






























































































































































































































rtlE H0( UTH-,N or TRA."l'DRl "'0~ l~ WLSTFRN PfNNO\l VA]';lA 

cr<>at<'d enmmou~ h~rd~hip for millions and bred condition~ th,1t fost<'r<>d soci~l unrest, 

esped~lly in the citi~~-

Tl1e overextend<'d railroads found themselv<>' competing for r<'venues in shrinking markets. 

The l'erm~ylvanid and other; engage<..! in r~te wars, cutting fares on passenger and freight 

trafflcB! Thom,>S A. Scott, the president of the hnnsylvania Railro,ld, claimed that, 

""During the fir~! six mor1ths of 1877, not a farthing Wa> made on through wmpetitive freight 

by any line:·DS If oo, this signall~d .t recent reversal in Pennsylvania"> fortune>. The year 

before, th~ railroa<..l h,><..l reported net profits of 522 million. 136 In re~pon;,e to the depression, 

eastern railroado, including the PRR and the B&O, agreed on new rates to take effect on july 

1, 1~77.ln addition. they also ordered a !0% reduction in wages. 

Railworkers had already taken a wage cut in 1~73. They argu<>d that further cuts would not 

allow them to support thl·msclves or their families. ""lt"s a question of bread or blood.'' 137 

ln retaliation, brakemen and firemen of the Baltimore & Ohio walked off the job and 

effectively blockaded the r~ilroad"s freight linesu~ West Virginia militi~men sent to quell 

the disturbanc<>• openly fraternized with sinkers. One officer expl~ined that ""Many of us have 

rea>on to know wh.1t long hours and low pay mean and any movement th~t aims at one or 

the other will have our sympathy and support. We may be militiamen, bllt we are workmen 

first.'' 139 

]J4 I~ o cc>rporato h'"ory of th~ l'cnn,ykan"· Edwin P. Ale"nder wrote nf the 1S73 Panic thot ""the ruilroads, 
IMgr<t buSiness gcnem!ly in the .-nun try. <offered m<:»t."" Tlus perspe<twe m otllikelihood refle<"l> tO~ attiludc of 
the ro.lnMd at lhc t<mc. 11>c suffenng nf raLiworl:crs drawing below 'ub>istence-le\'ci "'·'~"' """' for >orne ro<lroad 
e'ecuti• es W'Ld'"\1,,1_ at best. Edwin I' Alc<ander, Tlr" l'mmylmwo Rmlrmd. A Piclorrol Hrsi"'Y (New York W W 
"'orton and Cumpon), Inc. t'l-ln223-

135. lbtd, n3 

136. Philip ~- Kkm and An Hoo~>mlxwm. 11 Hi51or!J a( Pcm"!JI"""'" (L:nivor>ity Pork ,,nd London The 
Pcnn<ylvania State L'niL'erstly Pro,., 19801-296 

137. Ibid., 326. 

l3K Slrtkor< participating in tho GrNt Strike gf 1877 gener,1lly ~llm"ed pa,.onger ,1nd freight trains ]g opcrale 
They t>rgeted (retght lrains. the railro.1ds" moot signific,,nt re,.~nue >ource. 

1'19 \:ell lrvill Painter. 51amling al ,],.,.,,grdfloiL Tlr<· Unt!d 5Wr<, 1877-1919. (New York. W_W Norton ond 
Compat~y 19~7), l'i 
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• We•t Virginia'h governor thm requbted, and received, federal troops from Pr~sident 
Rutherford 1:1. Hayes. Thls mMked the first time ~ince Andrew jackson's presidency that 

federal forces had been used to break a strike. These troops succeeded in freeing some trains 

in Martinoburg, West Virginia, but by then violence had erupted in llaltimore. Workers, many 

uf whom were actually nonstrikers, nooded the city's stwets, he\ fires, and fought open battles 

with MMyland troops. Hcfore calm descended, 10 people had died, and 13 were injured when 

mi!Jtia troop' fired into a mob. Dy the end of the chaos in !Jaltimore, 501l federal troops, 

including Marine>, were stationed in the city. 

The strike's most spectacular conflict occurred in Pittsburgh, where worker'> launched an 

assault on the Pennsylvania Railroad. Pittsburgh "was a workingmen'' town in which all 

dassch wc•rc unit~d in hatred of the Pennsylvani~ lbilr-oad.·d~l The railroad's monopoly 

over freight mrriage and artificially high rates, ith staunch resistan('<' to the D&O ~eiving a 

right-of-way into the city, and its enormous influence in the state legislature made it a ~ymbol 

of the opprehsi ve power of industrial capit,lli~m. When the l-'RR ordered doubie·cHgine trains 

for eastbound freights, it put dozens of brakemen and conductors out of work, adding further 

• injury to the pay cut. frainsmcn Union called a meeting and agreed to a strike for Friday, 

July 20, 1b77 (see f1gures b·J1). 

• 

Freight 'en· icc was stopped on Friday Local militia called out to disperse the strikt>ts enjoyed 

th<> same succchs that the West V1rgima militia had in Martmsburg. They discovered an 

almost mstant fdlow~h1p with the stnkers and d1d nothing. The vice president of the PRR, 

Al<>xander Cassatt, requc~ted militm tro(>ps from Philadclphia. The~ troops arrived on 

Saturday, Gatling guns m tow. When confronted w1th a hostile mob that threw stones and 

fired upon them. the Ph!ladelphia rnilit1a openc·d fire on the crowds, killing 20 and wounding 

many more. 

The outnumbt>red rnJiitLa retreated to a Permsylvania Railroad rmmdflouse, where enragcd 

work<>rs and hangers-on surrounded them. Strike"' set coal and oil cars ablaze and hen! them 

cra,hing into the mundhouse. The hlrikers finally flushed the troops from the roundhouse and 
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FiCURE 8' Tf" AFTOKMATH OF T!l[ GRtAT STRIK[ D! 1877, PITTSBURGH. Tho lc•vel <>f 
de, true lion r.1i>Cd f,•,m, of ,, worker>' "'' olution L<><lklng ea" from 2'ith Str.•et. Cormc;y of 
lh,· l'nm.•iflmwa S/,r/o· !\rei""''· Ham'!""~- I'll 

fiGURf 9, Al'HR 1f\f CRFAT STRiKE OF ISn. Lvoljn~ we>l from 2cyth St,....,t, l'<lbbHrgh. 
Cm.rl<.•y nf II<< l'cnn,yh•m!in 5/0ic Arclm•c.<, llarmf>"'X- PA 
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FIGURE 10: REMAINS OF THE loWER ENGINE HOUS[, Z6TI! STRHT, i'ITISBURGil. Co11rlo~lf af 
IIJ<• I''""'.~lu.lnio Sial• Arclllve•. Ham>blorg. I' A. 

f<Gl!RE 11: SPCCTATOR.I TAKING IN THE SIGIHS '"Hili WAKF OF THE STRIKE. 1\tl<burgh 

C01<rlc'<" of lite RO!Irood,•rs Memori"l M""'"'"· 1\iloona, PA. 
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drove them in headlonp, retreat first to the arsenal. artd then out of the city altogether, to the • 

Allegheny County Workhouse, 12 rrules away. 

W1th the rout of the militia troops, many of the strikerh, sympdthizers, and violent 

opportunists explcxkd •n a full-scale riot, focusing their destructive energies on the property 

of the Pennsylvania Railroad.Hl Before the arrival of federal forces on Monday, July 23. 

!04locomotives, 2,152 railcars. the roundhouse. the depot, and other PI<R property had been 

obliterated. United States troops marrhcd mto a fire-blackened, battl<>-hcarrcd city. 

Sympath<>tic strikes ~pre ad throughout the country, from Cumberland, Maryland, to Chicago 

and San Fr,mcihCO. Strikes paralyzed freight traffic on rail lines throughout the Northcaht and 

Midwcht. Twenty thousand rallied ot a Workingmen's party demonstration in Chicago to hear 

>peechch b)' the anMchist Albert I'M,;ons. Street hghting ii\ Chicago between police and 

worker>. killed 40 to SO people. In St. Louis. workers took over the city in a week-long general 

strike.·· .. the city's W(lrker' took pride, brieOy, in having set up the nation's only "genuine 

Communc.'"" 142 l'ederal troops rushed from city to city to quell disturbanc<>" that ulttmately 

left 1110 dead Jnd $10 million in railroad property in ruins. 

For millions of Americans, the Great Strike r~v<>akd labor's dangerou; potential as a 

di~ruptive, potenttally revolution~ry force. The strikers' violent and <le;truc!Ive attucks on 

railroad properly struck a blow at what many conhidered the very heart of the Ameriran way 

of life; the ;anctity of private property. The notion of organized labor itself seemed to pose 

a thre11t to inalien,,ble rights of property. Industrialists and many in the middle class 

considered workc·rs' demonds on wages, hours, and working conditions to be blatant 

interference with a man's right to dispose of his property as he saw fit. The incredible 

upfwaval of the ;trike and riots rai;ed the spect~r of the das.s violence that had racked Europe 

fm decades. The re,·olutionh of 18..10, 1848, and 1870 pro\ogued the bloody ma~sacres that 

occurred during the suppression of the Paris Commune m 1871. The pro>pect of a communist 

rc\"olution sent hhock waves through a nation still recovering from the ma,swe bloodktting 

!41. T11c e<·enl> of the l'tll;burgh ,·hapl<'r of the 1877 'trike bear mure th.m a pa><mg ,;mLI,>nty to the l<ts Angob 

• 

riot< <>I 1992, in thi> >eieclovc Ueotru<Mn uf P"'i''"'Y • 

142. p,,int.l", ~l"mln>S at Armasl"ridott, 1~. 
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• of the Civil War. Anwricans ac-led with alacrity t0 update state militia~ as a modern National 

Guard and to construct massive arrnorie.> in cities thmughout the United States. 

• 

• 

For workers, the strike of 1877 als0 taught ~orne profound lessons. They realized the 

enorm0us power 0f the f0rces arrayed against them, and learned at great co~t that they could 

nut stand against the combined strength of capital and the state. They diM:uvered that they 

had no enforceable daim on any significant share in the productive procehs of which they 

were an es;,ential part. The same federal govemm<'nt that recently had ordered troops to 

uphold the ci~·il right; of blacks in the South now sent soldiers ~gains! its citizens in defense 

of property an<.l capitul. Labor now knew that it could not l0ok to the federal government for 

help in their continued struggle with industrial mpital. On the contrary, worker;; swallowed 

the bitter realization that it was openly hostile to their cau~e. The Great Strike, in wtuch 

western Pennsylvania figured so prominently, helped set the tone for industry-labor relations 

for the next half-century. 

To c~ll Altuonu the cranium of the Penn~ylvunia Railroad would be an mcorrect simile. 
Perhups Altoona might more properly be regarded as the stomach of the 

Pennsylvania Railroad. - . Some on~ ha; ~a1d 'th<lt brains ar~ all very well in their place, 
but a good reliable set of bowel~ is as of much importune<> as brains. __ the vigor and 
Ioree which are the moti\'t' power in great human affairs depend on the digestive organs. 
Altoona fulfills an analogous function. 143 

Railroad development had an enormous impact on the economic and labor h1story of western 

l'ennsytva nia, but it a tso significant! y shaped the n=gion' s social and communal evolution. The 

city of Altoona w,,s founded as,\ railroad community, and its growth, development, and 

decline were inextricable linked to the fortun~s and failings of the Penn;ylvania Railroad. 

Altoona offers the region's mo~t dramatic example of transportation technology's ability to 

affect, even create, a c0mm1mity's history, idO"nlity, and heritage. 

