
Railroading in the Fifties

T h e  d e c a d e  o f th e  1850 s w a s  o n e  o f u n p a r a l ­

le led  ra i lro a d  c o n s tru c tio n  in th e  U n ite d  S ta te s . 

In 1850 th e re  w e re  8 ,5 8 8  m iles o f tra c k  in o p e ra ­

tion  b u ilt a t  a  c o s t o f $ 2 9 6 ,2 6 0 ,1 2 8 . T e n  y e a rs  

la te r , in 1860, fu lly  3 0 ,5 9 8  m iles o f tra c k  h a d  been  

la id  c o s tin g  $ 1 ,1 3 4 ,4 5 2 ,9 0 9 . T h e  s ig n ific an ce  of 

th is  v a s t  in c re a se  w a s  a p p a re n t  to  m o st A m e ri­

can s .

T h e  C e n s u s  o f 1860 re p o r te d  ra i l ro a d s  h a d  

p la y e d  a re la tiv e ly  u n im p o r ta n t ro le  in th e  in te rn a l 

co m m erce  o f th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  p r io r  to  1850.

Nearly all the lines then in operation were local or iso­
lated works, and neither in extent nor design had begun 
to be formed into that vast and connected system which, 
like a web, now covers every portion of our wide domain, 
enabling each work to contribute to the traffic and value 
of all, and supplying means of locomotion and a market, 
almost at his own door, for nearly every citizen of the 
United States.

T h e  C e n s u s  o f 1 86 0  fu r th e r  re v e a le d  th a t  n in e  

M iss iss ip p i R iv e r to w n s  h a d  b een  lin k ed  d ire c tly  

w ith  th e  A tla n tic  b y  ra il. O f  th e se  n in e  to w n s , 

five w e re  in Io w a  —  M c G re g o r ,  D u b u q u e , C lin ­

ton , D a v e n p o r t ,  a n d  B u rlin g to n . L a C ro sse , W i s ­
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c o n s in , w a s  u n ite d  w ith  M ilw a u k e e  a n d  C h ic a g o  

b y  ra il, w h ile  H a n n ib a l  a n d  S t. L ou is in M is so u r i  

w e re  b ra c k e te d  w ith  th e  e a s te rn  s e a b o a rd . O n ly  

o n e  p o in t b e lo w  S t. L o u is  —  b u s tlin g  M e m p h is  —  

h a d  a  d ire c t  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  A tla n tic  b y  ra il. 

N e w  O r le a n s  d e p e n d e d  on  a  c irc u ito u s  c o n n e c ­

tion  w ith  th e  A tla n tic  th ro u g h  th e  Illino is  C e n tra l  

to  C h ic a g o , o r  b y  w a y  o f a n y  ra i lro a d s  th a t  

ta p p e d  su ch  to w n s  a s  M e m p h is  o r S t. L ou is 

w ith  th e  A tla n tic . It to o k  u n re m ittin g  toil a n d  

fa b u lo u s  fo r tu n e s  to  la y  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f su ch  a 

m ig h ty  ra i lro a d  em p ire . T h e  C e n s u s  o f 1860 re ­

c o rd e d  th e  a m o u n t e x p e n d e d  b y  five g ia n t ra i l ­

ro a d s  o f to d a y  a s  th e y  fo rg e d  w e s tw a rd  to  th e  

M is s is s ip p i a n d  in to  Io w a , la y in g  th e ir  t ra c k s  a t  a 

s ta g g e r in g  co s t.

R A I L R O A D

Rock Island 
In Illinois
In Iowa (Mississippi & Missouri)

Burlington 
In Illinois
In Iowa (Burlington & Missouri)

Illinois Central 
In Illinois
In Iowa (Dubuque & Pacific) 

North Western
In Illinois (Galena & Chi. Union)

M I L E A G E

C O S T  O F  

C O N S T R U C T I O N

181.50
187.63

$ 6.913,554 
6,318,721

138.00
93.30

7,468,926
2,492,758

738.25
111.18

27.195,391
2,836.833

261.25 9,352,481



Note how Pacific-bound railways in the United States converged on Iowa 
by 1860.
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its  tw o  s is te r  s ta te s  to  th e  e a s t, g ra p h ic a lly  d e m ­

o n s t r a te s  th e  tre m e n d o u s  w e s tw a rd  th ru s t  o f th e  

r a i l r o a d s  in th e  w a k e  o f th e  v a s t  h o s ts  o f s e t t le r s  

w h o  c a u s e d  I o w a ’s p o p u la tio n  to  e x p a n d  from  

1 9 2 ,2 1 4  to  6 7 4 ,9 1 3  in th e  d e c a d e  e n d in g  in 1860. 

T h e  p re d o m in a n c e  o f th e  n o r th e rn  ro u te s  a n d  th e  

fa c t  th a t  o v e r  h a lf  o f th e  d ire c t  ra i lro a d  c o n n e c ­

tio n s  lin k ed  th e  A tla n t ic  w ith  th e  M iss is s ip p i o p ­

p o s ite  Io w a  w a s  d e s t in e d  to  p la y  an  im p o r ta n t  

p a r t  in th e  im p e n d in g  C iv il W a r .

R a ilro a d  b u ild in g  d u r in g  th e  la s t h a lf  o f th e  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  w a s  a  g lo rio u s  a d v e n tu re  a n d  

n o  p e rio d  w a s  m o re  th r illin g  th a n  th e  F a b u lo u s  

F if t ie s  w h e n  m en  o f w e a lth , v is io n , c o u ra g e , a n d  

re s o u rc e fu ln e s s  ra c e d  th e ir  iro n  h o rse s  w e s tw a rd  

to  th e  M is s is s ip p i a n d  la id  th e  g ro u n d w o rk  fo r 

th e  s p e e d y  c o n q u e s t  o f th e  rich  p ra ir ie s  o f Io w a .

W illiam }. Petersen


