
  [image: ]

  


  
    

    [image: ]

    THE STORY OF

    THE BELLEFONTE CENTRAL

    Michael Bezilla and Jack Rudnicki

    STACKPOLE

    BOOKS

  


  
    

    Copyright ©2007 by Stackpole Books

    Published by

    STACKPOLE BOOKS

    5067 Ritter Road

    Mechanicsburg, PA 17055

    www.stackpolebooks.com

    All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books.

    Printed in the United States of America

    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    FIRST EDITION

    

    

    

    


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

    Bezilla, Michael.

        Rails to Penn State: the story of the Bellefonte Central/Michael Bezilla and Jack Rudnicki.

            p. cm.

        Includes bibliographical references and index.

        ISBN-13: 978-0-8117-0231-7 (hardcover)

        ISBN-10: 0-8117-0231-6 (hardcover)

        1. Bellefonte Central Railroad–History. 2. Railroads, Local and light–Pennsylvania– History. I. Rudnicki, Jack. II. Bellefonte Central Railroad. III. Title.

    TF25.B43B49 2007

    385.065'74853–dc22

    2006018570

    eISBN: 9780811752466

  


  
    

    LIST OF MAPS

    
      
        	
          Bellefonte Central Railroad, track construction and removal dates

        
        	
          8

        
      

      
        	
          Centre County's rail-served iron industry

        
        	
          22

        
      

      
        	
          Bellefonte Furnace, 1904

        
        	
          25

        
      

      
        	
          Coleville yard, 1917

        
        	
          25

        
      

      
        	
          Bellefonte Central grade profile, 1925

        
        	
          36

        
      

      
        	
          Pennsylvania counties and townships important to the Bellefonte Central's history

        
        	
          47

        
      

      
        	
          Selected Central Pennsylvania railroads, ca. 1900

        
        	
          52

        
      

      
        	
          Scotia-area iron ore banks

        
        	
          65

        
      

      
        	
          Bellefonte-area railroads, 1900

        
        	
          67

        
      

      
        	
          Bellefonte, 1892-1917

        
        	
          79

        
      

      
        	
          Proposed BFC route expansions, 1892-1984

        
        	
          83

        
      

      
        	
          State College/Penn State, 1906

        
        	
          97

        
      

      
        	
          State College/Penn State, 1922

        
        	
          126

        
      

      
        	
          BFC-served limestone industry, 1918

        
        	
          131

        
      

      
        	
          BFC Fairbrook extension

        
        	
          137

        
      

      
        	
          Regional locations important to the Bellefonte Central's history

        
        	
          151

        
      

      
        	
          Chemical Lime Co. Plant 1, 1931

        
        	
          176

        
      

      
        	
          Chemical Lime Co. Plant 2, 1931

        
        	
          176

        
      

      
        	
          Chemical Lime Co. Plant 3, 1936

        
        	
          179

        
      

      
        	
          National Gypsum plant, 1955

        
        	
          203

        
      

      
        	
          Limestone deposit ownership along the BFC, November 1950

        
        	
          204

        
      

      
        	
          State College/Penn State, 1959

        
        	
          231

        
      

      
        	
          BFC lime and limestone rail destinations, 1961

        
        	
          240

        
      

      
        	
          BFC lime and limestone rail destinations, 1982

        
        	
          267

        
      

      
        	
          Central Pennsylvania railroads, 2006

        
        	
          272

        
      

    

  


  
    

    LIST OF TABLES AND PASSENGER TRAIN SCHEDULES

    
      
        	
          Table 1. Inbound State College carloads, January 1930

        
        	
          152

        
      

      
        	
          Table 2. Inbound State College carloads, 1957

        
        	
          232

        
      

      
        	
          Table 3. National Gypsum Plant 3 top ten customers, 1961

        
        	
          241

        
      

      
        	
          Table 4. National Gypsum Plant 3 top ten customers, 1974

        
        	
          262

        
      

      
        	
          Table 5. Conrail Bellefonte-area traffic, 1979-82

        
        	
          271

        
      

      
        	


        

        


      

      
        	
          Schedule 1. April 17, 1893

        
        	
          41

        
      

      
        	
          Schedule 2. November 16, 1896

        
        	
          54

        
      

      
        	
          Schedule 3. February 24, 1908

        
        	
          105

        
      

      
        	
          Schedule 4. June 18, 1917

        
        	
          120

        
      

      
        	
          Schedule 5. April 27, 1931

        
        	
          149

        
      

      
        	
          Schedule 6. April 1940

        
        	
          172

        
      

    

  


  
    

    PREFACE

    In this book, we view the Bellefonte Central Railroad primarily as a business enterprise and try to avoid coloring its story with the nostalgia often found in short-line histories. As the reader will discover, the BFC itself rarely indulged in sentimentality. Yet we have a genuine admiration for the railroad and its people, and we hope the reader will come to share that feeling as the narrative unfolds. Although the Bellefonte Central’s relationship to the growth and development of the Pennsylvania State University is unique, in many other ways the railroad was typical of hundreds of short lines all across America. Our aim is to broaden understanding of how and why these small railroads rose and declined. We put the BFC’s history in the context of larger economic issues, such as the emergence of big business, integration of local producers into maturing state and national economies, an increasingly restrictive regulatory environment, and the ongoing “David and Goliath” battle between the Bellefonte Central and the Pennsylvania Railroad. The BFC and PRR were in an almost continual state of contention over freight rates and divisions, car supply, interchange locations, service quality, and competitive access. In singling out the short-line–trunk-line relationship for special attention, we have intended to shed light on an important but largely unremarked facet of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s history.
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    CHAPTER ONE

    The Buffalo Run, Bellefonte and Bald Eagle Railroad

    “The Bellefonte Central is a fine thing to see,

    a gentle and heartening railroad to know.”

    LUCIUS BEEBE

    In his book Highball: A Pageant of Trains, journalist Lucius Beebe wrote fondly of his visit in the 1940s to central Pennsylvania and the Bellefonte Central Railroad. A world traveler and connoisseur of railroads large and small, Beebe was awed by the rural panorama he witnessed during a leisurely 19-mile trip over the BFC between its end points of Bellefonte and State College. “Its track, often unfenced, runs through the meadows and pastures with brooks that attract the Brown Hackles and Silver Doctors of fly fishermen,” he wrote. “Willow trees arch theatrically across the right of way, geese parade down the ballast, and traffic is almost daily impeded by placid cows.” Invoking the eighteenth-century French landscape painter Jean Watteau, Beebe declared that “had Watteau painted in its time, the Bellefonte Central would have been Watteau’s railroad.”

    Beebe was not alone in being smitten by the bucolic ways of the meandering Bellefonte Central. Even the railroad’s employees took pride in it. One locomotive engineer liked to tell of returning to Bellefonte after making the daily run to State College and the campus of the Pennsylvania State University. About midway along his route, he espied a fisherman walking alongside the track in the same direction with his creel full of trout from the adjacent Buffalo Run. The engineer halted his train and called out an invitation to ride back to town. “No, thanks,” the angler shouted back. “I’m in a hurry today—I’ll walk!”

    But the Bellefonte Central’s rural quaintness should not be allowed to obscure other aspects of its character that reflected its importance as an economic lifeline. It was the railroad that served Penn State, and its role as a freight and passenger hauler facilitated the transformation of that obscure agricultural college into one of the nation’s elite public universities. The Bellefonte Central also possessed an industrial side to its character that was as gritty as the lime plants and iron ore pits it served. Initially a carrier of ore and coal, the BFC soon made lime and limestone its traffic staples. In its ninety-year history, it carried nearly 15 million tons of the stuff, more than any other short line in the nation. No matter the charms of Brown Hackles and parading geese; the BFC’s destiny was ultimately forged amid the smoke and flame of steel mills and glass works in Pittsburgh, Youngstown, Buffalo, and other industrial centers. Few small railroads offered such diverse facets to their existence. Whether its story is set against the tranquil groves of the Penn State campus, the creaking ore tipples of Scotia, or the massive rotary kilns of the National Gypsum Company, the Bellefonte Central was a railroad worth knowing.

    o o o

    The Bellefonte Central Railroad took its name from the seat of Centre County, Pennsylvania. The county was formed in 1800 and straddles the border between the state’s fertile Ridge-and-Valley Province and the Allegheny Plateau, less suited to farming but rich in bituminous coal and timber. Belle-fonte is located in the Nittany Valley, which neatly bisects the county from northeast to southwest. The valley is flanked on the south by Nittany and Tussey Mountains and on the north by Bald Eagle Ridge. Laid out by settlers John Dunlop and James Harris in 1795, Bellefonte had grown into a borough of about 3,000 inhabitants by 1880, on the eve of a railroad-building boom. The community owed part of its growth to the activities of local government—the cream-pillared courthouse on the diamond formed by the intersection of Allegheny and High Streets had been a fixture since 1805. Bellefonters held public service in high regard. From their ranks had come a U.S. senator and three governors for Pennsylvania by 1880 and one governor each for California and Kansas. Two more Bellefonte residents would reach the governor’s mansion in Harrisburg before the century ended. Bellefonte had also gained a reputation for the manufacture of high-quality iron, an enterprise rooted in the abundance of nearby raw materials: iron ore and limestone in the Nittany Valley, and the surrounding hardwood forests that yielded charcoal. The town’s location, in fact, was fixed by the pioneer ironworks begun by Dunlop and Harris. Its name came from a description that the visiting French aristocrat Charles Talleyrand supposedly had given to its Big Spring—La Belle Fontaine—from which poured 11 million gallons of water daily. By the 1820s, the town’s newspapers were claiming that Centre County, with its nine furnaces, six forges, and two rolling mills, was making more iron than any other county in the United States: 10,000 tons of pig iron and 3,000 tons of rolled iron each year. This iron was highly prized by fabricators; Centre County’s iron companies had agents in all the big eastern cities and as far west as Pittsburgh and Louisville. The county helped establish Pennsylvania as America’s leading producer of iron and the ore from which it came.

