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Trekking for Tunnels on the Coal & Coke Railway
By Janis Bland

 You may recall from the July 2017 issue of The Gandy Dancer my search for the Goodwin tunnel, and 
my belief that this was the most challenging tunnel chase yet. Boy, was I ever wrong! 
 As I’ve mentioned in previous chapters of my tunnel-hunting saga, Google Earth has allowed me to 
locate all the tunnels on the old Coal & Coke Railway. Sometimes the satellite imagery is clear enough that, if 
the satellite passed in winter, the tunnel portals may be visible. This is fortunately the case with the Sago tunnel 
(C&CRR tunnel #6). The shortcoming of the imagery is, even using Google Earth’s 3-D rendering, it is difficult 
to get an accurate idea of the terrain. 
 With that in mind, last summer I went to find the tunnel, at least the general area. My initial enthusiasm 
was promptly dampened by a fence, and worse, an impressive ravine. But, since it was summer, I filed Sago 
away for a future visit and turned my attention to other tunnels. In the ensuing months, I made the online ac-
quaintance of Alan Nichols via Facebook, where he had posted his photos of the Orr tunnel’s interior (shared in 
this newsletter previously) as well as Sago. He told me that he and his companions had attacked the west portal 
of Sago via a field and what appeared to be a relatively flat area across from an old farmhouse – another tidbit I 
filed away for future reference. 

Arrow shows point of access to the Sago Tunnel as described by 
Alan Nichols

 In late July, Museum 
board member Bill Van der 
Meer shared a photo of a Coal 
& Coke train crossing the 
Buckhannon River at Sago. 
In the email exchange that 
followed, he and I discussed 
what he calls “railroad archae-
ology,” and he agreed to join 
the hunt so we could see the 
tunnel for ourselves. We set 
out on a glorious fall day – 
September 23rd – with cool 
temperatures approaching 90. 

Continued on Page 3
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The Specter of Silver Run: A West Virginia Ghost Tale
By Janis Bland

 The moon loomed low and large on the horizon, and even at three-quarter it promised to top off a crystal 
clear night for the Baltimore & Ohio #339 run from Grafton to Parkersburg. Engineer Thomas Newton took a 
deep breath of the fall air, hoping that once they passed Clarksburg, they could make good time to Parkersburg, 
and he and his fireman Bill Granville could relish what cool air entered the cab to relieve the relentless heat of 
the locomotive's firebox.
 As he'd hoped, the weather looked clear as the #339 steamed out of Clarksburg that evening in early 
October of 1910. Small patches of low lying fog feebly reflected the moon, but the way westward was clear. 
The train was soon at speed on the relative straightaway to Parkersburg; only a series of tunnels would slow the 
train's progress. The tunnels were a necessary evil, and even Mark Twain called this stretch "the longest subway 
in the world."
 Tom and Bill were settled in and moving along at a good clip as they approached Tunnel #19 near Silver 
Run. As the train got closer to the tunnel, Tom saw a woman on the tracks, seemingly oblivious to the train 
bearing down upon her. He blew the whistle and pulled the brakes, knowing there was no way the train would 
be able to stop in time. He turned to his fireman, and then looked back at the track ahead. The woman was gone. 
At last, the train stopped just on the other side of the tunnel. Tom and Bill leapt off and looked for a body, but 
found nothing. 

 In time, Tom had convinced himself that he 
was hallucinating. Bill seemed to shrug it off. Neither 
spoke about it in the weeks following the encounter. 
About a month later, Tom and Bill were once more 
bound for Parkersburg. The moon again shone bright, 
and again as the train approached the Silver Run 
tunnel, a woman stood beside the tracks. This time 
they could see she seemed to be wearing a wedding 
dress and silver slippers. Raven hair framed a porce-
lain face that would have otherwise seemed one with 
the gown, save for an elaborate brooch pinned at her 
throat. Then, much to the men’s amazement, the ap-
parition vanished before the train reached the tunnel.  
 At the Parkersburg yard, they could remain 
silent no longer. Their fellow train crews listened 
with a mixture of curiosity, fear (on the parts of the 
more superstitious folk), and skepticism. Finally, 
a large, boisterous Irish engineer by the name of 
O’Flannery boasted, “I’m not afraid of no banshee! If 
she dares step in front me train, I’ll run ‘er down as 
pretty as you please!”

