from the book "Long Steel Rail" by Norm Cohen.  Here are the lyrics. Billy Richardson’s Last Ride

Through the West Virginia mountains came the early morning mail,

Old Number Three was westbound, the fastest on the rail;

She pulled right into Hinton, a junction on the line,

With a Baldwin Mountain engine they made the run on time.

4  -4 5   5   5  5  6   5  4   -4     4  4    3    4

Billy Richardson at Hinton was called to take the run,

4  5    5    5  5   6     5     4   -4   -4   -4  5  -4

To pull the fastest mail-train from there to Huntington;

4 -4 5   5   5  5  6  5  4  -4 4 4   3    4

His fireman he reported for duty on the line,

4    5   6   6     -6    6   5  4    5  4   -4    -3  4

Then reading their train orders left Hinton right on time.

Now Billy told his fireman that he would happy be,

If he could die while pullin' a train like Number Three;

"I want to die on duty, in my engine cab so free",

"While pullin' eastbound Number Four or westbound Number Three."

The fireman said, "Billy, you know you're old and gray,

Your name is on the pension list, you should retire some day."

But Billy said, "Dear fireman, the truth I'm tellin' you,

I must die right in my engine cab, and nothing else will do."

Then pulling down New River came westbound Number Three,

By Thurmond, then by Cotton Hill, no danger could he see;

His head then struck a mail-crane while pullin' down the line,

He'll never pull his train again to Huntington on time.

He pulled the fastest time freight, he pulled the U. S. mail,

He pulled the fast excursion to the music of the rail;

He lost his life on duty in his engine cab so free,

While pullin' in Montgomery on westbound Number Three.

Now ladies, if your husband is a railroad engineer,

You know he is in danger and death is ever near;

You know he loves you dearly when he is by your side,

Remember well that his next run may be his farewell ride.

sung by Al Craver (Vernon Dalhart)

This lyric was written by C. C. Meeks of the Norfolk and Western in 1926. 

Mr. Meeks worked for the N & W from 1922 to 1967.  He was involved in writing many

songs sung by Vernon Dalhart, among others.  I met Mr. Meeks several years ago

and enjoyed his fascinating stories of both the music business and

railroading.

The Book "The Long Steel Rail, The Railroad in American Folklore" by Norm

Cohen is a wonderful resource for this sort of project.  It was published in

1981 by the University of Illinois Press.  My co py was the last one available

when I got it.

A very useful web site for folk music searches is The Mudcat Cafe :

http://www.mudcat.org

It is a huge database of folk music.  In this particular case, it did not have

the song.

Jim Fahlstedt

Reidsville, NC.

(former resident of Grand Rapids, so I'm glad to be of help)
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Billy Richardson was a celebrated engineer on the C & O railroad near the turn of the century. He was noted for his fearlessness and unusual antics (he often drank some black engine oil from his oil can because it would "do him some good"). 

Richardson escaped death on several occasions: the Guyandotte River Bridge collapsed behind him on one run. Rather than abandoning the engine, he backed the car behind the tender into the gap, and then lurched the engine forward, saving it. Another incident involved crashing into stopped freight cars, derailing the train. He escaped with minor injuries. 

Richardson became a Christian, and this change in character was noted by those who knew him. Those along his regular route grew fond of the engineer with the long beard who would blow the whistle, lean out and wave to them. Richardson's friendliness was to be his undoing, as an unsecured mail crane (on which mail bags were hung and snatched by fast-moving trains) crushed his skull in 1910. 

Richardson was greatly mourned and missed by those who knew him, even from a distance. 

