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To the Hon. T appan W entworth, Chairman, Sçc.

I have just been shown the proof of a communication, to 
which I am informed I can reply. It was prepared by Mr. 
Brooks, of the Hoosac Tunnel Commission, apparently last 
month, (April 28,) and in answ'er to a report I had the honor 
to present to your Committee, in regard to a railroad over the 
Hoosac Mountain. The evident, though probably not intended 
unfairness of this hasty article, in itself, as well as the time 
of its publication, is very remarkable. The communication 
furnished by me to your Committee, was in print for a long 
time before the hearing which you assigned, and at that hearing 
this public reply should have been made. It was then pre
pared. If, at the last moment, it is to be used, why was it
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not then brought forward for examination ? I am now told, 
that whatever I wish to say must be in print, and ready for the 
use of the legislature this afternoon. But believing, as I cer
tainly do, in the entire feasibility of a road over the mountain, 
for the efficient and profitable transportation of freight and 
passengers, I will endeavor to show some of the fallacies of the 
theoretical opposition assumed by Mr. Brooks, in his evidently 
iltconsidered article.

On the second page, (page 33,) he says that in the statement 
of grade, 114.9 feet per mile, we do not mean what we say, but 
mean first to have a ruling grade of 131.9 feet per mile, and 
then we must add to that, for sharp curvatures, 20 feet per 
mile, making a grade of 151.9 per mile ; and on this he starts 
his mathematical calculations. Yet Mr. Brooks knows that any 
engineer who did not ease the grades on the curves, and suffi
ciently to reduce the resistance of curve and grade to the same 
as the grade alone on the straight lines, is not a fit engineer for 
any such work. A calculation based by me upon an average 
grade of 114.9 feet per mile, and carried out by Mr. Brooks as 
equal to 151.9 feet per mile, need not be followed very far for 
results. They may be guaranteed in advance, to be unreason
able and absurd.

All the varied objections made to a mountain road, on .the 
33d page, may be made with equal force to any railway on or 
over mountain ranges, and apply to all roads in the western 
part of this State. For something like a proximate estimate 
for the working of roads on high gradients, this rule can be 
applied. The amount a locomotive, at any given season of the 
year, can carry over the given grades of a road, can be carried, 
under the same circumstances, over double the grades, with 
less than double the power. If on this road, in rain, snow, or 
any condition of the track, with grades at 40 feet to the mile, 
we interpose a grade of 80 feet, we shall not require double the 
power to move the same tonnage over it, as over the 40. Any 
calculation that allows double the power and double the expense 
of operating for doubling the grades, within the fair tractive 
power of a locomotive, has made not only a liberal calculation, 
but one that can never be exceeded in actual practice.

Mr. Brooks goes on to say the large number of engines 
running over the road, for the load they would carry, would
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inciease the wear of rails and road repairs. This is not true, 
to any considerable extent. The rate o f  s p e e d , not weight of 
load or number of passages, is what causes the destruction of 
lail and load, and equipment. Here the speed is necessarily 
slow, and the wear and tear proportionately light. All the 
objections thus raised are in themselves, of course, entirely fal
lacious, but still are made the basis (on page 34,) of the most 
wonderful estimate, in which, without any pretended show of 
reason, there is allowed, and used in mathematical calculations, 
from double to four times the actual cost, as the cost of work
ing this road.

Now, with all this false assumption of elements of cost, Mr. 
Brooks comes to the conclusion, in figures, that it will make an 
“  extra annual cost”  of $93,112 (see page 34,) to transport 
322,000 * tons of freight over the Hoosac Mountain, more than 
through the tunnel. But does he purposely stop here ? Why 
does he ignore the cost of the tunnel as one of the elements ? 
It is in fact the controlling element, for there is a point in all 
roads where it ceases to be economy to increase your cost to 
reduce your grades. Now take the cost of the tunnel and road 
at $4,000,000, The interest on this would be $240,000 annu
ally. Now the cost of carrying 322,000 tons of freight over 
the mountain is $93,112 more than through the tunnel, says 
Mr. Brooks. But the interest on the cost of the tunnel, which 
must be paid by the business going through it, is $240,000, 
making a saving, on even the bad showing of Mr. Brooks, of 
$147,000 per annum in favor of transporting that freight over 
the mountain.

