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      For Mom and Dad,

      

      Your love for home inspired this book,

      and your love for me made it possible.
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      On the wall of her old farmhouse in Thaxton, Virginia, my Grandma Jones had hung an antique oval frame which held a timeworn photo of my great-great grandfather, Tandy Jones. Tandy was in his later years when the photo was taken, his full white beard conspicuous against a coal-colored coat. Whenever I look at old photos from that era and before, I often imagine the interesting stories that must have swirled around that person. But as a young boy, I kept my attention on those steely-blue eyes staring back at me from that antique frame. Tandy’s eyes followed me no matter where I went in the room. You might chalk that up to the active imagination of a child, but I’ll bet you’d feel the same after staring at those eyes for just a few moments. If you were like me, you would at least pause before getting into any mischief while you were in the vicinity of that watchful gaze.

      Beyond Tandy’s relentless watch over Grandma’s sitting area, I did not know much about the man in the photo. Grandma Jones had told us that Tandy was a railroad section master for Norfolk & Western in Thaxton, whatever that meant. Little did I know that my great-great grandfather’s chosen occupation would lead me to spend the better part of two years researching and writing a story about a night on the job that he probably never forgot.

      My involvement in Tandy’s story started one summer evening in 2011 while on a beach trip with family. The discussion turned to history, as it often does if I get a chance to steer it that way, and at some point, someone mentioned a terrible train wreck that had occurred at Thaxton long ago. Even though Tandy oversaw the section of rail where the accident took place, I had never heard any mention of the wreck before.

      I grew up in South Carolina, but my dad was born and raised in Thaxton, and my mom in Montvale, about seven miles west of there. Montvale and Thaxton are part of Bedford County, and nearly all my relatives have lived in the area at one point or another. When I was growing up, just about every holiday road trip our family took was to Bedford County. When my parents retired, they left South Carolina and moved back to Thaxton. Mom and Dad loved Bedford County, and they would usually refer to it as "home," no matter where they were living.

      Over the years, I had spent many hours sitting on my grandmother’s porch on the mountain, listening to family share old-time stories. I thought I had heard them all. When I found out about the horrific train wreck at Thaxton, I was amazed that I hadn’t heard about it before. I had no idea that the wreck transpired only a handful of miles from my grandma’s house. I wanted to know more about the story.

      As I began to dig into the history of the wreck, I was surprised to find that there was significant loss of life, and the details of the accident were unbelievably terrifying and heartbreaking. Yet there seemed to be no memorializing of the wreck or of those who lost their lives that night in 1889. The research that I plunged into later revealed to me that this lack of attention was not out of the ordinary. There were many railroad wrecks during those early days of rapid expansion. Railroad companies consistently implemented improvements in technology to make rail travel safer, but accidents just seemed to be part of the package. Some wrecks were remembered in famous songs like "The Ballad of Casey Jones" or "The Wreck of the Old 97," but such memorials were hit or miss. It often seemed that the personality of the engineer or the lore surrounding a wrecked train determined whether it would be remembered. The number of casualties in a wreck did not necessarily have any bearing on how well it was memorialized.

      The wreck of passenger train Number Two at Thaxton seemed to slip away completely from the pages of history. Historical markers in Virginia are located at the sites of the "Wreck of the Old 97" in Danville and the "Wreck at the Fat Nancy" in Orange. The markers describe those wrecks as two of the worst in Virginia history, although both paled in comparison to the number of lives lost at Thaxton. As you will read in this book, the events that took place after the wreck that night raised the horror of this deadly accident to unimaginable heights.

