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Jenson Tunnel Is approximately 1,180 feet long. Construction, much of it through 
solid rock, probably began in late 1885 or early 1886. It was completed in 188?.

Ihe tunnel has an average width of 14 feet, but reaches 20 feet in some places. 
Its average height is 20 feet above the top of the rail, although it reaches 24.7 
feet at one point. More than half the tunnel's interior 629 feet is unprotected 
rock, requiring no arching. Nearly 3&4 feet of stone walls with brick arch was called 
for at either end of this natural arching. A final 62 feet of stone walls with timber 
arch and 118 feet of timber plumb posts and timber arch was required for the remaining 
end sections.

The quality of masonry construction alone, especially in this day of steel and 
pre-cast concrete, is noteworthy and therefore deserves preservation. Also worth 
noting: Jenson continues to serve a state that was not born until nearly a quarter- 
century after it was first constructed.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The United States today has many railroad tunnels. So far as is known, however, 
only one was built in a "foreign nation." It was bored in 1885-1886 ... in the 
Choctaw Nation, the southeastern corner of present Oklahoma. It is the state's first, 
and only, railroad tunnel.

* # *

Present-day Oklahoma lagged well behind the rest of the nation in the development 
of railroads. Indian Territory embraced roughly the eastern half of the state-to-be 
and the so-called Five Civilized Tribes recognized, correctly, that steel rails and 
white encroachment were synonymous. Permission had only reluctantly been granted 
for construction of the Missouri, Kansas and Texas (Katy) and the Atlantic and Pacific 
(present Frisco) Railroads. Ihey began operation in 18?1. For the next fifteen years, 
however, there was no railroad building in Indian Territory. And then, as lines 
spread out in adjacent states, the transportation gap represented by the various 
nominally independent Indian Nations became increasingly important. And the pressure 
to breech that gap increased accordingly.

Finally in 1885 the 49th Congress was bombarded with no less than ten bills calling 
for construction of railroads across Indian Territory. Ohe dam was broken. In 
February 1886 the Fort Smith and Southern Railway (to be acquired by the Frisco Railway 
the following year) was incorporated in Arkansas and it promptly laid plans to lay 
rails across the Choctaw Nation from Fort Smith to Paris, Texas. Ihe date 1886 is 
on the keystone of what was then called the "Backbone Tunnel" (for nearby Backbone 
Mountain). Hie completed line was put into service in 188?.

In this day of frequent and extensive abandonments, the Jenson Tunnel branch of 
the Frisco is still used, (its 90-year-old configuration, however, is not always able 
to accommodate all of the larger modern freight cars.) And it continues to serve a 
rugged, isolated, hill-country corner of the state that, in many ways, is little 
changed from Indian Territory days.
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