    But transportation was a problem for the local iron industry. Horse-drawn wagons carried ore, limestone, and charcoal to the furnaces. There, these ingredients were fed in alternate layers into the top of a stone furnace stack and roasted until molten iron flowed from the bottom into a series of sand troughs or molds in the floor that resembled suckling pigs, hence the name pig iron. These pigs were sometimes formed into bars in local rolling mills, but whether as pigs or in a semifinished condition, the iron was usually shipped out by pack mule over roads that were little more than paths. A few privately owned turnpikes were built through various parts of Centre County in the 1820s, but their engineering was crude and brought little improvement for the iron trade. When creeks ran deep in the springtime, pigs and bars were loaded aboard wooden arks and floated to the West Branch of the Susquehanna River at Lock Haven, 22 miles from Bellefonte, bound for destinations farther east. In 1848, largely as a result of the lobbying efforts of Bellefonte-area ironmasters, the Bald Eagle and Spring Creek Navigation Company completed a canal, thirteen years in the making, between Bellefonte and Lock Haven. The latter community was the northern terminus of a branch of the state-owned Pennsylvania Canal system. From Lock Haven, the navigation company’s canal followed its two namesake waterways: Bald Eagle Creek west to Milesburg at the mouth of Spring Creek, then the latter stream through a gap in Bald Eagle Ridge to Bellefonte. The canal proved to be a boon for shippers of lumber, grain, and other agricultural products, as well as for travelers.

    Bituminous coal, not iron, led to Centre County’s first railroad. Demand was soaring for coal as a fuel to power America’s burgeoning industrial revolution. The Allegheny Plateau in northern Centre County contained widespread coal deposits that could be easily worked by underground mines. A group of investors led by Bellefonte business and political leaders owned thousands of coal-rich acres there but had no practical means of transporting the coal down the steep face of the Allegheny Front, the plateau’s eastern edge. Once in the Bald Eagle Valley, the coal could be shipped by canal to eastern markets. To open up their coal lands, the investors in 1858 began construction of a 21-mile railroad from the valley floor to the prospective mining community of Snow Shoe. The climb included a 2.84 percent ruling grade and four switchbacks that allowed the road to rise 860 feet in 4 miles. Another 4-mile segment took the railroad to the county seat. The Bellefonte and Snow Shoe Railroad was isolated, however, and its first locomotive was delivered in May 1859 in pieces aboard canal boats. “The occasion of the arrival of the locomotive was one of great rejoicing,” reported Bellefonte’s Central Press a week after the event. “Bon-fires were kindled on the canal wharf and throats were strained with the huzzas of welcome to the iron horse. His whistle will soon awaken the echoes of these old hills.” By the fall of 1859, the B&SS was open for service over its entire route, and the Valentine and Thomas ironworks began extending the track more than a mile beyond the Bellefonte station to its furnace in order to receive and dispatch shipments of charcoal and pig iron.

    The Bellefonte and Snow Shoe Railroad initially hauled coal from mountaintop mines only as far as the “port” of Milesburg, where the cargo was transloaded into canal boats, a pioneer instance of this form of intermodal transportation. Canals were a short-term solution to the area’s shipping problems. They could not be navigated in winter or during dry spells, their boats traveled at the pace of a mule’s walk, and increasing capacity was difficult. The Bald Eagle and Spring Creek Navigation Company’s fate was sealed with the incorporation of the Tyrone and Lock Haven Railroad, which began construction of a railroad intended to run the entire 54-mile length of the Bald Eagle Valley, connecting with the main line of the Pennsylvania Railroad at Tyrone and the PRR’s affiliated Philadelphia and Erie Railroad at Lock Haven. A spur was to be built through the gap in the ridge at Milesburg to reach Bellefonte. When the Bellefonte and Snow Shoe Railroad was nearing completion, grading of the western half of the T&LH was almost finished as well, so the B&SS arranged to use nearly 4 miles of its right-of-way from a point on the valley floor designated as Snow Shoe Intersection east to Milesburg and on to Belle-fonte. The Tyrone and Lock Haven Railroad then stumbled financially and was succeeded in 1861 by the newly incorporated Bald Eagle Valley Railroad. The BEV was owned by many of the same local investors as its predecessor, but they also had a new partner: the Philadelphia-based Pennsylvania Railroad. Backed by PRR money, the Bald Eagle Valley Railroad opened the line between Bellefonte and Tyrone early in 1863 and on through to Lock Haven on May 1, 1865. That same year, severe flooding destroyed much of the navigation company’s canal. It mattered not to the Bellefonte and Snow Shoe. With a direct rail link to distant markets, the railroad’s annual coal shipments grew from less than 10,000 tons to more than 50,000 tons within four years. To ensure its grip on this traffic, the Pennsylvania in 1863 signed a lease on the BEV for 999 years. It bought the B&SS outright in 1881 and purchased the BEV in 1908.

    By the time of the Civil War (1861–65), the Pennsylvania Railroad had become America’s largest business corporation; within the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, its economic and political influence would be unmatched for the remainder of the nineteenth century. In fact, the company’s critics liked to depict its lobbyist at the state capitol in Harrisburg as the fifty-seat senate’s “fifty-first senator.” The enterprise was also a sound investment. Its managers, composed largely of up-from-the-ranks civil and mechanical engineers, eschewed highly speculative ventures, stock watering, and other kinds of financial sleight of hand that characterized numerous other railroads of that era. They steered a more conservative course, preferring to plow surplus revenues back into the property for long-term betterment rather than skim off short-term profits. Towns served by the Pennsylvania Railroad stood to gain a certain prestige by association with such a highly respected corporation. Bellefonte residents congratulated themselves on having the PRR give them vastly improved access to the outside world.

    Another PRR affiliate that would soon influence the development of Belle-fonte was the Lewisburg and Tyrone Railroad. The L&T began life as the Lewisburg, Centre and Spruce Creek Railroad. In 1868, it started building a line from Montandon, on the PRR’s Philadelphia and Erie main line, westward toward Centre County. It aimed to tap iron ore deposits, forests, and farmland along the way to a junction with the PRR main line at Spruce Creek. Although many of the LC&SC’s promoters were local, they were inexperienced managers. As soon as they completed each segment of their new road, they leased it to the PRR for operation. Capital was scarce—the nationwide Panic of 1873 scared away many potential investors—and construction proceeded in fits and starts. The railroad did not reach Spring Mills, just inside Centre County and 43 miles from Montandon, until 1877. Two years later, the LC&SC defaulted on its bonds, held primarily by the Pennsylvania, which reorganized the company as the Lewisburg and Tyrone Railroad and retained a lease over it.

    The new name reflected a change in the road’s western terminus. The industrial town of Tyrone potentially offered more traffic than Spruce Creek and brought the line closer to iron ore deposits along the boundary between Centre and Huntingdon Counties in an area locally known as the Barrens. It was a tract of land several miles square that rose like a tabletop around the surrounding farmland. The Barrens contained mostly sand and clay soil, in which grew almost impenetrable clumps of scrub oak, pines, and aspen, separated by blueberry bushes and grass-filled gullies. Ore deposits in this inhospitable environment had been exploited by local iron furnaces as early as 1810. Most later came under the control of Moses Thompson, reputedly Centre County’s largest landholder. But one by one, most of the furnaces closed, done in by high transportation costs and obsolete production methods. Thompson’s own Centre Furnace, located near the base of Mount Nittany, ceased operations in 1858. Twenty years later, steel magnate Andrew Carnegie was searching for ore reserves to supply his mammoth Edgar Thomson Works near Pittsburgh. He learned about Thompson’s holdings and heard even more firsthand during a visit to Pennsylvania Furnace, a pioneer ironmaking site and the home of his friend George W. Lyon. The ore was brown hematite, ranging in purity from 44 to 52 percent—not ideal, Carnegie’s engineers said, but better than any they had found thus far in a search that took them from western Pennsylvania as far south as Virginia. Thompson’s ore would do until something better came along. Carnegie then leased about 500 acres from Thompson and others and prevailed upon the PRR to build the L&T east from Tyrone.

    Unlike the eastern half of the L&T, the west end was built with all deliberate speed, taking advantage of some preliminary grading done by the LC&SC. The line headed up the Nittany Valley 20 miles through the villages of Warriors Mark and Pennsylvania Furnace and reached the hamlet of Fair-brook in November 1880. A more lightly graded line 5.3 miles long was pushed north from Fairbrook into the Thompson ore lands. The new mining town that came to life in the summer of 1881 around the ore preparation and loading facilities was named Scotia, Latin for Carnegie’s homeland of Scotland, although the post office took the Scottish name of Benore, or “iron hill.” Scotia soon boasted a permanent population of approximately 500, a school, two churches, and two general stores. The ore operations employed about 300 men during peak seasons and were the first in Centre County to use steam shovels. Heretofore, mining methods relied mostly on picks and shovels, along with horse-drawn scrapers and carts. Each of the two steam-powered Boston Excavators did the work of forty men. The excavators worked in separate cuts, which were linked by a mile or so of narrow-gauge steam railway to Scotia proper, where the ore was crushed, washed, and loaded into PRR cars for the trip down the Scotia branch and L&T line. Soon the Scotia mines were producing about 4,000 tons of ore monthly, or about fifteen to eighteen railroad cars each workday. A passenger train made a round-trip daily from Tyrone and also handled shipments for the Adams Express Company, which established an agency at Scotia. The freight-only Juniata branch, a 2-mile spur from the Scotia branch, served the pits of the Juniata Mining Company, another Carnegie affiliate.

    Having reached Fairbrook and Scotia, the PRR ceased further construction on the L&T’s west end, leaving a 25-mile gap between the railroad’s two halves. In this gap was situated the Pennsylvania State College, founded as an agricultural school in 1855. But the agricultural sciences had attracted few students, and in spite of the addition of general arts and sciences to the curriculum, the college was in danger of foundering. It enrolled only about fifty undergraduates in 1880, had gone through seven presidents in the previous fourteen years, and was the target of a state investigation to determine whether it should be closed. The surrounding community consisted mainly of a couple of dirt thoroughfares, often occupied by stray pigs and chickens, bordered by a few wood-frame houses for faculty and merchants. All things considered, the PRR saw no reason to be in a hurry to extend rails to State College, and the L&T remained divided.

    Some Bellefonte-area commercial interests were eager to see further construction, even if it did not exactly mean joining the two halves of the L&T. Late in 1881, a group of local business leaders proposed to Pennsylvania Railroad president George B. Roberts that his railroad build a connecting line between Bellefonte and Scotia. Heading the group was fifty-six-year-old attorney and entrepreneur Edmund Blanchard, who was on friendly terms with PRR executives. Bellefonte born and Dartmouth educated, he was senior partner with his brother Evan in Blanchard and Blanchard, whose specialty was corporate law. The firm counted among its clients the Bald Eagle Valley Railroad and Bellefonte and Snow Shoe Railroad. Blanchard was also among the early investors in the B&SS and served as an officer of both the Tyrone and Lock Haven Railroad and its successor BEV. He was a principal in the Belle-fonte Glass Works; Bellefonte Car Works, builder of wood-bodied rail freight cars; and the Moshannon Land and Lumber Company, whose extensive holdings in Centre and Clearfield Counties were served by the PRR. Blanchard also had useful political connections, having been a Centre County district attorney and a law partner of former Pennsylvania governor and then-congressman Andrew Curtin of Bellefonte.

