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AT FIRST GLANCE, the old record book appears to be little more than the mid-19th-Century
equivalent of an English theme book, measuring about six inches by eight inches in size. But its
contents—dutifully recorded by Smyth County, Virginia, toll collector Robert B. Allen beginning
in November of 1854—offer a glimpse into the local transportation economy of the area for a
period of more than fifteen years, including the entire span of the Civil War.
The toll gate operated by Allen was part of the original 150-mile-long Southwestern
Turnpike, construction of which was authorized by the Virginia General Assembly on 28 January
1846. 1 Closely following the Wilderness Trail that had led generations of travelers into the western
interior of a growing United States, the Southwestern Turnpike was operated by a chartered
company led by a Board of Directors and overseen by a system of superintendents and toll gate
keepers. Today, Virginia’s Highway 11 covers much of the Southwestern Turnpike’s original
route. 2
Furthermore, the Allen record book and other published works help place a single point of
toll collection in Southwest Virginia within the larger context of the improvement of public
transportation in the Commonwealth and, indeed, the nation. In fact, the very existence of the old
toll record book represents the culmination of a decades-long movement—both nationally and
regionally—to improve the United States’ transportation system.

This is a representative image of two adjoining handwritten records that are part of Robert B. Allen's toll receipt book.

THE DEBATE ABOUT ROADS BEGAN EARLY in the newly formed United States of America.
According to Thomas B. Searight in his 1894 book, The Old Pike: A History of the National Road
with Incidents, Accidents, and Anecdotes Thereon, “When Congress first met after the achievement
of Independence with the adoption of the Federal Constitution, the lack of good roads was much
commented upon by our statesmen and citizens generally, and various schemes suggested to meet
the manifest want.” 3
Searight stated that upon the admission of Ohio to the union in April of 1802, “onetwentieth part of the net proceeds of the lands lying within the said State sold by Congress, from
and after the 30th of June next, after deducting all expenses incident to the same, shall be applied
to laying out and making public roads leading from navigable waters emptying into the Atlantic to
the Ohio, to the said State and through the same, such roads to be laid out under the authority of
Congress, with the consent of the several States through which the road shall pass.” 4 These entities
included the state of Maryland and the commonwealths of Pennsylvania and Virginia. Searight
wrote that roads were then much on the mind of Americans. He stated, however, that “it was not
until the year 1806, when Jefferson was President, that the proposition for a National Road took
practical shape.” 5 The discussion of a National Road was prompted, in part, by Jefferson’s recent
827,000-square-mile Louisiana Purchase in 1803 and the need for improved transportation routes
to facilitate westward expansion. The original National Road, as envisioned by Congress,
commenced at Cumberland, Maryland, and ended at Wheeling (then Virginia) on the banks of the
Ohio River. (Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Virginia would give their permission for the road to
pass through their lands, but later, when the federal government would attempt to turn the road
over to these political entities, they would reject the offer on the basis of the poor condition of the
road itself.)
Today, the National Road is credited with having provided vital access for Americans
harboring a desire to stretch their legs and move west. “The National Road, in many places now
known as Route 40, was built between 1811 and 1834 to reach the western settlements. It was the
first federally funded road in U.S. history. George Washington and Thomas Jefferson believed that
a trans-Appalachian road was necessary for unifying the young country. In 1806, Congress
authorized construction of the road, and President Jefferson signed the act establishing the National
Road. In 1811, the first contract was awarded, and the first 10 miles of road were built. As work
on the road progressed, a settlement pattern developed that is still visible. Original towns and
villages are still found along the National Road. The road, also called the Cumberland Road,
National Pike, and other names, became Main Street in these early settlements, earning it the
nickname ‘The Main Street of America.’ In the 1800s, it was a key transport path to the West for
thousands of settlers.” 6

This map of the National Road outlines its route from Maryland to its eventual terminus in Illinois. (Source:
https://www.prairierootsresearch.com/migration-routes-the-national-road)