Altoona owe~ its existence to the PRR'> efforts to burmount the Allq;heny Ridge with a 

reliable, alhvcather rail route to bypas~ the All~gheny Portage_ The constructiOn of the 

14.1_ Thi.' curJo'" ,matomK.>l ~fc<"<nce fit<t appc.u<.J "' an lBBO magazint' ott,cle ,>nd wa< reprint.-.:! "' the 
Pcnn,yh-.;n,,, Ra,ltood'< Togin<..-c of Te<t< ll"P'"' "'the lntet<t>t<' Co•nmettr CommJSSlOI\" (1914) 'fhe ,;uthor 
p<'rhop9 Wd> atlempl•ng to <lemunstrote thol " r,lllrood, like an army, tra\'eb on Ito ;tom.>Ch, olthough lhe 
comp•n><>n to the human dig<•oth·e tract wo; not particularly ~<>ttering lo the city of Altoona. At any rate, lhe 
,,,ilroad liked the .malogy well enough to reprtnt it. 



Horsesh'w Curve and the Gallitzin Tunnd solved the problem of the ridge. The railroad now • 

r~quired Jn opcr~tional center at the base of the Alleghenies to service the additional motive 

power rc"qU ired to pull trains up the grades leod ing to the CurH· I iollida y~bu rg, the terminu~ 

of the portage. was too for from Horseshoe Curve. The railroad chose a new location, 

purchasing land m 1849 near the base of the Allegheny Front. In 1850, the railroad built a 

half-round car erectinr; shop, locomotive erecting ;hop with a foundry, machine shop. 

woodworking shop, and point >hop.H-1 

The flor~shoc Curw and the construct1on of th<' Galhtzin Tunoel in 1854 ensured the 

viability of the l'ennsyh·ania Railroad as a major carrier of freight and passengers between 

the East Coast and the Ohio Valley. As the I'RR prospered, '0 did the new town of Altoona. 

By 1H54, its population had mcre~>~d to 2,000 and it was incoTPomted ~sa borough. Dy 1868, 

Altoona, riding the crest of the railroad's wartime boom, had grown ~iWJihcantly. Its 

populntion had increas~d to 10,000 in le~s thdn 15 y~ms. The railroad in 1869 add~d the 

Altoon,, car ~hops ~nd the Altoona m,Khine ~hops to its existin~ facilitie~. Thi~ new 

con~truction cemented Altoona's vital position in the Pennsylvania Railroad's network. Dy 

1870, the Altoona ~hops employed hundreds of worker; in a number of tdsb including • 

loc<lmntive and Tdilc<H <·onstruction and repair, mdal~ production, and black~mithing (see 

figures 12 and 13 at the end of this chapter). 

'n1e Altoona works illu~trate the lnrger production ~trategy that the l'J{R management 

adopted in the early 1870s. Railroad officials establi-;hed "~a goal the "M.tndardization of all 

car~. engines, and other machmery used on the railway."\.!._\ The company could realize !hi~ 

objective by manufacturing it~ own equipment. The l'enn~ylvania manufactured th<? majority 

of its own locomotiv~.,, rolling stock, and supplies. The materi,,l that it did not produce was 

manufactured according to the PRR's rigid standards. The railroad built and maintained its 

own station~ and rail lines. It did not own co~! mines outright, but its major share holdings 

of coal mines assured it some power to determine fuel prices. 1 hrough its price fixing 

14{. 1\obert L- ElllONll\, All<~il,ny Po,sagc>. /In llildml<d I ll>lory of Bialr Colmly (WOC"-11.md Hllb, CA Wi~d'or 
l'ublicotwn>, 19&1), 34. 

145. 1\ation"t l',lfk "''"""'<\ U S Ooparhnont o/ the Intom>r, A Spri lal H~>lury Stu,/y, r,•m,yl'~"'" R,,),.,,,/ SIWp> 
and w,,,k;_ Altc<on,,, I' A l>y juhn C t'oige, (llo-Jwer Sen·ke [..,tor, 19~9), IS. 
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• agreement with the Cambria Iron Company and the C~rn~gi~ Steel Company, the railroad 

could exert significant control over rail costs. 

• 

• 

The Pennsylvania Railroad was practical!y the fixer <Jf the price of rails for a long 
period. The Penn. RR divided its tonnage between the 3 mills on 1ts main Hne of 
road._. the Penn. (Steel) works, the Cambna Works at Johmtown, and the j. EdgM 
Thomson works. For a long period rails were not purchased by other roads until the 
Penn. RR led off its order and after 1t placed its order the other roads would come 
' 146 m. 

The vast facihties of the Altoona works provided the final vital production component that 

allowed the Pennsylvania to achieve, to a remark<lble degree. the vertical integration of 

mechanioms and functions of a railroad operation 

Throughout much of its existence, the Pennsylvania Railroad'> locomotive building facility 

and shop> in Altoona were the cutting edge of locomotive design in the United States. This 

was parti~ularly true in the last three dP<:ades of the 19th century,and the first decade of the 

twentieth century In Hl74 the PRR la1d plans for a new locomotive production facihty near 

the site of its existing Altoona :vtachinc Shops. In devdopmg the new site, PRR engmeers 

decided to flip the orientation of the locomotive assembly line on its axis and stretch it out 

for almost 1/4 mile. The result was a three-track system of rails laid from one end of the 

facility to the other. wherein a new locomotive cmerg~d from the foundry to be formed and 

fitted in the boiler ~hop and blachmith shop, then passing through the machine shop and 

into the erecting shop where workers attached the wheel assemblies, drivers firebox, and 

boilers. The longitudinal de"gn was a revolutionary transformation from the standard 

transverse erecting bays that the PRR had previously employed. The Altoona shops also 

be<:ame legendary for their testing of locomotives, pMticularly for the installation of a 

dp1amDmeter in 1904. This allowed locomotive> to run in place while engineers measured 

their tractive power, and fuel and water consumption Other locomotive manufactu,.,rs used 

thi~ facility to stress test their products (see figures 14 and 15 at the end of th1s chapter). 

The locomotive test facility was only the mo~t spectacular example of tlw Penn~ylvania 

Railroad's tmstinted commitment to product and opcrat10nal 5\,mdardization. The PRR 

146. Emng E Monson, Men, Moc!W~<~, "'"I MM,•m Tmr"' (CHnbndge· The M.LT_ Pre<>, 1966), qu01cd in 1\'•tionol 
Park Sen• icc, H"torK l<:r->Or"C< Si"J.~. Cambcm 1.-oH Compan_, by Sharon Brown (Denver S.rvie<> Center, 19R9), 7'l 
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dedan'd itsl'lf the "Standard Railroad l>f the World," ~nd it backed "P thi~ c\,lim with • 

painstakmg dforb to eliminate a~ many varial>le• in railroad construction ,>nd op~rations as 

possibk 1 he I:.lepMinl('nt of l'hysic;~l Te5ts, established in Altoona in 1874, preceded the 

loconwtJW test faCllity_ The railroad added a chcmKallaboratory to the test department the 

followmg year und hired Dr. Charle~ Denjamin Dudley to head the fir~! internal industrial 

chemical laboratory in the r,Jilroad induotry. 

Dudky began with work on th<e animal fat-based lubricants US<-'d on the railroad, diocovering 

th,1t their decompOhltion produced acids that corroded cylindt>rs. !'ow· years later, Dl!dley's 

wseMch on steel ra1ls proved that a reduction of carbon content yielded a softer rail of 

Sl>pt>nor dur;~bility. The department ('xpanded it~ scope to test virll.!ally every product that 

the r"ilroad mamlfdctured or used. !t tc,tcd tlw metal used in casting car whcelo ""d axles 

and in ~kd eM ~prings. It checked the rclMiws y,,]ue~ of different co~l grildc~, it ex,mincd 

pJints, varnishes, artd lubricants. Tlw test department helped dl',elop ~less abrasive soap for 

washing pas~engcr cars. In 18!:\9, the department added a Division of Jlact<•riological 

Chemistry, which monitored the railroad's drinkmg water supply. It also conducted medical 

\l-,ts for company dcKtor~ and it dev1wd methods for r-educing the min(•ral content of boiler 

water. 

lht< tc•t facility at Altootla ult1matdy devPlopcd ~ comprehPnsive system of standard 

~pPcifLca lion~ for all cla~•t>s of materials and supplies. Other railroads thaI dLd not have their 

own test facliLties adopted the standards of the Pcnnsykani,, Railroad. "'lhe use of such 

specifications for <]Uality control became a siandard practice throughout mdu,try, and Dudley 

is g~nerally given nedit lor Lts tntroduchon_" 147 Both the physLcal and chemLcal laboratories 

worl<ed closely wLth the ri!ilroad'> purch,sing department to estabh~h quality controL 

""Howe\·~r. they ;oon became im·olvcd in wh"t i~ generally termed '"pplied' research, leading 

to improved dcsigns:·H~ 

L47 Ch,-"t"phor l_ Baer. "'A GuJde to the 1-lislor) .lnd Record, olthe Pen»,ylv•n;J RoilrooJ Comp.;n( (The 
Hogle•)' M,,.,um .>nd Library, unpubli<hod findmg oid). 1. 

148 Ibid 

no 

• 

• 



• In a cunou• way, the railroad'o relentless pursuit of excellence m standards washed over onto 

the city of Altoona itself_ Although not a model company town m the strict scn,e, as was 

Windber, the Berwind-White Coal Company's town in Cambria County, the city dearly bore 

th~ 'tamp of the Pennsylvania Railroad.'' ... (Pennsylvania Ka>lroad) officials were very mmh 

aware that the town must have a cultural am! social life in order to tmnscend the simple 

camp atmosphere of the 11!50's-"149 The PRR "sponsored bands, choml soc1eti~s, sporting 

events, volunteer hre companies. a library, ~nd a hospital.'' 15il It built a cncket field, golf 

course, tennis courts, and sports fields. It organized baseball, basketball and football teams 

from among its workers. rhe l'RK in a very real ~ense dictated the rhythm' of life itself. 

• 

• 

Since time was very important . the 'Comp,my' did something to fumi&h 
good standard time to all its dependents This was done by means of whistles 
or horns. A 'ix O'Clock whistle wakened the workers of the community. Ten 
till seven gave them walking time to reach their jobs. Seven O'Clock was work 
time. Whistl<!s blew at 12 noon, ten till one and One O'Clock, the~ wa' a live 
O'Clock whistle, and on some schedules, one at six. With this kind of help in 
h-eping time, not alone [sic] the employees. but lhP srhnnl <:hildren, o,•ives, 
store k~pers, in fact the whole community were lime conscious. The ty~ical 
railroad community had a real feeling of guilt in 'tarting a meeting late. 51 

As railroad~ domin~ted Amencan transportation in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Altoona 

enjoy<"d a consi~tently sound economk base, thanks to the sustained prosperity of the 

Pennsylvania Railroad. Other businesses existed in the city, but none represented even a 

fr~ction of thr power of the railroad. lt was a one-horse town, despite a population that had 

reached 60,000 by 1913, and generally content to remain so, rising or fallmg according to the 

fortunes of the Pennsylvania Railroad. Many citizen' recognized the dangers <>f this economic 

uniformity, and hoped to diversify the city's economic base. But the rJilroad was antagomstic 

to any development that smackEd of competition. It resisted new indu~tnes' at\empts to locate 

through it' control of mdu~trial water rights. The railroad even turn<"d down the city itself 

when it tried to purchase a reservoir in 1930. 

lSO. t~id . 



Tllf f \ 0[ U r 1< >~ Of TRM.;OE\>1! LAl l<_)~ [N W"TFR'< PF>J~" [ \ A~lA 

The· PmnsylvaniJ Railmad'~ total dominance of the city cm,t a chilling shadow on it> 

statem<'nt that ''rhe city of Altoona is a creation "f the Pmn~ylvania Ruilw.ld."152 (See 

figUI"' 16 and 17 at the end of this chapter.) So long as th~ Penn•ylvama Rmlroad rf'mained 

tlw dominant force in west~rn l'f'nnsylvuma tramportation, Altoona would continue to 

prosper. Hut railroad> woo ld face increasingly p~rplc~ing challenge> to their >uprcmacy from 

an alternative form of tr,msport,,tion, the automobile, as wdl as technological change Y.:Lthin 

thP industry it,df. 

