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The Great Bend Tunnel 

also know as the Big Bend Tunnel 

was constructed in the 1870s in Talcott, WV 





The Great Bend Tunnel also know as the Big Bend Tunnel 
 Located near Talcott, West Virginia, a location about 10 miles east of Hinton, WV. The building of the 

tunnel was one of the largest construction projects by the Chesapeake & Ohio Railway (C&O) during 

the course of extending it's rail line through West Virginia. When completed, it was the longest tunnel 

on the C&O mainline. 

 

"Big Bend" is a name for a section of the Greenbrier River where the river literally makes a big bend 

around Big Bend Mountain. The distance around this u-shaped bend in the river is about eight miles. 

At this point, The C&O's surveying crew chose to avoid this lengthy bend by building a tunnel through 

the mountain. 

 

The building of a tunnel of more than a mile and a quarter in length was quite an undertaking 

considering the technology available in the early-1870's. Crews found the hard, faulted shale of Big 

Bend Mountain resisted drilling and blasting. Once exposed to air, the shale would quickly become 

brittle, promptly cracking and crumbling into pieces. Recurring rock falls during construction of the 

tunnel killed many workers and mules used for haulage. An incredible amount of rock, totaling 22 

million pounds, fell in one huge fall near the east end of the tunnel. 

 

The construction of the tunnel was begun in 1870. The newspaper, The Border Watchman, of June 6, 

1872, reported that construction crews broke through the mountain on May 31, 1872. In the latter part 

of 1872, the first train passed through the tunnel. However, it was not until 1873 that work was fully 

completed. In February of 1873, the first full freight train passed through the tunnel. 

 

Although the tunnel was lined with timbers, recurring rock falls continued to be a problem for an entire 

decade following the tunnel's completion. In 1873 (some sources state 1876) an entire train crew was 

killed by a massive rock fall in the tunnel. To curb the falls, the C&O soon began a project to line the 

tunnel with brick, a project that took ten years and more than six million bricks to complete.  









Hinton Daily News  

November 7, 1903 

Hinton Independent Herald  

August 6, 1903 

Billy Richardson was an Unlucky Engineer 



Hinton Independent Herald 

December 15, 1910 



 

Billy Richardson’s Last Ride 
 

A popular train song commemorates the death of a locomotive engineer in the 

Kanawha Valley of West Virginia. Billy Richardson, an engineer on the Chesapeake 

& Ohio Railroad from 1878 to 1910, was known to run fast and on time. People 

along the C&O recalled that Richardson would wave and whistle as his train sped 

by, his long beard flying in the wind. The affable engineer developed a habit of 

leaning far out of the right cab window. 

 

Richardson’s usual run was from Hinton to Huntington and back. On December 14, 

1910, he was running west toward Huntington. Passing through Scary, near St. 

Albans, Richardson blew the whistle and stuck his head out the window to look 

back. The mail crane, a track-side device from which trains snatched mail bags on 

the fly, hit Billy Richardson in the head, pounding his left temple. The fireman, Cecil 

Lively, brought the train into Huntington on time. Richardson died shortly after 

reaching the hospital there. 

 

On August 10, 1926 Carson Robison copyrighted "Billy Richardson's Last Ride" 

with words credited to C.C. Meeks. 

 

Vernon Dalhart recorded it for Columbia, Okeh, Victor, Pathe, Plaza, Gennett, and 

Brunswick record companies. 

 











Great Bend Tunnel Gathering - 1900 - NAMES 
 

Pictured L-R: 

 

Top of Hill – Rosa Jones, Rena Jones, Fannie Huston Rhode, and UNK; 

 

Next Group Below – 3 UNK women, 1 UNK man and Amy Jones Miller; 

 

On The Track: Maggie Jones Eades, UNK man and UNK child: 

 

On Side of Track: F.W. Jones, Nora Gillespie Lively, Edna Keaton, UNK  

      and Carrie Hill Grimes Howell 



























Hinton Railroad YMCA – ca 1906 
Destroyed by fire December 6, 1911  

Corner of Second Avenue and Summers Street 
(Photo courtesy of West Virginia and Regional History Center)  

























Hinton Railroad YMCA – ca 1910 
Destroyed by fire December 6, 1911  

Corner of Second Avenue and Summers Street 
(Photo courtesy of West Virginia and Regional History Center)  



The Hinton Railroad YMCA Fires of 1911 

 
The YMCA was damaged by fire on three separate occasions in 1911. 

 

January 3, 1911 

 

December 4, 1911 

 

The third and final fire on December 6, 1911 totally destroyed the building. 

 

The following newspaper article describes the final event. 



