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William Hale, Railroad Surveyor:  
His Life, His Work

Toward the end of his life Hale was the 
senior sage of his profession. The 
Bennington Banner wrote of him, “Mr. 
Hale knows ‘by heart’ the railroad 
facilities and possibilities of our State.”

By Gerald B. Fox and Jean Ballantyne

n 1971 when Jerry began studying Vermont railroads, William Hale, 
a railroad surveyor, was the person who stood out.  When first 

found, he was speaking at an 1874 “railroad meeting” in Burling-
ton, Vermont.  His audience was a gathering of railroad advocates, Bur-
lington boosters, and potential financiers, all interested in building the 
Burlington & Lamoille Railroad, a line leading northeast out of the city. 
His subject was the potential routes between Essex Junction and Cam-
bridge, which he described in considerable detail.  As we were to learn, 
he had been working on this project intermittently for more than four 
years.

Hale was born February 20, 1805, in Walpole, New Hampshire.  As 
did most men of his time, he grew up on a farm.  After marrying Ancy 
Gibson in 1823, he farmed in Grafton, Vermont, and the adjoining town 
of Rockingham.1

Ancy’s untimely death in 1845 gave Hale an opportunity to quit 
farming.2   Taking advantage of the railroad craze that was just then hit-
ting Vermont, he gathered up his two young children, Laura and Henry, 
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and went off to become a railroad surveyor.  It was not a surprising ca-
reer for the grandson of Enoch Hale, the man responsible for building 
the first bridge over the Connecticut River (between Walpole and Bel-
lows Falls, Vermont).3  Nothing is known about how Hale developed his 
surveying skills.  However, according to his obituary, he was “self-taught 
with the limited facilities at his command.”  Be that as it may, already a 
mature man, he joined the Rutland & Burlington Railroad’s (R&B) en-
gineering corps.  That railroad, which ran across Vermont from Bellows 
Falls to Rutland and then turned north to Burlington, was completed 
late in 1849.4

As the railroad’s completion approached and William B. Gilbert, the 
R&B’s chief engineer, began reducing his staff, Hale moved over to the 
nascent Rutland & Washington Railroad (R&W).  This line started in 
Rutland and ran west to Castleton.  Turning south there, it snaked back 
and forth along the Vermont-New York border until reaching the north 
end of its New York state subsidiary, the Troy & Rutland Railroad. That 
line connected with the independent Troy & Boston Railroad, which in 

The Rutland & Washington Railroad Roundhouse and Railyard at Salem, 
New York.  Irish Town, where most of the railway workers lived, is in the 
foreground.  Photograph by B. C. Kinney.  Courtesy of William A. Cormier, 
Salem, New York, Town Historian. 
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turn continued on to Albany.  All three railroads were completed in 
March 1852.5   

The R&W’s shop complex was in Salem, New York.  During the sum-
mer of 1850 Hale and his children resided in Salem at William Giles’s 
Salem Hotel.  He was the resident engineer overseeing the shop  
complex’s construction.6  Also living in the same hotel that summer was 
thirty-five-year-old Hannah Enos. Hannah and William married on  
January 1, 1851.7 

By 1852, Hale and his family were living in Marquette, Michigan.  At 
the time Marquette was just a small Upper Peninsula frontier town on 
the south shore of Lake Superior.  They were among the first settlers.  
In the frontier tradition, Hale took on some civic responsibilities: 
county surveyor in 1852 and road commissioner in 1853.  But his reason 
for being there was to plot out a route for the Green Bay & Lake Supe-
rior Railroad’s initial section from Marquette to Iron Mountain.  When 
built between 1853 and 1857, it was called the Iron Mountain Railroad, 
a twelve-mile-long iron ore carrier.  Twenty years later it was absorbed 
by the Duluth, South Shore & Atlantic Railroad.8 

During the spring of 1854 Hale moved on to Ohio, where he was 
chief engineer for the Ashtabula & New Lisbon Railroad.   The rail-
road’s January 1, 1857, annual report said that it was being built on a 
pay-as-you-go basis.  The report noted that grading was underway but 
that a series of very poor harvests caused by harsh weather was limiting 
funds and slowing construction.9   