      This book was written to give a fitting memorial not only to those lives that were lost, but also to those who lived on and carried the scars of this tragedy with them in one way or another. It is common for us to focus on the details of the wreck and the train itself, but often we lose sight of the actual people who were part of it. I wanted to honor the people involved in the wreck at Thaxton, and I reviewed over four hundred individual sources of information to compose their story. Those sources included historical newspapers, books, court documents, personal letters, state and federal records, and personal interviews with descendants of passengers and families who live in the Thaxton area. Each of the seventy-four known passengers and crew on the train that night were researched individually in order to provide the most accurate telling possible of a story long forgotten.
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      Lost at Thaxton is divided into two main sections. Part I, "Their Story," is written in the form of a story-based narrative history. I want you to be able to feel as if you were riding along on the train that night and that you were an eyewitness to all the events that took place. Even though the story is told in this manner, every detail that you read is directly related to information found through research. Descriptions of the weather, the geography, physical descriptions of passengers and crew, and even descriptions of the train itself are all based on eyewitness statements and historical documents.

      Conversations and statements made by passengers and crew that night quoted during the course of the story are the actual words documented at the time. No additional dialogue was added if there was no evidence that it took place. In other words, this is not a book "based on a true story," but instead it is an authentic true story. The real-life drama that took place that night stands on its own. That is certainly not to say the book is infallible, but it is a genuine effort to tell as true a tale as can be told while looking back so long ago.

      Part II is titled "The Rest of the Story," and it provides a deeper look into the causes of the wreck, what happened in the months and years afterward, and some mysteries that were revealed during the research for the book. In the final chapter, you are introduced to each person on the train. Any photographs that were uncovered of the passengers and crew can be found there.

      History is at the mercy of the hands that document it, and that fact has not been taken lightly in the writing of this book.

      

      MJ

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I

          

          THEIR STORY

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Map image of route of Norfolk & Western passenger train Number Two. Scheduled for departure east from Roanoke, Virginia on July 1, 1889 at 11:56 p.m. Expected arrival at Thaxton, Virginia was 12:40 a.m., July 2, 1889. (Courtesy of Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division)]
        

        Route of Norfolk & Western passenger train Number Two. Scheduled for departure east from Roanoke, Virginia on July 1, 1889 at 11:56 p.m. Expected arrival at Thaxton, Virginia was 12:40 a.m., July 2, 1889. (Courtesy of Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            RAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        "I have never seen anything in the vicinity equal the recent floods occurring on June 30th, and July 1st, 1889."⁠1

        GEORGE A. NICHOLS, 52-YEAR-OLD NATIVE OF BEDFORD COUNTY, JULY 12, 1889

      

      

      

      Mother Nature had sprung a leak. As best as anyone could recall, 1889 was the wettest year ever in the state of Virginia, and for that matter all over the United States. Flash floods, or "freshets," seemed to make the news nearly every day because of a hard rain blasting its way down from the heavens on some poor, defenseless town.

      The soaking was especially heavy during the spring and summer months. Richmond, Virginia's capital city, had dealt with severe flooding throughout May and June. Bridges and railroads had been battered by the weather, dams were broken, and property damage in general was widespread throughout the state. The Richmond Dispatch recorded over thirty-eight inches of rain through the first six months of 1889, the amount the former capital of the Confederacy would typically see for an entire year.⁠2

      The watery weather stayed true to form over the weekend of June 29 and 30 in the summer of 1889. Storms swept across the United States and drenched everything along the way. Texas was so saturated that rivers all over the Lone Star State were in flood stage. Several children had drowned in the swollen rivers, and railroad travel was nearly at a complete standstill. The storms that moved through that weekend caused damages estimated at more than one million dollars in the Fort Worth area alone.

      On Sunday, June 30, the Dallas Morning News noted that "the heaviest rain perhaps that ever visited this portion of country fell here yesterday, commencing about 2 o’clock PM continuing from that time up till 12 o’clock today with very little intermission."⁠3 In Waco on Monday morning, July 1, a water spout struck town and caused the rain to fall "with such force that livestock fled in terror and weak animals were beat to the earth."⁠4 A creek in Waco rose six feet in just five minutes because of the torrential rains. It was astounding how quickly a heavy rain could swell a small creek into a raging river.

