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Museum’s Second Year at Darden Mill Winds Down
By Ed Griesel

 Shortly the WVRRM will be ending its second season at the 
Darden Mill, but the first season with the Museum’s own space.  Look-
ing back I personally classify it as a success for a number of reasons.  
Through the end of August we welcomed over 800 visitors passing 
through the doors.  The numbers could have been higher; however, it was 
an improvement over the first year and since the paved pathway between 
the Mill and the Depot was completed, pedestrian traffic has increased.
 Many visitors have remarked on how professional our exhibit 
is and how much they enjoyed it.  Knowing that all of this was accom-
plished on a very minimal budget and a staff of volunteers means we can 
continue to repeat similar projects in the future. 
 However, this season has highlighted the need for docents to staff 
the Museum.  Too few people have answered the call, increasing the 
burden on those few who did.  This is our greatest weakness.  We need to 
have our doors open and the Museum staffed to be a creditable organiza-
tion. 
 Next year the connector pathway will be even more attractive, air 
conditioning will make our space more comfortable and a new exhibit 
will be in place.  Thanks to everyone who has helped in some way to 
bring us to where we are today.

Museum Welcomes New AmeriCorps Volunteer
By Ed Griesel

 Hallie Borstel, our last AmeriCorps volunteer, is now attending school in New Orleans, and we now 
welcome our new AmeriCorps volunteer, Taylor Adams, to the West Virginia Railroad Museum.
 Taylor comes to us from Ashland, Kentucky and has recently attended the University of Kentucky where 
she has been pursuing a Bachelor of Arts degree in History with a Minor in Appalachian Studies. 
 In 2014, Taylor was a summer intern at the Elkhorn City Railroad Museum where she created education-
al materials and exhibits.  Additionally she conducted oral history interviews with former railroad employees 
and residents.
 Taylor will continue to build on projects already established, create new ones, staff the Museum and 
work on the 2016 exhibit.  Once again, join me in welcoming Taylor Adams to our team. 

Photo by Janis Bland
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The Phantom Wreck
[The Telltale Lilac Bush and Other West Virginia Ghost Tales by MU-
SICK, RUTH ANN, reproduced with permission of UNIVERSITY PRESS 
OF KENTUCKY in the format Newsletter via Copyright Clearance 
Center. “80. The Phantom Wreck” is found on page 125 of the aforemen-
tioned book, which was originally published in 1965.]

 Shortly after the turn of the century, in mid-April, an eastbound 
Baltimore and Ohio passenger train was descending into the valley near 
Rowlesburg during the early morning.  Suddenly the train jumped the 
tracks and plunged down a 200-foot embankment.  The sleeping pas-
sengers never knew what had happened.  Seven were killed, many were 
injured, and a number of the injured passengers died later. Exactly what 
had caused this wreck no one could find out.
 About seven years later two brothers were walking home from a 
card game and passed near the place of the accident.  They both heard the 
whistle of a train.  Knowing that none was due then and thinking it might 
be a wrecking train, they stopped to watch it come into sight.  Instead, it 
was a passenger train.  Before their eyes it jumped the tracks and crashed 
down the embankment at the Phil Hollow crossing.  The boiler on the en-
gine exploded and flames shot from the cars, but not a sound was heard. 
Just as the men were about to run for help, the wreck vanished, and when 
they went over to the embankment, there were no signs that anything had 
happened.

