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FOREWORD


Throughout the years of making rail journeys for BBC television, first in the United Kingdom and then on the continent of Europe, I had dreamed of carrying the programme’s concept to the United States. Although Britain was marginally ahead of the US with its first inter-city passenger railway, the Americans soon had a vastly greater network. Some Americans had worried that as their country pushed out rapidly to the west it would break up, becoming merely a collection of nations like Europe. The tracks and the locomotives may have arrived just in time to knit the expanding nation together.


Alas, there was no Bradshaw’s handbook to steer me across the US, but a father and son called Appleton produced a General Guide to the United States and Canada, promising to illuminate all that is ‘novel, picturesque, beautiful, memorable, striking or curious’; and I ventured forth with volumes published around 1879. Like Bradshaw’s, they guided me to journey by train, opening up for me not just the continent but also the American state of mind little more than a decade after the end of the devastating Civil War.


As I soon discovered on my American rail journeys, it would be a mistake to forget the waterways and canals that preceded the tracks. The building of a canal in 1825 between Lake Erie and the Hudson River meant that grain from the Midwest – from as far afield as Minnesota – could pass via grain silos in Buffalo, New York down to New York City, and then across the Atlantic to feed Europe. The trade sealed the city’s fortune, making it America’s principal port.


The advent of the railroads speeded up everything, and the tracks were less susceptible than the canals to freezing. In a ‘gilded age’, they made great fortunes for tycoons, and in the second half of the nineteenth century they helped to unleash a revolution in heavy industries.
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In the era of Rockefeller, Carnegie and Vanderbilt, the industrial success of the US and its expansion westward sucked in millions of European immigrants fleeing persecution or poverty, ‘huddled masses yearning to breathe free’, many passing through New York’s Ellis Island.


As I explored New York State, I saw the Long Island mansions of the tycoons and the Manhattan tenements of the immigrants; and then I enjoyed the serene beauty of the mighty Hudson from my train seat, as it hugged the river bank mile after mile, before delivering me to witness the awe-inspiring power of Niagara Falls.


My rail journey south from Philadelphia confronted me with the political rather than the industrial history of the Americans. In 1607, three ships landed English colonists in continental America, where they constructed James Fort (near present-day Jamestown) in Virginia, the colony named after Queen Elizabeth. They soon came close to starvation and may have been saved by Native Americans (including Pocahontas) who thought it in their best interests to help the Europeans to survive.


Virginia became the pre-eminent colony by wealth and population. The revolution against British rule, preceded by skirmishing in Massachusetts, might not have occurred had mighty Virginia not voted for rebellion. Certainly, it was a Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, who drafted the Declaration of Independence, and another, George Washington, who emerged as the hero of the war against the Crown, and the unanimous choice to be first president of the United States.
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When I visited the Liberty Bell, cast in Whitechapel in London and already hanging in the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia when the Declaration was proclaimed, I was deeply impressed by the noble ambitions of the revolutionaries. ‘All men are created equal’ and entitled to ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’.


However, back in 1619, Virginia had imported, for the first time, slaves from Africa. The slave population had then grown enormously. The agricultural economy, at least of the south, was thought to depend on slavery. The Founding Fathers perceived the contradiction that the United States was the land of the free and the home of the slave, but no political solution could be found at that time.


President Abraham Lincoln got off the train at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania on 18 November 1863 to attend the dedication of the cemetery where lay buried Union soldiers killed in the battle of the previous July. The north’s aim (in what turned out to be the first American railroad war) had been to preserve the Union against secession by the Confederate states, rather than to abolish slavery; but in his Gettysburg address Lincoln, in a few brief remarks, recalled the words of the Declaration and committed the victors to a rebirth of freedom. Emancipation was to follow.


As always, my travels through history were punctuated by escapades. They helped me to understand the American cultures that have emerged from the country’s diverse origins. At Nathan’s on Coney Island, New York, there is a competition for how many hot dogs a person can consume in ten minutes! It is not for the faint-hearted. While on Long Island, I relived the era of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby with a painfully incompetent attempt to dance the Charleston. In Philadelphia, I put on the shoulder pads and helmet of an American football player. In Virginia, in the elegant setting of the Richmond Woman’s [sic] Club, I joined a cotillion, where the more refined sort of teenager (boys in bow ties, girls in pretty dresses) learns etiquette and the cha-cha-cha. In nearby Petersburg I was stirred by the rhythm and beat of the gospel choir of the First Baptist Church. Ploughing a furrow or two behind yoked oxen in Williamsburg, Virginia helped me to understand how proud colonials became independence-minded, as their own representative political institutions matured.


