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TUNNEL VISION
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After the Memorial Tunnel closed to 
traffic, it got a whole new life.

TUNNEL VISION
WRITTEN AND PHOTOGRAPHED BY ZACK HAROLD 
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B
ack when David Pugh started 
working for the West Virginia 
Parkways Authority in the early 
1980s, he’d spend several days 
each month flagging traffic at the 
Memorial Tunnel in Standard. 
Every few weeks, maintenance crews 
had to scrub exhaust buildup from 

the tunnel’s ceiling and yellow-tiled walls using a big 
machine that looked like a street sweeper turned on 
its side. “It usually took them two days to scrub one 
lane,” says Pugh, who is now a roadway manager with 
the Turnpike. 

The tile was state-of-the-art when the tunnel 
opened in 1954, designed to be extra reflective so 
it would catch motorists’ headlights. Generations 
of West Virginians stared out their car windows at 
the pale yellow grid. The tile in the tunnel became 
something like those “Welcome to West Virginia” 
signs at the state border—a signpost that you were a 
little bit closer to home.

It has now been more than 30 years since the 
tunnel was open to traffic, and the iconic tile has long 
since lost its lustre. On the tunnel’s south end, much 
of it has fallen down. In places where it remains, the 
tile is covered in indecipherable spray paint graffiti. A 
little farther up, it’s coated in a lumpy concrete-like 
substance. And at the tunnel’s north end, the tile has 
been painted black. 

This isn’t the work of vandals or a result of 
neglect. These battle scars are just an indicator of 
the tunnel’s new life as a training ground where 
military personnel, law enforcement, and first 
responders learn to save lives in some of the worst 
disasters imaginable.

Big Dig
From the beginning, the Memorial Tunnel was 
designed with safety in mind. 

State lawmakers saw the need for a highway 
connecting northern West Virginia to the southern 
coalfields, allowing drivers to bypass some of the 
state’s most treacherous roads. The Legislature 
approved funding in 1947 for a feasibility study for 
a four-lane highway stretching from Princeton, in 
Mercer County, all the way to Wheeling, in the 
Northern Panhandle. 

Governor Okey Patteson then appointed a 
Turnpike Commission in 1949. Members quickly 
decided a four-lane would cost too much and shrunk 
the proposed road to a two-lane highway with a 
northern terminus in Fairplain, in Jackson County. 
But decisionmakers ruled that plan too costly as 
well, and designs were changed yet again. The West 
Virginia Turnpike would now run 88 miles from 
Princeton to Charleston.

But even this scaled-back project still had a major 
obstacle to overcome: Paint Creek Mountain.

The Memorial Tunnel 
in eastern Kanawha 
County doesn’t look 
quite the same as when 
it first opened in the 
1950s.
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Although the 
tunnel’s south 
side is still visible 
from the West 
Virginia Turnpike, 
the north side is 
now hidden and is 
showing its age.

Construction of the Memorial Tunnel began in 1952. 
Workers moved 91,000 cubic yards of earth to build the 
28-foot-wide, 25-foot-high, 2,800-foot-long tunnel, 
completing the project in just over two years for a price 
tag of $5 million. 

It was a marvel of mid-century engineering. The 
lighting could be dimmed or brightened with the flip of a 
switch. There was an automatic ventilation system, with 
big fans at either end to pump exhaust fumes out of the 
tunnel. There was that specially designed reflective tile. 
And, perhaps most impressive, the tunnel was equipped 
with a closed-circuit television system, making it the first 
tunnel in the U.S. to be monitored by cameras.

The novelty eventually wore off. By the mid-1980s, 
the tunnel cost $500,000 a year to maintain. And 
because the rest of the turnpike had been expanded to 
four lanes, the two-lane tunnel created a bottleneck that 
often backed up traffic for miles. So the state set to work 
on a two-mile, four-lane, $35 million bypass to take 
traffic around Paint Creek Mountain. 

The last car passed through the Memorial Tunnel 
on July 7, 1987. Parkways officials gave the honor to 
Tommy Graley, a turnpike maintenance worker who 
lived about a mile from the tunnel. He was accompanied 
by his wife Bonnie, daughters Connie and Angel, and 
a police escort. Not long after, Don Williams, a heavy 
equipment salesman from Virginia, led the first line of 
northbound traffic across the new bypass.

A few years after it was closed, engineers working 

on Boston’s Big Dig tunnel project used the Memorial 
Tunnel to conduct fire tests—that’s where the lumpy 
concrete covering some of the tile came from. Findings 
from those tests later informed the design of the 
Chunnel connecting the United Kingdom and France. 