NONE OF THIS NATIONAL ROAD-BUILDING effort overshadowed the innovation efforts of
various states. Virginia was an early advocate of tolls being collected to pay for road upkeep. “In
1772, the Virginia legislature cleared the way for what probably was the first toll road in America,
when it authorized Augusta County to build a highway over the mountain between Jenning’s Gap
and Warm Springs and to establish a toll gate.” 7
Additionally, some states were specifically developing turnpikes long before Congress
decided it should spearhead the process of improving trade routes or meeting the travel needs of
the nation’s citizens. For example, a turnpike company existed in Pennsylvania as early as 1792
with the establishment of the Philadelphia and Lancaster Turnpike Company. 8 “The road was
practically finished in 1794 and open for travel, although work continued through 1796, in which
year it was necessary to raise additional capital.” 9 According to the U.S. Department of
Transportation: “The privately built Philadelphia and Lancaster Turnpike Road was the first
important turnpike and the first long-distance broken-stone and gravel surface built in America
according to formal plans and specifications. The road’s construction marked the beginning of
organized road improvement after the long period of economic confusion following the American
Revolution.” 10
After the federal government took a serious interest in improving the nation’s
transportation routes, beginning with the National Road, the entrepreneurial spirit of America’s
politicians and businessmen exerted itself, resulting in the establishment of many turnpike
companies whose goal it was to build and maintain roads intended to serve the needs of commerce
and average citizens. While these turnpikes certainly improved the travel experiences of those who
were relocating to new abodes in the central and western portions of the U.S., the turnpikes were
especially impactful on individuals whose livelihoods depended on easy access to local markets.
VIRGINIA, SINCE ITS ESTABLISHMENT as a colony of Great Britain, had been struggling with
the everyday problems of constructing and maintaining adequate roadways. A basic road law,
enacted in England in 1555, “required six days’ labor a year from each parishioner to help maintain
the roads,” noted Nathaniel Mason Pawlett in his publication entitled “A Brief History of the Roads
of Virginia, 1607-1840.” 11 “This was the system which was brought to Virginia and established
here. Throughout the colonial period the responsibility for the construction and maintenance of

roads remained at the local level, first with the parish and later with the gentlemen justices of the
county courts, though the ultimate responsibility rested with the individual surveyors, or overseers,
of roads.” 12
This system remained largely in place until the year 1816, when the Board of Public Works
was established in Virginia. Pawlett writes that politicians debated whether the federal government
possessed the power to commission any improvements within the states, such as would be the case
with federally funded road construction and improvements. “Lessons learned at the national level
during the War of 1812 were not lost on the Virginians. There, besides problems made evident in
financing the war effort, difficulties in moving troops to desired locations in the country
demonstrated the need for improved transportation facilities in the national interest. Farsighted
individuals at the national level, such as John C. Calhoun, the Secretary of War, and others, would
shortly begin a movement for federal internal improvements, only to be stymied by James
Madison's recollection that this power had been discussed and decided against during the
Constitutional Convention of 1787. Therefore, thought Madison, the Federal Government had no
power to commission any internal improvements.” 13 Pawlett added: “At the state level, however,
the question was one of will rather than of constitutional prohibitions. The principal objection of
the believers in state sovereignty and state's improvements was to Federal internal improvements
rather than internal improvements themselves. Federal internal improvements was an issue viewed
as the opening wedge in an assault on the states themselves, as the first of a series of federal
encroachments on the powers of the states.” 14 As a result, Virginia formed the Board of Public
Works and created a fund of more than $1 million to be administered by the board for the purpose
of carrying out internal improvements. Pawlett noted that this board was the forerunner of the
Virginia Department of Highways and Transportation. 15
Another argument against the federal government undertaking road improvements within
individual states was the question of whether the federal or state government could secure the best
construction prices. According to historian and author Burton W. Folsom, in his article, entitled
“Why Did the National Road Fail?,” if federal money was used for the construction of a National
Road it would naturally follow that “political decisions, not economic ones, [would] dictate where
it is built.”16 Folsom added: “…when the government builds a road, it will cost more than if
entrepreneurs build it. The national road was built with stone (crushed and solid), and it became
one of the most expensive roads, if not the most expensive, in the United States in the early 1800s.
For example, the privately funded Lancaster Turnpike, also built with stone, cost $7,500 per
mile—versus $13,000 per mile for the national road.” Folsom insists that the “builders of the
Lancaster Turnpike were spending their own money and had to spend it wisely, or the tolls would
not cover their expenses. Those in charge of the national road, by contrast, were political
appointees, described by one newspaper editor as being ‘as numerous as the locusts of Egypt.’
Funded with taxpayer dollars, the national road never charged tolls, so it never had to turn a profit.”
By February of 1817, Virginia had moved forward with its own transportation plans and
had codified the regulations required for the incorporation of turnpike companies in the
Commonwealth, in addition to establishing regulations and specifications for the construction of
the roads. “Toll gates were to be erected, but if the road were out of repair, tolls ceased until such
time roads were completed. Toll rates were also specified in the act. Turnpike companies were to
be allowed two years to begin construction and ten years to complete it.” 17 Failure to do so would
result in the forfeiture of the turnpike company’s charter.
According to Pawlett, nearly twenty turnpike companies were chartered during the 18161817 session of the General Assembly. 18 Although these turnpike companies were primarily