After the Civil War, new railroads helped to tie together the disunited states. But when I alighted from the train in Baltimore and then Washington, D.C., I met African Americans who believe that the progress towards equality, begun with the postwar emancipation of the slaves, still has far to go.


That does not make me cynical. To this day, the founding ideals of liberty and equality resonate with Americans. They provide them with clarity, unity and a sense of purpose, great strengths in a nation that is still filled with hope for its future.


Michael Portillo
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INTRODUCTION


While the Europeans attribute America’s bounty to the luck of her resources, Americans on the other hand like to ascribe it to nothing but character. It usually required a combination of both.


Alistair Cooke


Only partially formed, and burdened by domestic divisions, America nonetheless entered the nineteenth century feeling chipper.


After declaring independence in 1776, it had won the ensuing battle against British colonialists against all odds and was now flexing its economic muscle. Exports worth $20 million in 1790 rose more than three times in value by 1811. The population doubled in about the same period.


In 1803, Ohio became the seventeenth state of the Union, and an expedition by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark set off – the first to cross what is now the western portion of the US.


And, thanks to manoeuvrings by Napoleon Bonaparte in distant France, America doubled in size as a result of the Louisiana Purchase, when land previously held by Spain and France was relinquished. The deal encompassed 530 million acres (214 million hectares), the area of 15 modern states, bought by America for $15 million.


But this sheer abundance gave administrators plenty to ponder. Who would live in these vast tracts of land and how would they be governed?


Coastal and riverside communities were buoyed by the arrival of steamships, but these couldn’t reach the continental interior, where communications were carried only as fast as a horse could gallop.


It seemed canals would provide a vital link. Colossal undertakings, their blueprints attracted funds and support. However, even with canals, national development would come at a snail’s pace.


But before the middle of the century, both steamships and canals had been knocked from their high perches by the arrival of railroads. It would be the iron horse, as it was fondly dubbed, that took immigrant settlers to new cities, towns and homes.


At first, Americans were led by events unfolding in Britain, where steam technology had been born. Soon, they would be designing and building locomotives and railroads better suited to American terrain.


For decades, the new routes were focused on the east coast, where the fortunes of towns could be made or broken by the route of the railroad network. Southern states turned away from the invasive technology and paid the price.


It took 40 years for coast-to-coast tracks to finally unleash America’s economic capabilities. At a century old, the country was a powerhouse for politics, industry and agriculture.


But there was a flip side that accompanied railroad expansion, extending far beyond the intrusion of the locomotive’s rattle and smoke smuts.


America needed speculators from the get-go to build the foundations of the nation. But undue respect for those who put energy and capital into railroad schemes resulted in a management model that valued the dollar far above the lives of fellow men and women, putting in peril the notion of the Declaration of Independence that ‘all men are created equal’.


Not everyone was so invested in rampant capitalism. When first inaugurated, President Lincoln pointed out: ‘Capital is only the fruit of labour and could never have existed if labour had not first existed. Labour is the superior of capital and deserves much the higher consideration.’


The financial heft of the few affected all walks of life. Proof, if it is needed, comes in the form of the frequent ‘panics’ of the nineteenth century that wrecked the American financial markets and which were so closely intertwined with railroads.


Unconstrained capitalism was checked during the early twentieth century, by which time America had joined the international top tier.


In many respects, it was thanks to railroads that America could make the most of its attributes, uniting all-comers and making Federalism function.
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For industrial cargo, when the power of one steam locomotive wasn’t enough, others were lined up to help pull the heavy load.
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SECTION ONE




THE EARLY YEARS


Before railroads, the vast American outdoors was pristine. The air was fragrant, the greenery unbroken and the loudest sounds to be heard were made by buffaloes and birds.


However, such tranquillity, so highly valued today, had its disadvantages, especially in terms of trade. Of course, people and goods did travel long distances, but journeys were unpredictable and often perilous.


Horses had primacy, hauling wagons and stagecoaches or being saddled up for riders. But whichever way people chose to use them, it was uncomfortable and slow, as the toll-charging turnpike roads were only roughly prepared.


Barges offered greater comfort and made swifter progress along the broad waterways that led inland from the coast. But routes were limited by the course and navigability of the rivers, and although canals were another feasible option, they took a long while to dig. Transport by water could also be badly affected by harsh winter weather.