    Joining Blanchard in submitting a formal prospectus to President Roberts were James A. Beaver, attorney and president of the Centre County Banking Company; Beaver’s banking associate and former county treasurer, John Dunlop Shugert; wool merchant John G. Irvin; landowner Moses Thompson, another major investor in the Bald Eagle Valley Railroad; Cyrus T. Alexander, an attorney who represented Centre County in the state senate; Frank McCoy, manager of the family ironworks, McCoy and Linn; and Daniel G. Bush, proprietor of the Bush House, one of Bellefonte’s most elegant hotels and meeting places, and founding partner with Blanchard in the town’s glass and car works.

    In their efforts to win over Roberts, Blanchard and his cohorts engaged Samuel Brugger, one of central Pennsylvania’s most renowned surveyors, to lay out a route for their proposed railroad. Brugger had to choose his line with great care. The floor of the Nittany Valley is riddled with numerous streams, ravines, and rolling hills, and Bellefonte is spread over seven hills overlooking Spring Creek. Brugger started at a point on the PRR just north of Bellefonte, where Buffalo Run empties into Spring Creek. He then recommended a route that ran parallel to Buffalo Run about 10 miles to the farm of P. Benner Waddle. Over thousands of years, this meandering little stream had carved a valley within a valley, a kind of gutter, flanked on the south by the higher ground in the Nittany Valley and on the north by Bald Eagle Ridge. Following Buffalo Run almost to its source afforded a gentle ascent to Scotia on the highest ground in that part of the valley. From the Waddle farm, Brugger also surveyed a route to the Pennsylvania State College on the assumption that the PRR someday would want to reach that place.

    [image: ]

    The Blanchard group proposed that the PRR build the new Buffalo Run line as an extension of its Bald Eagle Valley Railroad subsidiary and emphasized that the route passed through or near some of the county’s most valuable iron ore deposits, including 1,200 acres still owned by Thompson and several hundred more controlled by McCoy. Most of the ore mines, or banks, had been dormant since the demise of the charcoal furnaces. Inexpensive transportation could bring them back to life, just as the Scotia lands were being revived. The BEV could easily transport the ore to any of Centre County’s four remaining furnaces. The largest of these, the Bellefonte Iron Works, was located along Logan Branch south of Bellefonte. Operated under various names by the Valentine and Thomas families since 1815, the furnace was turning out 3,000 tons of pig iron and 2,000 of rolled-iron products each year. The capacity of the McCoy and Linn works in the gap between Bellefonte and Milesburg was only slightly smaller. The two remaining furnaces were in the Bald Eagle Valley: the Curtin family’s Eagle Iron Works, with a 2,000-ton yearly capacity, and farther east, the Howard Iron Works. In addition, the proposal pointed out that ore trains leaving Scotia had to descend a severe 1.6 percent grade on the L&T west of Warriors Mark; it might make better sense to route them down the more gently graded Buffalo Run track, then west over the BEV via Milesburg. Blanchard and his colleagues estimated that including Scotia traffic, the new rail line would carry between 3,000 and 5,000 tons of ore each workday, “a more than sufficient amount of tonnage to make the railroad self-paying.” In addition, the Buffalo Run railroad would offer the PRR farm products, timber, and perhaps even sand and clay for outbound shipment.

    Roberts and the rest of the PRR hierarchy surely noted the optimism undergirding these estimates. Scotia, the largest and richest of the ore deposits, was shipping only 200 tons daily using state-of-the-art mining methods. Could the other banks combined really produce twenty times that amount? Would market conditions ever warrant their reopening? Furthermore, the Pennsylvania was undecided about connecting the L&T, so an extension of the Buffalo Run railroad to State College was equally risky. In the end, the PRR declined to act on the prospectus.

    o o o

    In defeat, Blanchard and his associates saw opportunity. If the mighty Pennsylvania would not build the railroad, they would do it themselves. On Saturday, September 16, 1882, prospective investors gathered at the Bush House to form the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run Railroad Company. They filed articles of association with the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania on September 21, legally incorporating their enterprise “for the purpose of constructing, operating, and maintaining a railroad for public use in the conveyance of passengers and property . . . from Bellefonte to a point at or near the state agricultural college.”

    The railroad’s overarching goal was to tap the ore deposits in the area between the college and Scotia. Pennsylvania still led the nation in the production of both iron ore and pig iron. In 1880 it accounted for 1.95 million tons of ore, about 26 percent of America’s total output, and 1.9 million tons of pig iron, 51 percent of the national total. But the amount of ore mined within the state had peaked in 1870 at 2.3 million tons and had been declining ever since. Michigan, where vast deposits of high-quality ore had been discovered on the Upper Peninsula, ranked second to Pennsylvania in 1880 by a mere 3,000 tons. It was the search for additional deposits within the Keystone State that had prompted Blanchard and his cohorts to propose a railroad along Buffalo Run. They knew that furnace owners preferred to procure ore within the state rather than pay higher transportation costs for Michigan ore. They also recognized that the market for iron was expanding, and that pig iron in particular was in demand for making steel. America was heading full tilt into an age dominated by railroads, civil construction, mining, manufacturing, and other industries that consumed immense quantities of both iron and steel.

    Capital stock in the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run Railroad initially totaled $200,000, issued in 4,000 shares of $50 par value each, most held by the directors. These included John Dunlop Shugert and Frank McCoy, along with two more Bellefonte residents, John L. Kurtz and William H. Blair. Kurtz, like Shugert, was an officer in the Centre County Banking Company. Blair was a real estate lawyer and former Civil War officer and state legislator whose family owned ore lands along the upper reaches of Buffalo Run. Kurtz, Shugert, and McCoy each took 200 shares. Blair subscribed to 500. Rounding out the board were C. A. Mayer (1,000 shares) and William H. Rankin (500 shares), both Lock Haven attorneys. Mayer was perhaps better known as president judge of Pennsylvania’s 25th Judicial District.

    Two other shareholders did not sit on the board. Subscribing to 200 shares was Constance Curtin, whose family ran the Eagle Iron Works. James A. Beaver held the remaining 400 shares. With the possible exception of Constance’s brother, former governor Andrew Curtin, Beaver was Bellefonte’s most well-known and highly respected citizen. A genuine war hero, he had commanded the 148th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry, composed mostly of Centre County men. He suffered a wound at the Battle of Reams Station in Virginia that cost him a leg but helped win him promotion to brevet brigadier general. After the conflict, he practiced law with his father-in-law, Hugh McAllister, one of the founders of the Pennsylvania State College. Through McAllister, Beaver became involved in the college’s affairs and served from 1874 to 1882 as president of its board of trustees. Besides practicing law, Beaver was a financier and founding chairman of the Centre County Banking Company in 1868. Politically ambitious, he was widely considered a rising star in Pennsylvania’s Republican party. In the fall of 1882, he ran for governor and lost by a narrow margin.

    The nine shareholders paid little or nothing for their stock. The company itself had virtually no assets and no real worth. It could have significant value after it was built, but building the railroad required a considerable outlay of funds, which the shareholders either did not have or did not want to risk. Railroad building in that era was a chancy proposition—the state’s annals are chock-full of companies that died in the birthing process. To ensure construction of their railroad, Blanchard and his associates turned to a method similar to the infamous Credit Mobilier apparatus that had financed the construction of the Union Pacific’s portion of the first transcontinental railroad in the 1860s. They would find another group of investors who would accept B&BR stock as payment for building the railroad. These new investors nominally would serve as the construction company but in reality would stand between the railroad and the contractor who actually built it.

    Their search ended with a single investor: Frank McLaughlin, publisher of the Philadelphia Times. Exactly how the B&BR’s owners came to interest him in their railroad is lost in the historical mists. McLaughlin did have a number of business interests beyond the newspaper. He agreed to accept an additional B&BR stock issue having a par value of $300,000, thus bringing the railroad’s total capitalization to $500,000. McLaughlin would retain the stock, confident that the railroad would be built and become profitable, in which case the real value of his shares, for which he paid nothing, had a good chance of rising to match or exceed their par value. Retaining the stock also meant that he would have to pay out of his own pocket to have a subcontractor build the road. He really had little alternative to fronting the construction costs; until the railroad was in operation, its stock was unlikely to have any significant value on the open market. There was nothing inherently sinister about this arrangement; numerous railroads used it. Arguably, it provided many of them with the only practical means of attracting sufficient funds to support risky ventures. Nor was McLaughlin necessarily out to make a quick and easy dollar. “He was an extremely cautious man,” fellow newspaperman A. K. McClure later recalled, “not given to undertake anything without carefully weighing all sides of an issue.” He also enjoyed the respect of the Philadelphia business community. By holding on to the B&BR’s stock, he obviously thought the road had reasonably good prospects of success.

    The first step toward making the new railroad a reality was to resurvey the right-of-way. Brugger’s earlier reconnoitering was a good start, but it lacked the specifics needed to calculate an accurate cost and did not enumerate the owners of the various parcels of land along the railroad’s route. A more detailed survey of Brugger’s alignment began in December 1881 and was finished within two months. It began at the proposed connection with the Pennsylvania Railroad near the confluence of Buffalo Run and Spring Creek, at an elevation of 720 feet above sea level. The line then ran on a southwesterly course past the village of Coleville in Spring Township, following Buffalo Run Valley as far as Waddle and averaging a 0.7 percent climb. This segment of the right-of-way bisected numerous unfenced meadows and farm fields; there were no extraordinary cuts or fills. At the village of Waddle, the railroad left Buffalo Run to follow a small tributary, Waddle Run, for another half mile to a junction. A branch line was projected to continue 2 miles farther up Waddle Run to Desert Bank, an iron ore pit on the Mattern family farm, while the main track made a large horseshoe curve and turned southeast. Although the Nittany Valley is 6 miles wide at this point, it contains a ridge above Waddle that the BFC surmounted with 2 miles of 1.2 percent grade, topping out at Alto, 1,250 feet above sea level and the highest point on the railroad. Most of the land around Alto was owned by Moses Thompson, who had acquired it as a resource for Centre Furnace. The line then descended a 1.4 percent grade until it reached Big Hollow, where it made a sweeping right-hand curve to follow the path of an ancient streambed to the settlement of Krumrine and then on to the 195-acre farm of Conrad and Sarah Struble, about 18 route-miles from its point of origin. The Struble family had started mining ore there in 1880, but the lack of an efficient way to transport it limited the operation’s success.