concerned with the eastern, central, and northern parts of the Commonwealth, where the bulk of
its population resided, the inexorable march of time eventually brought toll roads closer and closer
to the rural western portion of the Commonwealth.
ALTHOUGH IT WOULD BE ROUGHLY THIRTY YEARS before turnpikes would touch the soil of
Southwest Virginia, historian Lewis Preston Summers wrote of one specific event that
substantially changed the transportation landscape in that region: “On the 28th of January, 1846,
the General Assembly of Virginia incorporated the Southwestern Turnpike Road, which road was
to be a MacAdamized road from Salem, Virginia, by the way of Christiansburg, Newbern,
Wytheville, Marion and Abingdon to the Tennessee line, and appropriated seventy-five thousand
dollars to carry into effect the object of the act.” 19
An extant newspaper editorial, dated 10 January 1852, published in The Democrat in
Abingdon, Virginia, spilled the dirty laundry of the Southwestern Turnpike into the lap of the
public. The newspaper published a copy of the contract made in February of 1849 between the
then-Engineer and Superintendent Charles B. Shaw and William L. Lewis (apparently a
construction contractor) that stated the Southwestern Turnpike was to be completed to Marion
during the spring of 1850. “And the said Lewis also agrees to construct said road, commencing at
Wytheville, in Wythe County, and ending at the Tennessee line; one third thereof, to wit, to Marion
in the County of Smyth, on or before the 1st day of April, 1850, from Marion to Abingdon in the
County of Washington, by the 1st day of April 1851…” 20 The editorial further charged that Lewis
“has not, in any particular, complied with his contract—but that he has violated it from the very
start…” The newspaper took the turnpike’s board of directors to task for not having re-let the
contract to another individual in order to complete the construction and even published text of
General Assembly action that had previously declared that Lewis had failed to complete his
contract and called upon the Board of Public Works to re-let the construction of the road in fivemile sections to builders who were already working for Lewis.
Some residents of Smyth and Washington counties, apparently, were not pleased with the
delay of the completion of the local sections of the Southwestern Turnpike, as the editorial noted:
“We have also charged that the Board (of Public Works) in thus refusing to re-let the unfinished
portion of said Road in the counties of Smyth and Washington, have been actuated by a manifest
hostility to its construction, and have, so far as their action could do so, wronged and injured the
people and section interested in the completion of the said Road.” 21 Finally, the newspaper
chastised the Board of Public Works for not having moved forward with the work on the road,
despite the directions of the General Assembly, and noted that unless quick action was undertaken
“it will be the end of the chapter of the wrong, injury and outrage to which the people of the lower
end of Smyth and those of Washington have been subject, by somebody—who, we leave them to
judge.”
In his 5 December 1853 letter to the secretary of the Board of Public Works, Engineer and
Superintendent Piper wrote: “A contract has recently been made with Messrs. Scott & Adams for
constructing the 5th and part of the 6th section of the Abingdon division, which reaches to the bridge
over the Holston river, at the Seven Mile ford in Smyth County. The work has been commenced
with a strong force; and from the great energy and experience of these gentlemen, it is believed
that it will be completed in a short time, and in the most satisfactory manner…When these sections
shall have been finished, there will be a continuous line of turnpike reaching from Buchanan to
the Seven Mile ford, a distance of 1331/4 miles; and there will then remain 421/4 miles to be
provided for by future legislation.” 22