      Rainstorms that weekend pummeled the country all the way from Texas to Virginia and even north to Johnstown, Pennsylvania, where the weather had been a merciless villain already that year. On May 31, heavy rains caused a faulty dam above Johnstown to succumb to the pressure of the bloated 450-acre lake behind it, and the valley below the dam was flooded. The flood killed over 2,200 men, women, and children in what was described as a "Valley of Death."⁠5

      The waterlogged changeover from June to July simply brought no signs that the end of the misery was at hand. The weekend storms flooded the few houses that had somehow remained standing in Johnstown, carrying off precious furniture that some folks had managed to salvage from the terrible flood.

      It was the kind of year that could make you think the covenant with Noah had been broken, and the whole world might just float away.

      On Monday morning, July 1, a brief moment of relief had arrived. Only a slight rain was falling over a small village called Thaxton, located at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains in central Virginia. Gray skies were not capable of blotting out the astounding natural beauty of the area, with its green rolling hills, fertile farmland, and the majestic Peaks of Otter rising high above the valley. Sharp Top and Flat Top, two of the three summits that comprised the Peaks of Otter, were so massive that Thomas Jefferson once believed they might be the tallest mountains in North America.⁠6

      Tandy Jones was not in the mood to sit back and take in the local scenery that morning. He was hard at work with one of his railroad section hands, Anderson Holt. It had been an all-night affair for Tandy and his crew, and they were still clearing out debris the storms had washed down the creeks and streams the night before. Tandy was a section master for the Norfolk & Western Railroad, and his section encompassed the area around the small village of Thaxton in Bedford County. The community was named after David Thaxton, the landowner who deeded a right of way in the 1850s to the old Virginia & Tennessee Railroad. A station and sidetrack for allowing trains to pass each other were constructed, and, like many towns, steam engines breathed Thaxton into existence. Sidetracks were commonly called “sidings”, and the town was often referred to as "Thaxton's Switch"⁠7 because of the railroad siding. In addition to the siding, a post office was established in the town. The railroad provided employment to many of the men in the area, including Section Master Jones.

      A section master’s job required long hours, persistence, and attention to detail. Along with keeping the track and culverts clear, he was also responsible for ensuring the track lined up properly. The settling of the earth and the impact of heavy trains would jar the track out of alignment. An uneven track could cause the cars to jerk from side to side as they traveled over the rails, and the additional wear and tear damaged both the cars and the rails. Passengers were not too fond of lurching cars either. Some section masters would occasionally ignore culverts because they were overly focused on having the "best riding section on the road."⁠8 Ignoring the culverts could be a costly mistake and would result in damage to both life and property. Small items could wash down streams and create obstructions that would then trap larger debris in a culvert carrying a stream beneath an embankment. Once all that debris clogged a culvert, the water would dam up on one side of the embankment. The extreme water pressure that resulted from a clogged culvert would eventually wash the entire embankment away and the track along with it.

      A good section master would typically clear all the debris near the culvert and for a considerable distance up the creek, so that nothing could wash down into the culvert later. By all accounts, fifty-seven-year-old Tandy Jones was one of the best in his division. He had overseen the Thaxton section for over thirteen years without incident, and the culverts in his section had handled all the rainstorms thrown their way for thirty-five years.

      Weather set the schedule for Jones and his men just as often as the railroad officials did. The ferocious storms on June 30 had forced the section master and two of his men to battle the elements all night to keep the track and culverts clear. Even a lifelong resident like George Nichols had never experienced anything like the rain that had slammed Bedford County so hard and fast. A small branch off Little Otter Creek near Nichols’s home had bulged from a shallow tributary to a level deep enough to "swim a horse" after thirty minutes of rainfall. George had been around for "the big flood" that hit the area back in the 1870s, but what he saw that weekend in 1889 was considerably worse.⁠9

      One of the tensest moments during the night had been the scheduled nightly run of passenger train Number Two, on its way east through Thaxton toward the city of Lynchburg. Prior to the arrival of the train, Section Master Jones had instructed another of his laborers, William Preston, to go to the western edge of their section and ensure the track and culverts were clear for the train to pass through. As he walked the tracks, Preston made certain there were no trouble spots that might endanger the train and its passengers. On that night, train Number Two had passed safely, and the men continued their work maintaining the track well into Monday.

