsboro under the direction of Marcellus Fagg. From Balsam Gap
the railroad dropped more than 700 feet in four miles. Hall's, the first
station in Jackson County after leaving Balsam, was convenient to meet the
needs of the upper Scott's Creek area. Dillsboro, about 49 miles from
Asheville, was the next station on the 1ine.6

Here, in 1882, the 858 foot Cowee Tunnel required 18 months to cut
through solid rock. On December 30, 1883,’19 convicts drowned while being
ferried across the Tuckaseige River near the eastern portal of the tunnel.
First reports of the tragedy indicated disregard of human life by over-
seers and guards. Edward R. Stamps, superintendent of the convicts, made
an immediate investigation of the accident. Stamps reported that the
convicts who camped on the east bank of the river were ferried across each
morning to the west bank at the end of the tunnel. The only means of
transportation for them was a dilapidated scow or flatboat on which they
were herded in groups of about 20 for each trip. These men were chained
together. When only a short way out the rear of the boat began to dip
water. The convicts, terrified, made a sudden rush for the front of the boat.

SHerbert Stacy McKay, '"Convict Leasing in North Carolina, 1870-1934,"
(Unpublished master's thesis, the University of North Carolina, 1942),

39. Hereinafter cited as McKay, "Convict Leasing in North Carolina."

6Sylva, {(North Carolina), The Tuckaseige Democrat, December 3, 1888.
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The shifting of weight lifted the stern high out of the water and the boat
capsized. Guard William J. Foster and his shackled convicts were spilled into
the Tuckaseige. The convicts struggled desperately to get back on shore, but
their heavy chains and the swift current pulled them under. Guard Foster and
only one of the convicts were saved. Stamps reéorted no flagrant violations
?y overseers or guards and cited one of the convicts for saving guard Foster.

Stamps also reported on many aspects of convict labor. Stamps noted
that‘the mode of punishment for minor offenses was By black marking, a method
which affected the prisoner's commutation; for greater offenses, it was
whipping. This was only done by or under the supervision of a duly elected
officer of the penitentiary and was limited to ten strokes. The lashing was
administered with a leather strap. No guard or overseer was allowed to
inflict punishment. Often the convicts were reckless with their lives.
Stamps frequently found men who had receivea ;njuriesAfrom falling rock, or
from careless use of tools, that should have been avoided. Some convicts
purposely destroyed their shoes and clothing.7

Governor Jarvis visited the convicts in December, 1882, traveling as
fzr 23 Zalsex Gz, 22 miles west of Asheville. There he inspected the quarters
of about 150 convicts during the day and again at night. He reported that Ze
Zound the men well fed, sheltered, and clothed, except a few imprudent ones
who had partly cut up or burned their shoes.8

The coming of the railroad to Dillsboro in 1884 necessitated the
removal of the post office from the Dills home to a location nearer the
depot, The Post Office Department contracted with officials of the railroad

7Legislative Documents of North Carolina, 1883, doc. no. 16, pp. 1-22.
(Raleigh: Ashe and Gatling, State Printers and Binders, 1883).

8Ibid., p. 4.
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to deliver the mail to this point. A box car on a side track was used as the
first depot. Dillsboro's first summer guests came in 1886 entirely by rail,
and since then it has been known as a tourist town. The Bryson house became
the official dining place for passengers and employees of the railroad. The
passenger train from Asheville stopped in Dillsboro for a quick meal. The
number of passengers requesting reservations for dimner was telegraphed sghead
from Balsanm.?

.The railroad followed the course of the Tuckaséige River, winding
through its valley as it descénded northwestward from Jackson County.
Construction continued into Swain County. Prior to the building of the
railroad, Swain County agricultural products rarely reached outside markets.

10

Now the eastern markets became accessible.

By 1885, the railroad was two years behind its scheduled completion

to Murphy. The winter of 1885 seriously hindered construction as three feet
of snow blanketed the countryside. 1In the spring, the work at Nantahala
was obstructed by loose soil and rainy weather. The slopes were washed by
swollen streams; the raging Nantahala River tore away embankments, tracks,
and bridges. Plans to tunnel through the mountains at the confluence of the
Snowblrd and Nantahala Mountains had to be abandoned as tests showed that
the soil could not support the roof and sides of a tunnel.ll

The Biennial Report of the Officers of the Penitentlary for 1885
revealed that the work upon the Western North Carolina Railroad was a

9Minnie Dills Gray, A History of Dillsboro, North Carolina, (Asheville:
The Stephens Press, 1959), 15.

10

Asheville, (North Carolina), Citizen-Times, January 26, 1969.

11John Gilbert, (ed.), Crossties Through Carolina-~The Story of North
Carolina's Early Day Railroads, {Raleigh, North Carolina: The Helios
Press, 1954), 47.
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o107 source of disesse and death among the convictrn. Thee repurt wtatsi thar
the vigors of the mountain winters met little resistance in the eastern Negroes,
woo veaduiy succunbaed to rheumatic, bronchial, and pulmonary diseases. At Dark
Ridge camp, situated among the Balsam Mountains, some ten miles west of
Waynesville, the winter of 1885 brought considerable exposure and suffering
which added materially to the mortality rate.12

An act was passed on March 9, 1885, which stated that, of the 500 convicts
assggned to work on the Western North Carolina Railfoad, the force at work
between the Nantahala Mountains and Murphy should be increased to at least

125, should not be lowered below that number, but might be increased to 150.