Despite the delays caused by the Lewis contract controversy, the turnpike was completed
to Seven Mile Ford, west of Marion, although the road progressed no further. 23 Historian Summers
blames the fact that the road was never built to the Tennessee state line on several factors,
including: the anticipated construction of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad; the principles of
the Virginia governor and his advisors at the time, who favored the strict Constitutional
interpretation opposing internal improvements; and the indifference of Eastern Virginia legislators
to the welfare of the residents of Western Virginia. 24

This detail of an 1848 Virginia map shows the route of the Southwestern Turnpike, marked as under construction by the broken
line. (Source: Library of Congress)

TOLL GATE NUMBER 13, as it is named in Robert B. Allen’s record book, was constructed
prior to November of 1851, when Engineer and Superintendent James H. Piper reported to the
president and directors of the Virginia Board of Public Works. 25 “A gate has recently been
established on the Marion division, about 11/2 mile east of the village of Marion, for the purpose
of raising funds with which to keep up the detached sections that have been finished in that
neighborhood,” Piper reported. He also noted that more than $70,000 had been expended by that
time on the construction of the Marion division of the Southwestern Turnpike.
The toll gate stood at the end of a covered bridge that spanned the middle fork of the
Holston River. 26 The bridge itself allowed local farmers and ranchers to cross the Holston River
easily on their way to and from market. It also served travelers headed west to Abingdon or east
to Wytheville, and many points far beyond those regional communities. At the same time, the
income from tolls paid by turnpike users helped fund the extension and ongoing maintenance of
the turnpike.

This photo of the covered bridge near toll gate #13 was likely taken in the 1880 or 1890s.

By December 31, 1852, the reported receipts from the first quarter of toll gate 13’s
operation resulted in the collecting of $462.77, with the total received from that point through the
fourth quarter of the following year (ended 30 September 1853) reported as totaling $1,296.64. 27
The covered bridge itself was the target of Union troops during and after the Battle of
Marion, which took place on December 16-17, 1864. Union General George Stoneman’s late-year
military foray into Southwest Virginia was executed in an attempt to disrupt local communities’
commerce and to deny the Confederate Army access to supplies and materiel, as well as the use of
bridges and facilities such as the salt works at Saltville. Stoneman encountered troops under the
command of Lt. Gen. George Breckinridge in the vicinity of Marion and the two forces fought a
two-day engagement at the covered bridge near the toll gate operated by Allen. Following the
overnight withdrawal of Confederate troops, retreating Union soldiers set fire to the bridge in an
effort to further hinder local transportation of goods. 28 Allen’s own nine-year-old daughter,
Susannah Elizabeth Allen, is credited with twice extinguishing the blaze and saving the bridge,
despite the threats made against her life by Union soldiers.

