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Railroads

Railroads and Industrialization

Improvements in transportation, especially the rapid expansion of railroads, made possible the 
industrialization of the United States. Throughout the early to mid-1800s, small, local railroad lines 
cropped up across the country. In 1862, however, railroads began to play a more prevalent role in  
cross-country travel after Congress passed the Pacific Railway Act authorizing the construction of 
the first transcontinental railroad. The first transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869 and was 
followed by four additional transcontinental railroads that connected the East and West Coasts by 1900. 
During this time, the number of miles of railroad tracks grew exponentially from a mere 45,000 miles in 
1871 to nearly 200,000 miles by 1900. 

Railroads came to touch nearly every facet of American life as consumers and producers alike came 
to depend on it as a source of transportation. Americans were presented with unprecedented 
opportunities to travel across the country more quickly and more safely than ever before. At the same 
time, railroads opened new markets for businesses across the country, as goods were shipped from 
one coast to the other, and everywhere in between. Businesses that once dominated their small, local 
markets were forced to lower prices to remain competitive, a change that proved profoundly beneficial 
for consumers, while making it difficult for smaller companies to compete. This movement to an 
increasingly far-flung market economy, benefitted larger companies with the resources to invest in 
equipment to mass produce goods.

Railroads facilitated industrialism in other ways, too. Not only did the railroads transport raw materials 
used in industrial production, such as coal and iron ore, the railroads were also one of the largest 
consumers of raw materials in their own right. The growth of railroads thus led to growth in other 
industries, such as timber and coal. By the early 1900s, more than half a million miners across the 
country extracted upwards of 500 million tons of coal from the ground each year, large amounts of 
which were used to fuel the nation’s trains or were delivered by trains directly to consumers. The 
railroad industry also proved to be a boon for the steel and oil industries.

Railroads did not always benefit consumers and businesses, however. Railroad owners, including 
railroad tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt, often held a monopoly on local lines and used this to their 
advantage, charging travelers and businesses astronomical rates to use the railroads. In other instances, 
railroad owners colluded with one another to set high rates and split the profits proportionally. 

Cornelius Vanderbilt

Cornelius Vanderbilt (1794–1877) came to dominate the railroad industry through the mid- to late 
1800s. Born to parents of modest means, Vanderbilt dropped out of school at the age of eleven. Five 
years later, he borrowed money to purchase his first boat which he used as a ferry between Staten 
Island and New York City. Vanderbilt’s ferry operation proved highly successful, and he was able to 
expand the number of ships in his fleet during the War of 1812. 

Vanderbilt eventually sold his ferry company and entered the world of steamships, buying his own 
steamship company by 1829. Vanderbilt’s steamship company, like his ferry business, was very 
successful, and his competitors struggled to match the low prices and unparalleled luxury he offered 
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to customers. By 1846, Vanderbilt was a self-made millionaire and embarked on another business 
venture the next year, this time transporting people and products to San Francisco by way of Nicaragua. 
Vanderbilt’s Accessory Transit Company was an unsurprising success. It was so successful, in fact, that 
Vanderbilt’s competitors paid him more than $50,000 a month to suspend his operations.

By the 1850s, Vanderbilt had shifted his focus from water to land and began investing heavily in 
railroads. He owned the New York and Harlem Railroad by 1863, acquired and consolidated the Hudson 
River and New York Central railroads by 1869, and acquired the Lake Shore and Michigan Southern 
railroads by 1873. Control of these major lines made Vanderbilt the first person to offer service from 
New York to Chicago. Vanderbilt’s role in the railroad industry made transportation increasingly 
efficient, inexpensive, and fast. It also made him exceptionally wealthy. At the time of his death, 
Vanderbilt had amassed a fortune worth more than $100 million. 


