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The John Henry statue at Talcott, commemorating the *'steel drivin'
man"* who participated in the construction of the Big Bend railroad

tunnel, was erected on December 28, 1972.

CS0:SS.8.9,SS.8.11, SS.8.23, ELA8.1
Investigate the Document: (The Monroe Watchmen, October 27, 1932)
1. Where is the Big Bend tunnel located?

2. How long is the Big Bend tunnel?
3. How did the workmen dig the tunnels before the steam drill?

Think Critically: Do you know the story of John Henry? How does this account of the story compare to that
of the John Henry legend? What role did John Henry have in digging the Big Bend tunnel? Do you believe
John Henry was a real person? Have you visited the John Henry monument, located just outside the old Big

Bend tunnel, at Talcott?
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Henry watches over the growth of the
new tunnei it grieves, no doubt, for
the days when in human
strength resented the intrusion of ma-
chine to replace It
To begin at the beginning, obe must
back to 1570-72 when Captain Wil
R. Johnson undertook to bore

THE JONN HENRY LEGERD

No much for interesting facts, but
facts and fancy always will be inter.
mingled by time and play of imagina-
tion. It Ix not strange, therefore, that
the story of John [enry has outrun
the story of Captain Johnson. Not
only mongs but books kave been writ-
ten about John Henry and the first
steam drill. We read in Guy B John-

son’s book ob the fabled Negro that:|

undoubtedly ix the Ne-
character, His

“John Henry
Eruo's greatest folk

iaborers.

wus stroongly resented by
John Henry, stee] driver, ery-
stalized their resentment with a boast
that he could bent the steam contri-

vanee In a contest. - A steel driver Is

i

Big Bend tunnel for the Chesapeake
and Oblo Rallway. It was a monu-
mental task for tha: day. The tun-
Del is 6,500 feet long, about a jmile and
a quarter. It was llned with timber,
and the space between the lining and
the excavation line was packed with
cord wood and stobe. It was driven
before mechaunieal drilling had come
into general use, and most of the work
was dove by stalwart laborers whose
pride In brawn Ix woven ipto the le-
gend of John Henry

Captain Johnson drove a lunndl
that was satisfactory to the Chesa-
peake and Ohjo, but when he had fin |
ished bhe wes an lmpoverished man |
with a legion of ereditors at his uck_!
victim of a financia]l depression. To|
recoup his fortune bhe went Into the
coal felds T West Virginla. Mi
years later he emerged, rich agaln,
and o the creditors who had beseiged
Gim a decade before, he gave checks|
covering principal and interest ob the
mouey that had literally gone through!
his hands into the tunnel Captain
Johnsou's comeback was glorious and
complete, The closing chapter of that |
phase of the story of Big Bend tunnel
= related in the Richmound Dispatch
of September 5, 1584, which tells of a
great hanquet given by Richmond bus.
Iness jmen In honor of Captain Jobn-
sofi, to whom they presented a solld
silver punch bow] inscribed © “An hon
ext man is the noblest work of God.™”
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Big Bend the

John Henry.

| Now that another Biz Bend tunnel
|is underway stories speed agaln

|some human incideut to the construc-
|tion-of the new Blig Bend, but the pic-

Perhaps after another .sisf{y years
historians will trace the origin of

tnre has changed. To be sure, brawny
workmen grapple agald with earth and
rock, but the modern «John Heary
works with, not against, every cob-
ceivable mechanical device to ease the
task.

The pew underground passage Is
6,152 feet long. 15 feet wide and 23
feet lu belght above the ralls.  Steel
lining is used throughout 5,525 feet of
itx length, and timber the remaining
distance. Concrete with a minimgm
thickness of 18 inches is used inside
the steel and timber lining. Concrete
slab with reinforced ballast walls s
being poured In the floor of the tunnej;
to minimize track maintenance,

It seems likely that no matter Bow
wauny Big Bend tnnnels may come and!
go. the story of John Heanry will car-
ry on. Wherever Negro laborers are
at work, from Mississippl levees 1o
mountain tops, will be heard the sougs |
of John Henry “to make the work go|
vasler.” Now the radlo brings us the
ever-lengthening verses, and fiction |
has made a place for the great stee]
driving man, as the hero of Roark|
Bradford's recent popular story,
“John Henry.™ |

One may wobder if, o a l..n-l)‘
night, the bravely curjous really can)
bear the Mmmer of Jobn Henry xtill
ringing clear in old Big Bend runnel '
Few probably will ever know, but |
Hikely they who know the legend will
never pass through pew or old lllg;
Bend without remembering the ploteer |
duyx of rallroading, the story of a tun
pel, of an howest man  and of John
Heary |
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