And with such restricted options, the cost of using stagecoaches and barges was high.


Technological changes were afoot. Coarsely made rails were installed at mines at the inception of the industrial age, aping the Romans, who had used smooth grooves to help their carts make headway. Loaded mine wagons were sent downhill using gravity and hauled back up again with horses. Ridged or flanged wheels reduced the risk of derailments. After cast iron proved too brittle, wrought iron was used for more enduring rails.


Then the steam engine was invented, which would drive the industrial revolution worldwide. On land and at sea, new means of transport were rapidly developed. However, at first, steamboats appeared to have the edge, as unifying track and steam locomotive in a harmonious and safe partnership was not without its difficulties. For some years after locomotives were invented, horses were an integral part of the railroad story.


Precedents had already been set by Britain and in mainland Europe but, with such great distances and few people, the United States of America would have to write its own story. American networks grew from short, independent lines – although only a minority became more than a bold blueprint. American locomotives were initially slower than British ones, with smaller wheels that gave greater traction, better suited to the challenging tracks they were required to travel along.


In the US, railroads were the work of inspired individuals who could rally cash and expertise to their cause. Writing in 1835, French diplomat Alexis de Tocqueville noted that: ‘In America, government never interferes, so to speak, and individuals do everything.’





[image: image]

The first locomotive built in America was The Best Friend of Charleston, a prototype that was rapidly improved.











DREAMS & REALITY




A few visionaries saw how the industrial age would shape up. But most people held fast to the familiar, and even where locomotives were embraced there was a gulf in science and skills that would take some time to bridge.


There were glitches to be ironed out, guesses that were wrongly made and gaffes, not least with the use of variously sized gauges. As ever, necessity led to invention, and improvements in the system ricocheted around the region where American locomotives were focused.


So, Jervis’s truck or bogie was soon re-modelled into something superior by Henry R. Campbell (1781–1844) in 1836, by linking the four wheels that did the pulling into a single unit. Both were further enhanced by the equalizing beam introduced by Joseph Harrison (1810–74) in 1839. This allowed outside wheels to slip or spin on uneven track with greater safety, as the new link brought the point bearing the most weight into the middle.


Every new step changed trains inside and out. Slowly, locomotives evolved into a shape and spec that was recognizably American.





[image: image]

American steam locomotives soon adopted a familiar profile – from the cowcatcher on the front to the coal truck behind – although Western lines with no access to mines fuelled their locomotives with wood for much longer than those in the east.












BUNKER HILL MONUMENT


The front runner in America’s race for commercial railroads is generally considered to be Boston, where tracks were laid to transport quarried stone for the nation’s first memorial.


The Granite Railway in Quincy, Massachusetts was up and running by 1827. Admittedly, it was powered by horses rather than steam engines. But the use of iron-faced rails rather than wood for its trucks made it a cut above the wagonways that had been operating at other industrial sites, such as mines.


Quarry owner Gridley Bryant (1789–1867) was the man who built the railroad, to deliver granite blocks to the wharfside so they could be carried by boat up the Neponset River.


Their destination was Breed’s Hill in Boston, where a monument to celebrate the Battle of Bunker Hill was being built. For some, this was a strange event to mark, for the newly fashioned colonial army was in fact defeated there in 1775 by the British Army during the American Revolution.


But, significantly, the well-equipped and highly trained Redcoats were repelled three times by their rag-tag opponents, inspiring confidence for future skirmishes. British casualties also far outnumbered those of the Americans.


It is best remembered for the order given to the patriots, allegedly by Colonel William Prescott: ‘Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes!’, although it’s not known for certain whether those stirring words did ring out.


The cornerstone of the monument was laid a half century later by General Lafayette (1757–1834), a Revolutionary War veteran. As an 18-year-old, Lafayette had left his native France to fight for the colonialist cause, and in 1826 he was touring the United States during its fiftieth anniversary year. Within 15 months the Granite Railway was hauling quarried stone at 50 cents a ton.


Financial difficulties dogged the memorial, which was finally funded when parts of the battlefield were sold off for housing, leaving only the summit of the hill where the fighting took place preserved.


After 17 years, the obelisk, standing 221 ft (67 m) high and composed of 6,700 tons of granite, was complete. Inside, 295 steps led to an observatory.