    The Strubles were typical of many families in the Nittany Valley who had purchased their farms from the old-time ironmasters, owners of much of the valley’s rural acreage. Although their furnaces were in decline, the ironmasters shrewdly retained the mineral rights to their lands. Thus when Conrad Struble bought his farmland from the heirs of James Irvin, a partner in Centre Furnace, he could not legally mine the ore until he purchased these rights, which he did in 1879. In addition, the name of the landowner did not necessarily indicate the proprietor of the mine. For example, Desert Bank was operated by the Celtic Ore Company, a Carnegie affiliate, on land owned by the Matterns.

    As the surveyors neared the completion of their work, Blanchard’s group set about obtaining the property. They had originally stated that if landowners would grant the company easements or outright gifts of property, there would be no need for a local subscription of funds for this purpose. Unfortunately for the B&BR, as the Bellefonte Republican noted, “Some persons owning land along the route of the proposed railroad manifested a strange obstinacy to granting the right-of-way.” They set a far higher price on their land than the railroad considered fair and equitable and stubbornly refused to negotiate. On the other hand, state law gave railroads the right of eminent domain. The Belle-fonte and Buffalo Run had the power to enter upon, take possession of, and use land necessary for its purposes, without prior consent of the owners, subject to an eventual payment that a court might find reasonable. Edmund Blanchard, highly skilled in this aspect of the law, estimated that $10,000 would cover these payments. But the B&BR still had no ready cash. Consequently, the directors approached the newly formed Bellefonte Board of Trade, an early type of chamber of commerce, and asked for support in raising $10,000 from the local citizenry. The board gave its enthusiastic blessing, and a canvass began of merchants, industrialists, and well-to-do property owners. Blanchard then turned to the Centre County Court of Common Pleas, which established a panel of “road viewers” to visit the properties of recalcitrant owners and determine damages—that is, the price to be paid by the railroad.

    Meanwhile, Frank McLaughlin hired the Philadelphia-based firm of P & T Collins to build the railroad. It was a decision that was to have a profound impact on the railroad’s development. Philip and Thomas Collins were among the paramount railroad builders of their day. Sons of Peter Collins, an Irish immigrant who had settled near Ebensburg, Pennsylvania, in 1818, Phil and Tom were born there (in 1821 and 1824, respectively) along with four other brothers and three sisters. The elder Collins farmed and worked part-time as a civil engineer, engaged mostly in building turnpikes and canals in Pennsylvania and Ohio. Phil and Tom learned their profession from him. The first recorded contract for the brothers’ firm, styled P & T Collins, dates from 1849, for a segment of the state-owned New Portage Railroad across the Allegheny Mountains. During the following twenty years, Phil and Tom, with some help from Peter Jr. and possibly other brothers, undertook a number of important projects for the Pennsylvania Railroad, such as the Gallitzin Tunnel on the main line at the summit of the Alleghenies, parts of the Philadelphia and Erie line, and an extension of the coal-rich Clearfield branch from Philipsburg to Clearfield.

    One of their greatest engineering achievements occurred in 1871, when they completed the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad’s Sand Patch Tunnel in Somerset County, a troublesome job that had stymied previous contractors. Other work included large earthmoving projects for the Lehigh Valley, Philadelphia and Reading, Central of New Jersey, and Buffalo, Rochester, and Pittsburgh Railroads. Phil Collins handled the company’s financial affairs, while Tom specialized in overseeing construction. “P & T Collins were well and favorably known to every railroad man throughout Pennsylvania,” recalled their grandnephew, Philip Shoemaker. “One or both members of the firm had been identified with almost every important piece of railroad construction in Pennsylvania.”

    In 1877, the two brothers—by this time headquartered in Philadelphia—contracted to build a British-financed railroad through 150 miles of jungle along the border between Brazil and Bolivia. This railroad would give Bolivia an outlet to the Amazon River. The Collinses committed the bulk of their resources to the project at the urging of their good friend and sometime employer, Franklin B. Gowen, president of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad. Gowen invested Reading funds in the venture as well. Ships carrying men and supplies to Brazil sailed from Philadelphia in January 1878, but trouble plagued the expedition from the first. A ship laden with rails and excavating machinery sank in a violent storm off Cape Hatteras, with the loss of 100 lives. Disease, strikes, and homesickness dogged the jungle labor camps. Then a group of British bondholders won court approval to withdraw their investment, leaving P & T Collins with a loss of more than a half a million dollars and catapulting their firm into bankruptcy.

    The brothers pooled what personal assets remained and began resurrecting their construction business. Frank McLaughlin seems to have chosen P & T Collins to build the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run at least in part to help the company get back on its feet. He and Phil and Tom Collins were firm friends, having met years before through their mutual interest in politics. All were Irish Catholics and staunch Democrats. Tom Collins, who was outspoken in his views and enjoyed the political spotlight, had served as a representative from Cambria County in the state legislature in the 1850s. Taciturn Phil was uneasy as a public figure but reveled in behind-the-scenes wheeling and dealing. All three considered themselves liberal reformers and arch foes of the Philadelphia-based Democratic machine. In 1875, Phil Collins and Frank McLaughlin joined with gadfly journalist and sometime Republican political candidate Alexander K. McClure to establish the Philadelphia Times as an independent, progressive newspaper beholden to no political camp. The intrepid McClure served as editor and McLaughlin as publisher. But Phil Collins played the pivotal role. “The man who really brought Mr. McLaughlin and myself together, and who finally resolved all doubts in McLaughlin’s mind about engaging in the new venture was Philip Collins . . . without whom the Times probably would never have been started,” McClure later affirmed. The paper was an immediate success, earning popular acclaim as an independent voice in politics and a handsome income for its owners.

    Tom Collins came to the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run Railroad in March 1883. He subcontracted for laborers, hiring mostly Italian immigrants. Few of the Italians spoke English, and as a group, they were held suspect by the local population, who knew little of their culture. However, one observer, Peter Gray Meek, iconoclastic editor of Bellefonte’s Democratic Watchman, on at least one occasion portrayed them in a heroic light. One day in early April, Meek reported, the Italians were grading the line in Patton Township above Waddle when one of Tom Collins’s foremen—unhappy with what he considered the unduly slow progress of the work—proceeded to deride the men in English with a few choice names. One of the laborers, understanding enough of the language to recognize the insults, strode over to the foreman and knocked him flat with a single punch. Rather than challenge his assailant, the man raced off to report the incident to Collins, who pressed charges. A constable arrived at the job site later in the day to serve an arrest warrant, “but the Italians drove him off in the most ignoble manner,” according to Meek. The next day, the constable returned with a sixty-man “posse” composed mostly of workers from the nearby Scotia mines. Armed with pistols, knives, planks, and even large stones, the posse confronted a group of about twenty-five Italians wielding picks and shovels. The enraged Italians charged the posse headlong and drove them ignominiously from the field, some fleeing all the way back to Scotia. The laborer who had thrown the punch thereupon sought out a local justice of the peace and surrendered himself quietly. The bloodless “war” came to a close. “The Italians wore the laurels of victory,” said Meek, “while the Patton Township Army are deep down in the valley of humiliation and despair.”

    The Collins brothers quickly put the incident behind them, and by May they had added another 125 Italian laborers, more than doubling the size of their construction gang. Cutting and filling of the roadbed was done by hand, using picks, shovels, wheelbarrows, and carts. By the end of June, the grading was completed all the way from the proposed junction with the Pennsylvania Railroad to the Struble farm. Then all work came to a halt. The cause is difficult to pinpoint. The railroad had raised at least $7,500 for payments to property owners, but some evidence suggests that in spite of Blanchard’s adroit maneuverings, damages awarded by the court-appointed road viewers were higher than the railroad was willing or able to pay, and disputes with several owners remained unsettled. It is also possible that Frank McLaughlin was unwilling to pay for further construction. Only months earlier, the Struble family had refused to lease him ore rights on their property, which would have added more value to his railroad investment.

    This much is known: P & T Collins had secured a contract to help build the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern Railroad in northern Centre County and sent their workmen to that job. The New York Central and Hudson River Railroad was backing the Beech Creek line in order to access the coalfields of Centre and Clearfield Counties. Work was already under way on a line from Jersey Shore, near Lock Haven, across the northern tier of Centre County to the Moshannon Valley and beyond toward Clearfield. It climbed the Alleghenies by way of the gentle ascent of Beech Creek, whose headwaters were in the Snow Shoe area. The summer of 1883 found Tom Collins supervising hundreds of workmen who were grading right-of-way in the Snow Shoe area and toiling day and night boring what would become the 1,277-foot Peale Tunnel.

    On the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run Railroad, wildflowers began to cloak much of the earth freshly turned by the Italians; elsewhere, rivulets from summer thundershowers carved gullies in the embankments. Not a single rail was laid, not one spike was driven. At the end of the line, the Struble family had to put aside their much-anticipated preparations to reopen their ore bank. The Philadelphia-based Nittany Valley Mining Company was more optimistic. It had acquired mineral rights on the Martin Brungart farm, adjoining the south end of the Struble property. The company reopened Johnson Bank on the Brungart site (the bank had provided ore for Centre Furnace much earlier in the century), installed a washer, and had 1,000 tons of ore piled on the ground by August 1883, awaiting trains that did not come.

    Following suspension of work on the B&BR came a complex series of railroad promotional maneuvers, false starts, and surveys that confused even some contemporary observers. It began on January 27, 1883—before the first shovelful of dirt flew on the B&BR—with the incorporation of the Nittany Valley and Southern Railroad. The NV&S aimed to build a line from a connection with the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern at Mill Hall, near Lock Haven, through the gap in Bald Eagle Ridge and into the Nittany Valley, then southwest to Bellefonte and a connection with the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run Railroad. Along the way, the NV&S expected to develop ore deposits. The Nittany Valley and Southern did not draw its leadership from Bellefonte, however. Serving as NV&S president was former U.S. senator William A. Wallace of Clearfield, who also was president of the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern. Among the directors was former state senator S. R. Peale of Lock Haven, also a key Beech Creek principal.

