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Introduction 
 
The 20th Century history of Grundy County was heavily influenced by the Dixie Highway 
and its successors, US 41, US 41A and Interstate 24.  To appreciate how these roads came 
about, it is important to appreciate the relationship of government to roads in the 1800s. 
 
Throughout the 1800s and in Tennessee up until the 1920s, most all roads were viewed as 
a local affair.  As such, the roads were the responsibility of the individual counties and 
even the individual communities within a county.  Tennessee required that each able-
bodied man with a team (horses or mules) give 5 days per year to local roadwork.  1 
 
The following provide excellent insight into how roads were maintained in Grundy County 
in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  In 1897, as it had been for a number of years, the 
county was divided into districts and a “Road Commissioner” appointed for each district.  
James E. “Jim” Scruggs served District 4 - roads north of Beersheba Springs.  This 
consisted in the Beersheba to McMinnville Road, which was divided into 3 sections: Hill’s 
Mill Road (Hill Road forming the northeastern county boundary.), Walker Road 
(Philadelphia Church to Northcutt’s Cove Road), Middle Point Road (Gross’s Cove to 
Beersheba), Grassy Ridge Road (Stone Door Gulf to Beersheba), and the Peak Mountain 
Road (Old Stage Road).2 
 
Each of the above sections had an appointed overseer and a group of local men assigned to 
work the road.  Each road section was provided with 5 to10 shovels and picks as the only 
tools for maintenance.  For the year of 1897, a total of $148.77 was paid for labor, 
material, and equipment on the above roads.3 
 
As a state, Tennessee had attempted to aggressively promote roads and road building as 
early as the 1830s by using a State Bank to provide financing for local and regional roads.  
This program had ended by the 1840s, and it would be the late 1800s before the State 
became heavily involved in road building again. 4  In the 1800s most inter-county roads 
were privately charted turnpikes, with county roads falling under the jurisdiction of the 
local county court.  It was 1916 before the Federal Road Act, which provided limited 
funding at the federal level, was passed. 
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The Dixie Highway 
 
In the early 1900s, the automobile brought rapid change to America.  In 1901 Ransom E. 
Olds produced 425 cars in Olds’ first year of operation.  In 1908, Henry Ford introduced 
the Model T and produced 10,660 vehicles that year.  In six short years Ford introduced 
the moving assembly line, and production rose to 300,000 cars in 1913.  The price of the 
Model T dropped every year for the next 14 years.5  American had transportation for the 
masses! 
 
While the American motorist wanted to travel, good, or at least better, roads were needed.  
Northern businessmen, who had invested in Florida real estate, envisioned a future for 
southern tourism, if suitable better roads could be developed.   Southern businessmen and 
farmers viewed roads as essential to economic development and prosperity.  In November 
1914 at the annual meeting of the American Road Congress, William Gilbreath of 
Indianapolis introduced the idea of constructing a north-south interstate highway.  Over 
the next several months he travel extensively promoting this idea.6 
 
On April 3, 1915, at a meeting in Chattanooga, the Dixie Highway Association was formed 
with seven states participating.  Other states joined soon thereafter.7 
 
The initial proposal was for a single road that in Tennessee would have been routed 
Nashville, Murfreesboro, Manchester, Pelham, Wonder Cave, Monteagle, Tracy City, 
Sequatchie, and Jasper, crossing the Tennessee at Rankin Ferry [site of current US 64 
bridge across Nickajack at Hale Town] and on to Chattanooga.  This was documented in a 
special supplement distributed to the press and published just prior to the meeting in 
Chattanooga.8 
 
Initially it was proposed that R. M. Payne’s Toll Road would be utilized as the 
Monteagle/Pelham section and automobiles would be charged $1.00 for passage between 
Wonder Cave and Monteagle.  Later Payne offered to donate the road if the highway 
would use the route through Grundy County. 
 
A month later, May 20, 1915, plans changed and the concept of the Dixie Highway was 
expanded to two Division, Eastern and Western.  In Tennessee the Eastern Route would 
be through Knoxville and Ashville, North Carolina, with the Western Route being through 
Nashville, Chattanooga, and Atlanta.  What can be referred to as the Dixie Highway 
System was born.   
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At the same May meeting the final route through Tennessee was set as Nashville, 
Murfreesboro, Shelbyville, Tullahoma, Winchester, Cowan, Sewanee, Monteagle, Jasper, 
Whitwell, then across Walden’s Ridge to Chattanooga. 9  Grundy County had been 
bypassed.   
 
Prior to the May meeting and final route selection, Tennessee's Governor Rye had 
appointed Col. Shook from Grundy County and a Mr. Allison representing Marion County 
to determine the best route.  Mr. Allison, being from South Pittsburg, wanted the road 
routed along Battle Creek and near South Pittsburg.   He took the position that Marion 
County would not contribute to the building of the road unless it was routed down Battle 
Creek then up the valley to Whitwell and across Walden’s Ridge. 10  Faced with losing the 
road to a Huntsville alternative, apparently Grundy accepted Marion County’s proposal. 
 