Weqern Pennsylvania manufJcturers contributed a significcmt number of teclmological 

innm·,,tiuns to railroading in the l~th and 2Qth centuries. The>l' included the Westinghouse 

mr b•"<•kf' and ~witchmg ,md sign~lling equipm~nt, the ],mm'Y semi,lu\orn,ttic cuupler, the 

n>nlpressed air locomotive, the intercepting and reducing valve for compound cylinders on 

stc,,m I<!Comotiv<,_, the all-st<.>el hopper cdr, ~ntl the aluminum bodied hopper CM- But the one 

technolngicJl breakthrough that dl~nged the fac-e of the railro,td indu>try in western 

l'enn>ylvania and the nation did not come from thi> region but from Europe. 

• 

Thf' development of the dk>el-clcctric locomotive and Lls rap1d adoption after World War 1l • 

wrought profound changes in western Penn~yh·ania. Die>eli~:,llion affected the region in 

several ways. I'Lrot, it meant that railrmds would rto longer be consumers of coal, the energy 

source that had fueled their steam locomoti \'E'S ~ince at lea~! the 1850~. As railroads consumed 

roughly 20~~ of the natton's cual production, the sub,titution of diesel·electric for steam 

locomoti,·es profoundly uffected thf' coal-producing region~ of western Pennsylvania. "llw 

drop in dPmand for coal would reduce traffic on th<· railroads of the region, several of which 

owed th<·ir very l'Xi~tence to coal haulage. 

In addition, the ''; te~m era" in ruilroading meant more than JUSt steam locomot1ve~- Railroads 

had to develop a '""'t infrastructure of shops and servicing facihties just to keep kKomotives 

running on the" line,. Ttw5P facilitic> were loc.ll<'d along the rail line~ at fixed intervals, an<.l 

they cmfJioyf'd largt' number~ of highly ~killed workers. Indeed, somP towns along the 

railroad existed solely bec,mse tlwy served the railroad's steam locomotive;. [l,-c,luse of their 

J5Z. lhe P,•nn,;ylvania R"l""'d Comp,ny. J/w I'•'"'"Yh'llwa R·•ilr~'d A (/m!<!(" 1/i,twy. Altonn,,, PA (~1,>)' 15, 
191151. J_ Gener"l ;l.l\1SI<C.> i"r us.• of •he dologate> to the lnkrmtwn,,l R,nlw")' Congro"-' "'ilh opo,-,.,1 reference to 
th~ Alt.•om >hops "nd J"Md,_ • 



• very low maintenance requirement~, diesel-electric locomotives ~pelled the doom of mo~t 

railroad ~ervice and repair facilities in the regwn. Finally, the partkul"r manner in l•>hicll 

diesel-electric locomotives were introduced in the United States meant an end to locomotive 

construction by the Pennsylvania, which had manuf,\ctured roughly 70% of it> own steam 

locomotives throughout mo•t of it-; history. Thus many businesses and cummunil!e;, and the 

culture that surrounded the region's steam locomol!ve constructlon and repair facilities were 

victims of what sociolor;ist Fred Cottrell called ''death by diese!i7-ation.'' 151 

Immediately before dic>elization occurred, the American locomotLV<' industry was an 

oligopoly. The American Locomotive Company (Alco), a firm formed in lYOl through the 

merger and eventual consolidation of several smaller locomotive manubcturl%, hdd about 

40% of the market By 1Y28, Alco had fully consolidated its productwn facilities in 

SchcnL-..::tady, New York. Baldwin LocomotJVe Works of Philadelphia, the niltion·~ oldest and 

most successful locomotive manufacturer, also hdd about 40% of the mJrket. Finally, the 

Lima Locomotive Works of Lima, Ohio, ililed in the remdHting 20% of the rr.arket. But, ns 

noted, several railroads in the United States made their own locomotives, includmg the 

• Pennsylvania, which built steam locomotives at its extensive shops in Altoona, lllair County. 

• 

The diesel engine was conceptualized by the German engineer Rudolf Diesel, who built his 

first engmc in 1897. It appeared to offer clear thermodynamic advuntages to other internal 

combustion engines ami especially to the steam engine (an external combustion engine). In 

1923, A\co, in conjunction w1th Ingersoll-Rand Company and General Electric, built an 

<-'xperimenlal three hundred horsepower diesel-electric and tested it on the 1\iew York Central 

Railroad, and by 1925, Alco had begun to marht a CO\nmerCLal diesel-powered switching 

locomotive. These locomotives offered superior economics to steam-powered switchers, plus 

they avoided the extensive smoke of steam locomoth·es, which had begun to be regulated or 

even restricted in many urban areas. By the mid-1930s, Alco had :;old some 190 diesel 

switchers, and demand increased in spite of the Depression. By this time, howc·ver, Alco had 

competitors, including an entirely new entrant, the General Motors Corporation . 

153. W_ f Co\tn·tl, "Death by Die<f'lizahono A Co•e Study in !he Reaction to Technologic<ll Chonge," Ammcmt 
Socrolox"a/ R""'"" 16 (luO\o J9'il)· 3SS-f>5. 
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In 1930 GenNa! Motors purch~>ed th~ assets of Electro-Moti\'C Company, a manufJc!u'""r of • 

gao-dectric rail car>, and Wmton Engine Company, a manufacturer of gas and diesd engines. 

Under the leadership of Charles Kettering, GM' s n"S~Mch director, the comp;my desit;ned and 

built in 1934 the /irs! diesel-electric passenger locomotive~ in the U nitcd States ~ the famous 

/lurlington Zrph~r for the B&Q and the City of Port/and lor the Union Pacific 104 These two 

locomotives broke a numb<>r of !Jme, distance, speed, and periormance r<'('Ords and provided 

a cleJr signal that dHo'sel·electric locomotives would supplant steam, at least on passenger 

lines. General Motors then introduced an improved d!esel-cl<>ctric locomotiv<' designed for 

easy maill!enance with standardized parts and offering superior performance. G.M.'s "Nr. 

103" had logg~d some 83,000 mile~ under often-adverse conditions, and it ~howed ~uper1or 

economic>- fud costs for thousand-freight-ton miles half those of st~mn, grade-climbing 

without the customary need of "hplpers", time and distance averages never attained with 

~tc~m, and very low m~intenance inputs. 

These widely publici.c~d test results pushed B~ldwin to begin serious work on diesd 

locomotive development and Ako to devote morP resour\'es to road locomotive dieseliz.ation. 

Lim~ lagged considerably behind the oth~r tv..·o steam locomotive mak<!rs. By this time. • 

howe\'er, the die had b£Cn c~st. Although th~ war would delay railroad adoption of freight 

diesel-electric locomotives, General Moto~ had alre<1d y pobitioncd ilsdf to dominate the rapid 

and highly profit,1hle di~~eli7.ation of the American railroad. 155 A leo gained a bma\1 piec~ 

of the market but lost even that share over !!me. Baldwin and Lima tn~d to combine their 

"strellgths" by forming Baldwin, Lima, Hamilton Corporation in 1950 but were soon out of 

the locomotive bu~mess. General Motors raised its markd sh.ue to as high a~ 89%, re>ulting 

in the company being investigated for ,mtitruot violations. 

The l'cnnsylvunia Raiiroad had long prided itself on its prowess in locomotive development. 

Indeed, it had been one of the major rocasons that railroJd' in the Unitocd States had !Jken 

control over design of locomotives ,nvay from locomotive manufJcturers as early ~s the 18605. 

The Pennsylvania's motto, 'The Standard Railroad of the World" pertain~d as much to its 

15{ ror KNtenng'< role in gdting C).-1 Into the dre,el lucumuli1e bu>One>l>,,.,.. Stu"rl W- I eoli<•, I~»; KNtm'"X 
Wrz~rrr! ,~r G.ma~rl AM<"' (Ne"· York Columbia L'niver,ity Pre><. 198_1), 267-73. 

!55 Both cuntempur•riC> <>ml h»luri•n' h,l'e argued that d,•ci"ons of th~ Wa1 Pr()duclion Bmrd .lCht.,lly fa\'ured 
{.;cnc"l 'Mtors and ham>lnm~ Alco. 
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• locomotive design and construction as to any aspect of the railroad's operations. It~ Motive 

Power Deparhnent, headquartered in Altoona, had earned a reputation throughout the UniW 

States as a leader in locomotwe desit;n, manufacture, and testing. but this deparhnent, as well 

as virtually everyone else in the railroad, had hl>come so enamored with steam power that 

1t> leaders did not recognize the potential of the diesel. 

• 

• 

In 1936, the Pennsylvania launched a special project to develop a high-speed duplex steam 

passeng<>r locomotive- one that presumably would out-perform the new Burlington Zephyr. 

These efforts resulted in a locomotive (the Class 5.-1, Number 6100). built in the railroad's 

juniata Shops in Altoona, whkh could travel at over 100 miles per hour But the locomotive 

s"flered severe maintenance problems and was S('Tapped Ul 1941:1. Nevertheless, the basic 

dc>1gn of the S-1 inspired the Pennsylvania's effort> to design a high->pe<-'<l, high-performance 

duplex freight locomoh1•e, a project begun m 1939. The Q-2 res"lted from this project, and 

between Au;;ust 194-1 and June 1945, the Pennsylvania manubdmed 25 Q-2s in Altoona. But 

the performance of thb steam-powered iocomotive <.liJ not appro.tdl the Gen,.ral Motors 

die~d-electric road locomotive . 

Managers and ~ngineer:; in the Motive Power Department still d1d not give up on steam. 

They initiated development of a steam turbine locomotive. Designed in Altoona, !hi> 

locomotive (the S-2) wa> built cooperatively by Baldwin Locomotive and Westinghouse 

Ek><:tric. When testecl at the Pennsylv.mia Railroad'~ famou~ te>t plant in Altoona, the S-2 

disappointed it~ dc;igner~. It delivered power with only 7.7% thermal efficiency- a small 

gain over the 6 to 8% that wa~ common among conventiomd steam locomotives and well 

below the 15 to 30% ratings that diesel-electric locomotives were reported to po>SCss. 

Moreover. it~ speed WJS limited, and road tests revealed a poor maintenanc<> record_ 

At no point dunng the late 1930s or during the early 1940~ did the Pennsylvama'> Motiv~ 

Power Department or any other un1t of the railroad advocate attempt to build a diesel

powered locomotive. The tools, the skills, the organintional capabilitie;, and the mindset in 

Altoona were fixed ngidly on steam locomotives. Aft<:r all, the Pennsylvama owned and 

operilted almost 5,000 such locomotives. Indeed, just before the wM began, the railroad Md 

ordered one passenger diesel from General Motors for operation on a subs1diary"s line 

between Chicago and Nashville but had canc~Jed that order after Pearl Harbm. Not untJI 



March 1944- and the failures of the various high-spee-d, high performance steam locnmot1ve • 

development projects- did the Pennsylvania r~activate that order. 

During the remainder of 1944 and throughout 1946, the execullves and engirwers of the 

ra~lroad carried out a debate about steam versus diesel, but at no point in the discussion was 

the pos~ibility of the Pennsylvania building its own diesels entertained. Within a year after 

the war, as railroad~ in the United States logged more hours ,,.,ith diesel-electric locomotives 

and a~ they observed the phenomenal availability, performance, and ~cn•ice records of the 

new locomotives, it had become clenr tn all but the most obstinate partisans of ~team power 

that diesels would drive steam off thl! American railroad. Tius vast sea change WOllld render 

the Pennsylvania"s steam locomotive construction organizallon and shops obsolete. 