    Another director was Frank McLaughlin, who soon acquired a majority of NV&S stock in exchange for acting as the line’s construction company—the same arrangement he had developed with the BR&B. Bellefonte needed an alternative to the Pennsylvania Railroad, according to not only the NV&S boosters, but also many area residents. As vital as the PRR was to the town’s prosperity, they argued, the railroad had a monopoly, and customers inevitably suffered from its ill effects. At that time, the Pennsylvania operated several freight trains and two passenger trains each way on the Bald Eagle Valley line that made stops in the town. The passenger station, which dated from the Bellefonte and Snow Shoe Railroad, was “a dingy, rickety old shebang” according to the Bellefonte Republican, which decried the Pennsylvania’s indifference toward making improvements. Complaints were also voiced about high freight and express rates and how the PRR’s fares for passenger excursions from Bellefonte were much higher than from Williamsport, Sunbury, and similar-sized towns where the Pennsylvania had competition. Making a connection with the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern Railroad also would allow more direct routing of shipments to and from much of upstate New York and New England via the New York Central, which had a route that ran from Jersey Shore north into New York. East of Jersey Shore, at Newberry Junction (Williamsport), the NYC interchanged with the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad, which offered passenger and freight access to markets in eastern Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and metropolitan New York. The PRR served the same territory, and competition between the two roads presumably would work to the advantage of Bellefonte customers.

    In spite of the traffic it stood to gain from Bellefonte, the NV&S did not actively solicit the community for subscriptions. It was a Lock Haven–oriented enterprise, and most of its principals were engaged in business in that community. Throughout 1883, it remained a paper railroad. Possibly Frank McLaughlin and his associates had no intention of constructing the road as an independent entity, for in the fall of 1883, he opened negotiations with the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern and the Philadelphia and Reading to have the two larger companies buy out not only the Nittany Valley and Southern, but also the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run. McLaughlin offered to transfer his controlling share of the stock in the NV&S and B&BR to the Beech Creek and the Reading and to arrange a consolidation of the B&BR and NV&S into a new company titled the Beech Creek, Bellefonte and Southern Railroad. McLaughlin would remain a minority stockholder in the new railroad and would receive some of its bonds as the contractor for construction of the new road, all of which “shall be completed in good workmanlike order to the satisfaction of the chief engineer of the Reading Company before the first of April [1885],” according to a proposal he drafted. The Beech Creek, Bellefonte and Southern also would enter into a joint traffic contract with the Reading and the Beech Creek Railroads promising equitable distribution of revenues.

    To complicate matters even further, Phil Collins returned to Bellefonte in December 1883 and announced that he, too, was engaged in a venture that would connect the B&BR with the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern. He claimed to have the blessing of his good friend George Magee, Beech Creek general manager and a major investor in that road. Collins aimed to make the connection in the town of Beech Creek, and his railroad would run 10 miles, instead of the 20 envisioned by the NV&S. It would pierce Bald Eagle Ridge via the Curtin Narrows east of Bellefonte. Details about the venture are sketchy. Over the next few months, newspapers described the company as the Beech Creek and Bellefonte, as well as the Bellefonte and Beech Creek. The usually reticent Collins was its most vocal promoter, along with Daniel Bush. Collins and Bush both made the rounds of the various communities along the proposed route, talking up its virtues and urging property owners to give the land needed for the right-of-way, which had been surveyed by the end of December. Collins boldly promised to have a locomotive running between Bellefonte and Beech Creek by June 1, 1884, if he could acquire the land free of charge. The Democratic Watchman on January 4 of that year reported the arrival of “the Italian horse and cart brigade” and declared that “the Buffalo Run, Bellefonte and Beech Creek Railroad [sic] is a fixed fact and nearly as good as accomplished already.” The Bellefonte Republican on January 30 told its readers that Collins “proposes to commence work as soon as the snow settles sufficiently to enable the Italians and Hungarians to find the engineers’ stakes.” But as in the case of the B&BR, the Beech Creek and Bellefonte ran head-on into landowners who wanted far more for their property than the railroad thought fair. A drive to raise $25,000 in local subscriptions netted barely $11,000 by mid-April, including a $1,000 commitment from Collins himself. Yet demands for the land totaled $30,000 and seemed to be rising daily. “This absolutely prohibits building of the road,” editorialized the Centre Democrat, which added gloomily, “We are going to be left without any competition in railroad matters.”

    There is nothing to indicate that Phil Collins was a party to the proposal McLaughlin had already placed before the Beech Creek and the Reading. Therefore, his plan could be construed as a rival to McLaughlin’s Nittany Valley and Southern scheme. Both men were friendly with President Franklin B. Gowen of the Reading, but McLaughlin appears to have enjoyed most favored status. Gowen was an expansionist who dearly wanted his railroad to push westward to capture more bituminous coal traffic and was also loyal to William H. Vanderbilt, whose family controlled the New York Central. McLaughlin’s Philadelphia Times was a booster for Reading interests (it didn’t hurt that Gowen was a progressive Democrat) and often preached against alleged monopolistic tendencies of the Pennsylvania Railroad.

    The Democratic Watchman got wind of McLaughlin’s plan for the NV&S and reported in early May 1884 that Gowen had rejected it. Editor Peter Gray Meek could speak with a bit more authority about railroad matters than his counterparts at Bellefonte’s three other weekly papers—he, too, had developed a good friendship with Phil and Tom Collins, sharing the brothers’ Irish Catholic heritage and activism in Democratic party affairs. Meek had been elected four times to the Pennsylvania house of representatives and in 1890 would be elected to the state senate. All three men appreciated the power of the press. On their visits to Bellefonte, Phil and Tom routinely stopped in at the Watchman office on High Street to shoot the breeze with Meek, sharing inside information, perhaps with a purpose.

    Gowen had little choice but to turn down the deal, because his railroad was headed for bankruptcy, declared June 2, 1884, and widely blamed on the president’s tendency to overreach. In addition, the PRR was extending the Lewisburg and Tyrone Railroad west from Spring Mills in Penns Valley, although just how far west was uncertain. For several years, Bellefonte business leaders, led by the B&BR’s own Edmund Blanchard, had been lobbying the Pennsylvania to build a branch south from the county seat to connect with the L&T. Such an eventuality was bound to diminish the amount of Bellefonte-area traffic available to the Reading, as Gowen knew only too well. By September 1884, the L&T reached Oak Hall. But it was not to continue west toward Fairbook. Instead, it coiled around the base of Mount Nittany at Lemont and headed for Bellefonte. The PRR incorporated a subsidiary company, the Bellefonte, Nittany and Lemont Railroad, to acquire 10 miles of right-of-way for the new road. On July 22, 1885, the entire 67-mile route between Bellefonte and Montandon was opened for service. Two round-trip passenger trains made the run Monday through Saturday. The line soon became favored by travelers bound to or from Harrisburg and points east or south, although a 1.25 percent grade eastbound on the BN&L worked against heavy freight tonnage. The L&T’s midsection remained unbuilt, and State College customers had to use carriages and wagons to connect with the trains at Lemont.

    As chances faded for gaining friendly connections with the New York Central and the Reading, the Bellefonte and Buffalo Run faced a future more tenuous than ever. The snows melted, the 1884 construction season blossomed, and yet the B&BR’s roadbed lay untouched. The surveyors’ stakes for placing the track were swallowed by the lushness of high summer. Finally, Peter Gray Meek vented the feelings of many people in the community. “Since last fall, there has been great excitement about building the Buffalo Run and Beech Creek railroads,” he proclaimed in the Democratic Watchman. “Meetings were held, and committees of able gentlemen scoured the town and country for subscriptions to purchase right of way, etc. By the first of June, the first locomotive was to be run from Beech Creek to State College. What has become of these promises? Where are the Collins brothers? Where are the numerous engineering corps? Where is the promised locomotive? In short, where in thunder is the railroad?” Meek warmed to the attack: “After importing a lot of Italians and Hungarians and having them swarm around here like locusts with their filthy persons and habits, and having induced men to spend time and money, all seems to have been finally abandoned. The whole thing looks like nothing but a huge swindle.” He then ranted against “traveling speculators and railroad mountebanks” but stopped short of mentioning names except to note that “the Collins brothers don’t seem to have any special business around this part of the country at the present time.” It was a harsh judgment under any circumstance, but especially so given Meek’s previously cordial relations with the railroad contractors.

    Meek may have been directing his attack more toward Frank McLaughlin than the Collins brothers, since the Philadelphian controlled the stock and thus the destinies of the B&BR and the NV&S. Early in 1885, McLaughlin moved to consolidate both roads. On February 24, the directors of the B&BR approved the consolidation; a day later, the NV&S’s board did the same. The merged company was called the Buffalo Run, Bellefonte and Bald Eagle Railroad. The “Bald Eagle” part hinted that it still intended someday to link State College with the Beech Creek Railroad, its name shortened from the Beech Creek, Clearfield and Southwestern. The shareholders of each of the predecessor companies exchanged their stock for shares in the BRB&BE on a onefor-one basis. Capital stock totaled 12,000 shares, each with a par value of $50. The consolidation agreement authorized the issuance of $13,500 in stock to McLaughlin for each mile of railroad he completed, along with $12,500 in BRB&BE bonds. The company’s new board of directors approved the issuance of $365,000 in twenty-year bonds yielding 6 percent annually, effective July 1, 1885. The bond issue was secured by Philadelphia-based Fidelity Insurance, Trust, and Safe Deposit Company, which thus assumed responsibility for protecting bondholders’ claims in the event the railroad defaulted on interest payments. As the construction company, McLaughlin received the bonds, and then sold them to a number of other investors to provide money the contractor—the Collins brothers—needed to finish the railroad.

    Also as part of the consolidation agreement, James A. Beaver assumed the presidency of the BRB&BE. Edmund Blanchard was suffering from a heart ailment and had to restrict his activities. He remained on the board of directors, along with Shugert, McCoy, Blair, Valentine, and Kurtz from the old B&BR. Only Senator Wallace came over from the former NV&S. The ninth director was Daniel Bush. Having Beaver as chief executive enhanced the new railroad’s public profile and respectability. Even Bellefonte’s two highly partisan Democratic newspapers occasionally spoke decently of him as a public-spirited citizen. As a politician, he displayed an ability to work effectively with people of opposing viewpoints. During his gubernatorial campaign of 1882, he won the support of state Republican party boss Matthew Quay but advocated a number of progressive policies designed to undermine the power of party machines. Beaver was even forging a friendship with his onetime opponent, Democratic governor Robert Pattison, through their mutual involvement with the Pennsylvania State College. But beyond lending his good name to the BRB&BE, there is no reason to believe that McLaughlin expected much else of General Beaver.

    In the absence of any track laying, the BRB&BE’s directors turned their attention to settling disputes with recalcitrant property owners along the right-of-way. J. Dunlop Shugert suggested a feint: The railroad should put out word that it was going to abandon the line through Waddle and instead reach the Struble site by building a new branch that connected with the L&T at Lemont. Back up this rumor, Shugert urged, with talk of shipping ore to markets in eastern Pennsylvania over the L&T. This neat little ruse was adopted, although Moses Thompson, who still held much of the property on the high ground above Waddle, had to be apprised of the strategy, lest he fear that he would somehow be shortchanged by the BRB&BE. Shugert got Thompson to say that the railroad would surely be built if it had a Lemont connection, but otherwise he considered it a lost cause. “I have Moses Thompson promising this at that end of the line, and I have intimated this result here [in Belle-fonte],” Shugert wrote to General Beaver in January 1886. “Our weekly papers will be given this idea, and if it works, our efforts to close up will be renewed.”