Probably Mr. Brooks will admit that the cost of tunnel and 
road, and interest accumulating till it is opened for use, will 
be nearer $8,000,000 than $4,000,000, and I shall assume this 
sum as the cost. The traffic through the tunnel must make a 
sufficient saving to compensate for this. Now what must this 
amount be ? It is of easy calculation. This interest is 
$480,000. The saving, based on Mr. Brooks’ extravagant esti
mate of cost of transportation over the mountain, on 322,000 
tons, is $93,000 per annum. Five times that amount, or 
1 610,000 tons per year would be required to make a saving of 
$465,000. Now the through freight carried over the Western

*  This represents all the through freight o f  the Western Railroad last year.
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Railroad the past year was probably not 322,000 tons, while all 
the freight transported over all the railroads in this State, some 
fifty in number, was the past year only some 5,277,563 tons. 
This includes five lines to New York, three, besides the West
ern, to the West and the Lakes and North, and all the local 
traffic of the State. It includes, likewise, all lines running for 
a short distance in the State, like the Hartford and New Haven, 
and New London and Northern, and many others, where they 
make a return in their report of their entire business. Yet the 
Hoosac Tunnel must do a business equal to four times the 
through business of the Western road, or equal to one-third of 
all this, before it will become cheaper to transport freight 
through the the tunnel than over the mountain, even on so 
absurd an estimate of cost as that manufactured against the 
surface road by Mr. Brooks in this communication. I have 
thus followed to their natural absurdity some o f these calcula
tions.

But there was no grade assumed to be necessary of over 95 feet. 
The Committee have in their hands a map with a line of road 
shown upon it over the mountain with no grades exceeding 92 
feet coming towards Boston. This, also, Mr. Brooks must have 
seen and ignored, or the Committee treated him very unfairly. 
There can be a line secured at a moderate cost for a road over 
the mountain, where, for the short distance, say of ten or 
twelve miles, double power only will be required. This is the 
simple /Statement, unincumbered or unmystified by figures. The 
economy of transportation is the question now before us. Can 
we get a barrel of flour to Boston, or one million tons of freight 
to Boston, cheaper, as Mr. Brooks says,th rou gh  the clouds 
on the top of the Hoosac on its way to the seaboard ?”  If we 
can it will go there, and it will be true policy for us to have it 
go there. This is no fancy question. It is purely one of dol
lars and cents. The tunnel will prove a curse to us if it does 
not reduce the cost of transportation. Will it do so ? The 
question that Mr. Brooks asks is a very pertinent one, as 
applied to the tunnel. “  Will its earnings or its public advan
tages, or both together, warrant its construction ?”  If they 
will not, then the tunnel will prove a failure for any business 
purposes.
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I think we might have been excused from another prophecy 
of the time when the tunnel will be completed— certainly as any 
element of a mathematical calculation. It was interesting to 
hear this stated ten or twenty years ago, but wise men now for
bear to fix the final day. The past is sufficient for them. But 
take this view. Suppose the road may be used six years. I f  
Mr. Brooks will permit it, I prefer not to think the tunnel 
will be opened for use in either three-or four years. Then say 
the cost of road is $1,500,000, and the whole sum is to be sunk. 
No rail or iron or material are to be saved. It would sink then, 
per annum, $250,000 only, supposing it was never used at 
all, and was built and then taken up without a train passing 
over it. But when the tunnel is completed, the interest alone 
will be for each year not less than, as I have said before, (on 
$8,000,000,) $480,000 per year, or in the six years, $2,880,000, 
Which looks the best ? The business required to pay for one 
will not pay interest on the other. A  road that can be got 
over the Hoosac, can, in the opinion of competent engineers, be 
worked as cheaply as the Western Railroad, and freights can 
be delivered over it as cheaply. The grades will vary but a 
few feet, and the advantage, very great advantage, of having 
all the more difficult grade at one locality where it can be con
trolled by extra power, will be appreciated by all railroad men.