The Pennsylvania Railroad"~ slow response to the diesel-electric locomoti\"e reflected in part 

it" commitment to the coal complex thJ! had developed in western Pcnnsylv~nia. In 1945 

almost .15% of the l'ennsylvania's freight (on a tonnage basis) was co~l. 156 The B&O was 

highly dependent on coal; almnst 53% of its freight was coal, much of it mined in wLo;.tem 

Pennsylvania and carried (either as coal or as coke) to the region's iron and steel mills. • 

Railroad executive~ were h1ghly concerned about alienating coal companies and mine 

operato"' when they con~idered switching fmm ~team to diesel. Even though these coal 

carriers received coal at highly favorable rates, ~te~rn locomntives could not m,ltch the total 

pcrfmmance of the d1esel. They recognized that a switch to diesels would raise their operating 

efficiency but rL-ducc th<'lT haulage of coal. 

The diesdi.cation of American railroad~ occurred at th<' ~arne llme that anoth<i'r large-scale 

trnnsformation was occurring in the United StJteo: the shift from coal to ml and natuml gas 

for electricity generation, commercial and home heating and as a feed stock for the 

manufJcture of chemicals. One factor that seems to have pushed even the coal-hauhng 

railroad~ toward <.licsdization wa~ the series of coal strikes by the United Mine Workers in 

1946, which resulted in the price of co~l doubling and the de\"dopment of coal shortages in 

~ome pMts of the cnontry. This strike prompted President 1 larr> Trumun to put federal troops 

ln charge of the mines on May 26, 1946. 

156 fhc 1945 l'~nrt<ylvania Jlad,.,.d Annual llopoct claimed an ••·en higher arrullm!, 41"1< 
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• If the Pennsylvania and oth~r major coal carriers had been slow to commit to dieselization 

after the war, by 1947 they joined the mas>ive diL'5elization program being carried out in the 

t:.S. Worried about remaining compditive with other major East-West lines, the 

Petmsylvania'~ manager~ made a decision in December 1946 to wnvert to dieseliz.ation as 

soon as possible. By 19.~7, the Pennsylvania had no more steam engines in service. 

• 

• 

Without quc~tion, diesc!ization had significant impacts on the region's railroad industt-y. The 

chang<> led to dosing, of shops and other S<'rvice facilit1es associated with steam-powered 

railroad> and extremely >harp reduction of workers at those facilities that remained open. tn 

1940, the Pennsylvania Railroad alone employed 18,272 workers at its shops at IS locations 

in the region. Diesclization, combined with general decline of railroad shipments in the region 

led the Pennsylvania J{ailroad to dose most of its shops in the ~gion. Indeed, by the 1980s, 

only two repair shops of what formerly was the Pennsylvania Railroad remained in the 

region, the Juniata ,hops in Altoona and the Conway shop> in Beaver County.157 After the 

Juniata shops built the Pennsylvania's last steam locomotive~ in 1946, th~ iailroad begun to 

cut employment there and in the· Altoona steam locomotive repair ,hops. lly 1949 

employment at Altoona stood at 11,939, a figure slightly higher than the <.lepre>sed level of 

1940, but well below the employment reached during World War IJ when the railroad was 

runlling llearly at 100% of capacity. 

Durmg the early >!ages of its program of dieselization the Penn>ylvania built two entirely 

new fao!tties for repair and servidng of pa,senger and freight diesels in Harrisbnrg. Tn 

construct these facilittes ca5t the railroad over $5.2 m1llion in 1947, and in 1949, th<- railroad 

was projecting total construction expenditures for diesel shop> of $16.1 million. But it was also 

projecting a "~ubotantial savings" in r<•pair facility CO>ts owing to phasing out steam 

locomotives, and, of course, the bulk of these sanngs came by closing steam engme repair 

and manufacturing facilities and reducing the employment of skilled workers. 

The Altoona locomotive repair shops suffered greatly under the dieselization program even 

though the railroad's managers converted the juniata facility into " <.he;d repair shop. 

Because diesels need far less frequent maintenance, the employment at Juniata paled in 

157. Acwtdl'\g to D,,,,,. lj,'Y-' of (onr,,.l tnforma\ion, the Junioto/Altoono ohupe now employ obou\ 1500 
worker,. 



compari~on with the steam engine era. The reduction m force dcv~st~t~d the Altoona • 

community. Hy 1958, on<-mployment ran as high as 15'io. In 1961, th<' PRR's Altoon,, shops 

employed 6,500 people, many of whom were p.1rH1mc employees subject to long layoffs_ The 

c1ty's populdtion declined ~teadily, and its median age incrc~<;ed ~ignificantly as Altovna's 

young moved .1way to find opportunities cbewhcre. 

flelwL'€n 1945 and 1959, the Pennsylvania reduced its total sy~tem-widc ~•nployment from 

161.431i to 79,516, or 51 p<>rcent Tlwse figures contrast markedly with nation,ll statistics of a 

roughly comparable period {1947 to 1958) during which r,1ilroad employment dropped from 

1,350,000 to 846,000, or 38 percent. 

At this juncture - almost 150 years after a <;team locomotive first pulled freight and 

passengers on the Portage Railroad - the \'erdict about the technologicul future of American 

railroads i> uncl~M. On the one hand, there arc some promising developments. Time 

m,•g.uine recently annouoKc·d that American railroads were "back at full throttle" and 

concluded, "Leaner, cleaner, tougher, and better managed, America's fre1ght-train sy~tcm is 

becoming compctiti\·e ~gain.'' 158 PMt of this turn~round was attributed to many of the • 

l~chnologtcal change' that railroad leaders of the 195(1s had envi~aged, such as double-decker 

piggybackmg, !ruins without cabooses and featherbedding workers, and automated freight 

handling and yard classification. Yet at the same time, Amtrak, the federal agency that 

manag<>s o·ailway pas.,cnger _,ervice m the United States, has undertaken testing of high-speed 

locomotiYcs for _,everal heavily traveled route&, but none of the locomotiVes being tested are 

U.S.-made. The G~rmans, the French, and th~ Japanese are competing for Amtrak order-s. 

Today, the participation of firms and carriers in western Pennsylvama m bringmg about 

technnlogtcal change on the ratlroad is minuscule compared to whM it was m the heyday of 

the steam railroad. Yet, regional and state planning agencies are actiwly prornotmg firms, 

univer-sities, and research consortia in trying to reinvigorate the region's once-great 

leadership. One hundred forty years after the commonwealth nf Permsylvania conducted its 

fire sale of the Pennsylvania Main Lme Canal, the state is making investments in rail 

tran~portation tcchnologi~s and in the railroad network of the region, just as it dtd at the very 

158 Tim<'. Augu<t 23,19\13, 52-SS. • 
-- ---------------------------



• bcf';inning of the railroad era. Whether these investments wlll yield a more compdili\'C anU 

economically prosperou~ region, or the region will see a flowering of firms compMable to a 

Cambria Steel Company, a J. Edgar Thomson Works or a We•tinghouse Air llraki:, Company 

remuins to be seen. One thing is cleat, however. The r~sources that played oo heavily in the 

making the region so technologically dynamic- COd!, coke, iron, steel, and timber- are not 

likely to be so significant. llut other factors - manufacturing skill, ~cic'ntificully based 

knowledge, ,md flexibility- will probably be a~ critical tu the future as they were to the past. 

• 

• 
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F!GURE 12: f[NN5Yl,A1<IA RAiLROAD fREJGHI TRAIN ROUNOI~"G T!lE HORS[>HDE CURVE Tho 

g<'"ile gr,1U<' oft he tlmS<>h<><• Curve ted~<c.'<i the Alleghc~y l·<ont os on nb;t.wlc tn l.>r~<'·S<"nlo 

tr.onoportotlnn J~,-~lnpnocnt '" ""''""' Pon"<}l,,mio [•""'"·'-" of 1/w {(,llm.od,•r .• /1.-lcmnr"'! 

M'"'''""· llltrtvlr", P!l. 

fiGURh J3, 0NF OF THE ROUNOHOUSFS AT THE ALTOO-'<A SHOPS OF THE Pm<,.,>YLVANIA 

RAilROAD. Alt""m grow quickly ,, the eo,.,ntial bo>W of npcMi<>no ,,, the ba;e of the Allegheny 
Front, n d. Cot~rlesy o.f II>< Rmlroodm Mcmonal M'.,..""'· AltO<>"''· P A. 
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fJCUR!O 14: loCOMOTIVE CRANE. )U"IATA SHOPS, AI.TOUNA, PA, 19~9. J~.tro,,J lc'<:hnolo)\y 
dw,orfed lhot of early tran>porloMn 'Y>t~n", ao wdl M thO"-' who created it. [m.,lr'-'Y <Jj Ill<' 
Alloorm Ami Pri/Jiic I il!rar~. Alt<Jmr", PI\. 

FIGURE 15: !<.{.,.Al YARD NO.1. ALTC>ONA WORKS, 1913. lhc in<CC·15ing oophi>tic•t•on of 

transportation weMology ollon dromot>eally alter<d tho la<tJ.«:ope. Cm.cl<'>y "/ ''" A/l<•m• A"" 
l'r~blic Li!Jmrlf, ,11/Mna, PA 
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fiGURE 16: CAR l">rECfiU~' PIT AT THE AlTOONA WORKS, 1930. The' lt,Ubp<>rlabnn <)'>!ems uf 

tho 20th contu•y """med to onAulf oho mJ"•irlual C.'"''"!l ofl!r.• Alloo"'' Arco l'uhlir IA•w_v. 
:llloo""· I'A 

HGURE 1 ;, ~r_cnoN GAM •. Somo might wonder whether tran,portation ')''tern> '""'ed humon<. 
or ,. If<' """''· n.d. C""""Y o} JIJ<• l!oiirc"d''" M<moriol M'"'""'· ;1/1"'""- I' A 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

IV. TRANSrORTATION IN THE AUTO!YIOH/LE AGE: 
HIGHWAYS, TUR:>lPIKES, AND JJ\'TE!6TATES 

The road b that physic,,) sign by which you b~'t understand any ~g~ or people 
___ lor the road is a creation of man und a type of ddlizcd societyl59 

Rdilroads dominated the region's freight and passenger transport.ltion >wll into the 20th 

century. However, in the late 11100" road transportation began to show sigm of a mild 

resurgence. This reflected a growing illterest in recreationul activity, but 11 also presaged 

technological advances in owrland tr,msportation that would change the face of American 

tmn~porlation. The dewlnpment of the automobile ultimately would alter Amencan society 

""d economy as fundamentally as railroads had almost a century eMlier 

The bicycle, not the automobile, initoally triggered the renewed mtere't in roods. Although 

the bicycle had be.on in existence in one form or another ~ince the early 18()0s, its popularit} 

in the United States grew as part of a larger social phenom~non. The rapidly industriali.ting 

Americ,m economy stimulated the growth of an American middle claso that "''a> urban, 

!59 Ho'·"~· Hu.sh~··lL IH!i-1, q"uted in '[J,um." ). Schic<.-th, I! S. 40 II Roadsmpc of lire American Exl"""'"t 
(lndionap<>h;o htd'''"'' I ti'"'""l "'"'~ly, 191l5), 1-
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rd,ltivel} well-L·duc,\ted, ~nd oriented tow.wd the wn~umption of the very good~ th~t the • 

country's indu:;tri~l L'llterprises were producing. 