From “The Illustrated News,” New York
April 16, 1853

What Really Happened? See page 6

All Aboard!
By James “Jim” Schnoover, President

 How’s that for a greeting?  On passenger trains that would be what the conductor would announce in a 
loud voice.  It was both a question to ascertain if all the travelers were on the train, and it was a proclamation 
that the journey was about to begin.  It was simple, but experienced travelers knew the meaning.  
 I believe our museum also needs to periodically ask our members a similar question.  Are we ready to 
continue our trip in making our museum a successful endeavor?  It means making commitments to continue 
our volunteering efforts.  I truly appreciate the support that our members and your directors provide because all 
the success we have enjoyed in the past has been a product of your donations of your time and money.  Many 
not-for-profit organizations, including ours, continue to need volunteers to assist in the operation of the museum 
- and of course we always need financial support.  So, if your spare time is not yet tapped out please consider 
contacting us to work at the museum.  Its success depends upon our volunteers generously donating their time.
 In the next few months we will be developing our displays for our next season.  If you have not yet visit-
ed our Virginian exhibit, make plans to see it before it’s gone at the end of October.  We will be announcing our 
2016 exhibit in the near future and it will be made possible by our members’ generous contributions.  Thanks 
for continuing your travels with the West Virginia Railroad Museum.  We are glad you are all aboard. - Regards, 
Jim Schoonover, President
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“Polar Express”  Model Railroad Raffle
By Denver Barnett

 Our annual “Polar Express” model railroad layout raffle will be held again this year.  The layout will 
feature a 3-rail “O” gauge working model railroad display.  All of the layout equipment and scenery will feature 
elements of the “Polar Express” movie and will be on display, at the depot, beginning early October.
 The raffle will begin in October with the drawing to be held at the Elkins depot on December 20th.  
Tickets will be available at the Welcome Center in the depot, 304-635-7803, at any time.  They will also be 
available from museum members and from some area businesses.  Tickets will be sold for $5.00 each or $20.00 
for a book of five.

  The following prizes will be given to the lucky raffle winners:

 FIRST PRIZE: The “Polar Express” layout including trains, scenery, buildings, and all wiring

 SECOND PRIZE: A beautiful, handmade “Polar Express” themed quilt

 THIRD PRIZE: A limited edition print of the Elkins depot by noted railroad artist Larry Fisher.

 ALTERNATE FIRST PRIZE: $500.00.

 In an attempt to get members to become involved in this important fund raising project, we are going 
to make tickets available to all members who would like to help.  If you would be willing to assist us with this 
important fundraising event, contact the museum 304-637-4810 (leave a message), or contact Ed or Elaine Grie-
sel at “Ceramics with Class”, Tuesday through Saturday at 304-636-2903. Tickets will be mailed to you with a 
postage paid return envelope.  A photo of the layout will be included. Please return your tickets or proceeds so 
that we will receive them by Friday, December 18, 2015.

Photo by Jean Barnett
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Remembering John Benton Thomas
and the Orange Blossom Special

By James D. Thomas, Jr.

1927: The Orange Blossom Special arrives in Naples, 
Florida (Photo courtesy of “Florida Memory, State 

Library & Archives of Florida,” www.floridamemory.
com)

 At Shrewsbury, WV, the young man lied about 
his actual age of being only sixteen so that he could 
get a job on the then-Virginian Railroad.  There, he 
began the backbreaking work as a fireman on the coal 
yard and short runs.  Soon afterward, he progressed 
upward to an apprentice engineer, working as a hos-
tler, maintaining steam and switching engines.  Later 
he would attain the position of locomotive engineer 
on mainline runs.  Unfortunately, the work was rather 
short lived as associated labor struck the Virginian.  In 
order to find work, the young engineer headed south 
to Florida.  There he was able to gain employment 
by transferring his engineer credentials.  As family 
history records it, he was in the right place at the right 
time.

Photo by Janis Bland

 The year was 1924.  The engineer sat with his feet on the coveted foot board of the very first Orange 
Blossom Special, simmering in Miami Station.  He checked the Call Sheet and glanced at his trusted Elgin 
watch.  It was time to head north.  He reached up and pulled the cord that sent two short blasts on the shrill 
steam whistle echoing through the station crowd.  Then he took the air reduction off the train’s brake system, 
shoved the Johnson bar forward, and placed his left hand up on the throttle.  He smiled, turned to his fireman 
and yelled, “Let’s put this high-wheeler in the wind!”  It was to be a National Historical Event on the Florida 
East Coast Railroad.
 Years later, long after he’d retired, as a youngster I sat across from him in his living room on Venable 
Avenue in Kanawha City and listened intently as he told of his many experiences out there on that land-locked 
trace of ribbon steel.  Of all the emergencies and other events that he survived in the early years on that very 
dangerous job, his reflections about the “Blossom” stand out most in my memory.