This illustration, showing the covered bridge at toll gate #13, was included in a 1901 newspaper account about the 1864 Battle
of Marion. Here, a sniper fires on troops attempting to take the bridge. (Source: The National Tribune, 6 June 1901)

BASED ON THE INCOME PROVIDED BY TOLLS, as recorded in Allen’s record book at intervals
ranging from monthly to quarterly, the Marion section of the turnpike was a fairly lucrative
endeavor for the turnpike company, though not so for Allen himself, who was paid a monthly
salary of only $10. 29 Allen was also compensated for the maintenance of the stretch of road near
his toll gate. The first such maintenance expenditure was noted on 26 April 1855, when Allen
recorded that $90 was paid toward “the keeping” of twelve miles of road in repair. 30 (Though it is
not so stated in the toll book, this twelve-mile stretch may have represented six miles in either
direction of toll gate #13 or some similar proportion, depending on the terrain and the proximity
of the town of Marion.) Other upkeep was necessary. For instance, in July of 1856, Allen was paid
$2.50 for the replacement of gate posts, work he likely did himself.
The recorded income from the toll gate normally was reported as a gross figure, with no
details as to the breakdown of revenue from individual users, i.e. horses and riders, wagons, etc.
The book itself apparently was used by Allen to report overall income, which was then reviewed
and approved by the turnpike superintendent. Consequently, the toll book does not appear to have
been used as a day-to-day “working” document.
Allen’s record book also contains the names of the individuals who were responsible for
confirming the toll gate’s income and, no doubt, collecting the funds for transfer to the turnpike
company. These names include that of Superintendent John McCauley, who verified the toll gate’s
receipts at the time of Allen’s first recorded accounting in 1854. 31 It is not clear whether McCauley
(whose name is written as “McCauly” in the first reference), was an employee of the turnpike
company at the time or a contractor. It is known that in July of 1858—apparently pursuant to an
act of the General Assembly—the work of the superintendent was awarded to the highest bidder.
In one published source it was noted that the work of the superintendent of the Southwestern
Turnpike in 1858 had been awarded to John McCauley. 32 It is not known whether McCauley was
a direct employee of the turnpike prior to his becoming a contractor in 1858, but the Allen record
book places McCauley as superintendent of the turnpike as early as November of 1854. In June of

1864, McCauley received Allen’s report of the toll gate receipts, but in February of 1865, the name
of Phillip Reed was listed as the superintendent. On one occasion, in April of 1870, the receipts
were received by a John H. Allen (no known relation of the toll collector) on behalf of Reed. 33
Reed’s position with the Southwestern Turnpike is confirmed by the fact that he was listed as the
superintendent of the turnpike for the fiscal year ending 30 September 1867. 34
Additionally, Robert B. Allen’s position as the toll gate operator is affirmed by an article
entitled, “The South Western Turnpike Road,” published in the Journal of the Roanoke Historical
Society in 1965: “The earliest record which can be found of tolls collected on the entire turnpike
was in the McCauley book, on loan to the Society, for the period from October, 1855 to September,
1856. Until the quarter ending June 30, 1856, there were thirteen toll gates. The fourteenth was
added at that time, and was operated by Jacob Myers. The toll keepers were, in order, for that
period as follows: B. Zimmerman, George W. Rader, Ranson Jeter, Josiah Johnston, John Woltz,
Robert Doughat (later Henry Douthat), Franklin Akers, Ransom Dudley, William G. Hall, John
Allen, Samuel R. Wheeler, and M. Kerr and Robert B. Allen.” 35
The first recorded month of income for toll gate 13, made by Allen on 11 November of
1854, was $141.77, which represents $4,393 in 2020 dollars. 36 Recorded income from October of
1854 through September of 1855 ranged from a low of $48.65 in February of 1855 to a high of
$151.10 in April of the same year. For the first recorded year, tolls totaled $1,130.74, for a monthly
income average of $94.23. The 12-month toll collection of nearly $1,131 represents more than
$35,000 in 2020 dollars. 37
With the coming of the railroad through Southwest Virginia in the mid-1800s, the use of
the toll road through Smyth County appears to have diminished within a couple of years of Allen’s
beginning to keep the old record book. By January of 1857, only $14.07 in tolls were collected,
followed by a mere $8.40 the following month. During March and April of 1857, monthly tolls
only totaled $11.70 and $18.15, respectively. October of 1857 represented the highest income for
toll gate #13, though the total take for that month was only $40.60. By the following October in
1858, the tolls collected tallied $25.67, or only 63 percent of October tolls collected during the
prior year.
The records kept by Allen during the Civil War were less detailed and included long gaps
between his accounts being settled with the turnpike superintendent. Regular transactions were
recorded in 1861 and 1862, while the year of 1863 only includes a single accounting in August,
followed by a second entry in January of 1864, another in February of 1865, and a final one in
October of that same year. More regular entries resumed in 1866 and continued through 1868,
although by then the tolls recorded were often only $60-80 per quarter. The last entry, dated 26
April 1870, shows that $66.85 was reported for the quarter ending 31 March. 38
A History of Roads in Virginia: “The Most Convenient Wayes,” published by the Virginia
Department of Transportation in 2006, notes that both roads and railways were vital to armies
during the Civil War. However, “Poor to begin with, the roads and bridges were damaged and
destroyed as the armies fought over then repeatedly.” 39 One Virginia turnpike company reported
that “its revenue collections were negligible because ‘of the army destroying bridges, burning toll
houses, and we are getting very little tolls.’” 40 The same publication states: “For most turnpike
companies, the war was the final blow from which they could not recover, and many passed from
private to county ownership. Toll collections on most of the turnpikes never had been enough to
pay operating and maintenance costs or to do much toward retiring the indebtedness, and the
extensive but financially weak turnpike era was nearing an end.” 41

