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Union Dam Tunnel
B & O Railroad, Patapsco River beneath U. S. Route 40.
Private

Description:
The Union Dam Tunnel of the B & O Railroad is located along the Patapsco River beneath U. S.
Route 40. The east end of the tunnel is set about 75 feet east of the slope. The tunnel entrance
wall is semi-circular-arched, rock-faced ashlar sandstone with raised-bead pointing. Above the
tunnel arch is a plaque that appears to be marble and is carved with "19 - UNION DAM - 02."
The tunnel has a brick barrel vault. There are recesses in the brick tunnel wall. The tunnel is
single-track now. The tunnel construction is identical to the east end, with the same date plaque.
Near the east mouth of the tunnel and along the river between it and the hill that the tunnel
passes through are some stacks of stone stringers that date to the earliest construction of the
railroad, before the tunnel was built.

Significance:
The B. & O. Railroad first began laying their main line in 1829 and 1830. The second division
of the main line began at Ellicott's Mills and proceeded west to the fork in the Patapsco, and
stone stringers with plate rail were used here from the beginning. The stone stringers were
designed with the center of the track clear, so that horses could haul the passenger and freight
cars. In 1845 the B. & O. decided to rebuild its entire track from Baltimore to Harper's Ferry,
substituting U-shaped edge rail for the earlier strap rail. This was done by 1849. No doubt the
valuable iron was taken up and recycled, while the stone stringers were left where they lay. The
curve at Union Dam, where the track swung around a jutting section of hill, was very tight, and
as equipment got longer, heavier, and faster, tight turns created operational problems. In the
summer of 1900 the B. & O. requested bids to remove "dangerous and troublesome curves" at
Ilchester and Union Dam by cutting tunnels through the hills. The 1902 Union Dam Tunnel, 810
feet long and 30 feet wide, was built on a more-gradual seven degree curve. The portals were
built of sandstone from Grafton, West Virginia and Somerset, Pennsylvania.
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Prepare both a one paragraph summary and a comprehensive description of the resource and its various elements as it
exists today.

Summary:
The Union Dam Tunnel of the B & O Railroad is located along the Patapsco River beneath U. S. Route
40. The east end of the tunnel is set about 75 feet east of the slope. The tunnel entrance wall is semicircular-arched, rock-faced ashlar sandstone with raised-bead pointing. Above the tunnel arch is a
plaque that appears to be marble and is carved with "19- UNION DAM - 02." The tunnel has a brick
barrel vault. There are recesses in the brick tunnel wall. The tunnel is single-track now. The tunnel
construction is identical to the east end, with the same date plaque. Near the east mouth of the tunnel and
along the river between it and the hill that the tunnel passes through are some stacks of stone stringers
that date to the earliest construction of the railroad, before the tunnel was built.

Description:
The Union Dam Tunnel of the B & O Railroad is located along the Patapsco River beneath U. S. Route
40. The east end of the tunnel is set about 75 feet east of the slope, and the ground at the east end of the
tunnel is flat on top of the tunnel, with the hill to the south and the river to the north. The north end of
the tunnel wall has been partially undermined by erosion and patched or filled with brick and concrete.
The tunnel entrance wall is semi-circular-arched, rock-faced ashlar sandstone with raised-bead pointing.
The top coping of the wall is also ashlar sandstone, but of larger blocks that are slightly cantilevered.
Above the tunnel arch is a plaque that appears to be marble and is carved with "19 - UNION DAM 02." The tunnel side voussoirs of the arch have a picked finish. In front of the tunnel is a speed limit
sign with "15."
The tunnel has a brick barrel vault. There are recesses in the brick tunnel wall. The tunnel is singletrack now. The west end of the tunnel has hills on both sides, and the hills slope steeply up from the top
of the tunnel. The tunnel construction is identical to the east end, with the same date plaque.
Near the east mouth of the tunnel and along the river between it and the hill that the tunnel passes
through are some stacks of stone stringers that date to the earliest construction of the railroad, before the
tunnel was built. These stringers are roughly 40 inches long by roughly 18 inches wide at their widest
point, and are granite that has been cut flat on the top, with a slight indentation cut on the inner top face.
This depression is only about a Vt to % inch deep and between 1-J4 and 2 inches wide, with rust stains
along it, and there are drill holes spaced about every 18 inches in this depression; the drill holes are
about two inches deep. The depression held iron strap rail that was spiked down to the stone stringer,
and there is at least one stone that has a deeper depression with three holes in it where the ends of two
pieces of strap rail overlapped and were spiked together. Several of these stones have a drill hole in
them indicating that they were quarried.
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Prepare a one-paragraph summary statement of significance addressing applicable criteria, followed by a narrative discussion of the
history of the resource and its context. (For compliance projects, complete evaluation on a DOE Form - see manual.)

