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The Planter’s Railway
by Paul Harncourt

T h is is a boo k  ab o u t the  firs t ra ilro ad  to  b ring  the  M ississip p i R iv e r  V alley  and the E ast 
C oast o f  A m erican  to g e th e r— the M e m p h is  & C h a rles to n  R ailro ad  (M & C ). T he 
ex c ite m ent o f  see in g  a ra ilro ad  bein g  born  is fo llow ed  by the p a in s o f  be in g  caugh t in 
a C ivil W ar an d  ev en tu a lly  a b so rb ed  by the  S ou th ern  R a ilw a y . M o st o f  the  d eta ils  g iven 
are  from  n ew sp ap e rs  o f  the d ay  an d  the A nnual R ep o rts  o f  the  M & C .

T he book  sta rts o u t w ith  w h at is ca lled  the  ‘E x c ite m e n t P e r io d .' w here  m any  o f  the 
unknow n  d e ta ils  abou t the  b eg in n in g  o f  ra ilro ad s in the N orth  A lab am a . Southern  
T en n essee , and  N orth  M ississip p i areas are  b ro u g h t to g e th er. W e read  how  the M & C  
bu ild s tw o  se p a ra te  ra ilro ad s to co m e  to g e th e r in to  on e . O ne ex ten d s  from  T uscu m b ia  
to S tevenson  A lab am a  (to  link  up w ith  the N ash v ille  & C h a ttan o o g a  R a ilro ad  bein g  built 
a t the tim e), an d  the  o th e r fro m  M e m p h is ea s tw ard  to w ard  T u sc u m b ia .

W e see the final sp ike  d riven  on the  M & C , in the  y e a r  1857, ju s t  five y ea rs  to  the date 
o f  its b eg in n in g . T h e re  are  ac tual d e ta ils  on how  the  ra ilro ad s  w ere  su rv ey ed  and then 
bu ilt in tho se  d ay s; w ith  oak s trin g ers  an d  w ith  h a lf  inch  strap s o f  iron  nailed  to w ooden  
ra ils , b e fo re  iron  “T ” ra ils  w ere  in tro d u ced  from  E n g la n d . W e learn  how  they w ere 
opera ted  by “C a p ta in s ,” o r  “ R u n n e rs ,” and  how  the ra ilro ad s w ere  p o w ered  befo re  there 
w ere  lo c o m o tiv e s— w ith  m u les and  h o rses p u llin g  the  ca rs . U ltim ate ly  w ith  techno logy  
they o v ercam e the  p ro b lem s they  faced .

T he C iv il W ar lite ra lly  an d  p h y sic a lly  a lm o st d es tro y ed  th is  f led g lin g  ra ilro ad . T he 
d eta ils o f  th is p erio d  are  tak en  fro m  the O ffic ia l R eco rd s o f  the  W ar o f  the R ebellion  as 
com p iled  by the g o v e rn m e n t in the  late 1800’s, and the  A nnual R ep o rts  o f  the M & C .

B oth  a rm ies a lte rn a te ly  d es tro y  an d  reb u ild  the  ra ilro a d , fig h tin g  a lo n g  its leng th , a 
s tretch  ca lled  "T h e  G re a t V erteb rae  o f  the  S o u th "  by S o u th ern  g en e ra ls . T here  is the 
cap tu re  o f  H u n tsv ille , w ith o u t a sh o t be in g  fired  in the to w n . S k irm ish es betw een  
w arring  p artie s , in the  co u n try s id e  a lo n g  the  ra ilro a d , ab o u n d . T h e  p o p u lace  o f  the areas 
m anaged  th e ir  lives in the  face  o f  these  d e p r iv a tio n s , an d  the  ra ilro ad  su rv iv ed .

T he book  en d s  w ith  a sec tion  on  the  p o st w a r  era . T h e re  w e see  how  the  tro u b le d  tim es 
o f  the  la te  1800’s a ffe c ted  the  fo rtu n es  o f  the  M & C . A tten tio n  is ca lled  to  the 
sh o rts ig h ted n e ss  o f  the  m in o rity  M & C  sto c k h o ld e rs , and  the u ltim ate  d es tru c tio n  o f  the 
p ro fitab ility  o f  the  ra ilro a d , until in 1897 it is ab so rb ed  in to  the S o u th ern  R a ilw ay  
S y stem .

F o r ra ilro ad  bu ffs  th ere  a re  any  n u m b er o f  ra ilro ad  firs ts  that w ill su rp rise  you  as you  
read  the  "E x c ite m e n t"  se c tio n . A nd  fo r the C iv il W ar b u ffs , you  w ill be p leasan tly  
su rp rised  a t so m e o f  the  im p o rtan t e v en ts  th a t tran sp ired  a lo n g  the  M & C  line. T h e  book  
c o n ta in s a  re fe ren ce  sec tion  an d  c o m p o s ite  ch a rts  o f  the  lo co m o tiv e  ro s te r  o f  the  M & C  
fo r tho se  lo o k in g  fo r  re fe ren ce  m ate ria l.

R a ilro ad  en th u s ia s ts  and  C iv il W ar b u ffs  w ill w an t to add  th is novel acco u n t o f  the 
M em p h is and  C h a rle s to n  R a ilro ad  to th e ir  co llec tio n s .
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