      Around three o'clock in the afternoon on July 1, it seemed like the worst of the weather had passed by when Tandy Jones made his final inspection of a small culvert at Wolf Creek. The creek passed through a culvert beneath a twenty-three-foot high embankment some of the locals called "Newman’s Fill."⁠10 One of the landowners near the creek was Thomas Newman, a forty-nine-year-old engineer for Norfolk & Western. He and his son were at work in their fields near the culvert that afternoon when they noticed Tandy making his inspection. The culvert was clear. Only four or five inches of water drifted quietly by in Wolf Creek. The shallow little creek appeared serene, like it was flowing through a painting of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It seemed to be hardly any threat to the huge embankment.

      By six o’clock that evening, Tandy and his men had had an extremely long twenty-four hours. A slight rain moved through Thaxton about that time, but it cleared out almost as quickly as it arrived. Tandy was very tired, and because he was confident that all culverts were perfectly clear, he decided to call it a day. He assigned one of his men, John Johnson, to keep watch on the section during the night. John had been on duty the previous night as well, and a day’s rest had prepared him to work the night shift again. Tandy headed home, and John was prepared to be at the ready if there were any unexpected surprises. Sometime between nine and ten o’clock that night, Tandy stepped out to survey the skies and check the weather one final time for the evening.

      When the stars were out in Thaxton, they were clear and bright, like lanterns made of sparkling crystal hanging from the porch of a not too distant neighbor. Although they could be stunning to look at, Tandy was not thinking about stargazing. Those stars meant the rain had cleared out, and he was going to get some much-needed rest. The section master reclined on his bed and fell asleep soundly, something he rarely did.

      Not long after Tandy drifted off to sleep, rain visited Thaxton again. Most of the people around town noticed the rain getting a little heavy about ten o’clock. About an hour later, something more than an ordinary rainstorm struck the area. Charles Marshall lived near a 350-foot-high ridge above the town, roughly a mile north of the railroad crossing over Newman’s Fill. In the midst of all the rain, he began to hear "a mighty noise, a rumbling and roaring noise, sounding like the grinding of mill stones."⁠11 His father, John Marshall, lived about a half mile away from his son, and he heard a roaring that sounded "very much like an earthquake"⁠12 coming from the direction of the ridge. Suddenly, men all over Thaxton were shaken from their sleep by the heavy rain and the loud roaring that accompanied the deluge. Lightning streaked across the sky against the backdrop of the soaring mountain peaks. Thunder rumbled through the valley, but where was that roaring sound coming from? Was it the wind? Many of the men got up and looked through their windows, expecting to see debris flying and trees bent over under heavy winds. An extremely powerful storm had obviously ambushed Thaxton, but the wind was not blowing at all, and the air was eerily still. If the wind was not the source of that mighty noise, what could it be?

      C. M. Folden had a pretty good idea he knew what it was. Folden lived directly at the foot of the ridge above Thaxton, and he suspected that at least two cloudbursts had just taken place above the ridge. He heard the "sound of water rushing down in one large body, bringing trees and rocks"⁠13 off the ridge. Folden had never seen a storm like this in his forty-three years on earth, and there was no way he was going back to sleep anytime soon.

      Whether Folden’s suspicion of a cloudburst was correct or not, it was clear that a tremendous amount of water had dropped in a very short period near that ridge. The water had to go somewhere, and that would be into the four creeks below it. Big Otter, Little Otter, Wolf, and Reed creeks were deluged by the extreme volume of rain released around the ridge. The railroad crossed Reed Creek about one and a half miles west of the Thaxton station, and two branches of Wolf Creek were crossed by the track about a half mile on either side of the station. This furious storm tested the capabilities of the culverts at those crossings like never before.