Superintendent John McCauley, in his report to the Board of Public Works in the fall of
1861, confirmed the effects of the Civil War on turnpike income. Despite the fighting having
commenced only earlier than year, McCauley informed the board of a drop in income thusly: “At
this the board will not be surprised. The causes which have produced this unfavorable result, are
many and obvious, but should not be regarded as permanent. A large portion of our active business
population is now engaged in the service of their country, and when upon the road are exempt
from toll. The balance of our people, although not really in a state of ‘masterly inactivity,’ are but
rarely found upon the road, and contributing to its receipts.” 42 McCauley added: “These temporary
causes, which have so seriously affected the revenue of the road, will no doubt cease to exist when
peace is restored to our country, and our active population again return to their accustomed
avocations (perhaps with increased energies), stimulated by new enterprises—the almost certain
result of the establishment of a new and independent government.”
Such would not be the case. By October of 1869, Superintendent Philip Reed was reporting
ongoing declines in turnpike income. He reported to the Board of Public Works: “You will
perceive the receipts for this year fall behind those of last year $443.24, which is attributable to a
corresponding decline in the travel on the road.” 43
Reed, by November of 1870, was recommending that the turnpike company divest itself of
the Southwestern road due to waning income and ongoing maintenance problems.
“Notwithstanding the bad condition of the road, I have not at any time ceased to take tolls and to
enforce their collection… I deemed this course absolutely necessary, in order to secure means for
the repairing of the road; but I have done so in the fact of continual opposition from the citizens of
the several counties through which the road passes, who use the same and are benefited by having
it put in repair again. They have even threatened me with prosecution, &c., but I have done nothing
which I did not think was my duty, and I have left nothing undone that it was in my power to do.” 44
Later in the same report to the members of the Board of Public Works, Reed added: “There seems
to be a growing wish on the part of the citizens that the road should be turned over to the several
counties along the line, and thus become a county road; and I now give it as my opinion that if
there is any way to which this wish can be accomplished, it would be the best disposition that could
be made of it on the part of the State.” 45
Waning turnpike income, along with the perpetual problem of maintaining the road, did
lead to eventual action by the Virginia Legislature. On 25 March 1871, the General Assembly
approved House Bill 75, under which sections of the Southwest Turnpike were turned over to the
counties in which they were located and maintenance of the road was passed to the local boards of
supervisors. 46
THE STORY OF THE TOLL BRIDGE itself is sketchy. During the Battle of Marion, the wooden
bridge was the target of concentrated small arms fire in addition to some damage from two failed
attempts to burn the bridge. Wilson recorded that “The covered bridge across the river above
Marion figured prominently in this battle. The first fighting occurred there on Saturday evening,
and Federals attempting to cross from the east were driven back by fire from the Confederates on
the hills across the stream. Some of the planks were town up in the bridge and after dark two of
the Federal generals went down and examined the bridge and had the planks relaid.” 47 Wilson
further noted that when Federal troops took refuge in the bridge “the Confederates had perfect
range and their shells knocked down large timbers and the balls of their sharpshooters riddled it
like a sieve. It became a shambles until Colonel Mannagan finally got what was left of his men out
of it and safe on the other side.” 48