EARLY LINES


According to railroad historian Edward Hungerford (1875–1948), the Granite Railway was the best remembered of a clutch of early examples, including short lines in Richmond, Virginia, and at Bear Creek Furnace in Pennsylvania:


As early as 1807 Silas Whitney built a short line on Beacon Hill, Boston, which is accredited as being the first American railroad. It was a simple affair with an inclined plane which was used to handle brick . . . Another early short length of railroad was built by Thomas Leiper at his quarry in Delaware County, Pennsylvania. It has its chief interest from the fact that it was designed by John Thomson, father of J. Edgar Thomson, who became at a much later day president of the Pennsylvania Railroad Company, and who is known as one of the masterminds in American transportation progress.
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The Bunker Hill battle monument was completed in 1843, almost 70 years after the skirmish it commemorated. The monument’s engineers achieved its epic scale thanks to an early railroad, which transported the necessary granite.








The Granite Railway wasn’t Bryant’s sole achievement. He designed a portable derrick (lifting device) for moving stone, and the snow plow, and honed railroad turntables, previously known as turn rails but generally used for major construction projects rather than vehicles.


He also had to defend his eight-wheeled carriage design, passed off by Ross Winans as his own. Bryant was reluctant to seek patents as he felt technological leaps should be available to all.


His son, also called Gridley, went on to be a noted architect.



NEW WORLD PROBLEMS


With railroads to serve its industrial cities, Britain powered further ahead in world dominance. For America, there was a host of domestic issues to address before it could enjoy a measure of that same greatness.


Its sheer size meant that America would not become laced with railroad tracks in the same way as England. Certainly, its northeastern corner was soon well connected, but vast swathes of the country would have to wait patiently for the arrival of the railroad.


There were other stark differences between the two countries that affected the spread of train and track, and for the enterprising souls tempted to build a railroad the difficulties were painfully apparent at the outset. The business of surveying for a track bed, for example, was more time consuming and altogether more hazardous than in England, given the potential presence of hostile Native Americans, ferocious wild animals or desperate outlaws.


In Britain, labour was cheap but land expensive. At the start of the railroad age, there was plenty of land available in America but manpower was at a premium. That soon changed with the arrival of immigrant labour, although those who sought a new life in the US were not necessarily physically robust enough for the challenging conditions.
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Initially, there were too few railroad labourers in America to build far or fast, until immigrants and freed slaves were recruited.










SUNDRY STATIONS


In England, and particularly in Europe, stations were built with considerable grandeur, implying pride in the railroad service and an economic confidence linked to it. The same could not be said of early American stations, according to railroad historian Christian Wolmar:


Stations were an afterthought for the parsimonious rail companies who found it tough enough dealing with all the engineering problems such as track, tunnels and ties (sleepers) without having to consider providing for the wretched passengers.





With great distances to tackle and a budget to keep within, the quality of the resulting railroad tracks was often poor. This led to numerous accidents and an unending cycle of repairs.


Nor were great efforts made to keep tracks level and straight. American railroads had a tendency to cling to the lie of the land, making for new hazards. As in England, the broad choice of gauges made links between lines impossible at the outset.


America also shared with Britain a period of mania that followed soon after the first railroads were up and running, when anybody with a spare dollar was investing in railroads. That led to economic turmoil, which had a direct impact on railroad provision.


For British visitors it was the differences that shone out. Writer Charles Dickens, a seasoned traveller on British trains, was largely horrified by his journeys by rail in America in 1842:




There is a great deal of jolting, a great deal of noise, a great deal of wall, not much window, a locomotive engine, a shriek and a bell . . . Except when a branch road joins the main one there is seldom more than one track of rails so that the [rail]road is very narrow.





He was alarmed too by the routes chosen for locomotives:




It rushes across the turnpike road, where there is no gate, no policeman, no signal; nothing but a rough wooden arch on which is painted ‘when the bell rings, look out for the locomotive’.





English politician John Delaware Lewis also found the close proximity of trains to centres of population unnerving. ‘[The train] rattles right up their main streets not infrequently stopping at the door of the hotel or in front of the church by way of a station.’



FULL STEAM AHEAD


According to railroad executive Charles Francis Adams Jr, 1835 marked ‘an historical dividing line’. He was referring to the year when the advent of trains became more apparent to the American public. ‘The world we live in came into existence then and humanly speaking it is in almost every essential respect a different world from that lived in by the preceding six generations.’


There followed a race to keep pace with the railroad needs of the nation. America was expanding all the while. After the arrival of railroads, seven states joined the Union before the end of 1850, making a total of 31. (The new additions were Arkansas, Michigan, Florida, Texas, Iowa, Wisconsin and California.) So the length of track required was increasing all the time.