      Just after eleven o’clock on the evening of July 1, track watchman John Johnson left his house to inspect the condition of the railroad. He fought his way through the heavy rain to the tool house and grabbed a shovel to clear any dirt and mud that might accumulate on the track. Johnson had stopped for a moment at the Thaxton station when he heard the frightening sound of water rushing down one of the branches of Wolf Creek. His home was not far from the banks of the creek and only two hundred feet south of the track near the station. He hurried back toward his house to check on his wife and son. It had not been very long since Johnson had left to go to work, but the creek had risen quickly. He was forced to wade through the water just to get to the door. His wife, Jamima, was about eight months pregnant, and his son, Major, was only three years old. They needed their husband and father desperately. Water was flowing into the house, forcing Johnson to move Jamima and Major to a higher room. He scrambled to get them to safety and to salvage any personal items he could. The rising water had trapped them in their own home, and Johnson was no longer watching the track.

      The track was already in need of attention. At 11:08 p.m., around the same time John Johnson had first left his house for work, a freight train left the town of Buford, roughly seven miles to the west of Thaxton. A conductor named Butler was in charge, and a cattle dealer named T. P. Ayers was aboard the train with his livestock. Ayers had boarded the train at Abingdon near the Virginia-Tennessee border around ten o’clock that morning and was resting in the caboose. About halfway between Buford and Thaxton, the clamor of rain pelting the train stirred Ayers from his sleep. He got to his feet and gazed out of the rear window. The lights mounted on each side of the caboose illuminated the heavy rainfall, and Ayers could see water running down both sides of the track.

      Ayers continued to watch the elements through the windows of the caboose as the train passed the station at Thaxton. The freight train was about a mile beyond the station when the engineer slammed the engine into reverse, hurling Ayers to the front of the caboose. He gathered himself, fortunately not any worse for the wear, and stepped out of the caboose to investigate the situation. A telegraph pole had fallen across the track, and the engine had become entangled in the lines. Conductor Butler worked with his engineer to clear the wires and pulled them off trackside. Knowing that passenger train Number Two would be coming along behind them soon, Butler was especially concerned about the condition of the track. He instructed his flagman, John Read, to go back to the Thaxton station and alert the dispatcher about the flooding they had seen and about the issue with the telegraph pole. The conductor also instructed flagman Read to stop train Number Two, alert them to the situation, and warn them to look out for the freight train ahead in case it had to stop again. Butler knew that it was a dangerous night on the rails. He urged his flagman repeatedly to make sure he notified passenger train Number Two about the problems on the railroad. It was about 11:30 p.m., and John Read headed back for Thaxton.

      One of the jobs of the flagman on a train was to be ready to go quickly on foot behind or ahead of a train in the event that some unforeseen issue caused it to stop. He would typically carry a red lantern, white lantern, fuses (flares with a spike that he could drive into a wooden railroad tie), and "torpedoes." A torpedo was a small explosive device that a flagman could attach to the rail. When the wheels of a train passed over a torpedo, it would create a very loud bang and alert the engineer that there was trouble ahead and to slow down. It was an extremely dark night with very little visibility. Read would need to use all options available to signal and stop the passenger train to avoid a potential collision.

      Flagman Read headed back west toward the Thaxton station. The telegraph poles had fallen around milepost 233, and the station was about a mile away near milepost 234. As he made his way back, he noticed water coming over the track at some points, but thankfully, there were no washouts. He passed by the station and, after going a bit further, put down one of his torpedoes as a signal to passenger train Number Two when it came along. Read returned to the station, set his red lantern down by the track, and summoned the telegraph operator. He informed the operator about the flooding, the downed telegraph wires, and Conductor Butler’s recommendation to slow down any trains as they moved through Thaxton. The rain was coming down hard, which persuaded Read to stay at the station for the time being. His freight train had continued east to Liberty, where they would wait for him to return and for passenger train Number Two to pass. The operator sent a telegram westward to the Blue Ridge station to alert the passenger train of the issues, which would give the men running the train plenty of advance warning.

