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Depot remodeling nears its finale
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Tri-Con Construction is awaiting
approval from the state before it begins
the final phase of remodeling the
Norfolk Southern Railway Depot in
downtown Cleveland.

The old train depot will become the
hub of the Cleveland Urban Area
Transit System and hopefully, a
catalyst for further retail development
in the Five Points Area, after it is
completed in spring 2012. 

“It’s going to stimulate more
development downtown,” Cleveland
Mayor Tom Rowland said earlier this
week as he and Southeast Tennessee
Human Resources Agency Executive
Director Ray Evans toured the old
building. “We’ve already started on
Inman Street with six or seven new
buildings in the past few months. I

think you’ll see a big difference with this.”

The former train depot will find a second life as the central transfer point for the
Cleveland Urban Area Transit System and office complex, in keeping with its
original purpose of mass transportation when it was built in 1909 at a cost of
$17,400, which included the property. It was placed on the National and
Tennessee Register of Historic Places in April 2008. 

Rowland said he would like to have enough room in the depot for a railroad
museum to draw field trips from local schools in conjunction with the depot and
Museum Center at Five Points. 

“I’d like to have room enough for a model railroad museum,” he said. “I think if
we start asking and appealing for memorabilia that was actually here, I think we
could find a place to put it.”

As Evans and Rowland surveyed the historic building, they walked through an
arched doorway leading to a room that had been inaccessible until an old air-
conditioning unit was removed. 

“I didn’t know that was an arched doorway until we removed the air-conditioning
unit,” Evans said. “That room was only accessible through a crawl space.” 

Another door led to a room that was once the open baggage and express platform
on the north end of the building. A north wall was added to enclose the area to
apparently make room for a freight dispatcher after passenger service ended in
the late 1970s. 

“People used railway express for shipping big items then. That was before we
knew anything about FedEx or UPS,” Rowland said, musing over the way goods
are moved now compared to then. “They used the Postal Service to send small
packages and letters.” 

The newer, outside wall will be removed and the open space restored. Two
observation windows in the original outside wall were bricked over. Those bricks
will be removed and the windows replaced. 



“If you look at old pictures, they had two express wagons. One was for freight
and the other was for wagons,” the mayor said. 

Evans said he is hopeful the original pavers are under the concrete floor.

“We’re hoping that when they take this down to where it is ground level, pavers
are going to be underneath this and I’m hoping when they break through this slab,
maybe it’s just cinders or gravel,” Evans said.

Rowland said at some point he’d like to have visits from military veterans who
left the depot by train for the armed services, and their families who watched
them leave.

“My father-in-law left from here to go to Fort Oglethorpe (Ga). He and Jack
Wilson. This was a big event. You boarded the train, everybody cried and said
goodbye to you, and you took that long trip to Fort Oglethorpe for basic
training,” the mayor said. “Back when there was passenger service, this was the
social center of Cleveland. Everybody knew when the trains came in and people
would come down here to see who got on and off the trains, or just to watch the
trains.”

Taxis used to carry new arrivals from the depot to their destinations in the city
and county.

“There used to be a lot of activity down here and we hope there is again,” Evans
said. 

The depot is being restored in two phases. The first phase included grading the
entrance and exit to the property, building retaining walls, replacing a section of
sewer line and manhole, and erecting a fence between the depot and railroad
tracks. The $208,000 for Phase I was a 100 percent American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 grant through the Federal Transit Administration to the
local transit system and SETHRA. 

The second and final phase will be paid for by an 80/20 matching Transportation
Enhancement program, also using ARRA funds passed through the Tennessee
Department of Transportation and the city of Cleveland. The federal government

will pay $451,000 and SETHRA will be responsible for about $113,000. 

Rowland said he remembers passing through Cleveland as he traveled from
Knoxville to Keasler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Miss., while he was in the Air
Force.

All he knew of Cleveland then was that it was a stop along the railroad where
people got off and on.

“I grew up riding trains when I was a little boy with my parents. We traveled a lot
on trains,” he said. “I remember getting scared when the train stopped and mother
got up to go to the restroom at the end of the car. I’d say, ‘Mama, don’t get off
the train and leave me!’ I was just a little kid and I was scared to death she’d get
off the train and leave me.”

Rowland said he never thought he’d live in one of the stops along the railroad,
much less be mayor, a post he’s now held for 20 years in Cleveland.

“The only dream I had about trains was to get passenger service in Cleveland,” he
said. “That was one of the things in my original campaign platform that I’d like
to see happen.”
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