    The strategy worked. The Keystone Gazette, a Republican paper, reported that Phil and Tom Collins had returned to Bellefonte from Philadelphia and were buying ore rights in the State College area. They were going to access these deposits by building a line from Lemont, “a shorter and cheaper plan than completing the Buffalo Run road to Bellefonte.” The Democratic Watchman stated, “The Collins brothers talk of building a short line of railroad from a point above State College to Lemont, with a view to shipping the ore to the Reading and the Lehigh Valley.” Property owners, fearing their land would lose potential value, soon came to terms with the railroad.

    The newspapers did get one news item right—the Collins brothers were obtaining ore rights. On the Struble farm, they replaced the old washer with a larger one, drilled a new well, and installed more powerful pumping equipment. Rumors subsequently began to circulate that the brothers were going to build their own ironworks in Bellefonte and use the railroad to bring in the ore. Phil Collins arrived in Bellefonte in March 1886 and said nothing about a new furnace, but he did acknowledge that track would be laid on the BRB&BE as soon as weather permitted filling in the washouts in the three-year-old roadbed. By mid-April, 150 men and sixteen horses with carts were engaged on the railroad. The laborers—mostly Italians—each received $1.25 for a tento twelve-hour day. They placed rock ballast in areas prone to erosion and laid 56-pound steel rail directly onto irregular oak and chestnut ties without intermediary tie plates. To haul rails, ties, spikes, and other materials, the BRB&BE leased an old 4-4-0 locomotive and a few gondola and flat cars from the Pennsylvania Railroad. The 4-4-0, or American type, had a four-wheel leading or pony truck, four driving wheels, and no trailing wheels under the firebox.

    Tom Collins supervised the work, assisted by his nephew, twenty-five-year-old Thomas Shoemaker, who had the task of overseeing the gang laying the rails. Neither Phil nor Tom Collins had children; they treated Tom Shoemaker as their son, carefully training him in the construction business. An Ebensburg native, Shoemaker, son of Edward and Ellen Collins Shoemaker, had attended nearby Saint Francis College briefly before dropping out to work for P & T Collins, first as a water boy and eventually helping oversee completion of the Peale Tunnel on the Beech Creek line. Tom Collins and wife, Ellen Murray Collins, had bought the former Yocum estate just north of Bellefonte, and young Tom Shoemaker moved in with his aunt and uncle, although he may have found the house a bit lacking in elbow room. Phil Collins was a frequent long-term resident there. Unmarried sisters Elizabeth and Sarah Collins moved in permanently, and brother Peter Collins frequently stayed there when not at his home in Philadelphia.

    BRB&BE rails reached Waddle in July 1886. A few weeks later, as the track gang continued to make good progress, the railroad began carrying ore from Lambourn Bank, located on the south side of the horseshoe curve at Waddle. The McCoy and Linn Iron Works operated Lambourn, as well as Pond Bank, just beyond the summit at Alto. Lambourn was the larger of the two and typified most Centre County ore banks. It boasted a hand-excavated cut 1,200 feet long, 90 feet wide, and 60 feet down at its deepest end. The lumpy, red-brown ore was crushed, screened, and washed at the site, then transported to Bellefonte, interchanged with the PRR, and delivered to the company’s iron-works along Spring Creek between Bellefonte and Milesburg. Lambourn’s waste rock supplied much of the fill needed by the BRB&BE in the Waddle area. By September 1, the track was in service all the way to a point the railroad designated Strubles Station. A wye just beyond the station enabled the locomotive to place ore cars for loading at the Struble and Johnson pits and to turn around for the return to Bellefonte.

    Motive power consisted solely of the leased PRR 4-4-0, but it was starting to show its age. Tom Shoemaker complained that the locomotive was “something that was called an engine, but it was impossible to keep up steam with it.” The BRB&BE still had no cash of its own, so Tom Collins got permission from Frank McLaughlin to purchase a new 4-6-0 type engine and tender from the Baldwin Locomotive Works of Philadelphia, America’s foremost builder. The 4-6-0 or Ten Wheeler was then the most popular engine type nationwide because it was better suited than the 4-4-0 to dual service—passenger and freight—giving railroads greater flexibility in its use. Collins placed the order on October 5 for a base purchase price of $7,575 plus $35 for a headlight and $85 for a snowplow attachment. The locomotive, painted dark green with olive trim, arrived in Bellefonte during the second week of January 1887. Curiously, it was lettered “B. & B. R. R. R. No. 1,” although “B. R. B. & B. E.” lettering was later substituted.

    For ore service, the railroad acquired six secondhand wooden gondolas—all worn out, at least some having been in charcoal service for the Valentine ironworks—and rebuilt the superstructures in the open air at Strubles. Painted yellow, they were coupled together using a crude arrangement of chains and wooden or leather buffers and lacked air brakes. Each was 30 feet long and could carry 15 tons of ore. The BRB&BE also leased twenty-five coal cars from the Pennsylvania for ore service. It had an old boxcar of 20 tons capacity, converted temporarily to haul workers over the line, as passenger service had not yet begun. The car had extended platforms and steps at either end. It was later returned to intraline freight service. Two additional gondolas or flatcars were modified for use as cabooses by equipping them with “observation tops.”

    The pit on the Struble farm was 40 feet deep by the time rail service began. Twin stationary steam engines hoisted mine cars up an incline from the pit until, at 30 feet above ground level, the cars were dumped into a huge revolving washer. A tank kept full from a nearby well 160 feet deep supplied the water. After being washed to remove sand and clay, the ore received a visual inspection, and flint and other impurities were picked out by hand. It was then piled on the ground pending shipment, but plans were in the works to dump it from an overhead trestle directly into the railcars. The plant was washing 100 tons of ore each day at the end of the summer of 1886. The Collins brothers expected output to reach 300 tons daily within a few months. There were also plans to begin scheduled passenger service, but these were deferred until the ore trade was more fully developed and the roadbed settled sufficiently to make such travel safe. The BRB&BE did occasionally operate excursions, however; the first was a trip from Bellefonte to the Fillmore Festival in mid-August. The railroad rented six coaches from the PRR and filled every seat. “The Buffalo Run Railroad is now complete,” noted the Bellefonte Republican on September 2, 1886. “We predict that in spite of its limited dimensions and that it is spoken of by some as ‘beginning nowhere and running nowhere,’ it will be a paying institution and will be a benefit to the county all along its route. It is sure to start new business and increase the amount of shipping in the territory it serves. It is also certain to connect with the Beech Creek Railroad, increasing the prosperity of that line and giving this part of Centre County what it has so greatly stood in need of—a competing railroad.”
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    If Phil and Tom Collins were looking for a Beech Creek connection, they were not talking about it publicly. Instead, they announced that young Tom Shoemaker would be superintendent of the BRB&BE while they focused on developing their ore holdings. That business culminated in April 1887 with the formation of the Bellefonte Furnace Company, which planned to buy most of the ore hauled by the new railroad. “The Bellefonte Furnace Company may be considered an outgrowth [of] the Buffalo Run, Bellefonte and Bald Eagle Railroad,” explained the Democratic Watchman. “The one seems to have suggested the other.” The company’s directors included Philadelphia investors John Reilly and James P. Scott, Phil and Tom Collins, Tom Shoemaker, and J. King McLanahan of Hollidaysburg, Blair County. To supply ore to the furnace, the company acquired the Nittany Valley Mining Company’s rights to Johnson Bank on the Brungart farm; 160 acres at Red Bank, adjacent to Carnegie’s Scotia operation; and a tract of 100 acres owned by the Blair family near Stormstown. Agreements were also made to buy ore from other producers on the upper reaches of Waddle Run and the high ground around Alto.

    To access the mines at Red Bank, on the William Blair family tract, and at Mattern bank (formerly Desert bank), the railroad finally put down tracks on a right-of-way surveyed in 1883. The Red Bank branch, as it was designated, left the main track at Mattern Junction on the horseshoe curve at Waddle and bisected several farms. The first ore pit on this branch was Tar Hollow Bank, or Graysdale, located on a bluff above the Samuel Gray farm. A 4,000-foot narrow-gauge gravity tramway brought the ore down from the washer for loading onto the BRB&BE at Gray’s Siding, only a few hundred feet from the Gray homestead. Next was Mattern Bank and then Blair Bank, after which the track made a sharp horseshoe bend to the southwest and terminated at Red Bank, the furnace company’s largest single source of ore. Back on the main line, two spurs were graded near Alto to reach Eckley Bank and Pond Bank, although rail was not laid pending further development of these properties. Additionally, the furnace company shared mineral rights with McCoy and Linn at Ore-land Bank on the Whipple farm south of State College. Nearly a mile of track—the Oreland branch—was put down from near the end of track near Strubles eastward to the bank, where decades earlier ore had been dug to supply Centre Furnace.

    The Democratic Watchman of September 24, 1887, summed up the BRB&BE’s possibilities by noting that the railroad “will be one of the solidest and safest short railways in the state. . . . The road runs through the richest ore belt in this section and taps more workable banks than all the other roads in the county put together. It doesn’t seem to be anything like the foolish investment many of our people predicted it would be.”

    The new Bellefonte Furnace complex was located on the former Bellefonte fairgrounds, a 12-acre site across Buffalo Run from the BRB&BE enginehouse in Coleville. Designed by the Philadelphia engineering firm of Taws and Hartman, the facility represented an investment of nearly $500,000. It used nearly 400,000 bricks, along with hundreds of limestone blocks hauled by the railroad from a quarry on the Oreland branch at State College. The first ironworks in Centre County to use coke-fed, hot-blast technology, it was typical of several other furnaces being introduced elsewhere in Pennsylvania about that same time. These installations more closely resembled steel mills than the crude stone stacks that had previously symbolized Pennsylvania’s iron industry. The furnace itself was a brick-lined steel cylinder 70 feet tall. Ore, coke, and limestone were fed continuously into the top. During combustion, coke, favored because it produced higher temperatures than charcoal and burned more evenly than coal, reduced the ore to molten iron. The ore’s impurities were driven off and combined with the lime in the limestone to form slag, which floated to the top to be drawn off. Every few hours, workers tapped the bottom of the furnace to allow the iron to flow out. All the while, steam-driven pumps blasted the furnace, forcing preheated air at high pressure into the mix to speed up the reduction process. Historically, much of Centre County’s pig iron had been shipped to distant mills that could reheat the bars into shapes and sizes that more readily met the demands of the finished-metals industry. The Bellefonte Furnace Company included rolling and slitting mills that handled the pigs on-site.

