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The Last to Fall

“Authors Jim Rada and Richard Fulton have done an outstanding job of researching and chronicling this little-known story of those Marines in 1922, marking it as a significant moment in Marine Corps history.”


-  GySgt. Thomas Williams 


Executive Director

U.S. Marine Corps Historical Company

“Original, unique, profusely illustrated throughout, exceptionally well researched, informed, informative, and a bit iconoclastic, “The Last to Fall: The 1922 March, Battles, & Deaths of U.S. Marines at Gettysburg” will prove to be of enormous interest to military buffs and historians.”


-  Small Press Bookwatch





Saving Shallmar

“But Saving Shallmar’s Christmas story is a tale of compassion and charity, and the will to help fellow human beings not only survive, but also be ready to spring into action when a new opportunity presents itself. Bittersweet yet heartwarming, Saving Shallmar is a wonderful Christmas season story for readers of all ages and backgrounds, highly recommended.”


-  Small Press Bookwatch



Battlefield Angels

“Rada describes women religious who selflessly performed life-saving work in often miserable conditions and thereby gained the admiration and respect of countless contemporaries. In so doing, Rada offers an appealing narrative and an entry point into the wealth of sources kept by the sisters.”


-  Catholic News Service



Between Rail and River

“The book is an enjoyable, clean family read, with characters young and old for a broad-based appeal to both teens and adults. Between Rail and River also provides a unique, regional appeal, as it teaches about a particular group of people, ordinary working ‘canawlers’ in a story that goes beyond the usual coverage of life during the Civil War.”


-  Historical Fiction Review



Canawlers

“A powerful, thoughtful and fascinating historical novel, Canawlers documents author James Rada, Jr. as a writer of considerable and deftly expressed storytelling talent.”


-  Midwest Book Review



“James Rada, of Cumberland, has written a historical novel for high-schoolers and adults, which relates the adventures, hardships and ultimate tragedy of a family of boaters on the C&O Canal. ... The tale moves quickly and should hold the attention of readers looking for an imaginative adventure set on the canal at a critical time in history.”


-  Along the Towpath



October Mourning

“This is a very good, and very easy to read, novel about a famous, yet unknown, bit of 20th Century American history. While reading this book, in your mind, replace all mentions of ‘Spanish Flu’ with ‘bird flu.’ Hmmm.”


-  Reviewer’s Bookwatch



Continue your adventure in history with three FREE historical novels from James Rada, Jr.
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Visit jamesrada.com/newsletter-email

and enter your email

to receive your FREE novels.
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Western Maryland Railway
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Little-Known Stories & Hidden History About “Wild Mary”

Other non-fiction books by James Rada, Jr.

	A Love Returned

	Battlefield Angels: The Daughters of Charity Work as Civil War Nurses

	Beyond the Battlefield: Stories from Gettysburg’s Rich History

	Clay Soldiers: One Marine’s Story of War, Art, & Atomic Energy

	Echoes of War Drums: The Civil War in Mountain Maryland

	Kidnapping the Generals: The South’s Most-Daring Raid Against the Union Army

	How to Make a Living Freelance Writing

	The Last to Fall: The 1922 March, Battles & Deaths of U.S. Marines at Gettysburg

	Looking Back: True Stories of Mountain Maryland

	Looking Back II: More True Stories of Mountain Maryland

	No North, No South: The Grand Reunion at the 50th Anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg 

	Saving Shallmar: Christmas Spirit in a Coal Town

	When the Babe Came to Town: Stories of George Herman Ruth’s Small-Town Baseball Games


Secrets Series

	Secrets of Allegany County: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History From Mountain Maryland

	Secrets of Catoctin Mountain: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History Along Catoctin Mountain

	Secrets of the Deep Creek Lake: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History In and Around Maryland’s Largest Lake

	Secrets of Franklin County: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History on Pennsylvania’s State Line

	Secrets of Frederick County: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History of Maryland’s Largest County

	Secrets of Garrett County: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History of Maryland’s Westernmost County

	Secrets of the C&O Canal: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History Along the Potomac River

	Secrets of the Gettysburg Battlefield: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History from the Gettysburg Battlefield

	Secrets of the Washington County: Little-Known Stories & Hidden History Where Western Maryland Starts







For historical fiction by James Rada, Jr., visit jamesrada.com.
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The Western Maryland Railway
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Baltimore, Md., is well known as the starting point for the first steam-operated railroad in the country and the oldest U.S. railroad, the Baltimore and Ohio (B&O) Railroad. However, the city was also the starting point for another classic American railroad fourteen years later, the Western Maryland Railroad.