The Hinton Railroad YMCA Fire 
The Independent Herald - December 7, 1911 



The Hinton Railroad YMCA Fires (Continued) 

The Independent Herald December 7, 1911 (Continued) 



Hinton Passenger Station Fire - 1913 
Gutted by fire April 7, 1913 

Directly below the Railroad YMCA 
(Photo courtesy of West Virginia and Regional History Center)  



The Hinton Passenger Station Fire 
Hinton Daily News - April 7 1913  



The Hinton Passenger Station Fire 
Hinton Daily News - April 7 1913 (Continued)  



Hinton Passenger Station Reconstruction after Fire - 1913 
(Photo courtesy of West Virginia and Regional History Center)  











New Hinton Railroad YMCA Post Card – ca 1915 
Replaced the Original YMCA which was destroyed by fire December 6, 1911  

Corner of Second Avenue and Summers Street 
(Photo courtesy of West Virginia and Regional History Center)  



Hinton YMCA 
 

Like dozens across the country, the Hinton YMCA was a “Railroad” YMCA.  

In the late 1800s railroad companies teamed with the YMCA organization to 

secure affordable lodging for train crews who had to spend the night before 

returning to their home town.  The first Railroad YMCA was organized in 

1872 in Cleveland, OH.  

 

Hinton’s original YMCA was built in the early 1900s, and was totally 

destroyed by fire in 1911.  The current building was built in the same location 

at the corner of Second Avenue and Summers Street. 

 

The new building had approximately 20 rooms on the second floor and an 

additional 5 rooms in the basement, which also had a common kitchen.  

Railroad crews from Clifton Forge and Huntington could spend the night at 

the “Y” prior to returning to their hometowns the next day.  Likewise, Hinton 

crews could spend the night in Clifton Forge or Huntington during their 

layovers as well.   

 

As the railroad declined, their was less and less need for crew lodging.  The 

building was made handicap accessible and became the Senior Citizen Center. 





Sewell Valley Passenger Train – 1917 

 Operating Between Rainelle, and Meadow Creek, W. Va. 

 
    From L-R: Harry Lee (holding his daughter, Lucy), Lum Bennett 

       Emmitt Crotty, Cap. Starrett Moore, John Dobbins, John Wilt, 

       Mark Perkins, and Mitchell Dilly. 











C&O Railroad Station 
 

The Hinton station was built for the Chesapeake & Ohio Railway (C&O) 

in 1905 as a division terminal. The station and tracks lie along a bend in 

the New River; in a quirk of engineering, the eastbound trains pass 

southwest through the station and westbound trains pass northeast. The 

otherwise two-story depot has a middle section that stands at three stories 

and is built entirely from red brick with a rock-faced stone belt course 

that runs at the window heads. The porch coverings are supported by 

heavy wooden brackets that feature a wood-fan pattern trim. 

 

By 1905, when the station was built, Hinton was a booming railroad town. 

The rail traffic was primarily coal. It was an assembly point for shorter 

coal trains from area mines to be combined into longer trains that would 

be sent east to the port of Hampton Roads, Va.  









C&O Shop Apprentices – 1927 – Names 

 
Photo of Machinists, electricians, carman, etc. 

 

Front Row L-R: Jack Wicker, "Dec" Meadows, Jim Lindsay, Lynn W. McMann,    

         Ted Haythe, Charley Young. 

 

Middle Row L-R: Hershel Gilpin, Raymond Thornton, Bill Lovelace, Bob Terry, 

         Norvel "Dink" Reid, Charlie Norris. 

 

Back Row L-R: Ferrell Harford, Ike Bowman, Merritt Reid, Moody Burdette, 

         EK "Toots" Rogers, Meredith Nicely, Chris Baer, WA "Fatty" Arrington, 

         "Blu Jay" Nicely, JD "Dizzy Turner. 



















The New Big Bend Tunnel Under Construction - 1932 
The pre-existing Great Bend Tunnel can be seen on the right. 

Talcott, WV 





The New Big Bend Tunnel Construction – 1932 

This tunnel is 6,880 ft. long. 
Talcott, WV 







Big Bend Tunnel Switch –  1932 

The pre-existing Great Bend Tunnel is on the right. 
Talcott, WV 







Chessie – C&O Mascot 
Chessie was a popular cat character used as a symbol of the Chesapeake and 

Ohio Railway. Derived from an etching by Viennese artist Guido Gruenwald, 

the image first appeared in a black and white advertisement in the September 

1933 issue of Fortune magazine with the slogan "Sleep Like a Kitten." The 

advertisement makes no mention of the cat's name. 

