


In 1776 Philadelphia was the largest and most
important city in North America. Indeed. in all
the British dominions. it was exceeded in size only
by Bristol and London. Philadelphia's cosmopoli-
tan population of Quakers. Welshmen. Germans.
Swedes. Englishmen. and Jews helped make the
city a leading center of culture and finance.

By the time that the first census was taken in
1790. however. New York. which had been the
second city for almost a century. had nosed out
Philadelphia by a few thousand. From then on.
the gap widened rapidly and by 1820. New York
was almost double the size of Philadelphia.

Philadelphians were alarmed. Three years pre-
viously New York State had begun construction
of the Erie Canal. And the merchants of Baltimore
were pressing the State of Maryland for transpor-
tation connections to the West. It was obvious
that with these aggressive steps. the ports of
New York City and Baltimore would completely
outstrip Philadelphia unless Pennsylvania im-
proved its communications with the West. With
increasing public pressure. the Pennsylvania legis-
lature authorized construction of a Pennsylvania
canal on February 25. 1826. Gov. John Andrew
Shulze ceremoniously broke ground for the Main
Line Canal at Harrisburg. July 4. 1826.

The canal construction bill provided for a State-
financed "Main Line" from Philadelphia to Pitts-
burgh. The route was to be a mixture of railroads
and canals. Almost all the railroad mileage lay
between Philadelphia and Columbia. 81 miles



away on the Susquehanna. The canals. which
totaled 276 miles. ran from Columbia to Hollidays-
burg and from Johnstown to Pittsburgh. Only the
mode of transportation for the 36 miles between
Hollidaysburg and Johnstown remained in doubt.

As construction of the Main Line system moved
rapidly up the waterways approaching Allegheny
Mountain from both east and west. the canal
commissioners realized that they had a much
greater problem than they had anticipated. They
considered digging a 4-mile tunnel through
Allegheny Mountain. but the technological knowl-
edge for such an undertaking was lacking. They
briefly considered a turnpike. but the idea was
soon abandoned because of the extreme steep-
ness of the grade on the eastern side of the moun-
tain. Finally the commissioners decided upon a
portage railroad. The idea was approved by the
Pennsylvania General Assembly. the first con-
tracts were let in May 1831. and work on the first
track was completed in November 1833. Thus
came into being one of the most unusual means
of overland transportation ever conceived.

What is a portage railroad? Basically. it is a stile.
or set of stairs-on a grand scale. Mechanized
inclined planes lift and lower the cars from one
level to another. On the levels. locomotives pull
the cars from one plane to the next. Thus. the
inclines represent the vertical distance from one
step to another. and the levels. the steps them-
selves.

Specifically. this 36.69-mile railroad consisted of
a series of ten inclined planes. five on each side
of the mountain. At the top of each plane a sta-
tionary steam engine provided motive power to
an endless hemp rope moving up one track and
down the other to which the ascending or de-
scending cars were attached. The operators usu-
ally tried to counterbalance the weight of ascend-
ing cars with the descending ones at each plane.
This helped relieve some of the strain on the 30 to
35 horsepower stationary steam engines. In
between the planes were stretches of nearly level
track over which the cars were initially trans-
ported by horse and later by steam locomotives.

The iron rails used on the levels
had no baseand were known as
"edge rails." They sat in grooves
in cast iron forms called chairs."
The chairs were held in position
by 2 iron spikes driven into
wooden pegs placed in solid
stone ties called "sleepers."
Each stone tie weighed over
500 pounds.
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On Sunday morning we arrived at the foot
of the mountain, which is crossed by
railroad. There are ten inclined planes; five
ascending and five descending; the
carriages are dragged up the former and
let slowly down the latter by means of
stationary engines; the comparatively level
spaces between being traversed sometimes
by horse and sometimes by engine power
as the case demands. Occasionally the rails
are laid upon the extreme verge of a giddy
precipice and looking from the carriage
window, the traveler gazes sheer down
without a stone or scrap of fence between
into the mountain depths below. The journey
is very carefully made however, only two
carriages traveling together and while
proper precautions are taken, it is not to
be dreaded for its dangers.

It was pretty traveling thus at a rapid pace
along the heights of the mountains and with
a keen wind, to look down into a valley full
of light and softness and catching glimpses
through the treetops ... and we riding
onward high above them like a whirlwind.

Charles Dickens' description of his
trip over Allegheny Mountain in
1842.


