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Tourism in the United States began in the early 1820s. At first a small-scale phenomenon based on activities of the British and European upper classes, tourism’s growth in the U.S. was steady and strong through that decade and into the next. With each step, the actions of well-moneyed travelers shaped and changed the places they touched. In doing so, they created something that would persist, in some ways nearly unchanged, to this day.[footnoteRef:-1] [-1:  The model of tourism I use rejects the typical definition of “tourist” as necessarily being from the middle classes, a far too rigid model that has been forwarded by, for example, Paul Fussell, James Buzard, Harvey Levenstein and others. Tourism arose from somewhere, and early tourists operating in relative small numbers were, nonetheless, still tourists. See, for example, Mark Rennella and Whitney Walton, “Planned Serendipity: American Travelers and the Transatlantic Voyage in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” Journal of Social History 38, 2 (Winter, 2004), 365-383 for a similar argument.] 

The roots of American tourism began with mineral springs and spas. Sought out for their theoretical health benefits, the people who lived near or owned land at these spas began to build accommodations for those who chose to visit, and then, in the first decade of the 1800s, to build hotels modeled in many ways on those found in American and European cities. The most popular of these were located in New York State, just north of the capitol, Albany. Their growth was assisted by the occasional presence of the wealthiest persons in the state, who either owned land at or near the spas or who visited Albany on government business and then chose to make small side trips to the springs. 
While some Americans were quite wealthy, none of their fortunes could approach that of the richest Britons or Europeans, and in many ways these early tourists were closer to being haute-bourgeois, both in terms of their disinclination to carelessly spend and in their values. Consequently, most of their vacation sites and transportation facilities were quite basic, even by the standards of the day. However, that began to change as the new republic aged, and by the early 1820s  a new aesthetic emerged that sought out more comfort and steadily better facilities, including hotels and facilities for transportation. For the former, there was a distinct desire to increase comfort and decorative luxury; for the latter, there was a cost-based push to provide ever-faster and more reliable transportation.  In the era before the American Civil War (1861-1865) the culture of American tourism – or, more accurately, the culture of American tourist leisure - would never approach that of Europe. American tourists tended to be much more directed in their travels, much more deliberate in how they spent their time and money, and much less willing to sacrifice long periods of time on vacation. All of these factors meant that American tourists wanted to get where they were going fast, to spend as little as possible getting there, and were much warier about (or were, perhaps, less able to afford) conspicuous consumption.[footnoteRef:0]  [0:  See Richard Gassan, The Birth of American Tourism: New York, the Hudson Valley, and American Culture, 1790-1830 (Amherst: U. of Massachusetts Press, 2008). There is a small but growing literature about tourism in the U.S. before the Civil War, including: John Sears, Sacred Places: American Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth Century (Amherst: U. Massachusetts Press, 1989); Dona Brown, Inventing New England: Regional Tourism in the Nineteenth Century (Smithsonian, 1995); Cindy Aron, Working at Play: A History of Vacations in the United States (Oxford U. Press, 1999); David Stradling, Making Mountains: New York City and the Catskills (Seattle: U. of Washington Press, 2007); Barbara Penner, Newlyweds on Tour: Honeymooning in Nineteenth-Century America (Durham, NH: U. Press of New England, 2009).] 