 

When the ad generated a positive response, the railroad developed an 

advertising campaign around the image and chose the name Chessie as a 

derivation of the railroad's name. The promotion proved widely popular and, 

in addition to national print advertising, grew to include calendars, clothing, 

and even two children's books about the character. Chessie's mate was Peake, 

who was introduced in the June 1937 issue of Life magazine and was the 

father of her two kittens, "Nip" and "Tuck". During World War II, the 

Chessie character was used to promote War Bonds and support for the war 

effort, depicted as working on the home front to support Peake, who was off to 

war. The Chessie image continued to appear in advertising until 1971 when 

passenger train travel was consolidated under Amtrak. 

























The Great Bend Tunnel and Big Bend Tunnels -  1940 

View from Hilldale, WV side. 
(Photo courtesy of the West Virginia and Regional History Center) 





































Rail Gang – ca 1940s 

Hinton Railroad Yards 















C&O L-2 Engine No. 307 – 1946 
Taking a turn on the roundhouse turntable. 



































































C&O Engine 1642 
Accident 

 

The next 14 slides are photos of the aftermath of 

the fatal June 9, 1953 explosion of C&O Engine 

1642 at CW Cabin. 
 



 

C&O Engine 1642 

June 9, 1953 

 

At 5:25PM, June 9, 1953 C&O 1642 exploded as it was approaching 

the West End yard, near CW Cabin.  The engine crew; Engineer W. 

H. Anderson, Fireman J. W. Sullivan, and Head Brakeman O. L. 

Richmond, were all killed.  It was first thought to be boiler failure, 

but it was later determined that the crew felt that they had enough 

water to make it into the yards, and didn't stop to take water for the 

boiler.  This lapse in judgement resulted in catastrophic failure of the 

“Crown Sheet” of the boiler.  The blast hurled the engine end over 

end some 400 feet ahead of the point of the explosion.  The engine 

landed upside down and facing the opposite direction it had been 

going. 

 



























End of 

C&O Engine 1642 Accident 

Slides 

























Zorie Cooper & Irene McBride 

Employees at Hinton Depot Restaurant 

ca 1950s 

























Hinton Yard – 1964 

Meadow River Engine No. 7 – Names 

 

L-R: W.C. “Bill Lilly in white coat - Joe Bennett – Unk – Raymond Ratliff –  

    James P. Williams holding grandson Robbie Merritt – Daily News Editor  

    John Faulconer with camera 









C&O  MK Telegraph Cabin 

Hilldale, WV – ca 1960s 



























Chessie System Logo 
In 1972 the C&O merged with the Baltimore and Ohio 

Railroad and Western Maryland Railway, the newly formed 

company was named the Chessie System after the popular 

image and adopted the "Ches-C" logo, which incorporated the 

silhouette of the kitten into the "C" of the railroad's name. The 

Chessie System merged with other railroads to become the 

CSX Corporation in 1986. Though the Chessie logo is no longer 

found in advertising and was phased out of usage on trains, 

Chessie is still the mascot of the CSX Corporation, and there 

are many examples of rolling stock that still feature the kitten 

logo, having yet to be repainted. 

















































Lima Locomotive No. 614T - 1985 

History and Coal Testing 

 
Chesapeake & Ohio 614 is a 4-8-4 steam locomotive built by the Lima Locomotive 

Works in Lima, OH, in June 1948 for the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway (C&O) as a 

member of the J3a class. As one of the last commercially built steam locomotives in 

the United States, the locomotive was built with the primary purpose of hauling long, 

heavy, high speed express passenger trains for the Chesapeake & Ohio Railway such 

as the George Washington and the Fast Flying Virginian. Retired from active service 

in the late 1950s, the 614 was preserved and placed on display at the B&O Railroad 

Museum in Baltimore, MD. In 1979, the locomotive was restored to operating 

condition and was used for extensive mainline excursion service from the 1970s until 

as late as 2012. 

 

American Coal Enterprise was developing a modern steam locomotive to be used as 

an alternative to rising oil costs by burning coal, known as the ACE 3000 Project. The 

614 was modified for better performance under the guidance of David Wardale, and 

fitted with testing equipment to measure the performance of the engine. For several 

weeks in January and February 1985, 614 (now 614T, symbolizing it as testing) 

hauled coal trains between Huntington and Hinton, West Virginia. The 614's fuel 

consumption costs were actually lower than most diesel locomotives operating at that 

time. 

























































The Legend 
Of 

John Henry 
 

The next 18 slides provide the historical background  
for the legend.  The photos depict the 1972 construction 
 and placement of his statue at the original site on  
Route 12 and the 2012 relocation to its current location. 