    The BRB&BE entered the property from the west, beginning at a switch off the main line. The line crossed to the south side of Buffalo Run before splitting into several stub-end tracks intended to hold inbound cars of ore and coke and outbound cars of iron. North of Buffalo Run, on the hill above the railroad’s main line and shops, the furnace company had purchased 30 acres on which to mine limestone. The initial plan was to bring the stone down from the quarry in cars on a 300-foot inclined plane. As the loads dropped down the plane on one track, they would pull up the empties on the adjacent track. Carloads of limestone would travel on a trestle over the BRB&BE main track and Buffalo Run into the furnace complex. In practice, the stone was loaded into conventional railcars for the BFC to haul over to the furnace. The overall site was large enough to allow ample room for storing the slag.

    The furnace was lit on Tuesday, January 31, 1888, at precisely 10:25 A.M. The honor of throwing in the ceremonial torch went to Winifred Meek Morris, youngest daughter of Peter Gray Meek. The first cast was made the next morning. Tom Shoemaker served as superintendent of the furnace, while retaining supervision of the BRB&BE. Making 100 tons of iron—the furnace’s daily rated capacity—required 100 tons of limestone, 150 tons of coke, and 225 tons of ore. The furnace initially employed about 100 men. The company’s limestone quarry employed about 30 workers, 150 more worked in company-owned ore banks, and the railroad had about 20 employees. Total payroll was estimated at $12,000 per month.
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    The same economic forces that had prompted the construction of Belle-fonte Furnace prompted the construction of another hot-blast furnace, located on the site where the Valentine family had operated a charcoal furnace since 1815. Construction began on the new facility in the fall of 1886. The principal local investor was the ubiquitous Edmund Blanchard, who, in spite of ill health, worked hard and successfully to secure the backing of a group of Philadelphia investors. Blanchard, who succumbed to heart disease on December 27, and his partners divided their enterprise into three separate companies. The first, the Centre Iron Works, actually ran the furnace and made and marketed the iron. The furnace complex was similar to Bellefonte Furnace, even down to approximately the same 100-ton daily capacity. The second company, the Valentine Ore Land Association, obtained some 12,000 acres of ore leases formerly under the control of the Valentines. Most of these leases were in the Nittany Valley east of Bellefonte and included the highly prized Taylor Bank. The association organized a wholly owned subsidiary, the Nittany Valley Railroad, to transport the ore. The NVRR ran 4.75 miles, from Taylor Bank to the PRR’s Bellefonte, Nittany and Lemont line, then operated another 4,000 feet over the latter’s trackage to reach the furnace. The short, steep descent to the BN&L required a switchback to make the grade practical. The Collins brothers engineered and built the NVRR, with Tom Shoemaker serving as superintendent of construction. The first trainload of iron ore over the Nittany Valley Railroad arrived at Valentine Furnace, as the operation came to be popularly known, on February 28, 1888. The furnace expected to procure all the ore it needed from the banks east of Bellefonte, plus Logan Bank, situated south of the furnace along the BN&L. Valentine Furnace went into blast just eight days after Bellefonte Furnace was lit. Both occasions were cause for community celebrations and self-congratulations, as the county seat seemed to be destined for a leading role in the nation’s surging industrial growth.

    o o o

    Ore promised to be the lifeblood of the Buffalo Run, Bellefonte and Bald Eagle Railroad. The company’s fortunes would rise or fall depending on the viability of Bellefonte Furnace and lesser ironworks on one end of the line and the numerous ore banks on the other. With a modest additional investment, passenger service offered supplementary revenue. The railroad delayed the introduction of scheduled passenger trains until the arrival of the new locomotive and the acquisition of suitable rolling stock. By the time Baldwin delivered the first engine, designated No. 1, in early January 1887, several passenger cars had been purchased or were in the process of being acquired. From E. H. Wilson and Company, a Philadelphia-based used-equipment dealer, the BRB&BE bought a coach and a combination coach and baggage car and numbered them 1 and 2. The coach was 54 feet in length; the combine measured 51.5 feet overall, with 38 feet devoted to seating. Both were painted dark green. Car Nos. 3 and 4 also were acquired from Wilson, but little is known about them other than that they were not in as good condition as Nos. 1 and 2. The BRB&BE does not appear to have used them in regularly scheduled service. Car No. 5 was a baggage car. All of the passenger cars were equipped with hand and air brakes and Janney automatic couplers, although at least one was delivered with obsolete link-and-pin couplers and no air brakes and was upgraded by the BRB&BE. Frank McLaughlin paid for and owned all of these cars. Indeed, as the contractor, he operated the short line throughout the fall of 1886, as the BRB&BE still had no funds of its own. When he did turn the line over to the railroad company in January 1887, he retained ownership of the rolling stock but made no charge for its use.

    Scheduled mixed passenger and freight train service began on Monday, January 24, 1887, with two round-trips between Coleville and Strubles. Trains 1 and 3 departed Coleville Monday through Saturday at 6:10 A.M. and 4:40 P.M., respectively, and left Strubles for the return trip as Trains 2 and 4 at 8:00 A.M. and 6:00 P.M. (Westbound trains always carried odd numbers, eastbounds even.) In addition to a coach and a combine, these trains might typically include a gondola of coal or a boxcar of merchandise for the State College area, as well as a car of farm products outbound for the PRR interchange. Although the 5.5-mile Red Bank branch was completed by October 1887, the railroad did not offer scheduled passenger service on that route until some months later. After that time, train No. 1 ran directly to Strubles. Returning as No. 2 as far as Mattern Junction, it then backed westward up the branch to Red Bank, operating in the timetable as train No. 3. After a brief stop, it headed east again as No. 2 via Mattern Junction to Coleville. The day’s second train from Coleville was carded as No. 5. It ran to Red Bank, then backed to Mattern Junction as No. 4 (eastbound), whereupon it became No. 5 again (westbound) for the remainder of the trip to Strubles. Returning as No. 6, this train bypassed the Red Bank branch and ran directly to Coleville. The detour via Red Bank added about fifty minutes to the schedule of a passenger wanting to travel between Bellefonte and State College—just about doubling the previous running time between those two points. Residents of the Red Bank, Scotia, and Stormstown areas appreciated the service, but State College riders deemed it an annoyance.

    Train operations were controlled primarily by timetable, since the mixed was often the only train on the road. The BRB&BE did run pure freight trains to and from Red Bank, but it is unclear whether these ran as extras or were listed in the timetable. In the case of extras and when the timetable could not be applied, train orders—written instructions governing train operations—were issued. Station agents at Strubles and Coleville were connected by telegraph. It is unknown how they communicated with trains on the Red Bank branch or whether there was a Red Bank agent. Typical of extra trains were the passenger specials that ran in the evening or on Sunday. One of the first such specials ran on Sunday, March 13, 1887, to accommodate State College residents who wished to attend a regional conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church in Bellefonte. The train left Strubles at 7:45 A.M. and arrived in the county seat at 8:30. The return trip departed at 7:15 P.M.

    This elementary method of traffic control worked well enough to prevent any accidents. In fact, the first incident of property destruction on the BRB&BE was no accident at all. One night in late October 1886, a group of boys released the brakes on two gondolas that were parked on a siding at Coleville. The cars started downgrade toward the PRR interchange and would have gone right through the switch onto the Pennsylvania’s trackage had they not smashed into several other gondolas parked near the junction. The resulting derailment, which closed the line for more than a day, prevented engine No. 1 from accessing the water tank near the junction with the PRR and forced it to run all the way to the tank at Red Bank.

    The first serious accident to befall the railroad occurred on December 26, 1886. A leased PRR locomotive was approaching the horseshoe curve at Waddle with a westbound train when low water caused the boiler to burst. Peter Collins happened to be in the cab with the engineer and fireman. All were blown out by the explosion, but miraculously none suffered serious injuries.

    The new 4-6-0 usually handled the mixed trains, with engineer Jerry Nolan at the throttle and conductor G. Ross Parker punching tickets. These men had been with the BRB&BE since it began operations. The railroad continued to lease an engine, sometimes two, from the PRR mostly to power its ore trains. All passenger trains except No. 1 made what the railroad styled “convenient” connections with the PRR’s Bald Eagle Valley trains. Passengers arriving in Coleville at 9:00 A.M. on No. 2, for instance, could change to a BEV train leaving for Lock Haven at 9:32 A.M. or the westbound to Tyrone, which departed at 10:35 A.M. Convenience was a matter of opinion, however, as travelers making connections had to provide their own transportation for the half mile or so between Coleville and the Pennsylvania’s depot just off High Street in Belle-fonte. Many seem to have simply walked. The PRR also offered two round-trips daily from Bellefonte on the Snow Shoe branch and over the L&T Railroad.

    Traffic grew slowly through 1887, the BRB&BE’s first full year of operation. Passenger revenues totaled $4,174 and freight earned $8,331, for a total gross operating income of $12,505. Expenditures amounted to $15,426, however, resulting in a net deficit of $2,921. The lighting of Bellefonte Furnace in 1888 had a monumental impact on the railroad. Passenger revenues remained about the same, $4,650, but freight earnings grew to $41,622. For the first several months, the furnace operated near or even above its rated capacity, producing more than 1,000 tons of iron in some weeks. By the end of its first year of operation, the furnace had consumed 3,360 railcars of Centre County ore, totaling nearly 100,000 tons, plus additional carloads of Connellsville coke. It had produced 27,127 tons of pig iron, which was shipped out in 1,466 cars over the Pennsylvania Railroad.

    The railroad implemented two significant improvements that year. Effective August 1, its passenger trains originated and terminated at the PRR station in Bellefonte—no doubt a great relief to many travelers, although the short line did have to pay the larger road for station privileges. Even better, the Pennsylvania that same month announced plans to build a new passenger station, replacing what the Centre Democrat lambasted as “a miserable old shed of a depot that would be a disgrace to a way-station on a coal road.” The new station, across the track from the structure it replaced, opened on February 11, 1889. It was a single-story red-brick affair, its mahogany-trimmed interior containing ticket and telegraph offices, baggage and express rooms, and two waiting rooms. Elegant without being ornate, it was bound to impress sophisticates traveling to and from the Pennsylvania State College on the BRB&BE.

    The second improvement was less visible to the public but equally important. In the fall of 1888, the railroad built an enginehouse and car repair shop across Buffalo Run from the furnace. At last its motive power could be brought under cover, a great boon to maintenance forces, and turned without having to use the PRR’s wye. The roster consisted of a furnace switcher and one or two other leased PRR engines for ore service, and No. 1 for the mixed train to Strubles.