Thus, transportation was an essential element in American tourism, and fast and efficient transportation was perhaps the single most important key to the creation of tourism in the United States. Tourists were willing pay a premium to get where they were going, and as a result, that influx of capital helped to build some of the most advanced transportation routes in the world. It is not an accident that these transportation systems tended to appear along routes frequented by tourists.
Transport for these tourists essentially began with steamboats. In a development entirely unrelated to tourism, the first steamboat line operating in the United States (outside of an early effort near Philadelphia) was started by Robert Fulton in 1807. The Hudson River Steamboat Line ran from New York City to Albany and was from the start intended to serve a wealthy and powerful class of people: those who needed to travel from New York City, then emerging as the country’s primary center for finance and business, and Albany, New York State’s administrative and legal center. The line was always an upper-class endeavor, with tickets priced at an exorbitant amount ($7 each way at a time when an urban laborer could make around $21 a month).[footnoteRef:1] With the steamboat, a traveler was able to travel from New York City to Albany in a half day, a journey that previously could have taken as long as five days or even longer with unfavorable winds.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  See Cynthia Owen Philip, Robert Fulton: A Biography (New York: Franklin Watts, 1985) for a solid account of Fulton’s steamboat line; also, Andrea Sutcliffe, Steam: The Untold Story of America’s First Invention (Palgrave, 2004). The monthly wage for an agricultural worker in the Philadelphia area in 1807 was about $7, or around one-third of the monthly pay for a common laborer in the city. See Donald R. Adams Jr., “Wage Rates in the Early National Period: Philadelphia, 1785–1830,” Journal of Economic History 28, no. 3 (September 1968): 404–26.]  [2:  James Flexner, Steamboats Come True (New York: Viking Press, 1944), 25.] 

Early tourists began to use the steamboat to go to the country’s first tourist destination, the mineral springs at Ballston Spa, where the country’s first major hotel outside of a city, the Sans Souci, was completed in 1807. Soon after, as the springs at Ballston began to dry up (perhaps from excessive building near them) tourists shifted their attendance to the more plentiful waters at Saratoga Springs, just a few kilometers up the road from Ballston. Saratoga’s first hotel was finished in 1810.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Nancy Goyne Evans, “The Sans Souci, a Fashionable Resort Hotel in Ballston
Spa,” Winterthur Portfolio 6 (1970), 111-126; Thomas A. Chambers, Drinking the Waters: Creating an American Leisure Class at Nineteenth-Century Mineral Springs (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2002); Jon Sterngass, First Resorts: Pursuing Pleasure at Saratoga Springs, Newport, and Coney Island (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001).] 

The spas, particularly Saratoga Springs, steadily expanded and by 1812 these two closely linked destinations had several more modern hotels and were poised to build more. The War of 1812, followed by  a “year without a summer” (1816) and then a financial panic (1819) meant that everything was in stasis, but by 1820 the tourists had returned and the springs began a rapid expansion. Within four years, they had North America’s largest single non-urban collection of hotels, able to accommodate as much as two thousand tourists at a time. All this built on a tourist season that rarely lasted longer than two or three months, from June through September.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Gassan, Birth of American Tourism, 34-40.] 

A tourist visiting the springs from New York City traveled to Albany on the steamboat. There, they either hired coaches or even wagons for the journey to Saratoga or rode the once-a-week Post Coach that, in 1821, expanded to three days a week. Numerous diaries speak of the poor conditions of the roads and coaches, but as more tourists traveled on them a parallel effort was made to appeal to this new market. An 1823 advertisement touted the new “good easy carriages” on the Post Coach route, and the next year a new line arose that touted its “elastic, or spring cushions.” Its expensive new carriages were, in the words of a tourist, “lined on the inside with read [sic] Morocco and cushions of the same… the out side [sic] was painted red with a deep border of green, yellow and a great deal of gilt,” all done, she asserted, “merely…to induce Passengers to go in this line instead of the other.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Post coach line announced in “The Springs,” Saratoga Sentinel (Saratoga Springs, NY), 6 June 1821, p. 3 col. 4; “Steam Boat Mails” (carriages), Saratoga Sentinel, 8 July 1823, p. 3 col. 2. “Spring Cushions,” Saratoga Sentinel, 11 August 1824, p. 3. Carriages described: S. A. [Sarah Ann] Merry to Robert D. C. Merry, 28 June 1828, letter 1, folder 79, Bradley Family Papers, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.] 