The Legend of John Henry: Talcott, WV 
Published on the National Park Service website, National Park and 

Preserve, New River Gorge page 

 

In the early 1870s, construction of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway along the Greenbrier and New 

Rivers employed thousands of workers. Many of these men were African Americans who migrated to 

West Virginia in search of jobs. Jobs on the railroad were labor intensive and low paying, required long 

hours, and were at times dangerous. 

 

Railroad workers primarily used shovels, wheelbarrows, mules, and black powder to move millions of 

tons of rock and dirt to prepare the railroad bed. Workers used axe and adz to cut and shape hundreds of 

trees into ties, bridge timbers, and lumber for railcars. They sweated in the hot summer sun and froze in 

the cold mountain winters as they worked to connect Tidewater Virginia with the Ohio River Valley. 

 

As the C&O Railway stretched westward along the Greenbrier River, The Legend of John Henry was born 

at Big Bend Mountain near Talcott, West Virginia. The Legend of John Henry is just that, a “legend,” and 

through the legend, John Henry became a symbol. He symbolized the many African Americans whose 

sweat and hard work built and maintained the rails across West Virginia. He was a symbol for the black 

workers who gave their lives in these dangerous occupations. The legend, as told through ballads and 

work songs, has kept the story of John Henry and the black railroad workers alive. 

 

In February of 1870, workers began drilling the Great Bend Tunnel, also know as the Big Ben Tunnel,  

where the Greenbrier River makes a seven-mile meander around Big Bend Mountain. Over 800 men, 

many of them African American, cut a 6,450 foot-long tunnel through the mountain. The workers cut 

through layers of red shale, which tended to disintegrate when exposed to air, making the tunnel a 

dangerous place to work. Rock falls were common and death was always a possibility. At nearly a mile 

and one quarter long, the Great Bend Tunnel is the longest on the C&O Railway. 



The Legend of John Henry: Talcott, WV (Continued) 
Published on the National Park Service website, National Park and 

Preserve, New River Gorge page 

 

  

The process of building a tunnel in the 1870s was slow and difficult work. Holes were drilled into the 

layers of rock using a hand drill and hammer. Holes were then filled with powder and blasted in order to 

make the rock small enough to remove from the tunnel. The drill was held by a “shaker” who turned it 

slightly after each blow and gave it a shake to flip the rock dust out of the hole. The “steel driver” swung 

the hammer as hard and as often as he could, pounding the drill into the rock. 

 

As the story goes, John Henry was hired as a steel driver for the railroad. Later, the railroad company 

brought in a steam drill to speed up work on the tunnel. It was said that the steam drill could drill faster 

than any man. The challenge was on, “man against machine.” John Henry was known as the strongest, the 

fastest, and the most powerful man working on the railroad. He went up against the steam drill to prove 

that the black worker could drill a hole through the rock farther and faster than the drill could. Using two 

10-pound hammers, one in each hand, he pounded the drill so fast and so hard that he drilled a 14-foot 

hole into the rock. The legend says that the drill was only able to drill nine feet. John Henry beat the steam 

drill and later died of exhaustion. 

 

The Great Bend Tunnel was completed on September 12, 1872, and remained in service until 1974. The 

tunnel and the man have been cemented into the annals of time through The Ballad of John Henry. The 

song tells of a boy born with a "hammer in his hand.” It tells of a man who worked as a steel driver during 

the construction of the Great Bend Tunnel. It tells us that this man took a hammer in each hand to face 

down a steam-powered drilling machine. John Henry promised, "If I can't beat this steam drill down, I'll 

die with this hammer in my hand!" At the Great Bend Tunnel, John Henry became one of the world’s 

great folk heroes. 





















John Henry Statue Relocated – 2012 
The statue remained at its original Route 12 location for almost 

four decades. Due to repeated acts of vandalism, the statue was 

moved to its current location, adjacent to the Great Bend Tunnel 

in the John Henry Historical Park in 2012. 



John Henry Statue Relocated - 2012 
Bolted to its pedestal  at the John Henry Historical Park Talcott, WV 



John Henry Statue - 2014 
and the Great Bend Tunnel in the John Henry Historical Park 

Talcott, WV 

John Henry Statue and Great Bend Tunnel - 2014 
John Henry Historical Park, Talcott, WV 



John Henry Statue and Great Bend Tunnel - 2014 
John Henry Historical Park, Talcott, WV 



John Henry Statue and Great Bend Tunnel - 2014 
John Henry Historical Park, Talcott, WV 



Big Bend Tunnel - John Henry Statue - Great Bend Tunnel - 2014 
John Henry Historical Park, Talcott, WV 





End of 
The Legend of John Henry 

Slides 





































Autumn Colors Express 
Railroad Days 2019 




















