The financial Panic of 1857, which caused the failure of many infant 
Midwestern railroads, also crippled this line.10  It was never completed 
as originally envisioned. The mostly graded southern section of road-
bed between New Lisbon and Niles was leased to the Cleveland & Ma-
honing Valley Railroad and eventually incorporated into the Erie Rail-
road system.11  Later, the remainder, from Niles north to Ashtabula 
Harbor, became a subsidiary of the Ashtabula, Youngstown & Pitts-
burgh Railroad Company, which was itself eventually bought by the 
Pennsylvania Railroad System in 1887.12 

In the meantime Hale, Hannah, and Laura returned to the Rocking-
ham farm.13   His son Henry, having married an Ohio girl, stayed be-
hind.  Before the end of 1860, however, Hale found employment with 
the Vermont Central Railroad (VCR).14   His immediate superior was 
Daniel Chipman Linsley, the VCR’s recently hired chief engineer.  The 
two men already had some common history, having both worked for 
the Rutland & Burlington during its construction phase.  In those days 
Linsley was a young, inexperienced, albeit Norwich University-trained, 
engineer; Hale was an adept land surveyor.15  Since the R&B had a 
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small engineering staff, it is likely they knew one another, even perhaps 
had worked together.  It is also conceivable that Linsley recruited Hale.  
As events will show, this relationship lasted the rest of their profes-
sional lives.

When Hale began working for the VCR, Linsley was revamping the 
railroad’s branch between Essex Junction and Burlington.  It was a 
busy time for Linsley.  In conjunction with the branch upgrade, the rail-
road had hired a well-known Boston architect, Thomas Silloway, to de-
sign a new depot for Burlington.  Therefore, Linsley was also preparing 
for its construction.  But the really significant part of the project was 
rerouting the line to Burlington’s waterfront via a tunnel under a long 
sand ridge paralleling the lake shore.  No one had ever successfully tun-
neled though sand before.16  

As an experienced surveyor and practicing civil engineer, Hale took 
up his side of the yoke.  The tunnel was finished in May 1861, but now 
they faced another challenge.  To reach the tunnel the new route 
crossed a marshy area known locally as the Winooski River Intervale.  
Persistent subsidence made this soggy approach very hazardous.  Fi-
nally, in the spring of 1863 Linsley and Hale resolved the problem by 
enlarging the culverts under the roadbed.17

Coincident with the Intervale challenge and the erection of Burling-
ton’s designer depot, the railroad also built a new station at Essex Junc-
tion.  Hale oversaw the construction of this similar but less ornate 
structure at the north end of the Essex Junction wye.  It was completed 
in the spring of 1862.18  In addition to his regular workload, Hale took 
time to find his son, Henry, a surveyor’s job with the VCR at Northfield, 
Vermont.  It was time well spent.  Henry later moved on to the Wash-
ington Territory and became one of the first surveyors working for the 
Northern Pacific Railroad, another project of VCR director J. Gregory 
Smith.19

As a team, Linsley and Hale were seemingly adept at juggling multi-
ple projects.  Although still engaged with the problems in the Intervale 
and work on the Essex Junction depot, they were also preparing for 
construction of a new shop complex in St. Albans.  The project’s center-
piece, a new combination blacksmith-machine shop building, also de-
signed by Silloway, kept the engineering department busy during 1862 
and 1863.  Other new buildings included a passenger car storage build-
ing, a freight house, and a paint shop, as well as two roundhouses with a 
total of thirty-eight stalls.20  

By the time the St. Albans shops were finished, J. Gregory Smith, the 
railroad’s managing trustee, and his fellow trustees had developed a 
plan to extend the main line to St. Jean de Richelieu, Québec.  Since 
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that line spanned the Vermont/
Québec border, it was neces-
sary to build it in two sections.  
The southern part between St. 
Albans and the border was 
built under the railroad’s origi-
nal charter.  As chief engineer, 
Linsley had the leadership role 
and Hale was his assistant.