Continued on Page 4
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Trekking for Tunnels on the Coal & Coke Railway
Continued from Page 1

 For myself, this trek proved to be particularly challenging, because in addition to the terrain, I had been 
nursing a painful case of “water on the knee.” My husband David thought my plan was ill-advised, but far be it 
for me to let a case of “my leg feels like it’s going to fall off” prevent me from getting at an abandoned tunnel, 
even if I did bring my trusty hiking staff. I did think to myself, “Bland, you are so gonna fall. Just you wait.”
 We set off across the field that Alan Nichols had indicated, and we tried angling down toward where my 
GPS said the rail bed was. There was simply no easy way down – every approach was some degree of steep. 
So naturally … I slipped with my good leg and went down with my bad leg bent under me. After I’d sat and 
stewed and cussed for several minutes, it fell to poor Bill to help me up, which was a project unto itself. 
 Approaching the Goodwin tunnel had two advantages: it was February, so there was no vegetation to 
get in the way, and most of the hike to the portal was on the level rail bed until maybe 100 feet from the portal 
itself. Sago in September was a whole other story. The “level” field where we set off was overgrown with tall 
grass and very uneven. The gully was so overgrown with briars and covered in dead fall that the rail bed was 
virtually impossible to see – we actually had been going away from the rail bed and the tunnel itself trying to 
find the easiest route. We seriously needed a machete. From the edge of the field to the west portal was no more 
than 700 feet (it’s just over 500 feet in a straight line), yet it took us nearly two hours. From the moment we 
first saw the portal through the trees to getting in front of it took almost 40 minutes, a distance of maybe 150 
feet. 

 The reward though was 
worth it. I had seen Alan Nich-
ols’s photos of the tunnel, but 
to see it for myself was beyond 
gratifying. Like Kingsville and 
Sand Run, Sago has an elabo-
rate brick façade that the B&O 
added in 1922. Interestingly, 
the “font” used for the Sago 
tunnel differs from Kings-
ville and Sand Run – it looks 
like the tunnel says “SACO,” 
though close inspection shows 
what looks like a tiny fleche 
to make the “G.” The brick 
buttress on one side merging 
with the rocky outcrop of the 
slope is a work of art. When 
Alan Nichols took his photo in 
the summer of 2016, 

the tunnel was quite flooded and impassable. This year I believe we could have waded through to the other 
side, but I didn’t want to try with my bum leg, and Bill was wearing hiking sandals. 

West Portal of Sago Tunnel - Photo by Janis Bland

Continued on Page 5
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The Specter of Silver Run
 A few short weeks later, O’Flannery had his wish. As he guided his train toward the Silver Run tunnel, 
the locomotive’s headlamp illuminated a raven-haired woman standing on the tracks. O’Flannery made good 
on his boast, and opened the throttle as he bore down on the figure. Just as the locomotive was at the point of 
impact, the creature shot skyward while uttering a shriek that left the engineer and fireman momentarily deaf.  
 When they recovered their wits and hearing, O’Flannery pushed their train westward as fast as was safe, 
ignoring people who frantically waved at the train as it passed. Upon arrival in Parkersburg, the station manager 
ran to the locomotive, yelling, “Didn’t you see the people trying to flag you down? Why didn’t you stop? We 
got word saying a woman wearing a white dress was riding on the cow catcher!” The dumbfounded O’Flannery 
recounted the spectral encounter at the Silver Run tunnel, insisting that the figure flew upward and disappeared. 
 Soon the legend of the Silver Run specter spread throughout the railroad crews and into the local com-
munities, and more people claimed to have seen the ghost. Some old-timers near the tunnel recalled that per-
haps in the 1880’s, a young woman boarded the train for Parkersburg to get married, but mysteriously perished, 
perhaps by falling from the train. Whether it was foul play or an unfortunate accident, none could say, though 
legend has it that sometime after the spirit began its restless visits at the tunnel, a nearby house was torn down, 
and in the basement workers discovered a skeleton with nothing but an ornate brooch on its throat.

Editor's note: I cobbled together this story from various accounts of the Silver Run tunnel ghost. I added the 
utterly fictional #339 train as well as Tom Newton and Bill Granville. O’Flannery did appear in one recounting. 
The Mark Twain quote is courtesy of the WVNC web page: http://wvncrails.weebly.com/parkersburg-to-clarks-
burg---waist-of-the-bo-main--part-i.html. The Silver Run tunnel is part of the North Bend Rail Trail. The ghost 
apparently has no interest in joggers, hikers, or bicyclists, since she seems to have departed with the trains.

