How Convict Leasing and Chain
Gangs in N.C. Helped Build the
Foundation for Early State Parks,

1915 t0 1935
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ISTATF. CONVICTS SENT TO
McDOWELL FOR ROAD WORK.
| —
| {Special to Daily News.)
Statesville May 27.—Attached to
westhound passenger train this after
noon was A car containing & squad of 28
state conviets which were on thelr way
to Old Fort, where they will engage in
the ronstruction of the State Central
| Highwax across the Blue Ridgr moun
| taine The conviets were from among
| the number which has been at work on
the Elkin and Alleghany railroad, and
Al af them except twio were white men
The two negroes were exchanged at the
Statesville station for the only two
white conviets with the forre at wark
on the Statesvil Air  Line rmailroad
about 20 miles north nf Stateaville, giv
11 Statesville & force of B0 add r‘r'g‘"
ranvicts and the central highway s fore
8 white nYirts

AMATTER OF RACE

Seven colored convicts from
the State penitentiary were add-
ed Tuesday to the squad of State
prisoners who are engaged in
building the road from Chimney
Rock through the Hickorynut
Gap to the Buncombe County
line- The road is completed to
within one and a half miles of
the Buncombe line.

May 28, 1915 | Greensboro Daily News, page 8
June 18,1915 | Western North Carolina Times, page 1

These two small blurbs mention race with regards to convict leasing. The first
one discusses that the convict roadwork is going to be segregated moving
forward, and the other one mentions Black prisoners being sent to help build
a road near Chimney Rock. Even though specific mentions about race were
infrequent in newspaper articles about convict leasing at the time, the prison
population for the South is disproportionately Black. Prison records show that
from 1915 to 1916, for instance, Black men made up 68 percent of the prison

population in the state.

. Source: DigitalNC / now Greensboro News & Record

. Source: DigitalNC/ now Times-News, Hendersonville

. Record of prisoners, 1915 to 1916, NC DNCR Digital Collections

[ Good Roads.

1 & potential
of the \mze\

r years we have “But
y

miles of improved
- NUT GAP ROAD NOW
{ miles of well graded w-'lued nudn t
In January, 1913, we had about §,
miles. We have built 10 o\ 0 al e
ther | State Engineer Fallis Says That If the
During the last four years, the Cens
tral Highway has been buflt from the | Sun Shines Today Motorists Can Go
Atlantic Ocean over the coastal'
{ plain, over the hills of the Pledmont, %0 Ohliney; Bock:
Blue idge to the Canyon — °
ky Mountains. The
4 from 014 Fort to Btate Highway Engineer Fallis
t 4 : uln('vl!hm\‘ln( Madi- i stated yesterday that the convicts sent
nty were built by State con- =
victs. Within the last four years, :f s Piokory Hut 0K, 081 Ny the
the highway from Charlotte to Ashe- atc had been making temporary re-
ville has been completed, The Btate puirs on the road, and that it was In
convicts built that aifficult sectlon fatr condition now for travel. Mr. Fal-
| from Chimpex Rock to Hickory Nut || s mia e arove the distance * rom
Gap. Similar h e
buflt across the State apd into ev- Chimney Rock to Asheville in one hour

ery section. Road bullding goes on
with Increasing momentu. No com-

maunity will be without them unleas sun shines t

s of modern life in this day
snment and progress. The
old country road of rocks and mud

and steep hills, consuming energy, for mu
bidding progress, is past. With good | Epea)
roads communities are correlated,

markets are available, schools and
ohurches are accessible;, land rises in
values, progress is inevitable. Our
m.h-n)n are immeasurably finer than
) “the king’s highway' of old, and they
are the tracks for the swift and pow-

| erful vehicles
The automobile is the modern ma-
chine for local transportation. They
are rapidly coming into universal use.

work toward
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GONVICTS ONHICKORY
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HUN OF INDUSTRIAL
ACTIVITY PREVAILS
AT CHIMNEY ROCK

Work On Playground Of East-
ern America Getting Un-
der Full Headway.

Chimney Rock, July 17.—The hum
of industrial activity prevails thru-
out this entire region. The cost of
these improvements range from the
building of a $100.00 mountain camp
to the $1,000,000 concrete dam now
under construction, and which will
bring into existence Lake Lure,
covering more than 1,500 acres.

Just north of here, hundreds of
convicts and laborers are rushing
to completion through the Hick-
ory Nut Gorge a hard surfaced scenic
highway from Chimney Rock to
Asheville. This short cut route is
expected to be ready by September
1st. It will reduce the distance be-
tween these two points from 40 miles
over the present route to 24 miles via
the new route through Hickory Nut
Gorge. When completed, this new

IBOARD OF TRADE WANTS STATE T0

| PUTGONVICTS ON THE HICHWAYS

Asheville Day’’ Will Be Observed at the Top of Mount
' Mitchell= New Station Authorized By the
Southern Railway.
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ESCAPES FROM ROADS;
LANDS IN A HOSPITAL

e
Mark Washburn, Tired of Wandering
Through Mountains, Gets Himself
Shot in Foot.
e et

Had not Mark Washbur, colored,
an esoaped Buncombe county conviet,
wandered into Perley and Crockett's
camp near Ridgecrest Sfunday night
and engaged in a row with another
negro, the o ea are that he would
still have Bherif E. M. Mitchell
guessing as to his whereabouts in tae
county.