Steady increases in the quality and frequency of stage lines occurred throughout the 1820s, much of them caused by the pressure of tourists and other travelers – one newspaper credited the increase to quite a few factors: “the attractions of the fine natural scenes in different parts of the state…; the fashionable resort of the Springs; the number, elegance and cheapness of travelling vehicles, … [And] improvements made since last season … [including] the stage coaches to the Spring.”[footnoteRef:6] By this point, tourists were traveling to Saratoga and elsewhere using a wide variety of land-based travel, so much so that the local newspaper reported in the summer of 1826 that “there were on Thursday morning in front of our principal hotels 32 post coaches and hacks, nearly all of which had arrived the evening previous with passengers, and all departed that morning for the north, west, or south, or for the purpose of conveying parties of pleasure to different places of resort in the vicinity.”[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Anon, “Notwithstanding…”, Saratoga Sentinel, 27 June 1826, p. 3 col. 3. Traffic across the state was significant: “The number of persons passing Utica in freight and packet boats during the last season has exceeded 40,000”on the new Erie Canal, reported The New York Canal Commissioners’ Annual Report of the Canal Commissioners (Albany, N.Y.: Croswell, Barnum & Van Benthuysen, 1826), 16. ]  [7:  “The Springs,” Saratoga Sentinel, 22 August 1826, p. 3 col. 1.] 

The roads themselves, though, were always a problem. Little acknowledged at the time in the popular press, travel along the country’s miserable dirt roads was always an issue. One solution that was introduced was the idea of the turnpike, a privately built toll road that in theory funded repairs through its revenues. For a historian, discerning much of anything about the history and development of turnpikes is frustrating.  The geographer David Meinig has noted that “in most cases it is impossible to get much information on the actual condition of the roadway (an important and highly variable factor), and in nearly all there is no really satisfactory measure of the volume of traffic.”[footnoteRef:8] However, one of the better documented turnpikes lay along that tourist corridor from Albany to Ballston and Saratoga. The Albany and Schenectady Turnpike, first chartered in 1797, was one of the first built in New York State. That road was considered quite good, relatively speaking – one 1830 traveler claimed that the “rapidity with which these stages travel [on the turnpike] gives but small opportunity for conversation or observation.”[footnoteRef:9] The road north from Schenectady to Saratoga Springs, on the other hand, was often criticized as dusty, rutted, and unpleasant. Little, however, was done about it. Various efforts were made to create a Saratoga Turnpike Company and several charters were granted, but for all intents and purposes the road remained miserable, enough so that a newspaper could claim, in 1829, that “Hundreds are annually deterred from visiting the Springs in consequence of the fatigue, perplexity and oftentimes danger of a journey over our proverbially wretched roads.”[footnoteRef:10] Clearly, from travelers’ accounts, many, if not most turnpikes were in dismal shape, despite the tolls ostensibly collected for their maintenance. We do know that the Albany to Schenectady route would eventually be paved with stone at a cost of some $10,000 per square mile, but not until at least the mid-1830s.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  David W. Meinig, “Geography of Expansion,” in John Henry Thompson, ed., The Geography of New York State (Syracuse U. Press, 1977), 156.]  [9:  Stephen Allen Travel Diary [transcript], 8 July 1830, p. 146.  Stephen Allen Papers, New York Public Library.]  [10:  Charters were granted in 1811 and 1816 but no company emerged; a second push happened in 1829 and again in 1832 but once again there appears to have been no real action. Quote: “Saratoga and Schenectady Railroad,” The Ariel: A Semimonthly Literary and Miscellaneous Gazette (v. 6, no. 9) 18 August 1832, 135.]  [11:  Operators of the turnpike complained in 1831 that the expenses of maintenance limited their profits to only three percent per year – “Report of the Committee on the Establishment and Improvement of Roads and Bridges…” Documents of the Assembly of the State of New York (Albany: E. Croswell, 1831), vol. 2, no. 132, 1-2; Joseph Austin Durrenberger, Turnpikes: A Study of the Toll Road Movement in the Middle Atlantic States and Maryland (Valdosta, GA: Southern Stationary and Printing, 1931), 87, cited by David Yehling Allen, “Mapping an Expanding Empire State, 1790-1830: A Study in the History of Cartography,” http://www.dyasites.com/maps/nysbook/Chapter9b.htm, accessed 25 Sep 2011.] 