The tunnel was then used as storage for the West 
Virginia Parkways Authority. It seemed its useful 
life was over—until the West Virginia National 
Guard realized what could be done with a big, empty, 
subterranean space.

A New Lease on Life
In the early 2000s, with a growing threat of terrorism 
worldwide, military units and civilian emergency 
personnel began training to respond to chemical, 
biological, and nuclear threats. There weren’t a lot of 
places to get that kind of training, however, so then–
West Virginia National Guard Adjutant General Allen 
Tackett, who grew up not far from the Memorial Tunnel, 
suggested turning the old tunnel into a training complex. 

Tackett got some help from U.S. Senator Robert 
C. Byrd, who in 2000 secured $5 million in U.S. 
Department of Defense funding for the project. The 
West Virginia Turnpike Authority then gave the 
National Guard a 50-year lease on the facility. 

Now, nearly two decades later, the tunnel has 
hosted the U.S. Army Rangers, the U.S. Coast Guard, 
members of the New York City Fire Department, 
the Internal Revenue Service, the West Virginia 
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TOP: In addition to the facilities beneath the mountain, the Memorial Tunnel 
complex also features a helicopter landing pad and a steep hillside where first 
responders can practice car rescues. BOTTOM: The tunnel features a building 
with modular walls, allowing trainers to reset rooms for tactical maneuvers.
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Clockwise from top right: An upside down car used for trainings, a mock post 
office complete with junk mail in the boxes, a recreated Afghan cave, a pile of 
mannequins outside the tunnel’s collapse course, a mock chemical lab.

Wonderful West Viginia Magazine



 WONDERFULWV.COM         11

State Police, the West Virginia National Guard, and 
countless other groups. 

A new group of trainees roll into the tunnel every 
few weeks. The trainings are customized for their exact 
needs. The tunnel is a blank canvas, allowing teams to 
construct just about any scenario they might encounter 
in the real world. They might rescue someone from a 
wrecked car or remove hazardous materials from a blue 
Volvo tractor trailer, secure the mock chemical lab after 
an explosion, or deal with a bomb threat in the pretend 
post office or train station. Trainees can even practice 
tactical maneuvers in a decommissioned Chicago subway 
car. “The only subway in West Virginia,” quips Craig 
Mueller, the National Guard’s operations manager at the 
Memorial Tunnel complex.

“They can turn the lights off and have nighttime 
training during the day,” Mueller says. Trainers can add 
smoke or sound effects to make things more stressful. 
“I’ve been in here before when it looks like a zombie 
apocalypse,” Mueller says. 

When a special forces team was headed to 
Afghanistan, crews at the tunnel built a mock cave 
complex to mimic those used by the Taliban. But the 
most harrowing scenario is at the tunnel’s northern end. 
It’s a jungle of busted concrete, mangled cars, broken 
glass, metal shards, and snakes of rusty rebar, all meant 
to replicate a collapsed parking garage. 

It’s difficult to see until Mueller points it out, but there 
is a path through the wreckage. Trainees have to traverse 
the route—crawling through culverts and between small 
gaps in the concrete chunks—to rescue victims. It’s a scary 
enough site with full lighting, but trainings here are often 
done in low light with smoke and sound effects pumped 
in. Actors are outfitted with prosthetic injuries and placed 
throughout the course to groan in pain and scream for help. 
It’s as close to a real disaster as a training can get.

It’s strange to think these nightmare scenarios are 
playing out just a few hundred yards from the Turnpike. 
As first responders pull survivors from the rubble or 
learn to diffuse a bomb or clean up spilled nuclear waste, 
people drive by, oblivious to what’s happening just 
beneath Paint Creek Mountain.

No doubt, some of the passing motorists look over and 
admire the art deco lettering and American flag that still 
hang above the tunnel’s closed mouth. Maybe they get 
nostalgic, remembering what it was like to drive through 
the tunnel on the way to a family vacation in Myrtle Beach, 
South Carolina, or a school field trip at the Capitol in 
Charleston. Maybe there’s a pang of sadness when they 
realize they’ll never see that iconic yellow tile again. 

Of course, the Memorial Tunnel is as alive as ever. 
And even if the drivers on the Turnpike don’t realize it, 
the work that’s going on beneath Paint Creek Mountain 
could one day save their lives. w

Among the 
Memorial Tunnel’s 
training areas is a 
decommissioned 
Chicago subway car.
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