 He said the locomotive was designed to run fast and far.  It had 
very tall, white-walled drivers and was all but brand new for the show, 
displaying big gold numbers on the clean, shiny-black livery.  The train 
was rather long with baggage, diner, day Pullman, and parlor cars, with 
an observation unit on the rear.  It was slow in getting away from the 
station platform, and in order to prevent the large drivers from spinning 
he had to bump the throttle a little at a time to collect the train and get un-
derway.  After that, once the consist got out on the high iron, the big side 
rods became a blur and the locomotive could reach speeds upwards of 
90 miles an hour - a speed at which the engineer said that he really liked 
to operate because that’s where the big engine hit its running stride!  His 
name was John Benton Thomas, and he was my grandfather. 
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From the Editor’s Desk
By Janis Bland

 I would like to thank Wayne Sheets for my introduction in last quarter’s Gandy Dancer.  I know I have 
big shoes to fill, and I hope I’m up to the challenge of maintaining the quality publication that Wayne lovingly 
cared for these past few years.  I am very excited to be a part of the West Virginia Railroad Museum.  I should 
have joined years ago, because in the last ten years since I’ve lived in Buckhannon, I did periodically check the 
Museum’s website and think, “I really ought to join ...”  I was, and continue to be, intrigued and excited with 
the possibilities the Museum has to offer.  
 But those possibilities come at a price - volunteers!  Both Ed and Jim spoke about the need for volun-
teers in this very issue.  From my perspective as Editor, it occurs to me that many you - our valued members 
- have things to say, be it from experience with trains and railroading, or simply love of the subject.  Maybe 
you’ve heard yarns spun from the memories of friends or relatives (special thanks to James Thomas, who wrote 
of his grandfather for this issue).  Whatever is your motivation for being a member of the Museum, I invite you 
to volunteer to submit articles, or at the very least, ideas for articles.  This is your newsletter, after all!  I hope to 
hear from you!

Ride the New River Train!
 Save the date: October 18, 2015!  Join the 
Museum for a ride through spectacular fall scenery 
in the New River Gorge!  The Amtrak passenger 
train will take you in comfort along the Kanawha 
and New Rivers from St. Albans to Hinton, and re-
turn.  This trip includes Motor Coach transportation 
from Elkins, Weston, and Flatwoods and return, and 
a warm box dinner on the return trip to St. Albans.  
While in Hinton, you’ll be able to enjoy the annual 
Railroad Festival, sample foods, and shop!

Price is $260 per person (does not include gratuities 
for driver and guide).  Call 304-614-5184 to reserve.  
Seating is limited!

5:20 a.m.  Depart from Elkins Depot

6:10 a.m. Pick-up in Weston at Steer Steakhouse

7:15 a.m. Pick-up in Flatwoods at Pilot Travel 
Center
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The Phantom Wreck: What Really Happened?
By Janis Bland

Winans B&O #172, formerly #122, built in 1853, was 
very likely similar to the locomotives involved in the 

1853 wreck. 
(Photo courtesy North East Rails B&O Steam Roster,

www.northeast.railfan.net)

 Born in 1897, Ruth Ann Musick developed 
an interest in folklore while attending the State Uni-
versity of Iowa, where she graduated with a degree in 
English in 1943.  She came to the then-Fairmont State 
College in 1946 to teach mathematics, but while there, 
started a folk literature class.  In 1950, she helped to 
revive the West Virginia Folklore Society, and in the 
following years, published four volumes of folklore, 
the most famous of which is arguably The Telltale 
Lilac Bush and Other West Virginia Ghost Tales.