Unlike its larger brother, which operated in twelve states and Washington, D.C., the Western Maryland Railroad operated in only three; Maryland, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia.

The original railroad was chartered as the Baltimore, Carroll and Frederick Railroad in 1852. From Baltimore, the railroad moved west toward Washington County, Md. The following year, the Maryland General Assembly changed the name of the company to the Western Maryland Rail Road Company. 

Once in Washington County, the railroad added a stop at Hagerstown, Md., and then Williamsport, Md. In Williamsport, it could take on coal from the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and transport it to Baltimore. While the railroad began as a passenger operation, it eventually found its primary work in hauling coal, although passenger service did continue until 1958.

The railroad also built an extension into Pennsylvania, reaching Waynesboro and Shippensburg. A second line into Pennsylvania came about when the Western Maryland Railroad took over the Baltimore and Hanover Railroad and the Gettysburg Railroad.

This led to the Western Maryland Railroad becoming the railroad that brought Abraham Lincoln to Gettysburg to deliver the Gettysburg Address. This, however, happened before the Western Maryland Railroad took control of the Gettysburg Railroad.

The Western Maryland Railroad hadn’t fully lived up to its name by making its way into the heart of Western Maryland in its early decades. This didn’t happen until the early 1900s when the C&O Canal allowed the railroad to use its rights of way and make its way to Cumberland, Md., where the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad had reached in 1842.

The Western Maryland Railroad, which changed its name to the Western Maryland Railway, passed quickly through West Virginia along this route, but it did not have any stops until it neared Cumberland. From Cumberland, the railroad moved southwest to Keyser, W.Va. It also moved through the coal towns of Georges Creek to Piedmont, W.Va. From there, it took over other railroad lines to move further into West Virginia. Its furthest stop west was in Webster Springs in central West Virginia.

The Chessie System took over the Western Maryland Railway in 1973. Then in 1975, many of the Western Maryland Railway lines were abandoned because they were parallel, and thus, redundant with Baltimore and Ohio Railroad lines.

The Western Maryland Railway was fully merged with the B&O in 1983, which then merged with the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway in 1987 and then, following a merger with the Seaboard System, it became CSX Transportation.

Today, a ghost of the old Western Maryland Railroad remains in the form of the Western Maryland Scenic Railroad that runs from Cumberland to Frostburg, Md. The Durbin & Greenbrier Valley Railroad, the Maryland Midland Railway, the Pennsylvania & Southern Railway and the York Railway also operate on lines that were part of the Western Maryland Railroad. 

A portion of the Baltimore Metro Subway uses the old roadbed of the Western Maryland Railroad going from Baltimore to Owings Mills, Md. Similarly, some of the roadbed is now rail trails, including the Western Maryland Rail Trail in Maryland, the Blackwater Canyon Trail and Allegheny Highlands Trail in West Virginia, and the Great Allegheny Passage in Maryland and Pennsylvania.
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The Western Maryland Railway logo. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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Building a Railroad
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I’ve Been Workin’ 
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on the Railroad
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When the Western Maryland Railway built an extension line to Cumberland, Md., in 1903, it put the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad in an unwinnable position.

The Western Maryland Railway needed permission from the B&O Railroad to cross the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal since the B&O Railroad was running the canal by that time.  The storm that caused the Great Johnstown Flood had also forced the C&O Canal into receivership, and because the B&O Railroad held a great number of canal bonds, the railroad directors chose the receivers. So, essentially, the railroad was running the canal, not to make a profit, but to keep the Western Maryland Railway from reaching into Western Maryland.

To do that, the receivers had to keep the canal operating profitably. In December 1894, the B&O Railroad created the Chesapeake and Ohio Transportation Company of Washington County. According to the Cumberland Evening Times, 

According to the Cumberland Evening Times, “The purposes of the corporation were to buy and lease lands, buy and transport timber, grain, fruits, seeds, &c., build boats and ships, mine coal, iron and other metals, open marble and slate quarries, operate canal boats by means of electricity, navigate the ocean by vessels, acquire bridges, wharves, &c., by lease or otherwise, and for other purposes.” Its actual purpose appears to have been to create the illusion that the canal was operating at a profit so that it would remain open. 

The choice the B&O Railroad directors were faced with in 1903 was to allow the Western Maryland Railway to cross the canal and start to lose trade to the railroad competitor or to pump money into the C&O Canal, which was costing the B&O Railroad money to make it look like the canal was turning a profit.
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Workers building the Western Maryland Railroad along the C&O Canal pose in front of a crane. Picture is from the author’s collection.