At tlw same time, the Amero('an family Wil> making the transition from a prududive to a 

con,uming lllllt, cmd nn increase in lf'lsure for memb(•r.; of the middle class helped make 

recr~ation a consumuble commodity. l'hl' consumer 1tem appeared m the form of pn,sive 

entcrt,linments like basebalL footbJtl, the arts. and theJtl'r. Men and women also becdmC more 

actively involved in outdoor activities, including bicydmg. The grow•ng number" of cycli,ts 

creat.'d a ,kmand for the improvement of roadways. Cydmg organi7ations hke the Le,lgue 

of A1n~ncnn \Vheelmrn """e able to bring som(' effective lobbymg pres.wre on stall' 

legi:;laturt>> to allocate fundmg for resurfacing roads. As early as 187\1, thl' League of 

American Wheelnwn was abl<' to p<•rsuade the l'ennsylvanlil legislatun• to pass an act creating 

a 'YSlL"m of bicycle and pede~trian path~ parallehng the state's highways. lW 

lly the turn of the 20th century, bicycli~ts began to receive "'pport in their push for better 

road~ from other quurtcr>. Automobile enthuoiasts were growing in number and <1dded their 

voice> to the call' for transport.1tion improvement>. llut the automobile"'"'' at this time, even • 

more than the b1cyck " toy for the rich, and the influence of ib adherents was limited. 

1 !owever, the lobbying efforts of bicycle and auh,mobile uoers combined with the exp,ltlsion 

of Rmol f'n:e !A-livery in the 11:!90s l~d no\ only to incr~ased efforts to improw the nallon's 

roads, but also to the creation pf th<' technologkal and bureaunatk strucl\lrC~ nec\'Ssary for 

the construction and m"inten,nce of an integmled highway syot<•m. 

Tlw need for a sophlstic,Jted n\'tworl< of h1ghways may appear abourdly oelf-evident today, 

but thl' automobile's potential ability to reorder Amencan transportation and sodety wa> not 

w obv1nus ,11 the turn of the c<mll>ry. Many American;, partKulurly those living in rural 

Jre~s, w~•·e openly antagonistic to the g-n>wing automobile culture, whkh thev per~eived a~ 

an idl~ pursuit for dilettante&. ThP incrPasing number of recredtional ,lllto trips by urban 

dwellers mto the country&ide resulted in conflict> between motorist> and rural inhabitants. 

At thf'u· worst, such confrontations served to widen tbe gulf between rural and urban 

Amerka. 

!Oil \\' <]),,,, It ~h,mk. 1".1'"" I 1a!l< !o 5"1'•'' 1/iglumif>, (York: >.mencan Cm.1l .mJ T ran>pnrl.>lion C<•nter, 1 ~/\!:!), , • 



• In the firot de<:ade~ of the 20th century, however, American~ outside the citie' began to 

provide ~en·ic~ for mo!orihb. The economic bmefits they denved reconciled them to the 

reo lilies of the evolving automobile culture. More important, while early automobile:; r)ffered 

urbanites little more th~n a recreational diversion, they provided rural dwell<Crs the means to 

esc,1pe the s.omelimes d!hheartening 10olaticm and monotony of life in the country. Far from 

being a mere tl·cwationol outiL·t, the car greatly enhanced the wcial and economic hves of 

farmers and other rural inhabitants. The refinement of the nation's road network was es.>.cntial 

to maintaining a link between rural America and the rapidly evolving urban hector of the 

United States. 

Pennsylvania"~ road system had with lew exceptions degenerated mto a rutted morass by the 

encl of tlw 19th century. A number of former tump1ke companies were rehurrected, but the 

task of creating and maintaining a road ~ystem dearly was beyond the reach of any private 

entity. The state of Pennsylvania rewgnized the ne(essity of pub He action and establi~hed th~ 

Pmn~ylvJnia State Highway Department on April 5. 1903. 

• The creation of ,1 stJte agency signalled a return to the kind of state invol\"ement in public 

worh that had been rcpud1ated in the aftermath of the Pennoylvani,l Main Line System's 

demise, although this first slcp was still quite limited 1n scope. Through the state highway 

dl'partment, the Pennsylvania Treasury would grant a1d to the counti(-.., to build roads and 

highways, paying two·thirdo of the cost of reconstruction]Ol The state itself had no 

highway mileage. ln 19(15, the htate increased its contribution to three-quarters of the cost of 

improve1nents. 

• 

Theoe measures in themsdves were not equal to the task of improvmg the state'o roads. In 

some cases, townships and counties did not take advantage of th~ otate subsidy and faik·d 

to make 1mprovements on local roads. In n·sponoe, the state passed the Highway Acts of 

1911 This act pro,·ided for u far greater degree of public involvement in transportation 

improwments 11w new highway acts would create ,1 syott•m of county ro,1ds, with the state 

paying 50'\\, of the cost of their construction or 1mprovcment. More importantly, th<e acts 

created a system of state highw~y~ that would be hmcted, improved and maintained entirely 

lhl. \'I'Jiliam:., "'Penn<yh·,mla 1 urnpikc." 55. ond George Bc)'er. "Penn<yh·onia"> Rn.l<b '" the 1 we<'ticlfl Ct·ntmy;· 
H«IOH< l''""'!tiwmio l..e,,_~,·! ,\'o. 34 (Pennsylvania I hotoric,,l and Mu,;eum Commi>.<ion. 1~72), l. 
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by the ~tate. The ,>els ,1Jso aulhorLced a buyout of the remaining turnp1k;> companiPs m the 

~tote, the Crl)atlOn of rules for road usage, and the power to enforce th<·m. 

The move toward road and highway lrnpmn•mt•nt ,1ls0 rdl<>cts the larger picture of 

progre%i"' reform in Pennsylvania that wab occurrmg at this t1rne. 11w progr<>ssiv;> reform 

opirit that shap;>d much of Pennsylvania 'o, as well ,lo the nation'> hiotury, undoubtedly carried 

over into support f0r a state->upported trar>sport,Hion system 102 The progreosive notion 

that otw function of dean govnmnent was to provid<' efficient servlceo for its citizens created 

an atmosphere th~t w~s conducive to a far great;>r level of government intervention in the 

en>nomy and in public works than had been thmkablr only a few decades before_ 

Improvements in tranoport,ltion also loomed as a more significant i..sue in w~stern 

Pennsylvania's major urban center, as welL l'ittsbmgh continued to experience significant 

growth throughout the latt<>r thtrd 0f the 19th century and the fi"'t half of the 20th 

centuryY'3 The rising popularity of the autpmobilc posed J wxin~ problem for city 

pl,lnn<>rs who had to mpc both w1th the city'> rate of growth and with a radically new 

tran~portation technology. Even before the automobile became a contributing factor to 

l'itbburgh'o traflic congestion, the city was forwd l(l come to grips with the inadequac1cs of 

its infrostmcture. 

Lih ,·irtually all Amerlcan citle,, Pittoburgh had been ln its earlier years a pedestrian clty. 

No pubhc transportution existed until the lMOs, and the city was rdutively unstratified, >n 

that the members of various clas•cs wPr<' relatively dosely integrated within the city's corp_ 

"Work and residence were often closely linked, and the city's elite- banke"', merchants, 

induotrialists, and professionals- livOO largely in the urban core d0•c to governmental, 

162 l'rogr•'»"'"m, nr the Pmgrc''""" Era, whtch lasted ruu~hly 3Q year> (1840-1920) is,; cornpk< ond m some 
wor> rontr•d><IOr)' "'"t' of movement> thon cannot be <ummarizcd in a fe"- p.1r.1graph>. lAke m,1ny reform 
mot•omenl>, it looked both forw>rd ""d bock"•Md, toward an ,J,•al~>ed future that was ba.ed in part on """''lgtc 
rc>colloction' of the p<>>l. Mony pro~""'''" rdormo" b<licwd tbot the "''"""I foundat1on> of both buoiness and 
'''"'"'''could be applied to govemmt'Tll, on order to tilh politoc,;l P"'''"' from urb,.n politbl b"''"' and reotoro 
,, mort· tr.odtlounal "Americon'' form of demo<:r•C)'- ··cuod got·eron>t·nt" in tum t'Ould lx' u;ed to oddre» a vonety 
of >oCLol ills M>ny progrc""'"' aJ,•ocalod a let·cl of gutwnmont ,,cltv~>m th,ot ron counter to thctr e.rlicr politic.;l 
mdimliun; Th.s in rMI "'fh'l<'<i th,•ir anxietLc< m·er the profound changes lhilt occurred'" th<• L'nitod St,rtes of 
the tote tqth and &>rly 20th ccntunO>. ,wl "'h>t tho<o chango< mcont for th,•ir ~"'"futuro> 

163. joel A. TMr, "lnlroW\lttUT<' ""d CHy-Building in the ~inet.,nth a11d 1 wcntte!h C,·,htrll\<" <n Cily alli<c !'wnl. 
[.,_,,y; "" I!Je 5<>< '"' I /"h'nt of l'itMii~!J (Piusburgh: t;n"'"r>ity of Pitt,burgh P•e», 19~9), 228 >n<l 240. 
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• commercial, and mercantile activities while the working cla~s re~ided in n~~rby alleys and 

streets or in the outlying wards." 1'-l This rewlted in a relatiwly high population density 

fr>r l'ittst>Urgh, while the city's dyn~mic growth rate stimulated the development of other 

town~ and communities along the rivers. As tlw city continued tu grow, it eventually f~ced 

tht> nece,sity nf pro~iding not only some form of public transport for its inhabitants but also 

some connt>ction with the communitieo on ito uut~kirts. 

• 

• 

Pitbburgh re>ponded with the construction of omnibuses, horse-drawn bus lines, in the late 

H\-!Os. These were followed by the dewlopment uf str~'<!tcars on the eve of the Civil War. 

Railroads provided commuter transportation between the Pittsburgh core city and the other 

towns along the riwrs_ The development of a ma~s-transit ~ystem, although badly integrated, 

allowed Pittoburgh to engage in the first phase of American suburbanization. The existence 

of t>fficient transportatiun into the core city gave the upper and middle classes of the 

population th~ option of residmg in outlying an-as, an option they readily exerdsed. 

Pittsburgh'~ continued commercial and industrial developm~nt within the geugraphic 

restrictions uf th~ three rivers area cr~ated a transportation bottlt>neck, pMticularly in the 

city's central busine&~ di~lrict. The public tranoportation infrastructure was totally unsuited 

to Jutomobile traffic. In 1900, only one downtown Pittsburgh street was wider than 40 feet, 

and m<lny of these narrow streets already carried streetcar lines.165 The intruduction of th<> 

automobile threMened a tranhportahon gridlock within the city's core. Concerned citiz~ns 

re,ponded by organizing the 1'1ttsburgh Civic Commission. The commis~ion retain~'Cithe 

services of thre~ urban planners to prepare a city plan Their preliminary pl~n calk>d for 

further study of ways to improve the city's infrastructure, including it• transportation 

sy~terns 

One oi the planners, Frederick Law Olmstt>d, jr166 prepored a report that proposed 

comprehensive changes in tile city's transportation nelv,ork. Olmsted's plan rccogmzed the 

l&-1 I orr, "]nfrostnoctur~ ond City-H,uiJLng," 217. 

165. Tart. "lron<port"tion lnnoYation •nd Changtng Spob,tl P,otW~' on Pottsburgh, 1~50-1934,"' P<Mif Work> 
H"t"''"l s,,.,.,·ty r97o-. 26 

166- Olmsted's father, Fredenck Law Olmsted, the d"'ogncr of :-.lew York'> Centro! Park, had pioncw<d the ,,.! 
olland;capc w·hLtecturc in the United States 



lim1tation; that the <"ity's g<'ography pbced on tr~nsportM1on. lt ~lso ~ccepted J-; inevltJbiP • 

the autumubik's eventu,ll dommance of the urban tran~portation seem·. IIi> report 

recommended solutions to Pitt,burF,h', increasmg tr.,ffic congestion that we~ compMible with 

the city's phySlcJl con~troinh. The city adopt<>d a numb<>r of Olm~INI's proposals, which 

contributed greatly to the city's eventual dependen('e on p1·ivate transportation. 