 Folklore, like myth, is often based upon some 
fact, and with that in mind, I wondered what event 
prompted the tale of “The Phantom Wreck,” which 
Musick had included in The Telltale Lilac Bush col-
lection.  I was able to find the likely event, although 
naturally some of the facts don’t line up with the tale, 
and what little information I did find is rather sketchy.

 That event was a wreck of a Baltimore & Ohio train near Rowlesburg, Virginia, in 1853 (slightly later 
than “shortly after the turn of the century”).  The accident did not happen in mid-April as the folk tale goes, but 
March 27, 1853 - Easter Sunday, according to the Rowlesburg, West Virginia internet page (http://www.rowles-
burg.info).  The wreck was somewhat less dramatic than the story leads one to believe, but it was nonetheless 
deadly: seven passengers were killed and 25 were injured.  The only reportage I could find comes from “The 
New York Illustrated News,” dated April 16, 1853:
 “In our last issue we alluded briefly to the very serious accident which forms the subject of our illus-
tration (see the illustration on page two of this newsletter - Ed.), since which further particulars have been 
received from the scene of disaster.  About three o’clock in the afternoon the train consisting of a baggage and 
three passenger cars, drawn by one heavy and one small engine, when passing the eighty feet filling, on section 
seventy-six, descending a curved grade of 116 feet, to Cheat river, about seventy miles west of Cumberland, the 
large engine started some nails that bound the rails to the chestnut cross-ties.  All got over safely but the last two 
passenger cars, which, in consequence of the parting of the track, were thrown down to the river side - over 100 
feet - making four somersets in the descent.
 “There were forty passengers in the two cars ... It is said that the train was going at moderate speed, and 
the accident was unavoidable ...”

 This accident was probably the first, and one of the deadliest, in West Virginia rail history.
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Gandy Dancer Now Delivered Electronically!
 In an effort to cut costs, The Gandy Dancer is now electronically distributed via email.  The 
newsletter is transmitted in PDF File format and can be downloaded and printed on personal computers and 
other electronic devices connected to an email server.
 In order to receive your color copy of The Gandy Dancer electronically, please fill out the 
form below and return it to: Editor, The Gandy Dancer, P. O. Box 203, Elkins, WV 26241, or email 
wvrailroadmuseum@gmail.com.  To prevent errors, please print clearly.  You may continue to receive The 
Gandy Dancer via the U.S. Postal Service, however mailed copies will be in black-and-white.

Name:_________________________________________________________________________________

Address:_______________________________________________________________________________

Telephone number:______________________________________________________________________

Email address (Please Print Clearly):_______________________________________________________

We welcome the following
New Members of the
Second Quarter 2015

Greg Boso - Summersville, WV
Jodi Burnsworth - Fort Ashby, WV
Frances Hatcher - Sutherland, VA

Jo Hott - Gaithersburg, MD
Kenneth Leonardt - Pittsburgh, PA
Wesley McDowell - Ceredo, WV

Robert Rightmyer - Prince George, VA
James Wilkie - Elkins, WV 

WELCOME ABOARD!
Second Quarter 2015 Benefactors

Thank you for your generous donations and 
support.

George Botic - Herndon, VA
Jim LaConte - Wayne, NJ

Rrobert Laine - Manassas, VA
Bob Kearns - Coraopolis, PA

Margaret Anne Mayerich - Beaver, PA
Linda Rudy - Elkins, WV

John Singleton - Roanoke, VA
James Zumbo - Pittsburgh, PA

The Gandy Dancer
is published quarterly
in January, April, July,

and October
by the

West Virginia
Railroad Museum, Inc.

P. O. Box 203
Elkins, WV 26214.

The WVRRM
is a non-profit organization

Permit No. 203, Elkins, WV 26241
Janis D. Bland, Editor
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