Counterbalancing that was the risk that railroads to nowhere would be built, as the population remained sparse throughout the interior. Large tracts of land were still the domain of the explorer, the trapper and the cowboy, who initially had little interest in the advantages a railroad would bring.


RANDOM RAILROADS


America’s system of administration meant that state governments were more involved than the Federal government with railroad building, although Washington did offer the assistance of West Point engineers, and reduced the tariff on imported iron and rails between 1830 and 1843. However, this didn’t help with the creation of a planned and purposeful network.
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Early passenger trains looked like stage coaches and even had supervising guards perched on the roof during trips.








The quest to milk every last cent from railroads came later. For now, the main aim was to lay tracks from A to B, as rapidly as possible.


Frenchman Michel Chevalier, who visited America in 1833, commented that: ‘The Americans have railroads in the water, in the bowels of the earth, and in the air …. When they cannot construct a real, profitable railroad from river to river, from city to city or from state to state, [the Americans] get one up, at least as a plaything or until they can accomplish something better.’


The previous year, the first edition of the American Railroad Journal was published in recognition of the growing stature of the railroad industry. Stating its aims in the first edition, it wanted to ‘diffuse a more general knowledge of this important mode of internal communication which at this time appears to engage the attention of almost every section of our country.’


The Panic of 1837, one of numerous financial crashes that stung American society in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, sparked a recession that hindered railroad construction. It also opened the door to British investors with cash to spend on railroads, confident of their returns after witnessing bundles of money being made in the UK.


In 1838, when President Martin Van Buren signed a bill that made each railroad a carrier of the US mail, it seemed railroads had reached a high-water mark. In fact, the story was only just beginning to unfold.


At the end of the first decade that followed the arrival of railroads, more than 2,800 miles (4,500 km) of track was in use in America. Of 26 states in the Union in 1840 only four – Arkansas, Missouri, Tennessee and Vermont – had not laid down their first mile of track. New England and the Middle Atlantic states were romping ahead, with more than 60 per cent of rails.



COACH WORKS


At first, railroad passengers sat in carriages similar to the stagecoaches that were being usurped. The highly recognizable stagecoach body was cradled in a leather hammock then perched on four wheels without the benefit of further suspension.


Many were like the Ohio, which was built in 1830 by Baltimore carriage maker Richard Imlay and accommodated passengers both inside and outside. A canopy covered the row of seats fixed to the stagecoach roof, presumably intended for those paying a lower ticket price and wanting more of a view.


This double-decker style produced by a variety of manufacturers did not persist for long. While

it was bearable when the coach was being hauled by horses at a rate of no more than 8 mph (13 km/h), the smoke and hot ash from locomotives rendered travelling on the top level unbearable.


There was an issue with stability too, it being so top heavy. Given the length of time some train journeys took, passengers also wanted to leave their seats and stretch their legs.


Thanks to Imlay and others, improvements were soon made in rolling stock, and from 1831 America had adopted the bones of its now familiar wooden carriage design.
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Claims for being the first passenger service were made by several companies. The Mohawk & Hudson were among the forerunners.








In effect, Imlay stretched the design of the stagecoach, putting four wheels at either end and doors at the centre. His hallmark was a raised roof for ventilation, called a clerestory roof, vital in an era before personal hygiene gained currency. After Imlay departed the carriage-building scene, his projecting roof was forgotten for 20 years, until it was rediscovered by a company called Webster Wagner, which recognized its benefits for sleepers.


Soon, the swollen body of the stagecoach was replaced with sleek lines more suited to railroad travel, and the doors were put either end of the carriage, to accommodate seats each side of a central corridor.


Another railroad carriage builder, James Goold (1790–1879), began with ideas similar to Imlay’s, and built coaches for the Mohawk & Hudson Railroad in 1831 along the same lines. His Albany-based works was twice burned down in the 1830s, but nonetheless expanded with support from New York businessmen.


RUDIMENTARY REFRESHMENTS


On-board services were limited initially to water sellers who provided drinks out of kettles or pottery urns. All customers used the same glasses, which helps to explain the high rate of communicable diseases such as tuberculosis at the time.




WHITE TICKETS


True to American principles of democracy, there was generally a single category of ticket rather than the rigid class system that was symptomatic of the British, where carriages were distinguished by compartments. However, African Americans and some immigrants were often confined to freight wagons.





