
Comment by the Editor

THE CONQUERING RAILROADS

R ailroad  bu ild ing  du rin g  the  th ird  q u a rte r  of 
the last cen tu ry  w as  a g lorious ad v en tu re . M en  
of vision saw  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  tran sfo rm  a  v as t 
w ilderness in to  p ro d u c tiv e  C om m onw ealths. 
G re a t cities, teem ing w ith  popu la tion  an d  hustling  
w ith  in d u stry , sp ran g  up  a t the  c ro ssro ad s  of com ­
m erce; w hile  from  n o rth  to  sou th  a n d  eas t to  w est 
across the  b ro ad  valley  of the  M ississipp i sp read  
the checkered  fields of co tton , corn, an d  o ther 
g rain . M en  of w ea lth  perceived  unm inted  fo r­
tunes in con stru c tin g  con tinen ta l tran sp o rta tio n  
system s. H e re  w as  a chance  for m en of co u rag e  
to s take  their m oney, skill, a n d  rep u ta tio n  on the 
conquest of the  p rairies, an d  w in an  em pire.

T h e re  can  be no  d o u b t of th e  trem endous influ­
ence of the  ra ilro ad s  upon the  developm ent o f the  
W e s t. It took a h u n d red  an d  fifty  y ea rs  fo r se t­
tlem ent to  reach  the  A p p a lach ian s. A n o th e r half 
cen tu ry  w as  consum ed in push ing  the  fro n tie r to 
the M ississipp i, even th ough  th e  rivers flowed in 
the rig h t d irection  to  p rov ide conven ien t rou tes of 
travel. B ut w ith in  the  n ex t fifty  years , in sp ite  of 
m ountain  b a rrie rs  an d  d ese rt spaces, the  fro n tie r
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w as  elim inated  en tire ly . U n d e r  the  lead ersh ip  of 

th e  ra ilro ad  bu ilders , th e  d e lib e ra te  ad v a n ce  of the 
se ttle rs  becam e a  h ead lo n g  ru sh  of specu la to rs. 
T h e  locom otive o u td is tan ced  the  covered  w agon . 
T o w n s  w ere  p lan n ed  b efo re  th e  in h ab itan ts  a r ­
rived ; a n d  the  m eans of m arke ting  ag ricu ltu ra l 
p ro d u ce  w ere  p ro v id ed  b efo re  the  p ra irie  sod  w as 

b roken .
B u t th e  rap id  g ro w th  of the  W e s t  w as  not, 

p e rh ap s , an  u n m itiga ted  benefit. It w a s  g rea t 
sp o rt w h ile  it la s ted ; an d  as an  exam ple  of busi­
ness fo resigh t, indom itab le  pu rpose , a n d  tireless 
en e rg y  it is u n p ara lle led  in hum an  achievem ent. 
Y e t s tu d e n ts  of w es te rn  h is to ry  su g g es t th a t the 
p ra irie  S ta te s  w ere  p o p u la ted  too  fa s t to  perm it 
social an d  econom ic ad ju stm en ts . T h e  bew ildered  
people, co n fro n ted  w ith  s tra n g e  problem s th a t 
th ey  d id  n o t fu lly  com prehend , so u g h t relief from 
the ir d is tre ss  in political action . T h e  v arious a g ra ­
rian  m ovem ents in th e  seventies, e igh ties, an d  
n ine ties  w ere  th e  inev itab le  consequences of the 
p rocess b y  w hich  the  W e s t  w as  red u ced  to  culti­

vation .
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