Left: The Silver Run tunnel
“The paint is Chessie System but the 
locomotive number tells us that is 
now the CSX era. GP40 #6569 backs 
into Silver Run Tunnel shoving a 
wreck out train westbound through 
the bore. At this particular time, the 
track removal is taking place near 
Petroleum. One of the last images 
ever taken of a train at Silver Run. 
Image courtesy Alan Nichols 1988”
- Photo courtesy of WVNC Rails: 
http://wvncrails.weebly.com/park-
ersburg-to-clarksburg---waist-of-
the-bo-main--part-i.html
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Trekking for Tunnels on the Coal & Coke Railway

Left: Buttress of facade integrating with natural rock
Right: View looking toward the east portal

Photos by Janis Bland

 A bonus to the day’s excursion was a much 
easier visit to the tunnel at nearby Hampton Junction 
(not part of the Coal & Coke Railway), where the 
Pickens branch of CSX meets with the tracks heading 
south toward Gassaway. According to Bill, up till a 
few years ago as many as three coal trains a day came 
through the junction. Even though the tracks are still 
active, they’ve all but fallen silent. The tunnel itself 
has some interesting features. Built in 1918, it has 
none of the elegance that graces the Sago tunnel’s 
west portal. The timbered portions at the ends are 
discolored, and I have to wonder if that is from both 
diesel and steam ...
 The next two issues will feature active tunnels 
built for the Coal & Coke: Abbott, Jones, Frenchton, 
and Jacksonville. 

Hampton Junction tunnel - coal stain from steam locomo-
tives? Photo by Janis Bland
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New Members 2nd Quarter 2017

Pat Aites - Verona, PA

Paul Catapano - Winchester, VA

Hunter Ferguson - St. George, UT

Verna Kay - Portsmouth, VA

Ed Rudy - Elkins, WV

WELCOME!!

Ordering Through Amazon? Support the WVRRM
     Use your existing Amazon account with smile.amazon.
com!  When you first sign in to Amazon Smile, you will 
be prompted to select a charitable organization to receive 
donations from eligible purchases before you begin shop-
ping - simply locate and select the West Virginia Railroad 
Museum.  Amazon will remember your selection, and then 
every eligible purchase you make on AmazonSmile will re-
sult in a donation of 0.5% of the purchase price (excluding 
shipping, handling, gift-wrapping fees, taxes, and service 
charges, and less any rebates, and returns).  Supporting the 
Museum couldn't be easier!

Membership Report
By Ed Griesel

 This issue of the Gandy Dancer is being mailed to all members even if you had requested to receive 
yours by email.  It is an attempt to make sure the Museum’s records reflect your latest contact information.  If 
not, please let us know.  If you have requested to receive the Gandy Dancer by email and have not, please con-
tact us.
 Museum membership continues to hold around 257 members.  We have lost some members through 
death and other members for various reasons.  We have picked up some memberships since we began to offer 
the Family level and some visitors to the Museum have joined after viewing the exhibits.  In addition to receiv-
ing a 15% discount on Company Store purchases, your membership entitles you to unlimited free admission to 
the Museum.

WVRRM Welcomes New AmeriCorps
Volunteer

 Our 2017 AmeriCorps volunteer, Ian Gray, has 
moved on to a new position and Logan McDonald has ac-
cepted to take Ian’s place.  Logan comes from Port Repub-
lic, Virginia and is a 2016 graduate of Hampden-Sydney 
College located in Farmville, Virginia where he received a 
Bachelor’s degree in history.
 Logan has recently completed his AmeriCorps train-
ing and has begun staffing the Museum on open days.  Oth-
er duties include archiving artifacts and creating our 2018 
exhibit that will unveil next Spring.  If you are visiting the 
Museum, please make it a point to welcome Logan.
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Receive The Gandy Dancer Electronically!
 The Gandy Dancer is now electronically distributed via email.  The newsletter is transmitted in PDF 
format and can be downloaded and printed on personal computers and other electronic devices.
 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.  If you wish, you may continue to 
receive The Gandy Dancer via the U.S. Postal Service.

Name:_________________________________________________________________________________

Address:_______________________________________________________________________________

Telephone number:______________________________________________________________________

Email address (Please Print Clearly):_______________________________________________________

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

Donations 2nd Quarter 2017

Edmund Fox - Silver Spring, MD
Elaine Griesel - Montrose WV

Jim LaConte - Wayne, NJ
Robert Laine - Manassas, VA
Carl Lange - Georgetown, KY
Alden McBee - Wheeling, WV

Duane Miller - Glasgow, PA
David Parks - Los Altos, CA
David Starcher - Atwater, OH

Darren Talbert - Pikesville, MD
James Watson - Morgantown, WV

FIND US ON THE WEB! 
www.wvrailmuseum.com 

Email: wvrailroadmuseum@gmail.com
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