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The Meteor is published quarterly in PDF format and sent out by E-mail. 

Editor 

Richard E. Napper, MMR 

7244 NW US HIGHWAY 24 

Topeka, KS 66628-5605 

E-mail: renapper@wildblue.net  

1-785-582-4209 

Please send all contributions to the editor by: 

1 March for the first quarter issue 

1 June for the second quarter issue 

1 September for the third quarter issue 

1 December for the fourth quarter issue 

You may either E-mail or mail your contributions to the editor.  Please use either plain text or 
Microsoft Word for you written material, use double columns, please.  Photographs should 

include subject, photographer, date, and place if known.  You may send them to me by E-mail 
in TIFF or JEPG format, or you may mail the pictures or negatives, or slides to me and I will 
scan them .  All material will be returned to the contributor as long as you provide me with 

your address when you mail items to me.   
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The Tale of Three Tunnels 

By 

Richard E. Napper, MMR 

Part 3 

Jenson Tunnel 

The Back Bone or Jenson Tunnel is located 
on the Central Division, Arthur Subdivision 
Mileposts 427.9 to 428.1.   
The tunnel is in the State of Oklahoma as the 
state line is milepost 427.2 and it is located 
between Station #426 Milepost 426.3, Bonan-
za, AR and Station #429 Milepost 429.3, Jen-
son, AR.  The tunnel is 1,050 Ft Long. 

In The Bulletin, National Railway Historical 
Society Volume 40, Number 5 1975 Lawrence 
Gibbs wrote:” “ The Only RAILROAD TUN-
NEL in OKLAHMA Lawrence Gibbs 

Oklahoma,”...where rolling wheat can sure 
smell sweet…” 

A state of pastureland and prairie—- 

And one railroad tunnel. 

It isn’t located out in the flatlands of the Okla-
homa Panhandle where the highest point in 
the state, Black Mesa, tops off at 4,973 feet. 

Instead, it’s situated I the southeastern part 
where there are rolling hills and some 
“mountains” with elevations of less than 500 
feet. 

The tunnel is used daily by the St. Louis-San 
Francisco freights moving between Fort 
Smith, Ark., and Paris, Tex.  Large, modern 
boxcars have to be routed another way be-
cause of the tunnel’s limited dimensions, but 
up until a few years ago there wasn’t anything 
it couldn't handle. 

Because of the expense of tunneling through 
mountains, most railroads tired to avoid them 

and in Oklahoma most did.  All except the Fort 
Smith & Southern Railway. 

Until 1885 only the Missouri, Kansas & Texas 
(Katy) and the Atlantic and Pacific  ( use to be 
Frisco, now Santa Fe) railroads had been al-
lowed to construct lines through what is now 
Oklahoma.  They began operations in 1871-
72. 

In the surrounding states, the building of rail-
roads flourished at a rapid pace.  After about 
a dozen years, the lack of railroads in the Indi-
an Territory began to cause more and more 
irritation because of the gap in transportation 
between the states adjoining Indian Territory. 

During the first session of the 49th Congress 
ten special bills provided rights-of-way across 
the Indian Territory.  These resulted in the 
construction of several major lines during the 
years to come. 

The Fort Smith & Southern was incorporated 
in Arkansas on February 13, 1886.  The cor-
poration had plans to build from Fort Smith, 
Arkansas, across the southeastern tier of 
counties in Oklahoma’s Choctaw country, to 
Hugo, and on to Paris, Texas during the next 
two years. 

The FS&S purchased its own right-of-way and 
claimed no land grants along the way. 

(The FS&S should not be confused with the 
Fort Smith & Western, which was incorpo-
rated January 25, 1899, in Arkansas to build 
westerly to a point east of Guthrie, Oklahoma.  
It reached Guthrie and leased Katy trackage 
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into Oklahoma City.  About all that remains 
today of the FS&W is the nearly-collapsed de-
pot in Prague, Oklahoma.)  

As they drew up plans for their line to Texas, 
the Fort Smith & Southern engineers were un-
able to find an economical route around one 
particular mountain on the Oklahoma-
Arkansas state line. 