Either choice ultimately hurt the B&O Railroad. The directors made the choice they hoped would cause the least damage to the railroad.

The 60-mile Western Maryland Railway extension line began in Big Pool and moved west toward Cumberland.

“Though the route lay entirely in the Potomac River Valley, the going was far from easy, since the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal and the National Turnpike had already been built on the best routes. Thus, Western Maryland needed 23 bridges to cross the Potomac River, five streams, the C&O Canal, the B&O Railroad and three county roads,” Roger Cook and Karl Zimmerman wrote in The Western Maryland Railway.
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Workers seemed to watching men with heavy equipment in the distance while building the Western Maryland Railroad west of Oldtown, Md. Sideling Hill can be seen in the distance. Picture is from the author’s collection.

For the most part, the railroad route followed the path of the canal except in the area of the Paw Paw Bends. The railroad crossed back and forth over the Potomac River, while the canal went through the 3,118-foot-long Paw Paw Tunnel, the National Park Service calls “the greatest single engineering achievement on the canal.” It is 22 feet wide and 24 feet wide and sheathed in more than 11 million bricks.
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Vertical view of some of the heavy equipment used to build the Western Railroad in Allegany County, Md. Photo is from the author’s collection.

“Linking those two points involved crossing the canal at various points, a privilege not readily obtained from receivers of the canal controlled by the B&O Railroad. With the help of the Maryland Legislature, rights were obtained, and payment for abutments, such as one at this point, helped the B&O recoup a little of its losses–the very losses it was incurring to keep the canal operating so that its rival, the Western Maryland Rail Road, might not acquire the route in a forced sale,” Thomas Hahn wrote in his book, Towpath Guide to the C&O Canal.
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Some of the workers who helped build the Western Maryland Railroad through Allegany County, Md. Photo is from the author’s collection.

J. Q. Barlow was the chief engineer of the operation that required retaining walls be built on the canal to support the railroad bed. The extension was completed in 1906 and opened on March 15.

When the Western Maryland Railway opened its service in Cumberland, it became the fifth railroad (the others were Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, George’s Creek and Cumberland Railroad, Cumberland and Pennsylvania Railroad, and the Cumberland and Westernport Electric Interurban Railway) to service the city. This is another reason that the B&O Railroad directors had decided that it was futile to continue holding off the Western Maryland Railway. In all, railroads employed 2,000 working in Cumberland, or roughly 10 percent of the population at the time.
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More of the workers who helped build the Western Maryland Railroad through Allegany County, Md. Photo is from the author’s collection.

The Western Maryland Railway continued to service Allegany County until the Chessie System absorbed it in the mid-1970s. Eventually, Chessie and the B&O would make up what would later be known as CSX.

The pictures illustrating this chapter were made from glass-plate negatives obtained at an estate auction. Research on the pictures at the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Headquarters in Hagerstown led to the identification through poor-quality prints supplied by Thomas Hahn that these construction shots of the Western Maryland Railway were west of Sideling Hill near Oldtown. The most-likely location is the crossing at mile 159.5. 
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The track seen in this photo is narrow work track used by the workers to bring heavy equipment into and out of the area as they prepared the ground for the actual railroad track. Photo is from the author’s collection.

The author has the original glass plates, and his collection has one more plate than the National Park Service collection. It is the first picture with this article.

You can see clothing styles, tools, heavy equipment and working conditions of the workers.

Glass-plate photography began around 1850 and was used up until around 1920. The process used to capture these images would have been the gelatin process introduced about 1880. The process used gelatin to disperse light-sensitive silver salts across the glass plate. The plates were then dried and stored away from the light until needed for use. These pictures of the construction of the railroad over the canal allow a glimpse into the working man’s life at the beginning of the 20th century. 
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Another view showing the work track used by Western Maryland Railroad workers building track through Allegany County, Md. Photo is from the author’s collection.
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The Day Paw Paw 
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Almost Blew Up
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It was a pleasant day in late April 1904 in Paw Paw, W.Va., when all of the bells and steams whistles in town began sounding.

“Look out! Look out! It’s going off!” was the cry carried throughout the town.

For three days, residents of Paw Paw and the southeast corner of Allegany County, Md., had been watching cans of black powder carried into a shaft cut into the mountain next to the town. The final count was that 325 cans of powder weighing 8,125 pounds had been placed in the mountain and then the shaft was closed.

