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THE VALLEY RAILROAD& LEXINGTON'S MISSED OPPORTUNITY 

"The improvement in which the people of Rock

bridge are just now most interested is the 

Valley Railroad••••• to us it is vital." 


-Editorial,1868 

"The vail has been lifted! The beautiful visions 
•••••are taking themselves wings and flying 
away. It was nothing but a myth after all~···· 
the Valley Railroad question is settled. 11 

-Editorial, 1878 

During the greatest years of the Railroad Era, the Loco

motive played a key role in the tremendous growth of the 

American economy. The introduction of a rail line was almost 

a guarantee of economic prosperity for any town, and townships 

and cities across the United States were knocking at every 

Railroad·company•s door with construction bids. The town of 

Lexington in Virginia was certainly no exception to this phen

omenon. Their efforts over a period of twenty-five years cul

minated with the completion of a line as far south as Lexingto11. 

Because of competition from a parallel North/South line, and 

the Baltimore and Ohio's inability to complete the Valley rail 

line farther south, Lexington's efforts were doomed to fail 

ure. The causes and effects of the city's failed attempt are 

the subject of this paper. 

Although an interest in a Lexington-centered rail hub 

existed before the Civil War, it was not until 1866 that a 

serious attempt was made to bring the railroad to the Rock

bridge area. In that year, a court-ordered poll was conducted 

with only a small proportion of the population showing .enough 
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interest to even vote. Despite this apparent lack of interest 

on a local level, the 1866 General Assembly of Virginia passed 

economic recovery legislation which included what became known 

as the Valley Railroad. Interest in Lexington began to mount 

however, when the prominent citzens of the town-including the 

president of Washington College R.E. Lee- and the local·paper 

began to openly support the proposed railroad. Lee's primary 

concerns were the inaccessibility of both the town and the 

college, and the difficulties that travel presented to him at 

his age and in his health. 

"Since coming to Lexington. Lee had been troubled 
by its inaccessibility. When he traveled••••he 
was faced with the choice :between two difficult 
routes. The first leg of one route to Richmond 
required twelve hours on a canal boat that went 
south for a connection with an east/west rai*
road line. The other method, taking between 
seven and twelve hours, depending on the weather 
and the condition of a rough mountain road, was 
to ride twenty-three miles on a stagecoach north 
to Goshen, where there was another east/west 
railroad line. When a visitor asked Lee the best 
wav to start back to Washington , he repied,•it 
makes little difference, for whichever route 3 you select, you will wish you· ~d-. taken the other." 

Travel and the expected increase in commercial trade were the 

main reasons for the introduction of a railroad cited by the 

local newspaper, the Gazette and Banner (soon to make one Of 

its many name changes to the Virginia Gazette). Travel was in

deed difficult in the Rockbridge area, and many a traveler 

had experienced the discomforts of either mode of travel. 

On April 4th, 1866, a meeting in Staunton with represen

from eight local counties and the town of Lexington organized 
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the Valley Railroad, and elected the officers of the board. 

of which two- a Mr J.T. Patton and a Mr. D.E.c. Brady- were 

from Rockbridge County~ Over the next three years, Rockbridge 

County and Lexington raised bonds worth 525,000 dollars- no 

doubt an extremely heavy burden for the tax-payers of the war

ravaged area~ Taking the amount of money involved into consid

eration. it is not surprising that the supervisors of Rock~ 

bridge County did not simply turn the money over to the Valley 

Railroad Company. Rather they dipensed it on a conditional 

basis. First, the money was to be used for construction only 

within the county limits. Secondly, the bond amount would have 

to be matched by a similar bond from Baltimore, the city which 

would benefit most from the proposed Valley Railroad. This 

bond would amount to one million dollars. Consequently, sev

eral commitees were sent north to Baltimore, the most prom

inent being headed by General Lee. There, they met with the 

Baltimore city council (and extremely enthusiastic crowds of 

General Lee's many admirers), and presented their case. Lee 

made the longest speech of his career- military or civilian

. . h' h dand in concluding is speec state 6 

"Whether or not the Valley Railroad be considered 
a link in the great chain uniting the southwest 
the northeast-or as a more local line sustained 
by the county which it traverses, the stock•••• 
will without a doubt in a short time equal in 
value the stock of the Baltimore and Ohio Rail
road, whilst at the same time the trade and pro
fit that would be brought to the city of Baltimor7 
>nust greatly increase its wealth and prosperity." 
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Although Lee himself was praised and admired in all acc

ounts of the meetings, even his prestige and backing were not 

sufficient in bringing Baltimore money immediately into the 

proposed Valley Railroad. The city council approved and ord

inance setting aside the money, but made it contingent ·upon a 

city-wide vote and approval by the local legislature. This 

delayed Baltimore's investment by two years- a delay that to 

most seemed to be a mere ·inconvenienc9, but which would prove 

to be a factor in the. fatal tardiness in completing the rail~ 

road. A1so, during this time Lee died, taking away a very in

fluential voice of support away from the proponents of the 

railroad. Roughly a year later, Baltimore's investment was 

made. 

