
How Convict Leasing and Chain 
Gangs in N.C. Helped Build the 

Foundation for Early State Parks, 
1915 to 1935

RAIL WAY 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

A MATTER OF RACE
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

ESCAPE
August 1, 1917
Asheville 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
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

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