As Pittsburgh made tmprovcments to ito mternJl tran-;portatiun network, the st.l!C began to 

impro,·e the Jrtcries th~t connected the city to the rest of the stall'. Tlw combination of >late 

ami federal aid from the l'enn,yh·ania Highway Acts of 19(}3, 1905, and 1911 and the federal 

Highway Act of 1916 allowed for the con;tructiun and anprownwnt of st,l\C and fed~ral 

highway» in the same rights of way that had served Pittsburgh m the 19th century. U.S. 

HlF,hway 22 utilo?ed much of the route of the Huntingdon, Cambf!a, amllndo,ma Turnpike. 

The Lincoln Highway, or US. 30, followed the hi~toric routes of the Forbl'-' Ro.1d and the 

Penn.,ylvania R<>~d. fly 1929, about nne-thlfd of Pcnn~ylvania's 8,900 miles nf paved ~tate 

hi~hways werl' m western l'cnn~ylvania. By 1930, a combination of six st~\(' and federal 

highways served the <:'ity, reinforcmg the city's tr,ulitional role as an i1nportant national 

croosruad~. One of these, the Lincoln llighway, b~oeam<' on~ nf the nation's first • 

transcontinentall>ighway., (see Highways -1913 to Present map) 

It" a naml' to conjure with. It calls to thC' heroic. It enrolls a mighty panorama 
of field~ aml woodlands; of humble cabms and triumphant farm homes. 
burrowing mineo and smoking factories commerce-laden nvE'r> aml 
horizon-loot ocean~. And because it binds together all the,;e wonders an<.l 
>weeps forward till it touches the end of the earth Jnd beginning of the sea it 
is to be named the Lincoln Hi~hway.Hi? 

The creation of the Lmcoln Highway offers one of the best repn'sentations of the early 

development of Arnencan highway~. The highway was the brainchild of Carl G. F'"her, the 

de\'doper of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, and the founder of the l'rE'•t-0· Lite Company, 

manufacturer of cMbide headlights for automobiles. Fisher was a booster and~ developer, 

inclined toward 1dcas and pl~ns on a grand scale. Fisher accumulated nn enormous fortune. 

which he lost in the crash of hi> last and most grandiose ;cheme, the Florida land 

167 Re,wend h.mk G. BrMn,ord (Salt Llke C>ty, Octob<.•r 19. t913), quoted on Dr,,k,• Hobn;on. Til' Lincoln • 
H•slwmy M.,m St'<1'1 llo<>;> 11mcd,·" (Jov.·,, Col)" Um,·crsity of luwo Pre"· 1988), H 1:1<>0"~' hyperbole doe< not 
gc-1 mu,h better than thb. Per hops the Rewrend Braon,\fd enjoved ·'" """mtoge !rom h18 troonm~ fnr tt.o pulpit 
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• development boom of the late 1920~. In 1912, Fisher proposed the con~truc!ion of a 

!ran,continental highway. The Lincoln Highway A~sociation was established on July I, 1913. 

Fi~h<'r was joined in the assoC"ia!ion by a group of wealthy buhinessmen thM included Henry 

il. joy, the pre~ident of the Packard Motor C1r Company, Roy Chapin, the pre,ident of tht· 

I Judson Motor Car Company, and hank A. Seiberling, the founder of the Goody<>ar Tire and 

Rubber Company. Clearly. many of the leading figures in the automotivE' industry ><lW the 

advantages of promoting a movement for the imprm·emcnt of the nation's auto roads. 1M 

The Nfw York to San francisco highway would be built with funds raised by the association 

in the form of subsniptions from individuals and from the communities through "'hich the 

highway passed. The publicity surrounding the planning and construction of th~ Lincoln 

Highway hdped bring the issue of American highway devdopment before the public. 

The development of the Lincoln Highway gave Pennsylvania its hrst crnss-stJt~ road oince 

the Pennsylvania Road of a century before. The new highway largdy fol!m·-'~'d the route ,-,( 

this previous road In doing so, it helped rejuvenate the many town' that had grown op 

• along the old road. The•e communities had declined as the railroad main lines bypasoed them 

in the latter half of th<> 19th century. 

• 

The pas~age of the Federal Highway Act of 1916 brought additional funding to porl!ons of 

the prlv,tte association highway. It alho •ignalled the first federal effort to aid the in the 

creation of a road system sin~e Con)';re;s had passed legislation for the ;\/ational Road 110 

years ago. The federal government once again would play a significant role in western 

Pennsylvania's transportation de\"dopment. This role would broaden dramatically in the next 

2..~ year.;. 

The Lin<oln Highway was only one of numerous private associations created betv.·een 1913 

and 1926. Another a"sociation highway created during this period that was of particular 

importance to western l'ennsylvan•o was the National Old Trails Road, that r,m from 

16<1 r-.,her attempted to attract the >upport o! llenry l"ord I<• the lmmln Highway, but F<>rd finnly reiu>ed 1~ 
oS>t><:l.tle himself wLth any effort to fund ond build privatoo h•ghway<. • "'long'" P"'"'"'' inh''<'<t< are willing 
build good mO<b for tMc general pubhc, the goncrol public v. dl not he '"''')" much inte...,>ied '" bnildmg gO<Jd "'"b 
fur •t<clf. I behc•,·o m .<pendmg money to c.lumto the put>lic '" tho """''""'Y of bu,ldmg goOO rood;, and let 
e•·er;-body <"<>niT•bc.te their 'hore in proper"'"":· Hob.noon, Tlw UOJoJIOJ Ht.~I'"'"Y' 3 
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Washington D.C., to Los Angeles. This road incorporated the roote of the old National Road • 

along with the routeb of oth~r historic roads ami trails. Thib highway, like the Lincoln 

1-lif;hway, relied he~vily on over-blown promotion and propaganda to attrJct subscriptions. 

Ito advocates billed the road as the "true course of American Manif~~t Destiny.'' Thi~ claim, 

if true, could also be interpreted as the mc,.,t damning indictment of the road's impact on 

American history. This statement, liko. those m,lde about the Linwln Highway, reveal much 

about the per~ption of transportation's role in shaping our h1story, as well as our perceived 

ability to dominate our environment This issue was especially relevant in western 

Pcnnsylv,mia, where th<e form1dable topography continued to pose a challenge to the 

improvement of transportation. 

The National Old Trails Road helped to n>vitalize the communities that had flourishL•d 

doring the boom llmes of the National Road from 1818-1850 These highways spurred the 

construction of cabin camps, motor courts, motel~. truck stops, gas station~ and garages, 

rOildside diners, and grand hotels for the comfort of well-heeled motor tourists. The growing 

;nitomobile culture encouraged the development of a new vernacular architecture that 

profoundly shaped the ch..1racter of American commumties. The roads themselve~ changed • 

the physiCal character of the region's landscape. Whereas earlier roads by necessity had 

followed the contour> of the land, new road building technology created wider rights-of-way, 

~hallower gradL•S, and long. sweeping curves. The new roads left a far more vi~ible 

impression, or scar, on the land. 

These ro..1ds, like their pwdecc,;sors, confronted the problem of overcoming the Allegheny 

Front. The ridge still presented a barrier to trave!lcr5 along the state's ea~t-wcst mrridors. The 

growth of the nation's automobile culture created new incentives for overcoming the 

Allq;henics. The Lincoln Highway in partkolar cxhib1ted home ~hortcoming~ in its crossing 

of the Ridge. The road's steep grades and sharp turns often proved to be too p,reat a challenge 

either to automotive technology or the skills of the ,·ehides" operators. 

By the late 1920s, th~ automobile quickly had evolved from a play thing for the wealthy intn 

a tmnsportation altemallve that wa~ beginning to pose a serious challenge to the nation's 

railroads. The rapid increase in traffic loads was overtaxing the limited highway hy~tem that 

existed. The American Association of State Highway Officials requested that the federal • 
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• gmwnm<!nt intervene and bring some order to the chaotic jumble of roads and highw~ys. In 

1926, the llureau of l'ubhc Roads (IWI{) devi~ed a plan for a numbere-.:1 road system that 

would create a rough grid pattern across the United States. The Lincoln H1ghw~y and the 

:-.Jat!Onal Old Trails Road became parts of U.S. Highways 30 and 40, respectively. llu~ level 

of federal intervention helped alleviilte some of the problem~ of the nation's highw<1ys, but 

in itself was not sufficient a~ traffic continued to increase. Pennsylvania Gov Gillord Pine hot, 

in his second term (1931·1935), pushed hard for an increase in ro,1d construction throughout 

Pennsylv~nia, particularly in the rural areas where he enjoyed the bull< of his political 

~tren);th. To make good on his campaign prumise to "gd the fMmers out of the mud," Pine hot 

t"mbarked on an ambitiou~ plan to build ""more mites of good roads rMher than fewer miles 

of faultless boulevards."169 

• 

• 

Pinchof., program built hundreds of miles of roads connedmg rural Pennsylv~nia to markets 

and urban centers, but the narrow "l'inchot ro.~ds" followed the contours of the lnnd and were 

covered w1th a thin hardened swf,>ee thilt could not wilh>tnnd h>·avy traffic loads. They 

undoubtedly improved transportMion throughout much of westEml'ennsylvania, but th~y 

did not offer ,, long-term solution to the problem of national highway development The 

~c1ence of h1ghway con,tructinn itself would haw to evoln· to keep pace with the 

impro\'ements in automobll<' technology In the late 1930s, wehtern l'••nn<;rlvania would 

become the setting for th~ development of a new kind of highway, one that would be a 

prototype both fr>r Amencan highway technology ,md federal assiHance to the improvement 

of the nation's transportation infrastructu.-.,. 

By the time· Gun•rnor Pinchot had embarked on his rood improvement program, 

l'l•nnsylvania, along with the re~l of the natiOn, wa' absorbing th<' brunt of the Great 

~preosion of 1929-1941. The number of automobile operators m westem Penn~ylvania 

appMently declined in the early and mld-1930s} 711 as did vehicular traffic. 171 At the 

171! 1 h;, otatoment b t>,,ed t>n dato th.>t juel Tarr h" com poled "nd a~alyzC<1 for !\lkghc,ny County between 1929 
an<l 193--1 In lh1s perood, ilnlmn.,bote rc~~>trolion dedmod -141>"0. \\'<' onoy ,-,,,onabl)' >S<um~ I hat thi, trend is not 
on ~l>c•tr,\IHm. ,md that it mrried over in I<> nther pa<ts of w<'Stc•rn Penn>ylv,omo Ttu' predomin<mtly rural oroa, 
loke uth~r agrin,llcn,ol <OC\l<H" of the 'ountry. was p<~<l~<:ul"rly hord hit by !he Depre"'"'"'· 

171 William•. · Th•· i'cnnsy[,-,,no., Turnpike 5yS(cm; 2. 
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same tune, the state's unemployment hgures skyroc-k<•t€d, reaching a peak of 37.1 percent • 

tuwmplnyment m March of 1933.172 Pinchot's road proJects, therefore. focused almnst as 

much on work relief as on tranbpOrtatwn Improvement>. The l'inchot roads were dt'signed 

to be constructed v.ith a maximum of human labor. utiliting mechaniz,,tion ab httle as 

possible. 

The Deprt's~ion dmmatically affected the state's pohticallraditions, ~swelL Sm(e the end of 

the C!\"ll War, hnn>yh·ania hud been a rock-solid bastion of the Republican Party. The 

D<'mocrati< Party in the state for decade' had been httle more than d '!raw man virtually 

unilble to win any ~tatewide dectiun,. The Depression threw thi~ politic,,] hiemrchy out the 

window. Although the stak"s Republican party had implemented some Pmgres>ive reforms, 

the urban machines of !'hiladdphia and Pittsburgh that controllc·d the party resisted 

wi<.le;pread change The st,tle elected l'inchot, a l'rogressive disciple of Thendore Roosevelt 

un,lffiliated with the Republican rnachmes. to two terms, but this m:cmred only when th~ 

p.uty was split into various bction; Pinchot initinted some rehef mea>ures, indudm)', his 

ro~d program, but th~ Republican party's oppoo-ition to Fr~nkhn Hoo~evelt's pre"'dent•al 

c,mdid,Ky and the fnst Nc'w Deal op~ned the door for the creation of a vioble alternative to • 

dec~des of J<epublic~n control of the ~tate"; political process. 

