
Arbor Day—honoring mines that gave 

life to Tennessee communities

by Barry Thacker, PE 



Email from Chico Higgins about this being a great day:

—honored to be part of the new ARRI Program  

—re-establishing the American Chestnut in our area 

—giving a true representation of current mining and reclamation practices for 

students to see...

This was also a sad day, as it represents the end of an era for a company that 

has given so much to the families and counties in our area.



Tennessee Coal, Iron & Railroad Company (TCI & RR) was one of the twelve 

original stocks used to compute the Dow Jones Industrial Average in 1896…  



Meeting of miners and business leaders at Thistle Switch on 14 July 1891 to plot a 

course of action to end convict leasing after the Tennessee Coal Mining Company 

(TCMC) replaced striking miners with convicts at its Tennessee Mine in Briceville.  

(David R. Thomas in circle)



“Listen to the interview of Welsh miner Richard Jenkins”…





One of the most 

noted riders was 

John Prigmore who 

was timed with a 

stop watch riding 

the one mile incline 

on his “Rail Horse” 

in 59 seconds! Let’s 

consider for a 

minute that was 

from a stopped 

position at the 

beginning of his 

ride to a stopped 

position at the end 

of his ride. 



The worker would 

place the “Rail 

Horse” on the rail, 

and set himself on 

the seat of the 

horse. He would 

place a foot on 

each side of the 

rail to guide him, 

hold his lunch pail 

in his teeth, a stick 

in each hand to 

help to balance 

him and start 

rolling along the 

rail. 

If the rider leaned backward, the 

rider’s weight pressed on the 

horseshoe piece of metal and 

served as a brake but if he wished to 

go faster, he would lean forward 

with his weight on the roller allowing 

the Rail Horse to gain speed. 



Marion County Coal Miners Museum in Whitwell…





Initial meeting with 

Whitwell teachers was 

cancelled due to an 

escaped convict 

(crackhead) being at-

large in the area, which 

caused schools to 

close.  

“It’s crazy that he can 

hide for a week and 

they have dogs, 

helicopters, heat 

sensors in the 

helicopters, and a 

bunch of people 

looking for him..

Darin Rogers even set 

up a ‘Crackhead Trap’ 

at the Raceway in 

Whitwell.”







Announcement: Make sure you take the seedlings out 

of the plastic pots before you transplant them…





Arbor Day events are possible, thanks to great hosts and volunteers



Visit to tell Whitwell students about their part in 

TCC/Lexington Coal’s winning of the National ARRI award.  



Copper Basin circa 1960



This circa 1920 photo shows the old Union Church (upper right) 

in Isabella, which was built shortly after the Civil War. Above the 

front door is a "spirit hole," intended to let the good spirits in 

and the bad spirits out.



From “The Welsh of 

Tennessee” by Dr. Eirug 

Davis:  There were Welshmen 

here in Ducktown before the 

war digging and smelting 

copper. Those works were 

started by Messrs. William 

Edwards and Thomas 

Merchant from the Swansea 

area. The copper ore in 

Ducktown attracted many 

Welshmen to that area before 

the war; but by today [1892] 

all of them have scattered to 

different parts of Tennessee 

and Georgia. It was last year 

that the last of the Welsh, Mr. 

Edward Morgan, left the 

place. By now those from this 

country have learnt from the 

Welsh, and are as capable as 

them in extracting the 

copper.



Civilization came to the Basin before the Civil War to support the mining 

of copper. Welsh and Cornish miners brought the mining and smelting 

expertise, which attracted native Tennesseans seeking prosperity.



Dave Turner, Carol Moore 

and I gave a lesson to Ginger 

Montgomery’s ecology class 

at Copper Basin High 

School… 



Prior to the early 1900s, the American 

chestnut  was a staple of life in Appalachia, 

providing timber for lumber, bark for 

tanning leather, food for livestock, and it 

was the primary cash crop for the region... 

cradles to caskets.   In many parts of 

Appalachia, one in four trees in the forest 

was an American chestnut.  Due to its size, 

it was called the “Redwood of the East.”

Where there be mountains, there 
be chestnuts.

(Hernando De Soto, 1542)



American chestnut 

blight pandemic

Chinese chestnuts brought to New York City in 1904 carried a fungus, 

which proved deadly to the American chestnut.  By the 1940s, the 

species was nearly destroyed.



Knoxville News-Sentinel

18 November 1934

Arthur Morgan’s forestry 

genetics initiative at TVA



For the past 40 

years, the American 

Chestnut 

Foundation (TACF) 

has been 

backcrossing and 

intercrossing 

Chinese and 

American chestnuts 

to produce a blight-

resistant hybrid  

that is 94% 

American chestnut. 

The 15/16th hybrids are now 

available, but for research 

purposes only to verify their blight 

resistance.  The goal is to produce 

a forest tree comparable to the 

American chestnut in stature, but 

with the blight resistance of the 

Chinese chestnut.  



After blight-resistant American chestnut hybrid trees grow on reclaimed 

mine sites, squirrels will collect and bury their nuts in surrounding areas 

to spread the range of the tree as was done in nature prior to the blight.  



With your help in growing and transplanting American chestnuts 

on FRA sites, your great-great grandchildren will once again be 

able to marvel at the wonders of an American chestnut forest.  

US EPA said students could watch us plant chestnuts 

while sitting on the bus, but could not participate.  

Feedback from residents on that restriction…







Dave worked out a deal with US EPA whereby the 

landowners, Glenn Springs Holdings and 

Copperhill Industries, dug the holes for students to 

plant the blight-resistant seedlings…







Lunch at the 

Ducktown

Basin Museum



Arbor Day events are possible, thanks to great hosts and volunteers



Everything in the Basin 

today—schools, homes, 

churches, roads, and 

businesses—owes its 

existence to the copper 

mines.  This Arbor Day 

event is a fitting tribute 

to one of the mines that 

gave communities in the 

Basin their existence.  



TMA has planted blight-resistant hybrids on reclaimed mine land in 

seven Tennessee counties—Anderson, Campbell, Cumberland, 

Claiborne, Morgan, Sequatchie, and Polk. 

Why should you volunteer 

to host a future Arbor Day 

planting event?

– provides a true 

representation of current 

mining and reclamation 

practices for students to 

see,

– honors mines that gave 

life to Tennessee 

communities, which 

provided us with careers,



“That sweet taste of an 

American chestnut”

– it restores an American icon…