“As the number of cans disappearing in the mountain side increased the alarm of the people grew, and some in terror left the town, while those remaining filled their ears with cotton and waited for—they knew not what,” the Cumberland Evening Times reported.

They had good reason to fear. When a similar cut had been made through Sideling Hill in Maryland, 1,400 cans of powder had been used. The resulting explosion threw rocks as heavy as half a ton hundreds of yards from the explosion site. Telegraph poles along the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad had been sheared off near the ground by flying debris.

The Fuller Syndicate, a group of wealthy financiers who were invested in railroads, had acquired the Western Maryland Railroad and West Virginia Central and Pittsburg Railway in 1902. Another railroad that the Fuller Syndicate owned was the Wabash Railroad. If the Western Maryland Railway could connect to the Wabash Railroad, the Fuller Syndicate might be able to create a coast-to-coast railroad. 

The following year an extension of the Western Maryland Railroad, which was renamed the Western Maryland Railway since it was under new ownership, was started to take the railroad into Western Maryland in direct competition with the B&O Railroad. 

“Until the advent of the Wabash it was supposed there was no feasible route through the narrow gaps in the mountains between Cumberland and Hancock, forty miles, save those followed by the Chesapeake and Ohio canal and the Baltimore & Ohio railroad. It was this belief that has kept life in the old waterway, life sustained by the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad company to bar out any possible rival,” the Cumberland Evening Times reported.

The 60-mile extension line began in Big Pool and moved west toward Cumberland. 

“Though the route lay entirely in the Potomac River Valley, the going was far from easy, since the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, and the National Turnpike had already been built on the best routes. Thus, Western Maryland needed twenty-three bridges to cross the Potomac River, five streams, the C&O Canal, the B&O Railroad and three county roads,” Roger Cook and Karl Zimmerman wrote in The Western Maryland Railway.

A tunnel through the mountain was one of the needed improvements that the Western Maryland needed to make to connect the Western Maryland railroad at Cherry Run with the West Virginia Central railroad at Cumberland. The plan was to connect these railroads with the Wabash Railroad in the Midwest and turn the Wabash into a transcontinental system.

A few minutes after the whistles and bells sounded in Paw Paw, someone pushed an electric button to trigger the explosion.

“There was a deep, rumbling report, the whole earth seemed to rock as though shaken by an earthquake and tones of rock plunged forward and toppled over into the canal and river,” the Cumberland Evening Times reported.

The feared destruction of the town didn’t happen. In fact, no loose rock flew more than 100 feet away from the mountain, but 20,000 cubic yards of rock was torn away from the mountain. The explosion was deemed a great success. It had accomplished what was needed with no unnecessary destruction.

The extension from Big Pool to Cumberland was proving to be very costly because of the number of bridges and tunnels that needed to be built along it. The Western Maryland Railway had 2,629 men, 300 animals, nine locomotives and 9 steam shovels building the extension. The average cost per mile was $100,000 (about $4 million today). 

The extension was completed in 1906 and opened March 15. However, the railroad never became part of a transcontinental Wabash system. The Western Maryland Railway continued to service Allegany County until the Chessie System absorbed it in the mid-1970s.
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A Forgotten Appendage 
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of the WMRR
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The Emmitsburg Railroad was not the mammoth project that the Western Maryland Railroad was. It ran from Emmitsburg, Md., to Rocky Ridge, Md., where it connected to the Western Maryland Railroad. The Emmitsburg Railroad traveled just a just short distance of seven miles.

Plans for building the railroad began in 1868. Many of Emmitsburg’s leading citizens supported the incorporation of the railroad. When the Western Maryland Railroad reached Mechanicstown (Thurmont) in 1871, the board of directors for the Emmitsburg Railroad decided to connect to the Western Maryland Railroad at Rocky Ridge. 

“In addition to Mount Saint Mary’s, both the Daughters of Charity and the institution they operated, Saint Joseph’s College, benefited from the Emmitsburg Railroad. At the announcement of the project to connect Emmitsburg to the Western Maryland Railroad, the Catholic Sisters at St. Joseph’s acted with enthusiasm. This is evident in that they ‘provided more than half the necessary capital and accordingly became the majority bond holders of the railroad... [likewise becoming] the only group of women to ever own a railroad’,” Joe Ritz wrote in his article “The Last Train to Emmitsburg” for the Greater Emmitsburg Area Historical Society.

The project got underway the same year when John Donoghue started the grading. It was completed the next year, but a required bridge over Toms Creek wasn’t finished until the November 1875. 

“What a day that must have been! It was the day the citizens of Emmitsburg had looked forward to with great anticipation
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