At station stops passengers usually left their seats to get food and drink from nearby hotels and bars. As time wore on, a ‘news butcher’ became a familiar sight on trains, selling newspapers, tobacco and snacks.


Having pioneered an early sleeper, Imlay’s coach-building days ended with the 1837 recession. Goold is thought to have continued until shortly before his death, although he remained best known for making the ‘Albany Cutter’, a horse-drawn sleigh.





THE PIONEERS




There was a host of ‘firsts’ associated with America’s railroad past, which coalesce to tell the story.


The first locomotive that ran on American soil was Stourbridge Lion, unleashed in Pennsylvania. Charleston was the home of the first US-built locomotive, while most people caught their first glimpse of a track-borne steam wagon at Hoboken in New Jersey.


For some, like Col John Stevens in New Jersey, it was mechanical beauty and the promise of better things to come that kept him loyal to the notion of steam-driven travel. Others saw it as a route to future wealth.


Businessmen in Baltimore had been among the first to realize the opportunities that new railroads offered. For, while Washington had the Potomac River on which to ferry goods, and New York used the Hudson River linked to the Erie Canal, Baltimore had only the limited scope of the Patapsco River.


Those who endorsed locomotives early on had considerable courage. There was still little firm evidence that a technology used mostly in mines and quarries had such wide-ranging possibilities.
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With a strong faith in the power of steam, John Stevens devoted time and money to introducing the concept of locomotive travel into the US.












SOUTH CAROLINA RAILROAD COMPANY


Charleston felt a chill wind when foreign trade slumped in the 1820s. Cotton was the commodity projected to keep the economy afloat, but it needed to be transported swiftly and cheaply from inland fields to the port for shipment.


So the suggestion of a railroad – still in its infancy in distant Europe and an embryonic industry in America – soon found favour. And the soaring ambition of the South Carolina Canal & Railroad Company (SCCRRC) chief engineer Horatio Allen (1802–89) marked it for early significance.
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An 1833 map of South Carolina shows early evidence of how tracks spider-webbed across the state.








He was not content to have horse-drawn wagons on the newly installed wooden and iron rails, like other companies of the age, or even sails, which were fleetingly used in Charleston to drive carriages. Instead, he favoured locomotives, with their unbridled potential, declaring there was no reason to expect ‘any material improvement’ in the breed of horses but that no one yet knew where locomotive technology would end up.


HOME-GROWN LOCOS


His argument persuaded the railroad to purchase The Best Friend of Charleston, the first locomotive built in the US, for $4,000. It didn’t resemble later engines, but had smoke escaping through openings in the side of the fire box and two cylinders in front of the boiler that worked the cranks.


It made its maiden journey on Christmas Day 1830 from Camden Depot, carrying 140 passengers for a 6-mile (10-km) journey at speeds not greater than 15 mph (24 km/h), which was as much as its wood-powered furnace would allow.


Despite the stately pace, the trip was exhilarating enough for one thrilled journalist to describe it as ‘annihilating time and space, leaving all the world behind’. There was no time to be scared, he confessed, so swift was the journey. Nor was it just in use for holidays. Afterwards, the curious engine pulled a daily service.


The company was so taken with locomotives it bought a second, the West Point.


Its timing was fortuitous for no sooner had it arrived than the Best Friend exploded after a misguided fireman blocked the steam-pressure valve, apparently irritated by its constant hissing. The error cost him his life, while the engineer was badly scalded. Passenger confidence must have been dented, despite a wagon piled high with cotton bales being strategically placed between engine and carriage thereafter.




RIVAL ROUTES


Although Charleston flourished with the new railroad, rival port Savannah lost vital trade. In response, the city established the Central Railroad & Canal Company in 1833. Its aim – to construct another trade artery linking Macon with Savannah, a distance of some 190 miles (305 km) – was accomplished in October 1843, by which time the company was known as the Central Railroad & Banking Company of Georgia.


There followed a region-wide expansion programme that linked Savannah with Birmingham, Chattanooga and Montgomery among other places, although the initial rivalry with South Carolina continued.


By 1888 it had 2,600 miles (4,184 km) under its control but, despite linking with other companies, it went into receivership four years later, to re-emerge as the Central of Georgia.





But for Charleston there was no turning back, despite the tragedy. The track was continually extended, so that by October 1833 the 136-mile (219-km) route to Hamburg was completed, making it – briefly – the longest railroad in the world.