The gang was to be kept continuously at work until the line was completed to

Murphy.l3

Surveying errors proved costly to the railroad as the section from
Nantahala to Topton had to be rerouted three times before the track laying
was completed. James Coleman, a Richmond and Danville engineer, called for
a four percent grade to be maintained in the track ascending to Topton and
the construction gangs were nearing this point when Richmond and Danville
officials called in an expert, Thomas Hankins, to give his opinion. Hankins
maintained that Coleman's gradient was too steep and rerouted the railroad
over the mountain. However, work along Hankin's survey ceased when a pool
of white mud was found beneath Red Marble Mountain. For the third time, the
line had to be rerouted.14 This delay at Red Marble Mountain cost the

lzBiennial Report of the Officers of the North Carolina Penitentiary,
1885, doc. no. 3, p. 15. (Raleigh: P.M. Hale, State Printer and Binder, 18853).

13

Laws of North Carolina, 1885, vol. no. XXXVIII, ch. 292, 540.

l&Hex:bert G. Monroe, "No Harder to Build Than to Operate, This Mountain
Road Has Repaid All Investments—--Even of Lives--With Interest,' Railroad
Magazine, (June, 1949), &44-46.
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railroad the right of way into Ducktown, Tennessee, center of a rich copper-
mining distriet. When the railroad failed to provide service by January 1,
1885, the Marietta and North Georgia Railroad laid rails into Ducktown, and
then moved steadily east northeastward to Murphy.

By October 1, 1888, the railrcad was only completed to Jarrett's, 26
miles from Murphy. Delay came at Jarrett's from the building of the Hawknest
Trestle. This facility, over 400 feet long when completed, with an average
height of 43 feet, overcame one of the last major oﬁstacles.

About the time Hawknest Trestle was fgnished, the cutting at the peak
of Red Marble Mountain was leveled off for the track layers. Finally Red
Marble Gap, 2700 feet above sea level, was reached on January 17, 1889, after
the dugout 43 feet deep was completed. White mud hindered this construction,
and over two years were spent at this point. Numerous crossties were pitched
into the muck to provide a firm foundation.

By November, 1889, grading was being pushed into the Valley River Valley.
Thus, all the difficult mountain work was passed. The grading force then
went to work on the railrocad one mile east of Valleytown. Grading proceeded
at the rate of 2 1/2 miles per month. At the arrival of the railroad in
Valleytown, a large barbeque was given with the Ellwood Coronet Band of‘Murphy
and the Bryson City Brass Band providing music. Convict quarters were moved
to Marble in December, 1889, leaving only nine miles of track to be completed
to Murphy.ls

During 1888 and 1889, the hurried construction began to have its results.
Accidents occurred almost every month during these final two years due to

rotten ties and short rails. Trestles were continually being washed out and a

special c¢rew of men, headed by a Captain Knight, were kept on the line for

15Sylva, {North Carolina), The Tuckaseige Democrat, November 27, 1889,
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such emergencies.l6 The Richmond and Danville authorities announced that as
soon as Murphy was reached, better rails would be built, improved bridges
constructed, and additional trains put on. However, the soft condition of
the roadbed and rocks on the track caused frequent and numerous accidents.

Penitentiary officers reported in 1888 a decrease in the mortality rate
for the past two years, due in large measure to the careful attention of an
able corps of physicians, and also to the improvement in the quarters, to the
character and variety of the food furnished the con&icts, and to the fact
that the penitentiary officials now had the convicts almost entirely under
officers of their own choosing.ly

Dr. John W. McGee, the penitentiary physician, reported that special
care had been taken to promote hygiene and improve the sanitary condition of
the camps. A physician was employed at each camp as health officer, and he
had supervision over all sanitary matters. It was his duty to see that the
prisoners were not overworked, cruelly treated, or subjected to avoidable
exposure. The food, including its quality, quantity, preparation, the’
manner in which it was served, and the frequency with which it was changed or
varied, was under his direction. The health officer was required to make a
daily report of the sickness and the sanitary condition of the camp, and
forward it on the first day of each week to the'penitentiafy physician, as
well as to make a monthly report. Dr. McGee stated that these daily reports

had been prepared promptly, thus making his frequent personal visits unnecessary.

16Bryson City, (North Carolina), Swain County Herald, February 14, 1889.

17Legislative Documents of North Carolina, 1889, ch. 9, p. 27. (Raleigh:

Josephus Daniels, State Printer and Binder, 1889).

181414., p. 69.
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As repairs were made, the volume of freight coming into Western North
Carolina increased. Trains ran with greater regularity and more freight was
hauled. Often the east-bound train was crowded, and an additional coach
had to be ta%en from the west-bound train at Balsam to accormodate the passen-
gers.