Pennsylvania's re,·it~lized Democratic party embarked on a program of liber.ll reform thM 

par.dldetl that of the 1\;ew Deal. Relief and reform in Pennsylnnia incr('Jsingly occurred as 

a re;ult of cooper,ttion between the stalt: and feder,1J government. Much of the aid for 

R"<"m·cry dppcarcd as funding to improve the ;tate's transportation systems. The National 

lndu;trial Recovery Act provided :>19 million for improvements to the ;late highway_ Other 

,lid for ro.ttb came through the Works Progress Administration, whJCh employed 143.[1()1) men 

in the ;tate by No,·cmber 1931!. 

1 he federal g<n ernment made its 1nost signif>eant wntnbution to l't'nn~ylvania"s 

tran,port,,tion by ~s~isting the stMe's effort tn build a fDur-lnne, high-speed, hm•ted ucceh.> 

highwa) _The construction of the Pen!lsylvania 1 urnp1ke .-~presents one of the beot c·xamples 

of tlw st,Jtc's ""Little New Deal"' public worb spending projects. The turnpike, like muny other 

l.14 

• 



• 

• 

• 

improvement projects in the state's history, cornbin~d attempts to alleviate unemployment 

and revitalin the stMe'o economy with the more tang1ble ambition of expanding th~ state', 

tmnsportation infrastructur~. 

fn fact, unemployment rehef was the chid incentive behind the Patterson Reso\ution,173 

the original legi~lation that railed for a feasibility study of the turnpike crmcept.J7.1 Stak 

offici,ds moved quickly to secul'l? federal assistan~e for the project. Directly or illdiredlr, the 

United States government financed virtually all construction of the initial160-nu\(• se)\ment 

of the turnpike from Carlisle, west of Harrisburg, to ln.vm, f'ast of Pittsburgh. Pennsylvania 

secured an outright grant of 29 5 million dollars from the l'ublic Wo•·h Administration. In 

addition, R~con>truction fmance Corporation purchas~d $40.8 million in turnpike bonds.l75 

The RFC committed to buying all bonds requirf'd for construction, becau.>e the Turnpike 

Commission initially ha<.llittle succes> in find•ng buyf'rs in the privdtc sector. 

"flw difficulty in attracting investors. in part, i:, dl!~ to th~ f;;ct th.::llhe lt:ropike "'~',,radical 

departure from American highway planning and dc~•gn. ~ever had a toll automobile 

highway "r bridge llf this swpe been built in th<> United States. In ~ctdition, the federal 

government's Bure.::u of Public Roads adamantly opposL>d the construction of toll highways, 

on the basis that toll highways could not support them~elves. Much of the support for the 

improvement of American highways had com~ as a result of the succc~~ of the Grrman 

autobahn system. But the bureau's director, Thomas H. McDonald, rf'~iMcd any changP' m 

highway policy bJsed on comparisons of the U.S. and German systems. BPR engineer' argued 

that the underlying philosophie> of the two w.-re ~o radKally diff~rent that J fair '"mpar"on 

was impossible The atotobahns had bL"Cn con~tructed to encourage attto use, which, 

IJ.cpres:;l()n notwithstanding, was the least of the United States highway syst"m',; problems. 

The autobahn's success led many American highw.ly engineer~ to considf'r scriou<;ly the 

construction of an American network of super highway~. but the bureau also re'isted this 

!73 I lou"' 11tsoh•lion ~o 1.1~, I'Orned for il> spon;or, St-ole Repreoenlali\"C CliffS p,,!!eNm, whn mlfcxl,.,·,,d lh<' 
boll on April 23, \935 

17~ William>, ""1 he l'eMoylv.,ni• 1 ump1ke,"" H D•n Cuppc•r, Tl" Pcwrsylc•.,ma T"mp!J.,• A lli<I"'!' (i'cnnsylvon10 
Tumpik•· Comrrmsion). 0 . 

175. The R,·cnn<t<"ctlon fmoncc Corpor,Hnn played ,In ln\porlonl P''" m the R<~''"'"~ll :<.:ew Deal, but Jl ''""' 
olCiuolly cre.1tod <hmng tho H<lm·cr .ldmim<lrallon lo ptMLdQ hondtng lo b.1ok< ,,,,j othPt dopn'"''d <orporolion<. 
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conct>pt ~3ying !h,lt such a sy~tem could not a<kquately oerve the intere>ts of the majority 

of Am.-ncan motorist~. tJc, The lll'R under McDon<tld maintained th,1t funding 'hould go 

to improve urban highwap. and that two-ian.- highways would be adequate for most 

intL•r,;t,ltl' tra~el. 

ThL' l't>nn-;ylv,mia State Highw,•y !X·partment abo oppost>d the Pennsrlvania Turnpike, and 

its oppositiOn leJ to the neation of the Penn~ylvania Tumpike Commisoion Tht> commission 

acquired the fed<·ral hmdinl'; to commence de>~gn, acquire bnd, and begin to make 

lmproH·menl> on tlw >electl'd right-of-way.177 In IPs~ than two }'PMS, the commiosion 

over>~w the construction of 160 mile' of highway, 7 tunnels, (6 of which mitiallv had been 

excavated for the Scmth Penn l<.a!lroad), l1 interchanges, and 307 bridges ,md culverts The 

turnpik<> opened on October I, 194D. The number of motorists on the highw,1y exreeded the 

for~casts uf tlw turnpike'> tm ffic pi~ nncrs dOd completd y repudiated the pessunistic forec~sts 

of the 1:>1'1<. Untll the beginning of World War II, the turnpike carri<'d almost twice th<:> 

number of ,·chide~ that origin~lly had bel'll projeckd (see f1r;ures 18 and I') at the end of this 

chapter). 

The Pennsylvania Turnptke's llmited accL>;,o de~ign slgnal!ed a radical departurE' from early 

road systems, which had been built in part to link communlties. As the turnpike bypassed 

commuottJeo, 1ts d<>s1gner~ had to provide altern,,tives to the servin·s tha! trav('llers normally 

would huve found in the rq;ion"s town~ and dUes. Turnpike engineers de>ipled and built 

10 sen·Ke plazdS, at 25-30 mile inten·als. Thew plazas, which offered food and fuel to 

trawllcrs, were le,,sed to the Standard Oil Company of Pennhyh·ania. Standard in tum 

subleased the food and gilt concessions to the Howard johnwn'o restaurant chain 

Curiously, the scr,·i•e plnas were built 111 a ~tyle rcminbcent of colonial Pennsylvania 

houhing. l'erh.1ps the turnpike's des1gners felt that this mo>t modern of highwars needed 

176. lllUc~' t:_ -"•'•'ly. BiiJ/dmg lif<' .-tm,•riJ'Jm 1-/•ghiJ\JY ~Y-'1'""' lllR111•"•"'> "' f'u!Je<f M.1ka'. (PhJ!aJelph''" hmpic' 

u~"'"'"'Y !'''"'· 1987). t6L 

1 n Much o/ the lump•'•'> ni;l1t-uf-"·ay wuuld follow the n~hl·of-w,l)' of I he South Penn ~.drood. ,,, aborli<'<' 
alltmpl by Andro.•w Carnegie and Willl<lm H. V,ond<'rbdt ~f tho :-.e..-.· Yt>rk Centra! Ra1lrood to m'OI<" "able• 
rompelitwn lor the l'rnnovkanM Ro.lm.ld Allho<>gh net·t•r completc-d. the South l"cnn'c 11cntlc grodc•• pruvJJt'd 
a supenor ""!" ro<>lt•. ,, cOlnp.Jrcd tu either l' .S highway> 22 or J(l. tho other P~n<e>}'h-an,a cros-->tale high""Y'· 
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some link, hOW<'ver forced, w1th the st~te's past transportation tradition~. They created an 

insl~ntl)· <JUain t wiling for the pl~zas, a tot~lly functional ~~rvicc st<llion with a hi;torical false 

front completely umd,\ted to the automobJlc em. 'l11e service plazas f0reshadow an almost 

Di;ney<'''l"" reinw•ntion of reality. in which the impositwn of "historic" archil<'clure forces 

a false patina of trildltion, of historical contirnoity. on ~ n"volutionary transport<~tion 

lt'clmology. 

The turnpike's immcdi,,te ;ucce% fon"hadowed ~ignificant <:hanges m American highway 

planning and dt'-'ign. Clearly, the BPR', clmm' that a toll h1ghway could not pay for itself had 

been seriou;ly undt'rmined. The highway's dramatic fmancial return> triggered a post-w~r 

boom m toll road mn;truction that ended only with the passage of the Federal-Aid llighway 

Act of 19%.17•~ The turnpike abo pl~yed ~ role m revising tlw niltion', defense planning. 

The shortcomings of France's ro~d >y>tem in its defe~t to Germany cilst doubt on the H!'R> 

a,;ertion that the nation'' highway netvwrk wa• adequate for natlona I dden;e_ The turnpike's 

l'ffic:ient fnnctinn during Hw war imprc,ed upon Congre;s the importance of efficient 

transport~tion to fa<·ilit,llc internal dcknsc. Cold war anxictie> over a po~sible armed conflict 

with the Soviet Utlirm prov1ded additional impetus for the creation of an integrat.>d system 

of limited acces' highway>, modeled in part on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. 

The Turnpike Commission acted '-luickly in the post-war erJ to extend the turnpike's route, 

fir~t to extend the roaJ to Pitt;burgh and Philadelphia, then to connect it v,ith highway 

"Y'tcms in other 'tateo.lly 1954, the turnpike had been linked with both the :--Jew jersey ,md 

Ohio turnpikes. lly the l~te 1950o. ""motorists coukl travel bdwe<'O M,line and the lndi,ma

Ohio bc>rder {soon to be extended to the Chicag<> metropolitan area) without encountering a 

~ingle stop hght, croos sired or grade crossing."" 17g "il1e turnpike played an esscnti,ll role 

in reinforcing western Pennsylvania's traditional role a~ a transportation corridor in the 20th 

century. 

lhe tumpik<> cl<'arly >Ct a st,mdard for the deoign of American limited ,Kceso highway~. Its 

influence on highway funding v. ,1s much more linn ted Although a number of turnpikes 



bas~d on tilt' Penn,ylvanlJ model were cor"tructed in the Ia!<' t<J~Os and c•arly l<J50s, the • 

rn~jority of superhighway advocates, mcllrding tlw truckmg indr1stry lobby, a utomob1le dubs, 

,md the Americ,m A%ociatum of State Highway Officials, opposed direct user fee' to fund 

and maintAin ar1 inter,tat~ sy,tem. 'lhese groups and r>ther' favored fundmg based on 

g<~sohne taxeo und oth~r automob!l~·rdilt~d items. However, the turnpike's demon,tratcd 

sC~Cce» in facilit,,tLn~ a large volume uf long-distance auto tr,lffic n·rlamly reinforced thl' 

,1rgument fl)r the O'<'iltlon of an interstate lughway tlctwork_ 

The d~,·elopment of thr• network known commonly as thP mter~tate hrghway~ de,·eloped, as 

h<1d other trilnsportutiotl systems b~fon: it. a" a combination of trar1sport,1tion unprov~ment 

public subsidy to the pn\'ille sector, ond ~conomic lc\·eler. 'th~ Cold ;vilr ,,JJcd o new 

dimcn,,ion to the history of trdnoport<llion de,·elopment. The intr·r>tilt<'S were intetlded not 

otlly to pro, ide fo1 civilian travel, but the mm·emt•nt of militsry fr>rce~, as well. 