    The spectacular growth of the ore business notwithstanding, the BRB&BE ended 1888 with a deficit of $6,334—more than double that of the previous year. The primary cause was the $21,510 in interest it paid on the bonds issued in 1885. The year 1888 also witnessed a change in ownership of the road, although the reasons for that change are obscured by the passage of time and the absence of documentation. Majority stockholder Frank McLaughlin had a sharp falling out with the Collins brothers, sold his interest in the railroad to Phil, and withdrew permanently from railroading in central Pennsylvania. Trouble was brewing between the parties as early as January 1887. On January 28, Phil Collins, who by then had joined the BRB&BE’s board of directors, wrote in a letter to his nephew Tom Shoemaker: “Make a list of articles so that in the event of trouble with McLaughlin, everything will be in shape. They had better all be in your name. Your Uncle Tom and McLaughlin are having a lively time.” The letter made no mention of just what the “articles” were or what had prompted the “lively time.” A few months later, as owner of the railroad, McLaughlin fired the Collinses. He informed General Beaver of his action in a one-sentence letter: “Dear Sir,” he wrote icily, “please take notice that Philip and Thomas Collins are no longer in my employ or authorized to do any business for me or in my name.” At that time, Beaver was spending a good part of his time in Harrisburg and elsewhere around the state, preparing for another run for governor in the fall. He depended on his law and sometime business partner, J. Wesley Gephart, to keep him posted on affairs of commerce back in Centre County. On June 15, Gephart wrote to Beaver, “Matters are getting to an ugly pass between McLaughlin and the Collins [sic],” but he did not elaborate on the cause of the ugliness.

    The clearest hint as to the nature of the conflict came in a letter that McLaughlin penned the very next day to Beaver. “I hereby make a formal demand on you for the stock payments due me under the contract with your company, and to which I am entitled,” McLaughlin began. He went on to cite a number of dates between May 15, 1886, and July 20, 1887, when stock payments totaling $359,000 par value were owed him. “As far as I know, none of this stock has been delivered to me or to anyone legally authorized to receive it for me,” he wrote, and then warned Beaver, “unless it is delivered within ten days of this date, I shall be compelled to institute legal proceedings.” Apparently McLaughlin was speaking of the stock that he was to receive as the railroad’s contractor. That he was paid the bonds, which he later resold, is a matter of record. But why did he claim to have received none of the additional shares that the BRB&BE was to have issued to pay for construction?

    As the dispute festered through the summer and early fall of 1888, General Beaver resigned from the road’s presidency. He had captured the Republican gubernatorial nomination; being caught in a nasty legal squabble could harm his candidacy. Gephart begged him to reconsider. The investors of the Beech Creek Railroad had renewed their desire to buy or build a line to Bellefonte now that Bellefonte and Valentine Furnaces were up and running, he told Beaver in a letter of October 18, 1888. “I know that both present stockholders, and also the people likely to become interested in case that road is extended, will have more confidence in the enterprise if you are at the head [of the BRB&BE] than any other person that I know of.” Beaver was not persuaded. Within days of receiving Gephart’s plea, he triumphed in his electoral bid. As governor, Beaver would have little time for railroad adventures. He went on to have a fruitful and popular administration, and then was twice elected a justice of the state superior court. He also served from 1898 until his death in 1914 as chairman of Penn State’s board of trustees. But he would never again be associated with the BRB&BE.

    Nor would Frank McLaughlin, who sold his entire interest in the railroad to Phil Collins in October 1888. Though the terms of the sale are unknown, Collins assumed McLaughlin’s de facto control of the company. With Collins’s blessing, Bellefonte Furnace Company president John Reilly also became president of the railroad, further cementing the close relationship between the two organizations. Reilly, a twenty-year veteran of the PRR’s transportation department, was a former Blair County congressman (a Democrat) and president of the Bell’s Gap Railroad, a narrow-gauge coal hauler, in the 1870s. He had moved to Philadelphia in 1881 and pursued a variety of business ventures. Reilly headed a bustling BRB&BE. Between January 1, 1889, and June 30, 1890, the road generated a gross operating income of $89,476—$4,999 above all expenses, including interest payments. It reported hauling 150,033 tons of freight, mostly ore, for the twelve months ending June 30. The railroad also contributed directly to the local economy by employing about forty workers, with a monthly payroll of approximately $1,000. Three of its employees were women: Mrs. James Shorter, in charge of the office and assistant to chief clerk William H. Crissman, and Mrs. Frank Lockard and May L. Johnson, passenger car cleaners.

    Operating in the black was a short-term luxury. All was not well at the furnace company, and those troubles carried over to the railroad. Bellefonte Furnace and its counterpart, Valentine Furnace, mirrored the phenomenal growth in ironmaking statewide throughout the 1880s. Pennsylvania’s production of pig iron increased from 2.1 million to 4.9 million tons during that decade, a trend that depressed prices.

    As competition intensified among the plethora of iron producers in the state, Bellefonte Furnace encountered another serious problem. To make iron that was cost-competitive, it had to operate at or near its mammoth 100-tonper-day capacity. Yet production shrank to only 80 percent of capacity as ore banks served by the BRB&BE struggled to meet the huge demand. The banks relied heavily on manual labor. The furnace company considered buying two steam shovels to speed up production but nixed the idea when it realized that machines could not compensate for a lack of ore in the first place. “The ore along the line of the railroad is not found in sufficient quantity to run the furnace,” lamented Phil Collins to Henry Whelen of Philadelphia, one of the company’s bondholders. He believed that enough ore to supply the furnace could be secured from the Carnegie lands around Scotia, but it would have to be shipped over the PRR’s L&T Railroad west to Tyrone, then east over the Bald Eagle Valley Railroad, a roundabout and expensive route. Transportation costs were a critical factor in ironmaking, as demonstrated by Valentine Furnace, which was also suffering from a shortage of ore. Production at Taylor Bank was simply unable to keep the furnace running at its 92-ton daily capacity, forcing the company to seek ore from pits not served by the captive Nittany Valley Railroad. The furnace paid $1 per ton to transport over the NVRR from the Valentine Ore Lands Association, compared with $2.78 per ton for ore purchased from mines along the BRB&BE that were not tied to Bellefonte Furnace. This amount included a charge by the PRR for hauling the ore from the BRB&BE interchange to Valentine Furnace. Under those circumstances, Valentine Furnace was a marginally profitable operation: It made iron for $12 per ton and sold it for $13.50.

    Bellefonte Furnace was less than marginal. The company made a few technological changes that were aimed at improving efficiency, but it is hard to imagine that it bettered Valentine Furnace’s production costs or ever came close to making iron at a cost projected by Pennsylvania state geologist E. V. D’Invilliers. In 1884, upon completion of a survey of Centre County coal and ore lands, D’Invilliers noted that the county’s charcoal-fed furnaces were making pig iron for about $18 per ton. Citing two independent assessments, the geologist said that coke-fed or hot-blast furnaces should be able to produce iron in the range of $8.72 to $10.29 per ton, based on a cost of $2.66 per ton of ore delivered at the furnace. D’Invilliers had concluded: “With the early completion of numerous graded and prospective railroad lines, an abundance of 45–50 percent hematite ores readily and cheaply mined, and limestone and coke very accessible, Centre County certainly seems a favorable locality for the manufacture of cheap iron.”

    The Collins brothers and their associates apparently took these words to heart. In the end, however, the combined mistakes of overestimating ore reserves, underestimating production costs, and overbuilding capacity proved insurmountable. Bellefonte Furnace drew its fires on January 31, 1891, ostensibly to reline some of the blast pipes with new brick and make repairs to engines and pumps. Superintendent Shoemaker said he expected to resume operations in April. By then, however, a strike against the Frick coke interests in the Connellsville region caused a shortage of that raw material, which also led to the closing of Valentine Furnace. (The two furnaces combined used about 300 tons of coke daily.) A hundred coke ovens had recently started up along the Beech Creek Railroad at Gorton, near Snow Shoe. Both Bellefonte ironmakers looked forward to receiving some of their output as soon as contracts could be negotiated in what had become an extremely tight market. Until that time, Bellefonte and Valentine Furnaces stood idle.

    Losing a customer that accounted for two-thirds of its monthly operating receipts dealt a calamitous blow to the BRB&BE. It still carried ore for the McCoy and Linn Iron Works, and possibly Eagle and Howard Furnaces in Bald Eagle Valley, but none of these could match the trade that Bellefonte Furnace had given it. Most ore banks had to curtail production or cease operation altogether. Conrad Struble, for example, had stockpiled 500 tons of ore on his property by the summer of 1891, waiting for the furnace to relight its fires. Until then, he couldn’t repay the $12,000 he still owed for his mining equipment. He subsequently lost his farm in a sheriff’s sale. When Struble and his fellow producers did not ship ore, the railroad suffered. Operating income for the year ended June 30, 1891, totaled $39,947—down by one-third from the previous twelve months and leading to a deficit of $14,324. “Since the stoppage of the furnace, [the railroad] with first-class management has not earned running expenses,” Phil Collins wrote in summing up the situation for Henry Whelen. “Nor can it earn them if the furnace is not started, and the furnace in the present condition of the iron trade will not start. . . . The furnace can do without the railroad, but without the furnace, the railroad will not operate.”

    The financial condition of the railroad was so bad, in fact, that it could not make any interest payments on the $365,000 in bonds it had issued in 1885. By May, it was common talk on the streets of Bellefonte that both the railroad and furnace were in serious trouble. The bondholders’ trustee, the Fidelity Insurance, Trust, and Safe Deposit Company, was reluctant to foreclose on the railroad. It apparently agreed with President Reilly’s assertion that all would be well once the coke situation righted itself. But at least one of the railroad’s bondholders did not share that confidence. Charles Breck of New York brought suit in the federal court for the Western District of Pennsylvania to force Fidelity to foreclose on the BRB&BE. On July 22, 1891, in the absence of the railroad’s ability to meet its bond obligations, the court ordered the trustee to sell the property at auction in Philadelphia unless the company could pay its bonded indebtedness by August 1—an impossibility. Phil Collins admitted to his nephew Tom Shoemaker that the future looked bleak: “The engine is sadly in need of repairs, and should be in the shop. The combination car is about ready to go to pieces. On the whole, the rolling stock is pretty well used up.” Referring to the payment on the bonds, a panicky Reilly told Collins, “Our coupons are due and we have no money to pay for them or anything else.” The BRB&BE prepared to draw its last breath.
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