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Iron forges existed well before the Civil War in the vicinity of Cranberry, North Carolina. During the war, they produced iron for the Confederate Army. In 1873, Ario Pardee and associates purchased the iron works and formed the Cranberry Iron & Coal Company. At the time Pardee was building the East Broad Top Railroad in Pennsylvania. That line would be the only narrow gauge railroad to survive the ET&WNC east of the Rocky Mountains. 


The ET&WNC was chartered in 1866. The 5-foot gauge railroad would run from the Cranberry Iron Works, west through the Doe River Gorge to Elizabethton and then to “Johnson’s Depot” (Johnson City), and a connection with the East Tennessee, Virginia & Georgia Railroad (later Southern Ry).  The company never owned any rolling stock and only five miles of track were installed from Johnson City to a point just east of Elizabethton. 


Ario Pardee came to the region in 1875 and took control the abandoned ET&WNC. It was decided to rebuild the railroad to 3-foot gauge, plans were made, but the title to the company was not handed over to Pardee until 1879. Work then began in earnest. The first trains ran over 14 miles of track from Johnson City to Hampton on August 22, 1881. These trains would pass through the 289-foot tunnel (No. 1) and over the wooden three-span Howe deck-truss bridge over the Doe River. The tunnel and “upside-down covered bridge” were a ET&WNC landmark for as long the railroad lasted. 


Before arriving at Cranberry, the tracks would cross a Howe through-truss bridge over the Little Doe River just east of Hampton and then proceed to the Doe River Gorge. Before leaving the gorge the rails would pass through four more tunnels and over two more bridges. The line was officially opened to Cranberry on July 3, 1882. 


The railroad hauled iron ore, general freight and passengers throughout its life. WW II was the busiest time for the company, owing to the increased demand for steel and the increased need for passenger service. The Bemberg and North American Rayon plants in Elizabethton employed large numbers of people and required passenger and freight service as well. Following the war, the iron had been depleted and the railroad fell on hard times. The last narrow-gauge train ran on October 16, 1950.


Between Johnson City and Elizabethton a third rail had been installed to accommodate standard gauge trains. In fact the line still boasted two consolidated steam locomotives until 1967. In 1983, East Tennessee Railway took over operation of this remaining segment. The railroad still serves North American Rayon Corporation at Elizabethton (The Bemberg plant is still there too but it is now abandoned). The railroad hauls general freight, chemicals and coal. It is interesting to note that there is no wye or turntable in Elizabethton. ETRY, just as the ET&WNC always did, sends its two EMD GP’s out from connections with CSX and NS at Johnson City. In Elizabethton the trains do business and then back down the tracks to Johnson City. 





Several features of the “Tweetsie” still exist. I will attempt to point you to these. Many of the most scenic features can be seen in the heyday in the book, “Tweetsie Country” by Mallory Hope Ferrell, published in 1991 by Overmountain Press of Johnson City, Tennessee. I will cross-reference this guide with that book.
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Johnson City





The Johnson City ET&WNC Depot still exists (or what is left of it). Originally a passenger s