I find another seeming “  fling”  at this enterprise in the last 
words of Mr. Brooks : “  As no one would be likely to estimate 
the advantages of this line at anything like its cost, I probably 
do not understand the real object of the parties proposing the 
scheme.”  Now I am the party proposing. I am nobody’s com
missioner or attorney. I have the solo honest purpose of secur
ing a line of road within the next year opened from Boston to 
the Hudson River. If the tunnel is ever to pay any interest 
on its cost by its business, the same business will pay for this 
road. This will be seen in its use in from four to six years. 
It is possible to get a fair road for permanent use over the 
mountain, and get it at once. Everything else is theoretical and 
problematical. But the Committee have reported a Bill only for 
a survey of the road. If this survey is made in the fair inter
est of the public, not of any special men or measures, I shall 
be satisfied with results, and we shall, if we arc wise, follow in 
the lead of its information. But it is inexcusable for any one,
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much less a public man, responsible for a great public work, to 
refuse information in advance, and by such sophistries of 
pretended figures, seek to prevent even its examination.

In all their estimates, the Commissioner, and he is not alone 
in this, leaves out of the question everywhere and for all pur
poses, interest on the cost o f  the tunnel, as an additional item 
of cost of transportation. This is very remarkable. Do they 
not regard the ̂ Commonwealth’s money as of any value ? Are 
we never to have any return for it ? Are we to throw it 
unlimitedly into this scheme with no expectation of any interest 
or return ? I would like to see, for one, an estimate on the 
business that can be done, or is supposed possible to be secured 
through the tunnel, that is relied upon to repay the State one 
cent for her investment. Mr. Brooks has shunned it, just at 
the point where it became vital, in his calculation. It is 
obvious, that this money they are spending belongs to some
body, must be paid by somebody, and somebody ought to-day to 
have, before it is too late, a “  realizing sense ”  of the fact. 
What we have already expended would have given us a road 
over the mountain ; but, as we have expended it, we have got 
nothing— hardly the hope of anything in return for it. Four 
miles of tunnel yet to be built, not a foot of tunnel finished, 
and but a small amount of. headings have been carried in, and 
this is all we can show. It is not suggested that the Hoosac 
Tunnel is impossible ; there are very few things in our phi
losophy that are so. But is it policy for us to wait for the full 
completion of this “  great enterprise ” — I do not use the 
expression ironically— twenty years longer without even a 
survey over the mountain to show the facts ? When the 
Hoosac Tunnel was first proposed, all was theory ; nothing 
practical. Railroads were only to be built on water-levels ; 
grades were absolutely ruinous; incline planes and stationary 
power were the only proper appliances for overcoming even 
ordinary elevations. But this has all passed away. The great 
Central Line through New York has given them up long since ; 
the Pennsylvania Central, the Baltimore and Ohio, and other 
roads not as prominently known, have abandoned them and 
resorted, at heavy expense, to circuitous routes, with severe 
grades as substitutes. But with the Hoosac Tunnel we seem 
to have stood still— not to have learned anything and not to
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have forgotten anything, certainly in way of prophecy. We 
need the common sense of the nineteenth century applied to 
this undertaking. If it is done, we shall not wait six, eight, 
ten, or, more probably, fifteen years, for a tunnel under the 
Hoosac ; but the coming year will see the cars running from 
Boston to Troy over the mountain.

A  condensed statement of Mr. Brooks’s communication would 
be this : He begins by taking the least favorable grades and 
plan proposed ; he then assumes that it is one-third more 
unfavorable than it is ; he then, for the sake of caution, multi
plies this by four , and this gives the increased cost of trans
porting freight over the mountain. He then assumes ho has a 
road, without grade, through the mountain, by the tunnel, 
made.to his hands without expense and upon which no interest is 
to be paid. That this tunnel will be finished in four years, with 
no contingencies ; that the road over the mountain will have 
no business sufficient to pay expenses, and that the tunnel will 
have a business equal to one-third of all the freight carried by 
all the railroads of the State the day it is opened for use ; and 
then comes to this wise conclusion in his own words : “  I probably 
do not understand the real object of the parties proposing the 
scheme.”  The time limited prevents here a more extended 
reply; but on no such statements as this ought the surveys for 
a road over the mountain to be given up.

I have the honor to be,
Yery respectfully,

Your obedient servant,

WM. L. BURT.
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