As 1t was, the negro guarreled with
another negro and im the end this
other negro shot Mark in the foot.
Mark is In the Mission hospital here,
recuperating.

Since his escape from the road
forces two weeks ago, Washburn has
led the she#iff and his deputies a mer-
ry chase, Two or threo times the of-
ficers have been on the trall of the
man, only to have him elude them in
the mountains,

However, Sherift Mitchell intends to
take ample precautions to see that the
wily negro doesn’t get away this time,

As soon as Mark Is able to be up
and about the hospital, & guard will
be stationed over him. When he
a little stronger, he will be moved to
the county jall and from there back
out on the roads, ’

I he continues to Improve st his
present speed, Mark's friends at Camp
No. 1 ean expeast him back within the
next few weeks.

| should bear a lafge part of this bur-
| den tax on them might be in-
| creased thelr owners would not
| complain provided the money be ap-
| plied to the betterment of the roads.

PATH TO THE PARKS

January 5,1917 | Charlotte Observer, page 2
July 29,1917 | Asheville Citizen, page 13
July 23,1925 | Forest City Courier, page 2

These clippings demonstrate the importance of the Hickory Nut Gorge Highway,
now U.S. 64, which was completed by prisoners. In a 1917 address to the legislature,
Governor Locke Craig highlights the need for “‘good roads” for cars, specifically
mentioning the “difficult” section at Chimney Rock (left article). The road had to be
rebuilt after a flood, and there was a lot of pressure to complete the work quickly.
That summer, prisoners worked on building a temporary road to accommodate the
busy visitation season at Chimney Rock (middle article). The park itself also made
several improvements, including a road through the park, but the highway was a key
part that made travel from Asheville and from Charlotte much easier by car (right
article). Chimney Rock was a private park during the 20th century and until the state
purchased it in 2007. More than 300,000 visitors now come to Chimney Rock State

Park each year via that same road.

. Source: DigitalNC / Charlotte Observer

. Source: DigitalNC/ now Asheville Citizen-Times

. Source: DigitalNC / now Daily Courier

HANGING ROCK
WORK STARTS OVER

R. 1% C. FORCES, SUPPLEMENT.
ED BY STATE CONVICT SQUADS,
RESUME  CONSTRUCTION OF
HIGHWAY TO MOUNTAIN TOP
—CONCENTRATION OF Ia.\ll()l!‘
ON PROJECT TO BE ADOPTED
BY STATE. |

Prof. J. €. Carson, who ix head

nf'the federal rellef work in the
county, advises the teporter that
work will be resumed Auzust ¢ .\n;
the construction of a rogd to Hape.
ing Rock, :

Prof. Carson savs the crew of
R. F. C. workers who have recen‘.
Iv heen urading the Seven Island
road, as well as the squal of fed-
eral laborers on Walnut Cove proa.
Jerts, will he put on the Hanuipa

Rock project,

RAILWAY TO
ROADWAY

July 23,1915
Asheville Citizen, page 7

Demands for more roadways lead to
calls to transfer the convict labor force
from working on railroads to building
roads and highways. Interestingly
enough, this article also mentions the
opening of the new Mount Mitchell
railroad, just shortly before it became
a state park.

Source: DigitalNC / now Asheville Citizen-
Times

ESCAPE

August 1,1917
Asheuville Citizen, page 3

Though prisoners were now leased to
the state instead of private companies,
the work remained very difficult. They
were still in chains, doing outdoor
physical labor. There were also many
accounts of brutal treatment by
supervisors — for being a ‘criminal”
and for being Black — note the tone of
this article.

Escapes were common, and this
article talks about a Black prisoner
who escaped road assignment in the
Black Mountains. He found himself at
a camp (possibly what is now Camp
Alice at Mount Mitchell), which was
run by Perley and Crockett, the lumber
company that was still operating at
the time and later ran the passenger
railroad to the summit.

Source: DigitalNC / now Asheville Citizen-
Times

PATH TO THE PARKS

August 2,1933
Danbury Reporter, page 1

Before the Civilian Conservation
Corps and before it even became a
state park, Hanging Rock State Park
benefited from convict road work.
Initially planned as a private mountain
resort, local citizens requested a road
to Hanging Rock, as referenced in the
article. When the resort plans fell
through, the land was donated to the
state. The early road work made for
better access for the CCC to build park
facilities, including a better paved
road for state park visitors.

Source: DigitalNC / now Stokes News
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