In the meantime, the Valley Railroad had made little or 

no progress on the construction o~ the line. In his paper ' on 

the Valley 'Railroad. 1ocal historian E.P. Tompkins states1 

"Although the delivery of the bonds, as evidence 
of a County of Rockbridge debt in favor of the 
Valley Railroad Company, was hedged about with 
apparently ample_ provision that the County 
would obtain value receiveved for money expen
ded, still it would seem from the record as if 
eventually the Railroad people did actually
obtain possession of the bonds, and then were 
quite dilatory about carrying out the conditions 
propsed•••••The whole matter of building a 
railroad through Rockbridge County dragged a
long year after year , and some work was done in 
the way of building the stone culverts •••••but 
apparently no crossties or rails were ever laid 
until the Valley Railroad was taken o'Ker by the 
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Company." 

Court procedures soon followed in order to force the issue 

with the Valley Railroad, but these were rendered moot by 
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the Balti~ore · and Ohio's ·purchase of the Valley Railroad. 

The B.& .o. soon began to pour money into the construction, .and 

before ·long, the railroad extended from. Harrisonburg to Staunton 

and was being projected into the Rockbridge area in the next 

year. In July of 1873, work started on the railroad section 

from Staunton to Salem-- it was never finished. As a direct 

result of the American financial panic of 1873, the Baltimore 

and Ohio was forced to close down the underway construction 

due to a lack of funds. After loaning the Valley Railroad co. 

244,275 dollars to "discharge its liabilities"to local contr

actors, operations were suspended until the company could mus

ter the funds to continue~ This potentially indefinate delay 

had an inunediate effect on Lexington's potential to be a major 

railroad town. 

Part of that effect was to allow the competition to get 

ahead in the construction race that was occurring in the Val

ley. The cornpetition--in the form of the Pennsylvania Rail

road-- had their eyes on the cheap and plentiful metalurgical 

resources of the South, in particular ~ th~mines : in the south

western part of Virginia. Beginning in Hagarstown in Maryland, 

it extended down the eastern side of the Valley, parallel to 

the Valley Railroad's projected course. Much in the same man

ner .as the Valley Railroad* the Shennandoah Valley Railroad 

ran into difficulties. It too had trouble producing capital 

from any major northern sponser, and when the financial crisis 

of 1873's implications became felt in the Valley, the Penn
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sylvania Railroad was forced to call a halt to construction. 

However, the Shennandoah Valley Railroad was able to shake off 

the financial impediments much sooner than the Va11ey Railroad 

was. In 1881, their rail line was as far south as Waynesboro, 

and with a sudden influx of cash from Pittsburgh capitalists, 

Roanoke was reached by June of 1882. 

In the meantime,what of the Valley Railroad? After the 

initial cessation of any construction, things were never really 

picked up again for quite some time. In order to get things 

moving once again, the Rockbridge County Board of Supervisors 

explored several possibilities in an effort to at least force 

action upon the part Of the Valley Railroad. One such example 

wold be thi~extract from the minutes of the Supervisors• 

meetings; 

"September 26, 1873 ••••• ~a ..conunitee appointed by , 
this Board to ascertain and report the cause of 
failure of the Valley Railroad to prosecute the 
work in accordance with the condi tions 011 which 
the bonds were transferrPd to the said Company,
this day made a rep6r.t in writing, which report 
being satisfactory to the Board, the xemmitee 
was discharged from further service." 

Finally, threats of legal actions and the possible intro

duction of legislature that would dissolve the Valley Railroad 

forced the Baltimore and Ohio to once again designate funds 

for the stalled construction. The final tracks into Lexington 

were put down in 1881 (1) and the town finally had its long 

sought-after rail line. But far from becoming the railroad 

center that the citizens of Lexington had envisioned, the 
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Valley railroad remained a local railway with only a limited 

commercial use. The reason for this was the Baltimore and 

Ohio•s: failure to continue the construction to its planned 

destination Salem. With only one rail line entering the town 

instead of the planned five, Lexington's chances for great 

expansion became nil. Tompkins cites a "prominent attourney" 

in giving additional reasons for Lexington's lost opportunityJ 

"If General R.E. Lee had not died at a time when 
his name meant so much, it would have ~dvanced 
th sulx!riptions·to the Valley Railroad amongst 
the Confederate vetrans of Baltimore ••• •••• in 
addition to this loss, the monetary panic of 
1873 occurred, and this greatly crippled any 

· attempt at financial expansion•••• If the Valley
Railroad had been built early all the way to 
Salem, Virginia, then the Shennandoah Railroad 
would never have been blilt, and in consequence
the city of1Roanoke would never have come into 
existance" 

If the-village of Big Lick (soon to be Roanoke) with a 

population of 400 people in 1881, could expand to become one 

of the largest cites in Virginia with the introduction of the 

railroad, think of the potential that a then-bustling town of 

Lexington's size could have ~ealizedl The town of Lexington 

was doomed to remain small and quiet for the lack of the rail

road. In 1942. the Railway ceased to operate, and the rails 

were torn up and used to support the war effort. Nothing remains 

but the train station in Lexington and a few stone culverts 

and bridges. The locomotive came to Lexington and passed it by. 
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