      It was close to midnight, and the passenger train was scheduled to leave the city of Roanoke and head east at any moment. Roanoke was twenty-three miles away from Thaxton, and steps had been taken to protect the train from the dangers that lurked to the east of Thaxton. Read’s lantern and torpedoes were in position to slow the passenger train down before it arrived at the station, and the telegram to Blue Ridge would ensure that the men in charge of the train were aware of the issues. It all seemed like a solid plan, but no one realized that watchman Johnson was trapped in his house, Wolf Creek was swelling by the minute, and passenger train Number Two would never make it to John Read’s signals.
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        "We will leave Roanoke on prompt time, which is something unusual for this train."⁠1

        JAMES C. CASSELL, SUPERINTENDENT, NORFOLK & WESTERN LYNCHBURG DIVISION, JULY 1, 1889

      

      

      

      James Calder Cassell was destined to be a railroad man. He was born in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, in 1856, and his father was one of the oldest employees of the great Pennsylvania Railroad Company. At the age of fourteen, the younger Cassell was already working as a telegraph operator for the "Pennsy." He later moved on to work as train master for the Shenandoah Valley Railroad, which would eventually lead him into Roanoke, Virginia, in the employ of the Norfolk & Western Railroad.

      Late in the evening on July 1, 1889, Cassell and fellow N&W Superintendent Edmund L. DuBarry were on the platform of the Roanoke passenger station, about to board passenger train Number Two. Already in his mid-forties, Edmund was the senior member in the pairing, but the men shared a similar career path. Like Cassell, DuBarry was a veteran employee of the railroad industry, and he too began his career with the Pennsylvania Railroad. DuBarry was superintendent over Norfolk and Western’s Eastern Division, which covered the road from Norfolk to Crewe, Virginia. Cassell’s Lynchburg Division connected from Crewe and continued west to Roanoke.

      Train Number Two was traveling on a road originally constructed as part of the Virginia & Tennessee Railroad. The V&T opened in 1857 and ran from Lynchburg, Virginia, to Bristol, Tennessee. In 1870, the Virginia legislature passed an act to consolidate that stretch, along with the Norfolk & Petersburg, Southside Railroad, and the Virginia & Kentucky railroad to create one new conglomerate. This experiment was called the Atlantic, Mississippi & Ohio Railroad, but it was short-lived. By 1879, the new company was already having difficulties paying its debt, and the United States Circuit Court in Norfolk ordered the AM&O to pay the debts or sell off the railroad. In 1881, Clarence H. Clark and his associates paid over $8.5 million for the Atlantic, Mississippi & Ohio, and it was organized into the Norfolk & Western Railroad Company. In 1889, Norfolk & Western’s road extended from Norfolk, Virginia, in the east to the city of Bristol, which straddled the border of Tennessee and Virginia in the west.

      Cassell and DuBarry were boarding the train at the western edge of Cassell’s division. The route ran east out of Roanoke, and passengers could connect to other railroad lines along the way. Some could head north on the Virginia Midland Railroad at Lynchburg or continue toward Norfolk and the Atlantic Ocean.

      Their starting point that night, Roanoke, was a community truly born of the railroads. It had previously been known as "Big Lick," named after a prominent salt lick in the area popular with local wildlife. Efforts to rename the town began once plans for making it a railroad hub were put into place. The Norfolk & Western’s east–west road connected at Roanoke with the north–south line of the Shenandoah Valley Railroad, up to Hagerstown, Maryland. In 1882, the Indian name for the river that
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