Parts from Best Friend were salvaged and co-mingled to make the appropriately named Phoenix locomotive, one of six operating on the line within just three years. Indeed, Phoenix was still at work at the outbreak of the Civil War. To mark its 100th anniversary, a replica of Best Friend was made in 1928 using original blueprints.


Today, the SCCRRC is seen as the ancestor of the Norfolk Southern Corporation, which operates 21,300 routes in 22 states and carries more cars and car parts than any other network.



HORATIO ALLEN


Few men had as much influence on the early history of railroads in America as Horatio Allen.


The son of a mathematics professor, Allen himself graduated from Columbia University in maths, determined to be an engineer. He gathered his earliest practical experience with canal companies and became a protégé of John B. Jervis, his manager at the Delaware & Hudson Canal Company. Both men were visionaries about the future of steam power, and Allen’s outlook was cemented when he was sent by his employers, who wanted a railroad to link two stretches of canal, to England in 1828 to investigate the steam phenomenon.


He arrived in Liverpool on 15 February for a visit that would include Britain’s newest railroads and its most advanced industrial sites. Furthermore, he met the world’s best engineers, discussing with them the most promising inventions of the day, including the merits of flanged wheels, the perils of fixed axles and the complexities of track beds.


The man who perhaps made most impression on Allen was George Stephenson, the father of steam.


In his diary Allen wrote: ‘Mr Stephenson has nothing remarkable in his countenance. He has rather an ordinary appearance and face destitute of marks of the talent that he really possesses.’


As instructed by his employers, Allen bought several locomotives, including the Stourbridge Lion – designed by Jervis – which was duly shipped to America and re-assembled. It got its name after a locomotive painter added the likeness of a lion’s head to the convex surface on the boiler end. According to railroad historian Edward Hungerford, it better resembled a ‘giant grasshopper with its mass of exterior valves, and joints’.
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The Stourbridge Lion was made in England and imported into America for a tentative foray into the brave new world of passenger railroads.








AMERICAN STEAM FIRST


Displaying some personal courage, Allen chose to drive the locomotive himself on behalf of the Delaware & Hudson before crowds who gathered for its inaugural run at Honesdale, Pennsylvania. In doing so, he became the first person in America to move under steam power.


Despite extensive preparation, he did not realize the 11.2-ton locomotive would be too hefty for the newly laid hemlock timber rails. Later, he recalled: ‘When the cheers of the onlookers died out as I left them on the memorable trip the only sound to greet my ears until my safe return, in addition to that of the exhaust steam, was that of the creaking of the timber structure.’


Still, he found room for optimism and took some personal pride in his achievement. In his reminiscences, published in 1885, he wrote:




I had never run a locomotive nor any other engine before; I have never run one since. But on that 9 August 1829 I ran that locomotive three miles and back to the place of starting and being without experience or a brakeman, I stopped the locomotive on its return at the place of starting.







NAMESAKE LOCOMOTIVE


In 1924, one of three high-pressure locomotives with watertube boilers built by the Delaware & Hudson Railroad was named for Horatio Allen. Tender and locomotive combined weighed in at a solid 273 tons and, although considered to require above-average levels of maintenance, it was known for its fuel economy.





Experience now assured him that the future lay in steam power and he brought that conviction with him to a new post in South Carolina.
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The Delaware & Hudson Canal Company, which built America’s first million-dollar enterprise in the shape of a 108-mile, 108-lock canal, imported the Stourbridge Lion. Its Coal and Iron Exchange, pictured here in 1850, reflected the wealth generated by canals and railroads.









NEWFOUND COURAGE


To Allen, the accomplishments of the South Carolina Canal & Railroad Company (SCCRRC) and the courage of its investors could not be understated. Here was a new breed of businessman, willing to part with vast sums of money to back the use of locomotives that were expensive and potentially unsafe. There was little verified proof that trains were the transport of tomorrow. Allen saw how the SCCRRC would be blazing a trail for the world to follow:




On this side of the water some 16 miles (26 km) of the B&O road had been constructed and was worked by horse power. On the other side of the Atlantic the Liverpool & Manchester Company was the only company that had the subject under consideration but as yet had not come to a decision although their chief engineer George Stephenson was the able and earnest advocate of the locomotive . . . The resolution [for a steam locomotive] then passed and placed on record was the first act by a corporate body in the world to adopt the locomotive as the tractive power on a railroad for general passenger and freight transportation.





The inaugural trip of the Best Friend on the SCCRRC occurred just three months after the opening of Britain’s Liverpool & Manchester Railway.