The northern section had its 
own Canadian charter and was 
named the Montreal & Vermont 
Junction Railway (M&VTJ).  
That work started in the sum-
mer of 1863; the first train to St. 
Jean ran on November 18, 1864.  
In this instance, Linsley was the 
contractor for the line, a capac-
ity he seemed to prefer, and 
Hale served as the road’s chief 
engineer.21  In modern times that 
branch was known as the St. Ar-
mand Subdivision.

Linsley and Hale’s next proj-
ect was oversight of the Ver-
mont Central’s new St. Albans 
headquarters and terminal 
construction.  The general of-
fice building was a three-story-
high edifice of Victorian ar-
chitcture facing Lake Street.  
Adjacent to that on the west-
ern side was a 350-foot-long, 
four-track-wide train shed.  

The restaurant, waiting room, and baggage room, as well as the ticket, 
telegraph, and express offices, were all in a separate annex.  Situated 
behind the office building, but attached and open to the train shed’s 
eastern side, its location off Foundry Street made it readily accessible 
by both foot and carriage. Construction of this complex started in the 
summer of 1866; the completed buildings opened in the fall of 1867.22   

In the midst of all of this building activity, Hale and his wife Hannah 
found time to buy a farm.  Along with their daughter and son-in-law, 

Floor plans for the Vermont 
Central’s St. Albans 1863 Shop 
Complex and 1866 Head-quarters 
and Depot.  Adapted from Sanborn 
Map Company, ‘St Albans,” (New 
York: Sanborn Map Company, 
1896), map 4. http://uvm.edu/
c o l l e c t i o n s / i t e m / S t A l b a n s 
http://uvm.edu/collections/item/
StAlbans_1899_fi_04 (Accessed 
January 26, 2016).
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Laura and John Davidson, they bought the Alonzo Stevens farm on 
what is now Old Colchester Road in Essex, Vermont.23  After its pur-
chase in 1866, the farm became Hale’s home base.

One would not normally expect to find Hale working in the south-
western corner of Vermont.  The Vermont Central didn’t serve that part 
of the state.   However, Trenor W. Park, a friend and business associate 
of J. Gregory Smith, owned the Bennington & Rutland Railroad, which 
did serve the region.  When Park lost his only rail connection to Albany 
and New York City early in 1867, he purchased the rights to the partially 
completed Lebanon Springs Railroad (LSR) between Bennington, Ver-
mont, and a connection with the New York & Harlem Railroad, which 
ended at Chatham Four Corners, New York.  He also asked Smith for 
some engineering talent to finish it.  Smith recommended Hale.24

Under Hale’s supervision, workmen broke ground at the end of July 
and in the early days the work progressed at a rapid rate.  In six months 
about thirty miles of the fifty-six-mile-long line were reported ready for 
the rails.  Then the work bogged down.  Only five more miles of road-
bed were completed during the spring of 1868.  The Burlington Free 
Press blamed the harsh winter.25

Still, early in May 1868, Hale pressed forward and began laying track 
at the Bennington end without waiting for completion of all the cuts 
and fills further on.  Whatever the reasons, it was November 18 before 

The front facade of Architect Warren Thayer’s new St Albans depot and 
headquarters building opened to the public in the Autumn of 1867.  
Lazarus Scangas Collection.  Photographer Unknown. Lazarus Scangas 
Collection. Used with permission from the Canada Science and 
Technology Museum.
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This F. W. Beers map of Bennington shows why the Lebanon Springs Railroad 
was nicknamed the Corkscrew. In New York State the whorls and wiggles 
continued until the line reached Hoosick Falls, where things leveled out.  At 
the south end of the railroad there was another loop between Lebanon Springs 
and Chatham Four Corners.  Adapted from F. W. Beers, “Bennington,” Atlas 
of Bennington County (New York: F. W. Beers, A. D. Ellis & G. G. Soule, 
1869). 

