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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

About the beginning of the twentieth century the lumbering industry 
developed on a large scale in mountainous eastern West Virginia south of its 
Eastern Panhandle. The coming of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway to the 
hills of the present Cass area offered prospects of boom in a locale noted 
for rugged terrain and sparse population. Today the timber business is not 
the same in Cass, but the State of West Virginia has helped preserve a sense 
of the excitement of climbing to high vistas and transporting the raw pro­ 
duct on steep inclines, for its Cass Scenic Railroad now carries on a tradi­ 
tion in the Monongahela National Forest. Only slight alterations to engines 
and improvement of track mark changes from the pas.t.

THE RAILROAD LINE
The Cass Scenic Railroad is of standard guage track and extends from 

the old Chesapeake and Ohio Railway;depot in the hamlet of Cass, at 2452 
feet elevation, to the summit of Bald Knob, at 4842 feet, a distance of 
nearly twelve rail miles over rough and winding terrain. Grades average 
between 4% and 5%, reaching 11% in some places with a ruling grade of 12% 
over a stretch of S-curve trackage. The area is so rugged and the climb so 
steep in one section that two switchbacks zigzag arrangements which allow 
changing direction and curvature for easier mounting of a steep grade--were 
included to help ease the burden on the long mountain. In some segments the 
line makes 180° turns and passes in and out along changing contours. A 
perspective of this may be better had if one realizes that the straight-line 
distance from Cass to Bald Knob is only about four miles, but the train must 
travel nearly twelve miles to complete the trip.

THE WATER TOWER
Line engines must rely on steam to power them to the summit, so this 

means there is a constant need for fuel and water. The latter element is 
supplied from a water tower formerly used by the Chesapeake and Ohio. This 
tank was constructed about 1900 and is located in the vicinity of the ma­ 
chine shop and an old planing mill on the level area near the depot. Sup­ 
ported by a high steel superstructure, the wooden tower is girded by heavy 
steel cables and capped with a gently sloping octagonal roof.

THE SHAY ENGINES
The Cass Scenic Railroad now maintains at least six Shay-type engines, 

an invention of Ephraim Shay used to conquer mountainous areas arid serving 
Cass since about ,1^22^ The Shay generally has a conventional looking hori­ 
zontal boiler, but it is mounted in a most unconventional lopsided position 
on a flatcar-like frame. Vertical cylinders balance the boiler and are 
connected to trucks--rather than driving wheels with shafts, extension 
joints, universal joints and bevel gears. This contraption is deceptive, 
for it looks as though it can move only with lack of grace and maneuverabil­ 
ity. Although essentially slow moving, a Shay does it with a maximum of 
action, its three cylinders and crossheads with pistons churning on an ex­ 
posed crankshaft and universals :and extension joints whirling furiously at 
lazily rotating wheels. The gearing system makes it possible for every
wheel on the engine and accompanying tender to act similar to a drive wheel. 
All wheels are interconnected in the trucks, so no wheel can turn indepen- 
4ently. This allows tremendous traction which, when combined with a power- 
producing gear ratio, makes a very sturdy and useful work engine._________
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Aside from being a major tourist attraction in West Virginia, the dis­ 
trict surrounding Cass Scenic Railroad is one of the few areas in the Unitec 
States where one can see an operation that captures so much of the flavor 
of the logging industry and, its commercial influence as it was practiced 
over fifty years ago.

At one time red spruce, yellow birch and hard maple were abundant on 
the mountains around Cass. Unfortunately, no nearby streams were large 
enough for log driving, and the valuable timber went uncut. Just prior to 
1900, Samuel E. Slaymaker, one of the first lumbermen in the area, learned 
that the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway planned to run a line up the Green- 
brier River from the Lewisburg area, passing the present location of Cass. 
He conceived of building a secondary spur from Cass to the timber fields 
and in JjK^ moved toward fruition of plans by opening a logging camp near 
Leatherbark Creek just northeast of the town. Soon thereafter he began 
construction of the railroad across the Cheat Mountain area. This line, 
known as the Greenbrier, Cheat and Elk, was later extended northwarjd to 
Cheat Junction, Randolph County, where it connected with the Western Mary­ 
land, and westward to Bergoo, near Webster Springs in Webster County. At 
the peak of operations over eighty-five miles of track were in use.

In 1902 the town was incorporated and named .for Joseph K. Cass, Chair­ 
man of the Board of the West Virginia Pulp and Paper Company of New York. 
In the same year the West Virginia Spruce Lumber Company completed a large 
double-band mill at the mouth of Leatherbark Creek.

Like most lumber towns of the period, Cass exhibited a phenomenal 
growth rate. Between 1908 and 1920, the population was nearly 2000; the 
town contained a huge company store, two hotels, several restaurants, sa­ 
loons and entertainment houses, two schools, three churches and over four 
hundred company-owned dwellings. Around 1910 the mill and holdings were 
transferred to the West Virginia Pulp and Paper Company. The building was 
destroyed by fire in 1922, but the flourishing state of business warranted 
quick rebuilding. It was sold again in 1942 to the Mower Lumber Company 
which ran it until July 1, 1960, when operations ceased.

It is small wonder that the economy of the entire area began to wane 
as timber became scarce and work was cut back. Many were laid off; others 
left for fear of unemployment. When the mill finally closed in 1960, the 
population of Cass had declined to 327. After operations stopped, the 
railroad equipment was sold for junk, and several miles of track were taken
up.  

In 1961 Mr. Russell Baum of Sunbury, Pennsylvania, appeared before 
the West Virginia Legislature with an impassioned plea to save the remain- 
ing tracks and three remaining engines for a tourist attraction. The cry
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Pate May. 13, : 1974___________

West Virginia 54

I hereby certify that this property is included in the 

National Register.
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7. DESCRIPTION (Continued)

Each engine is painted black and trimmed in gold. Air brakes are stan­ 
dard, and the smoke stacks are crowned in a manner which cuts down the danger 
of spitting embers. Several operating Shays were originally used in the area, 
but others have been brought from as far away as the Pacific coast. Size 
varies from around forty tons to well over one hundred tons, and oil and coal 
burners operate together. All were made from about 1902 to 1925. These en­ 
gines are maintained and refurbished on the site, and they are joined in ser­ 
vice by a few lesser-known types of rugged engines like the Heisler and Climax

8. SIGNIFICANCE (Continued)

was immediately taken up by many citizens and newspapers of West Virginia. 
The legislature responded with an appropriation of $150,000 for the purchase 
and improvement of the railroad, shop and about seven miles of track. Today, 
the line extends from Cass to Bald Knob, a distance of twelve miles, and at 
least eight engines serve the growing tourist industry.

The equipment was renovated during the winter of 1962-63. On June 15, 
1963, the line was officially named the Cass Scenic Railroad and was opened 
to tourist travel. Interest in the run up the mountain and down was great 
from the beginning, and the first season (73 days) drew 22,956 paying cus­ 
tomers. Over 70,000 rode the rails to the summit in 1970.

Cass Scenic Railroad revives a past in the rugged mountains of eastern 
West Virginia where the lumbering interests thrived and spurred a commerce 
which made the Cass vicinity a boom area. It uses the same route of old 
and depends on the heavy-duty engines"made famous in such logging operations 
over fifty years ago.

9. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES (Continued)

Koch, Michael. The Shay Locomotive; Titan of the Timber. New York: World
Press, 197L (pp. 116-18, 124, 134) 

Neighbors, Kyle, comp f and ed. The Lima Shays on the Greenbrier, Cheat &
Elk Railroad Company. Parsons, W. Va.: McClain Printing Co., 1969.
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