There was high drama playing out on the east side of Marion County as well.  C. S. James, 
President of the Association, Chattanooga business man, and developer of a resort hotel 
and golf course on Signal Mountain, decided that the road should be routed from Whitwell 
across Signal Mountain – much to his personal advantage.  The Association, instead, chose 
to route the highway along Suck Creek Road, bypassing Signal Mountain.  Mr. James 
promptly resigned and started a movement to build the “James Road”.11 
 
The Association intended for the project to move forward at a rapid pace; however, 
apparently, Marion County was slow to respond, or at least slow to develop a plan for the 
road.  As a result, a month later, on June 14, 1915, the Dixie Highway Association 
assigned an engineer to the field to develop an alternate route through Sequatchie and 
Grundy Counties, bypassing Marion completely.12  [Probably a route similar to the present 
State Route 111]. 
 
Marion County apparently got the message and responded rapidly because by late July, 
only one month later, the newspaper was applauding Marion County's road building 
efforts, especially its farmers who were donating land and labor to build the road.13 
 
By March 1916, everything had been pledged from Nashville to Sewanee to the Marion 
County line.  Marion County had appropriated enough to construct the road to the top of 
the mountain above Battle Creek.  All that remained unfunded was a 5 1/2 mile stretch on 
top of the mountain [Monteagle segment].14 
 
A major work day was held on May 31, 1916, with citizens from Tracy City and Sewanee 
joining with citizens of Monteagle to work on the Dixie Highway. 15  Local businesses 
would close on the special workdays and the Ladies Auxiliary would prepare a “dinner on 
the ground” for the workers. 
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There were delays due to funding for the portion of the highway on top of the mountain 
from the Franklin County line to the brow of the mountain.  Citizens from Monteagle, 
Tracy City, and Sewanee were urged to find a way to complete the road prior to October 1, 
1917, or the road might be lost.16  In the summer of 1917, the Association summarized the 
Sewanee/ Monteagle portion of the road as follows. 
 

“While the mountain construction is in such shape that the old mountain detour must 
still be used, the entire road could be completed within three months if funds were 
available and labor could be procured. $300,000 should be sufficient to put through this 
unfinished gap.”  17 

 
From 1915 to 1927,when the Dixie Highway Association disbanded, nearly four thousand 
miles of roads along the designated route of the Dixie were upgraded. Improvements were 
primarily paid for by the local community or by state funding.   
 
The highway's route is well documented in several documents including the 1923 Dixie 
Highway System Map, 1925 Mohawk-Hobbs Guide, 1925 Clawson Travel Guide, and 1927 
Rand McNally Road Atlas. 
 
 
 
Federal Government’s Involvement in Road Building 
 
Throughout the 1800s, roads and road construction was viewed as a local affair.  In 1893 
the first federal agency was formed, Office of Road Management, to be an advisory body to 
the states.  It would be 1916 before the Federal Road Act was passed to provide funding to 
the states.  Even then the priority was placed on RFD (Rural Free Delivery) routes over 
long-distance roads.  In the early 1920s, the federal government began to increase the role 
it played in interstate roads.  Just as the Dixie Highway System was being essentially 
completed in 1926, a nationwide system of roads was identified by the federal government.   
Standardized black-and-white, shield-shaped signs bearing U.S. route numbers replacing 
"named" interstate highways like the National, the Lincoln, and the Dixie.18 
 
In Tennessee, roads were viewed as a local responsibility until Governor Austin Peay 
overhauled the Department of Highways in the 1920s.  When he became Governor in 
1922, the state had 244 miles of paved roads, most of which were the Dixie Highway.  By 
1927, there were over 4,000 miles of paved roads. 
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US 41 
 
As a part of the 1926 Federal Roads Project, US 41 was proposed in 1925 and actually had 
signs erected in 1926.  It ran from northern Michigan at Lake Superior to southern 
Florida.  This was when State Route 2 from Chattanooga to Murfreesboro was first 
identified as US 41/State 2. 
 
 
US 41A 
 
US 41 Alternative did not come into existence until the 1940s.  Initially, in 1926, US 41 in 
Tennessee ran from Chattanooga, through Murfreesboro, Nashville, and Clarksville before 
continuing to Hopkinsville, KY.  In 1929 US 41 north of Nashville was divided with the 
Clarksville route being designated US 41 W and what had been US 241 through 
Springfield, TN, being designated as US 41 E.  US 41, Nashville to Chattanooga remained 
unchanged. 19 
 
In 1943 changes were made to the highway designations.  US 41 E & W were eliminated 
and replace by US 41 and US 41 Alternate (US 41A).  North of Nashville what had been 
US 41 E became US 41, and what had been US 41 W became US 41A. 20 
 
By 1944, US 41A had been extended south of Nashville following State Route 11 to College 
Grove, then following State Route 16 through Shelbyville and Tullahoma to Winchester.  
US 41A followed US 64 from Winchester to Monteagle where it rejoined US 41. 21  US 41A 
was not a replacement for the Dixie Highway.   In fact, it only followed a very short section 
of the Dixie from Shelbyville to Monteagle. 
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