the rails reached Lebanon Springs, twelve miles short of Chatham Four 
Corners.  At that point Hale added a passenger coach to his construc-
tion train.  Still, it was mid-July of the following year before scheduled 
trains were running.  The LSR was a meandering line.  In the early 
twentieth century when the Rutland Railroad bought it, their crews 
nicknamed it the “Corkscrew.”26  

In February 1871 Hale was again on home turf, running his first rudi-
mentary survey for the Northern Vermont & Lake Champlain Railroad 
between Essex Junction and Cambridge, Vermont.  Chartered in No-
vember 1869, it was the first of two predecessor lines to the Burlington 
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& Lamoille Railroad (B&L).  The other predecessor line was the North-
ern Vermont & Lake Champlain Extension Railroad from Burlington 
to Essex Junction, which Hale first surveyed in March 1873.27

During the B&L’s long, slow gestation, Hale often found himself free 
to find other work.  This time the Bennington & Glastenbury Railroad, 
another of Park’s projects, hired him as their chief engineer. This line, 
with its very steep grades, was considered by many to be impossible to 
build. The first two miles were fairly level but the rest, five miles or so, 
rose 1,060 feet with an average grade of 143 feet/mile (2.7 percent).  In 
some places the main line grade was as steep as 230 feet/mile (4.4 per-
cent).  The railroad was the steepest standard gauge traction railroad 
ever built in this country.28  Undaunted, Hale broke ground on April 22, 
1872.  He had part of the line operational by October 1873 and com-
pleted it during the following month.29  

Late in 1874 the Burlington & Lamoille finally resolved its organiza-
tional issues, and in November Hale started the line’s final location sur-
vey.  In April 1875, when Daniel Linsley, the line’s chief engineer, be-
came the line’s contractor, Hale was appointed to replace him.  They 
drove the last spike on June 28, 1877.30  

The locomotive William Hale, an older engine, purchased and rebuilt by 
the Burlington & Lamoille shops, named for the line’s surveyor and chief 
engineer. Railway & Locomotive Historical Collection. Photographer 
Unknown. Author’s collection with permission from the Railway & Locomotive 
Historical Society.
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Hale continued as the B&L’s 
chief engineer after it was fin-
ished.  However, it is unlikely that 
it kept him fully occupied, and 
nothing is known about his activi-
ties until 1881, when he joined 
Linsley on another project spon-
sored by J. Gregory Smith.  But 
now Smith’s railroad had a new 
name.31  In 1872, while Hale was 
working on the Bennington & 
Glastenbury, the Vermont Cen-
tral’s trustees developed a plan to 
bring the railroad out of bank-
ruptcy. The plan included renam-
ing the line the Central Vermont 
Railroad (CVR).

Smith’s new project was the 
Canada Atlantic Railway between 
Ottawa, Ontario, and Alburgh, 
Vermont.  Although primarily 
controlled by Canadian lumber-
man John Booth, J. Gregory Smith 
and the CVR both had substantial 
investments in the railroad.  Smith 
saw the line as both an entrance 
into Ottawa and as a more direct 
route for western Canadian lum-

ber.  Under Linsley and Hale’s direction it opened to Lacolle, Québec, 
just north of the U.S. border, on July 1, 1884.  The American section was 
not completed for another thirteen years.32

Hale’s last known job was on a winter’s day in 1887.  Working from a 
sleigh, he and W. E. Babbitt, the CVR’s chief engineer at the time, ran a 
preliminary survey of the 8.4-mile-long Barre & Williamstown Rail-
road.  This line became commonly known as the Central Vermont’s Wil-
liamstown Branch. 

Toward the end of his life Hale was the senior sage of his profession.  
Applauding his appointment as the Bennington & Glastenbury’s chief 
engineer, the Bennington Banner wrote, “Mr. Hale knows ‘by heart’ the 
railroad facilities and possibilities of our State.”33  The following years 
only further embellished his reputation.  Hale died at his home in Essex 
on January 22, 1892.34

Although clearly well into his years 
when this photograph was taken, 
William Hale still looks spry enough 
to take on another project. The 
original photograph was lent to the 
author by Hale’s great grandson, 
the late John Lester Brownell.  
Photographer and date unknown.  
Author’s collection.
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