Summary:
The B. & O. Railroad first began laying their main line in 1829 and 1830. The second division of the
main line began at Ellicott's Mills and proceeded west to the fork in the Patapsco, and stone stringers
with plate rail were used here from the beginning. The stone stringers were designed with the center of
the track clear, so that horses could haul the passenger and freight cars. In 1845 the B. & O. decided to
rebuild its entire track from Baltimore to Harper's Ferry, substituting U-shaped edge rail for the earlier
strap rail. This was done by 1849. No doubt the valuable iron was taken up and recycled, while the
stone stringers were left where they lay. The curve at Union Dam, where the track swung around a
jutting section of hill, was very tight, and as equipment got longer, heavier, and faster, tight turns created
operational problems. In the summer of 1900 the B. & O. requested bids to remove "dangerous and
troublesome curves" at Uchester and Union Dam by cutting tunnels through the hills. The 1902 Union
Dam Tunnel, 810 feet long and 30 feet wide, was built on a more-gradual seven degree curve. The
portals were built of sandstone from Grafton, West Virginia and Somerset, Pennsylvania.

•

Significance:
The B. & O. Railroad experimented with several types of track when they first began laying their main
line in 1829 and 1830. Because of the expense of iron, plate rail was chosen, and though the first track
was laid on wood stringers, the preferred method was to lay it on stone stringers, since it was assumed
that they would be more durable than wood. The second division of the main line began at Ellicott's
Mills and proceeded west to the fork in the Patapsco, and stone stringers were used here from the
beginning. The stone stringers were designed with the center of the track clear, so that horses could haul
the passenger and freight cars. The B. & O. was not certain about whether it should experiment with
steam locomotives, in part because they were only being constructed in Great Britain and were very
expensive. However, stone stringers were much slower to lay and were less giving, and the flexible
character of the wood proved to be preferable. The thin strap rail used on the stringers eventually wore
and broke in places, causing the loose end to curl up and impale the floor of one of the cars. Even
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before the cars and locomotives used had become much larger and heavier, it was recognized that the
thin strap rail was insufficient. In 1838 it was replaced with early versions of "T" rail, laid on wood
sleepers in stone ballast, for the laying of new track. In 1845 the B. & O. decided to rebuild its entire
track from Baltimore to Harper's Ferry, substituting U-shaped edge rail for the earlier strap rail. This
was done by 1849. No doubt the valuable iron was taken up and recycled, while the stone stringers were
left where they lay.
A modern photograph shows three surviving lines of stone stringers, two for the west-bound track,
closest to the river, and one for the east-bound track, on the hill side of the line. The other line of
stringers for the east-bound track was apparently removed when a sewer line was put in some years ago.
Only part of one line of stringers could be located, probably because of flooding that has brought in silt,
and because of overgrowth.2
According to H. H. Harwood, Jr., the B. & O. Railroad began re-double tracking their main line west of
Ellicott City c. 1857, at the same time re-aligning some track and easing some curves. The curve at
Union Dam, where the track swung around a jutting section of hill, became 13 degrees, which was still
very tight. This section of the main line was always a problem for the railroad, for several reasons. In
1868 heavy rains washed out part of the newly-laid track, causing a locomotive to derail at Union Dam.
Heavy traffic here led the B. & O. to put in a siding in order for freight trains to clear the line for
passenger trains. Before this could be done, an eastbound freight train collided with the rear of a slower
east-bound freight, sending cars onto the west-bound track. A west-bound passenger train then rounded
the curve here and could not stop before colliding with the freight cars.3
As equipment got longer, heavier, and faster, tight turns created operational problems. In the summer of
1900 the B. & O. requested bids to remove "dangerous and troublesome curves" at Ilchester and Union
Dam by cutting tunnels through the hills. The 1902 Union Dam Tunnel, 810 feet long and 30 feet wide,
was built on a more-gradual seven degree curve. The east end was cut and cover and the rest through
medium granite and mica schist. The portals were built of sandstone from Grafton, West Virginia and
Somerset, Pennsylvania. The tunnel is still used by CSX trains, but has been single-tracked now.4
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