They had to go through it.  In doing so, they 
constructed the only railroad tunnel in Oklaho-
ma.  Blasting began late in 1885 or early 
1886.   the date 1886 appears just above the 
keystone on the tunnel portals. 

A year and ten days after the FS&S was in-
corporated it was sold to the St. Louis-San 
Francisco, which had been organized Sep-
tember 7, 1876, and incorporated under Mis-
souri statues September 10, 1876.  The 144.4 
miles of railroad between Fort Smith and the 
Oklahoma-Texas state line was completed by 
the Frisco in 1886-7. 

The Frisco calls it Jenson Tunnel today, but 
early-day plans drawn by the FS&S now in 
the Frisco files labeled it “Backbone Tunnel.”  
it was bored through Backbone Mountain near 
Jenson at Mile Post 427.9.  

Frisco (FS&S) blueprints show the tunnel to 
be 1,180 feet long and constructed through 
solid rock.  It has an average width of 14 feet, 
but reaches 20 feet in some places, and an 
average height of approximately 20 feet 
above the top of rail, although it reaches 24.7 
feet at one spot. 

More than half of the tunnel’s interior (629)
feet) is unprotected rock, just about right in 
the center.  Workmen had to put in 383.5 feet 
of stone walls with brick arch, 62 feet of stone 
walls with timber arch and 118 feet of timber 
plumb posts and timber arch on the remaining 
portions at either end. 

According to Frisco Officials, Jenson Tunnel 

is located inside the Oklahoma state line-but 
just barely (about 2000feet).  In Fact, at one 
time, Oklahoma lost its only railroad tunnel.  
During the dispute with Arkansas over the 
western boundary of the state and neighbor-
ing Choctaw lands, the area was switched to 
Arkansas.  With Statehood, however, Oklaho-
ma got the land—and the tunnel—back.” 

I read somewhere that the reason the Jenson 
Tunnel was built in Oklahoma was because 
convict labor was used and Arkansas would 
not allow it, but Oklahoma would.  In no ac-
counts that I have been able to find, do they 
ever mention using convict labor for building 
either Winslow or Jenson  Tunnels.  I just do 
not believe it. 

The reason the Jenson Tunnel was built in 
Oklahoma is very simple, Topology.   If you 
look at the Google map that follows, you will 
see there is a Lake in the way, so the railroad 
built around the lake , thus putting the tunnel 
in the state of Oklahoma by about 2000 feet. 

You are not going to visit the tunnel without 
about a mile walk to get to either portal.  Back 
in 1988 when I and my parents visited the ar-
ea, I tried to drive as close to the tunnel as 
possible.  That would be county road 167, 
Wofford Road, but past that road is a gated 
community with no access.  If you drive on 
Highway 45 and go over backbone mountain 
you can then turn west on a dirt road which 
will intersect  the tracks about 1 1/2 miles 
south of the tunnel.  That is a close as you 
can get from the south. 

I finally ended up getting as close as I could to 
the North Portal and walked to and through 
the tunnel to get pictures of the south portal. 
Here is how I did it.  Take East Woodson Ave 
west through Bonanza, AR, cross the tracks 
and turn south on Willow Lane.  At the point 
where it turns west is trash dump.  I parted 
there and walked about 1 mike to the tunnel 
which is across the state line and around a s-
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curve. 
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North Portal of Jenson Tunnel Richard E. Napper, 1988 
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Oklahoma/Arkansas State line sign near Jenson Tunnel 

Tunnel is just around s-curve 
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Photos by Chuck Buckner 
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Now the South Portal of Jenson Tunnel 
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South Portal by John Dill 
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From the NRHS Bulletin Article 
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Here is some correspondence I have had with John Dill 
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That’s all folks. 

Where are your articles for me to publish? 
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I have done the same thing as Ethan for years but I have not recorded the CV settings, I high-
ly recommend Ethan’s approach.  Thanks Ethan for sharing this with the group.  Editor. 