After this triumph, Allen continued to make significant contributions to America’s railroad story. Soon, he initiated the first night-time rail journey, the locomotive illuminated with flaming pines set in sand on a flatbed wagon, which it pushed down the line. (Rail journeys after dark remained a rarity for a further decade until kerosene headlights were set against reflectors.)


His association with Jervis proved a particularly productive partnership, and between them they devised a ‘swivelling bogie’ to improve railroad comfort and safety. The bogie or truck is found beneath locomotives and carriages, with wheels attached. During his trip to England, Allen discussed whether fixed or rotating bogies were superior and decided that in America, where track curves were often sharper than in Britain, a more fluid movement was preferable.


TRAGEDY AND TRIUMPHS


In 1842, Allen joined a New York foundry called Novelty Works, although the link wasn’t entirely a happy one. The engines of the paddle steamer SS Arctic – which sank in 1854 – were made there. Among the passengers on that fateful voyage were Allen’s brother George, who survived. But George’s wife and infant son died, along with more than 300 others.




INDUSTRIAL BLIGHT


Despite considerable success, Allen remained concerned at the way industrial innovation led to the exploitation of hapless workers. When he visited Britain in his mid-twenties, his diary noted the stark contrast between the lives of rich and poor:


Frequently after passing through a village of 2,000 to 6,000 inhabitants all working for one establishment, receiving wages barely sufficient to keep body and soul together, and living in hovels that it was painful to consider the habitations of human beings, we would pass the princely residences of the proprietors, furnished and full with all that art could produce or money procure.


It was something he saw replicated in his native America before his death.





Otherwise, in a glittering career, he also became president of the Erie Railroad, was a consultant in the building of the Brooklyn Bridge, was an assistant engineer on the Croton Aqueduct and for two years he was president of the American Society of Civil Engineers.


His inventiveness didn’t desert him, as American patents records reveal. An entry for 1843 shows that Allen registered ‘a new and useful . . . machine for inserting stop-cocks’.





[image: image]

South Carolina’s railroad was a trailblazer, with regular services underway before many tracks had been laid in Britain.









BALTIMORE & OHIO


In 1828, the first stone of America’s newest railroad was laid. Fittingly, the ceremony was carried out by Charles Carroll, the last surviving signatory of the Declaration of Independence, and the date was 4 July.


According to a local newspaper – rhapsodizing about how rails would enhance manufacturing industries – it was ‘the most splendid civic procession perhaps ever exhibited in America’. All this for horse-drawn trains, rather than steam-driven ones.


At the time, Baltimore was the fourth biggest city in America, and was so prestigious it was the target of a British attack in 1812 after Washington had been overrun. A poetic description of Baltimore’s defence was set to music to become The Star-Spangled Banner, finally adopted as America’s national anthem in 1931.
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The First Steam Railioad Passenger Train i America,

Albany Schenectady, N.Y; 16 miles. In 1830 work was commenced on the

In 1826 a Charter was granted to the Momawx &- Hupsox R R. Co for a Railroad to run from
Road, which went through the populous towns ng the open streets, without r jion or fear of the consequences, and travelled across fields, up hill and down. The la was either
given to_the Railway Company, or sold for a triffing consideration, and it was finished in 183t Both Locomotive Engines and Horses were used on the Road, and the tickets were sold
at stores o shops, or by the conductor, and. the trains proceeded at a very slow rate.  Stationary Engines were at the top of the hills, and the train was hauled up hill or let down hill by a
strong ope. The brakemen used hand-levers 1o stop or check the train.

first Steam Railroad Passenger Exeursion Train in America was run on this Road in 1831 The Engine was named = Jomx Bure:" it was imported from England —its weight was
4 tons.  The Engincer was John Hampson, an Englishman. There were fifteen passengers on the Train of two coaches, among whom were the following, —(commencing at the rear of
the train)
Unxnown. - 6 Mapom Muces, - - - Sheriff 12. Usxnown.
Lawis BeNenicr. 7. Usxvows. 13 Ex Gov. Jos. C.
Jaxus Auccaxoer, - - Prest Commercial Bank. 8 By Wixse : - - Penny Postman. 14 Unxnown
Cuamess E. Dootry, - Dudley Observatory. | 9 Umxnown. Unxnown.
Jacos HAvs, - - - - - High Constable of New York. 10, Unxnows. - Jonn Haxvsow, - - - Engineer.
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