No doubt the bridge was repaired, as local transportation needs required its continued
service for many years afterward. It is not known when the original bridge was demolished and
replaced with a sturdier version. Today, a multi-lane concrete bridge—part of Highway 11—
crosses the Holston River near where the original toll bridge once stood.
Plans were drawn up in 1849 for a new style of toll house on the Southwestern Turnpike. 49
However, there is no evidence to suggest that such a toll house was ever built near the bridge east
of Marion, as gate keeper Allen already lived very close by the bridge itself. It is likely that, under
the circumstances, no toll house was deemed necessary at the location and the income from the
gate was already earmarked for the ongoing construction and maintenance of the road itself.

This image represents the 1849 drawing of a new style of toll house was designed for the Southwest Turnpike. (Source: W.R.
Chitwood Collection, F.B. Kegley Library, Wytheville Community College)

Robert B. Allen was enumerated in the 1850 Smyth County federal census as being a
blacksmith. 50 In 1860, he was again recorded as being a blacksmith, but in both the 1870 and 1880
census enumerations, he reported his occupation as that of farmer. 51 It is obvious, therefore, that
his work as a gatekeeper was only a part-time arrangement, especially in light of the fact that his
$10 per month salary in 1854 represents an annual income of just over $3,700 in 2020 dollars.52
The 1870 non-population census for Smyth County shows that Robert B. Allen was farming 63
acres of land, which undoubtedly consumed much of his working time.

This daguerreotype, discovered in the Allen house near where toll gate 13 was situated, is believed to be a photograph of Robert
B. Allen, the toll keeper. Daguerreotype in the possession of the author.

Allen’s own brother, Samuel Green Allen, likely used the Southwestern Turnpike in a
professional capacity and may have even paid regular tolls at his brother’s gate. The elder Allen
brother was a stage driver for the Robert Kent & James Bland Stage Line in the late 1840s and the
early 1850s. 53 In the 1850 census of Smyth County, Virginia, Samuel G. Allen was enumerated as
a stage driver. 54 Additionally, Robert B. Allen’s own father was experienced in dealing with
travelers through Southwest Virginia. Thomas Allen (1798-1843) lived in the Seven Mile Ford
community and was, for a time, the postmaster there. Thomas Allen is known to have been licensed
by the Smyth County court in the 1830s to operate an ordinary in his home, which allowed him to
provide entertainment and shelter travelers.
Being a practical man who did not waste usable paper, Robert B. Allen repurposed the
latter portion of his toll receipt book to record his personal business dealings as late as the 1880s
and 90s. He was also fond of mathematics, as he made detailed calculations on many of the unused
pages. Allen died in September of 1896 at the age of 69 years and was interred in the Mt. Carmel
Cemetery outside Marion. The toll book remained, forgotten, in the abandoned Allen house until
it was rediscovered and preserved by the author in the 1990s. The house itself was demolished
about 2017 and its remaining foundation finally removed in the summer of 2019. Only a few
outlying buildings remain today.
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