The interstdte program was the bn,ed son of the Ei,..,nhowcr ildministration's domestic 

programs. In contra_,\ to the r ~d tea I ~lements of the Repubhcan Party who reacted ,,gains! two 

dec~dt'S of Democrutic dominar1ce of nationJl politics by attempting to diomantle significilnt • 

elements oi the NeVY Deal, Prehident Dw1ght Ei>enhowcr d>>umcJ " more moderate posture. 

He and the leaders of the party'> c~nll'r hpt much of the New De<ll pohcws intact, mduding 

planning for an interst.lle highw<~y nl'twork. 

Eisenhower in pi!rticular felt a strong attadunenl to the interstate concept. The president'""' 

the system, like ilh m,my transportation pr~decessors, performing mot<' th;m one important 

function. On~, it would facilitat~ civilian travel by increasing highway ,afcty, rdievmg traffic 

congestion betwec·n urban and suburban atNS, and providing effident linkilge~ between the 

coulltrv's maj<w urban centers Two, it would enhance mtt'rnill defense cap~bilities. Three, 

federill highway spendmg would pronde an effective way to moderate d1ps and peaks in the 

nattonal economy.ln 1956, Congre~' pi!~sed the Interstate Highway Act, which prov1ded fm 

the construchon of 41,000 miles (bter increased tu 42,500 miles] of limited access highways. 

The federal go\ crnmcnt would iund 90% of the cost uf the oystem. 

The interotate highwily~ symboli.ce the ohift in emphasis of Amcrimn tr,moport.ltion 

development m the 20th century. The system accelerated the trilnsitton from mass transit to 
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priv~te tran~portation. In fact, it wa~ the largest smgle factor in that transition in the yea"' 

after World War II The inter5tates definitely impwvt>d trav~l between the natwn's major 

urban centers, and by facilitating commuting betwwn inner city und suburb, contributed 

grc,,tl)' to the wave of post-war suburbanization. However, this process also played a 

significant role in the rapid dderior,\lion of the nation's core cities, as more affluent urban 

dweller~ fled the city for the suburb>. 

The American urban setting changed as n~w communities sprang up by the hundreds along 

the int<>rstat" corridors. Retailer' began to depart downtown areas to move to suburban 

shopping center-;, further depleting the city's tax base. Urban mass transit d~clined, as the 

vast majority of public spending wa~ r~direct~d toward improvements of the automobile 

infr~~tructure. "[Seventy-five] percent of all government transportation dollars (locaL stale, 

and federal) went to sub~idi~e travel by car and truck; only 1 percent was e,1rmnrked for 

urban mas~ trclnoil-" 180 Clearly, federal spending on the inter;tate system represented an 

enormou~ subsidy to the American nuddie cla&s 

The inllcrstate sy,tem has a significant pre;ence in we;tern Pennsylvama. The Penn,ylvania 

Turnpike has been incorporated a' part of Interstate 711, a route running from Washington 

D.C., to c~entml Utah, where it connL'Ct~ with Interstate 15 to complete a trans.contmental 

artery.lnt~erstate RO, a true transcontinental hoghway connecting New York and San Francisco, 

bisect~ the ,t,lte juot north of its ea~t-weot center line. The highway passes through western 

Pennsylvania approximately 50 miles north of Pittsburgh. TI1is road wos originally conc~ived 

ao the Keystone Shortway, a second cross-otate toll highway, but this plan was altered with 

the pahsage of the interst~te highway leg1.>lature in 1956 

As was the case m other parts of the country, l'ennsyh·ania officials s,lW !Jttle reason to 

construct highways with state funding when the federal government could be persuaded to 

pa} 90 percent of the costs. The subject of the political machinations involving local and 

regional efforts to secure additions to the inkrst~te 'Y'tem has not bL>en fully explored, but 

clearly, the commonwealth of Penn~ylvania had much to gain from the designation of a 

~econd East-West interstate route . 

180 Da\'•dwn, N"lwn of ,Vatiatl<, 1!22. 
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Politics a~id<', however, the Keystone Shortway's cr<'aled a valuabl<' lran,portotion art<'ry It • 

became part of the shortest, moot efficient tran~wntuwntal highway route m the country. For 

l'Pnn~ylv ania, it brought ,, modern transport,1tion sy~t<'m to a region that had not enjoyed the 

sam~ levPl of tran~port,,tion improvements as the n•st of western l'ennsyl \'ilnia. 11w highwuy 

also n•lieved conge~tion on the l'<'nnoylvania rurnp1ke. This highway has opened new 

opportunities for econo•nic development for the arc·a through which it p.lh>eS, "' have >o 

many other transportation arteries in the re&ion'_, history. Together, J nter>til tes 70 and 80 have 

reinforced th<' n:gion 's hi,tmic role as an important corridor for tra' el between East ,md West. 

Anotlwr inter<;tate route, lnterst<~te 79, nms north ""d south in th<' extr<>me western part of 

tlw otnte, from thl' West Virgini~ line throu)!,h Pitl~burgh, to Frie. Although this highway 

serves morP as R regional ~rterv, it strengthens the• trad•tioryal trnnsportation link hetween 

Pittsburgh and the Cre~t L1ke>. The highw~y ~lso provides a hmitf'd-~cces> connection 

betwc·cn the two E,Jst-West ioterotMe wrndors. 

The future of we~ tern P<"nnsylvaniu' ~ intcr~tate sy~tem, like that of the systc'm throughout the 

nation, is somcwhill clouded. The maintPnance nc~'d' of this vast network have exceed<'d all • 

early estimate~ '!he int~rstate system required m,lSSI\'e improvements e\·Pn before it was 

completed. The slate'' east-west arteries require m~jor repalf nnd remnstruction.ln an ironic 

twist on the hi,tory of the mtcrstatc program, both state and federal offici~ls dre considering 

senouslv expandmg the st,\tc's current toll road network m order to raise fund; for 

reiurbi~hin~; the ~ystem. The stat<' has studied a concept for converting the Keyst1me 

Shc>rtway into a toll road, as WilS Ofl)!,inally pmpoS<Cd181 The very system that ,.fff'ctivdy 

killed the toll highway movem•·nt may be forced to revive toll-based funding for 115 very 

SUf\'ivaL 

Regardlebs of the e\'elltual solution arrived at fur maintaining the integrity of the region's 

highway systcn1, w~'tern l'enllsyh·ania ~!most rertainly will remain a vitJl corridor in the 

nation'o transportation •wtwork. The United Stah'S has yet to <how any inclin~ tion to dtvorce 

itself from its dependence on motor vehicles as the dommant tf'chnology for transporting 
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p~:;:;er1gers and freight. The region's interstate arteries will continue to proYide an essential 

functum withm the national transportation ndwork. 

Although western Pennsylvania's railroad~ have dechncd steadily since the 1930s, and rapidly 

sinre the end of World WJr IL they still remain as an important element of both the regional 

and national transportahon picture. A number of alteration> in the railroad~' organintwnal 

operational structures have allowed them to pro,·ide efficient freight ~ervice. As traffic 

congestion, urbafl sprawl, air und water pollutonn, and olh<'r environmentallmpacts related 

to automobile u~e worsen, the nallon may make " more concerted dfort to redirect ilb 

enrrgie~ toward other transportation alternatives. More efficient light rail and !ugh-speed rail 

for interurban anti inters!Jte tr~wl may offer viable altematives to automobile trav~L The 

repl,Kement of the automobile a~ the mainstay of American may strike ~orne a~ pure fantasy. 

But who in 1900 would have predicted the decline and eventuJl demis<> of the railroad 

oligarchy> (See figure 20 ,,t the end of th1s chapter) 

The historic funct1on~ of the we,tern P<>nnsylvM1ia transportation corridor have evolved in 

u dramatic and complex pattern over th<> centurif's, yet the corridor·~ es~ential character has 

remained remarkably consist<>nL The region still enjoys a vital geographic location that 

cstJbli.>hcs it as a natural crossroads, regardless of the technolop,ical change~ thut have Iuken 

pl,Jce over time. Its existing transpor!Jtion ~ystem" still can udapt to whatever direction 

national transportation devdoprnents may take. Although western Pennsylvania'~ traditional 

industrial base hab all but evaporJted, the evolution of its urban and rural areas will still 

require· lhe support of a lransportatJOn nen.mrk_ In all of Pittsburgh's radical chang<'s over 

the bst 40 years, one improvement to its infrastructure perhaps best symbolize~ western 

t'~nnsylvaniu's link to its hi~toric traditions: the construction of a ne\V airport to serve as a 

hub for a major air carrier. As it h~s so often in the past, tran~portation technology will 

continue to adapt to the complex landscape of western Pennsylvania . 

'" 



fJ<.URl 18: ROUTL #350 NL'R T\J<O>IF, ~I.A!U COUNTY, PA. E.uly hiSh" •)' con>trttC(JUH prow<t> 
olkn lot tlw contour; nl the O\l<rl><mding l•nd>e,lpe, n.d c,,,,,,_,y ,f !lw !'.·'"""'''""''' 51!1/c 
Ard'"""'· l!»m<!wg, I'A-

• 

flcURE19: C"All RmGE Cn, Ocro"'R, 1940. rho mmo '"phi;ti"lled Pemhyil'.1n1a rumptk<' 
h,;J ,, m<>rh·Jiy ~;re,tN ""F"cl "" the 1->nd. Ct•llrk<-" 'I' lir,· p,.,m<yli·o~""' .;tal<' A• ,·fu;,,·,, Jl,>rri<ll"rg. 
I'll. 
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PHOTO 2U: EXlA V HI<JN ..OR THF FOU><OATIO>< OF THE U.S. STHL 8UJLDI"G, PITT~8URGFI, 1966. 

TI1c cxca,·ation unco•·en.'d th~ tunnel< of the Pcnn<ylvania M.lin Line C<lnol anJ the• 
l'eMsylvanlo Railroad. Thl> extroor<hnory JUXtopoeoMr> ;llw"ratcs the war in wh>eh 
tro~;p,>rt,\t.n<> )-.olpod lo·o tho diy'c fo~r.d.otioc, .1~d .1lso "Fobl1ll'< ihc• h1ctori< bk bot':.'C'<'n !he 
tr,m_,portatwn oml oteel ,ndo<trJo<. Cmale.<y of /!1< Hrslonml 5<~J<Iy <if We_,,,.," P<"'"·'YIPallia 
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As the nation's principal conser~~ation agency, the Department of the Interior has responsibility for most 
of our nationally owned pubhc lands and natural resources ThiS tncludes fostenng sound use of our land 
and water resources: protecting our fosh, Wildlife, and boolog•cal diverstty; preseN1ng the environmental 
and cultural values of our nattonal parks and h1sloncal places; and providing for the enjoyment of life 
through outdoor recreation_ The department assesses our energy and mineral rssources and works to 
ensure that their development is 111 the best onterssts of all our people by encouragtng stewardship and 
Citizen participation 1n their c:are The department also has a major responsibility for American Indian 
reservation communities and for people who live in island territories under U.S adm1nistra!Lon 

The Southwestern Pennsylvania Henlage Preservation Commission IS a federally appointed organ1zat1on 
within the Department of the lntenor. The comm>SSIOfl is a catalyst for pannership efforts to conserve, 
interpret, and promote the sites, landscapes, and stories of America's mdustnal hentage ill southwestern 
Pennsylvania Through this conservatiOn and commemorahan effort, the commiSSIOn wLII also stimulate 
economLC development in the region. Th1s product was prepared lor the cornmiSSIOfl through a partnership 
effort with the National Park Service 

NPS 0·84, May 1994 
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