Efforts were made along the line to provide easier access to the track.

Near Bryson City, at Briartown, four miles from the track, a saw mill was
ere;ted in June, 1889. Lumber was hauled in wagons’to a point one mile from
the railroad and then conveyed by a cable line to the track. Residents of
Webster, three miles from Syliva, in January, 1890, clamored for a branch line
from Sylva; but the Richmond and Danville authorities, remembering the
futility of the Newton branch line, refused to accept the idea. The refusal

-

the Richz=ond and Danville authorities to build a branch line from Sylva to

iy

Webster was a major reason for the movement of the county seat from Webster to
Sylva in 1913, 1In Sylva, a 600-foot side track at the kaolin works was built
in May, 1889. The railroad authorities, however, opposed the removal of the
Sylva depot to the plant of the Equitable Manufacturing Company, stating that
they would not be a party to any transaction which would place the people of
Sylva at a disadvantage and would not agree to the removal of the depot unless
it was agreeable to the majority of the citizens.19

The rapid increase of freight on the Murphy division rendered it necessary
that mail trains carry through freight only, with separate trains for local
freight. This change also helped travelers whose patience was taxed by long

delays occasioned by taking off and putting on freight.zo

19Sylva, (North Carolina), The Tuckaseige Democrat, June 19, 1889,

20Asheville, (North Carolina), Democrat, October 10, 1889.



By Velbiowary, 1890, the site ol the new town of Andrews, nanmso 2
Alexander Boyd Andrews, was established. Andrews was 14 ©.°
and 100 miles from Asheville. Promoters of the railroad saw to it that the
founding of the new town attracted considerable public attention. Developers
advertised lots for sale and on the appointed day some 300 lots were sold,
bringing in over $18,000. Only half of the lots were offered for sale. New
stores and residences sprang up, and a talc mine was developed.

) By February 6, 1890, the last ten miles of solid earth had been removed.
On June 5, 1890, the roadbed was completed to the bridge over Valley River,
14 miles northeast of Murphy; and railroad authorities expected the track to
be completed to Hayes Farm, five miles east of Murphy.21 Finally, on July 29,
1891, the railroad reached Murphy and the long-sought goal of constructing a
railroad into Western North Carolina was accomplished.22

Accidents continued and complaints were heard about trains being
irregular in sticking to their schedule.

Finally, the newly established Rail Road Commission investigated charges
that the Western North Carolina Railroad was unsafe and that it discriminated
against passengers from the region west of Waynesville., The Richmond and
Danville authorities assured the Commission that the grievances would be
fmmediately readressed. Three months later the Commission found the discrim-
ination to have been corrected and that the roadbed had new rails.zl

Under Richmond and Danville direction, the railroad was finally completed

to Murphy. 1In 1892, both the Richmond and Danville and the Richmond and West

21Asheville, (North Carolina), Democrat, October 7, 1890,

2ZSylva, (North Carolina), The Tuckaseige Democrat, July 29, 1891,

23Martha Francis Bowditch, "The North Carolina Rail Road Commission,

1891-1899," (Unpublished master's thesis, the University of North Carolina,
1944), 75.
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Point Terminal Company, which together controlled several tnousand miles of
rails and was the largest system in the South, fell into receivership. John
P. Morgan, a prominent New York banker and financier, reorganized the defunct
railroads into the Southern Railway Company. Thus in 1894, the Western North
Carolina Railr;ad, the North Carolina Railrcad, and the Richmond and Danville
became parts of the Southern Railway Company. Alexander B. Andrews was made

first vice-president of the Southern Railway Company.z4

-

24Fairfax Harrison, A History of the Legal Development of the Railroad
System of the Southern Railway Company, (Washington, D. C.; n.p., 1901)
pp. 250-253.




CONCLUSION

The Western North Carolina Railroad was an excellent example of early
railroad construction., Begun in the 1850's and finally completed in 18%1i,
the railroad provided a long and interesting series of construction problems
and engineering feats that remain as a monument to the dedicated men who
buil; the line over the mountains of Western Nerth Cérolina.

In the building of this railroad, numerous other obstacles were over=-
come. The Civil War almost caused its abandonment, and the Reconstruction
Republican Government almost exhausted its finances. Political turmoil
developed over the extension of the railroad into Western North Carolina.
Nevertheless, the greatest obstacle was the fugged terrain. Convict labor
proved to be the answer to many engineering problems. After 25 years of
state ownership, the railroad was taken over by the Richmond and Danville
Railroad, which pushed it to Murphy.

The line of track finally penetrated the remote mountain region and
brought an exchange of goods between the products of the outside world and
the products of the mountain people. The track gave North Carolina a rail
connection with the Mississippi Valley.

However, all the long years of labor in the field and in the halls of
the North Carolina General Assembly should not go unnoticed. Today when one
rides on the interstate highway system through Western North Carolina and
notices the line of track near the road, he should remember the difficulty
that the railroad cost the state and reflect that it was completed despite
nearly insurmountable obstacles. Men with nineteenth century tools completed

a tasy that would challenge the technology of the twentieth century.
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