It is not that there weren’t solutions in the 1820s to the problem of bad roads. But good roads cost money, and that was lacking when it came to turnpikes. One expensive but highly effective new technology of the 1820s was to macadamize road surfaces. This mixture of tar and gravel created a much smoother road that was resistant to the decay dirt roads inevitably suffered. However, its cost meant that it would be rarely used in the U.S. First introduced in 1823 on the Boonsborough Turnpike in Maryland, it wasn’t until 1830 that a second such road opened, also in Maryland. Although the rate of adoption was greater in the 1830s, it was still very rare to find a macadamized road.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  One curious solution was the “plank road,” particularly popular in the 1840s: see John Majewski, Christopher Baer and Daniel B. Klein, “Responding to Relative Decline: The Plank Road Boom of Antebellum New York,” The Journal of Economic History, v. 53, no. 1 (Mar., 1993), 106-122.] 


Even as these turnpikes were being built another major form of transportation had arrived in the state: the canal. Long a dream of planners, American canals suffered for decades from a lack of financing, both public and private. In 1817, the governor of New York State took a dramatic step by issuing massive state bonds to finance the construction of the Erie Canal, the state and country’s largest-ever public works project.[footnoteRef:13] With one terminal adjacent to the Hudson River at Albany and a terminus in Buffalo on Lake Erie some 584km (363 miles) distant, the canal signaled a major improvement in transportation across the state. For passengers, canal travel, with its placid (albeit slow) pace, was significantly better in terms of comfort from the jostle of a carriage on a poorly maintained dirty road. As early as 1820, five years before the canal’s official opening, tourists were plying completed segments of the canal in custom-built, elegantly decorated boats.[footnoteRef:14] By the time of its completion, the canal would operate a number of these boats, and a canal journey was considered to be an essential part of the tourist experience. “It is a very pleasant, cheap, and expeditious mode of traveling,” one guidebook from 1824 opined, with boats “ingeniously and well constructed… [that] furnish good tables, and a wholesome and rich fare.”[footnoteRef:15] Tourists taking the canal from Albany faced a long haul, though: the 37 kilometers (23 miles) of canal between Albany and Schenectady was the slowest stretch, with some twenty-seven locks. Traveling that segment could take as much as twelve hours, and for many tourists it made more sense to travel to Schenectady to start their journey off to Niagara. For those destined for Saratoga or Ballston, travel on the canal made no sense, other than the novelty it offered. Thus tourist travel on the canal was composed of those headed onward from Schenectady, for Niagara and the other offerings of interior New York State. [footnoteRef:16] Parsing out the number of tourists, as opposed to other travelers, using the canal is impossible; however, one can look at the growth of tourism at Niagara Falls, which grew dramatically through the 1820s, from one hotel on the Canadian side just after the War of 1812 to dozens on both sides by the 1830s, and one can extrapolate from that to gain a sense of the size of that traffic.[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  The best recent history of the canal is Carol Sheriff, The Artificial River: The Erie Canal and the Paradox of Progress, 1817-1862. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996).]  [14:  Gassan, Birth of American Tourism…, 98.]  [15:  Horatio Gates Spafford, A Pocket Guide for the Tourists and Traveller, Along the Line of the Canals (New York: T. and J. Swords, 1824), 17.]  [16:  John Vandewater, The Tourist: Or Pocket Manual for Travellers (New York: J. & J. Harper, 1831), 36. Sheriff, The Artificial River, 53-54, 59-60. Packet boats traveled the slow stretch of the canal through the 1820s, but by 1831 they were no longer servicing that portion of the canal. They did, however, continue on the rest of the canal until the arrival of the railroad paralleling the length of the canal in the 1840s.]  [17:  For the development of Niagara tourism see, for example, Pierre Berton, Niagara: A History of the Falls (New York: Penguin, 1992) or Gassan, Birth of American Tourism, 92-104. For honeymooning at Niagara, Penner, Newlyweds on Tour; also see Gassan, “Trains to Niagara: Railroads and the Culture of Tourism, 1820-1860,” forthcoming. It is almost impossible to determine how many passengers used the canal; the annual reports from the Canal Commissioners are frustratingly inconsistent about the sources of tolls, and at least in the 1820s and 1830s they did not report passenger numbers or toll receipts.] 

Throughout the 1820s, the growth of tourism in upstate New York dwarfed all other such tourist areas in the United States. Tourists did travel elsewhere – to mineral springs in the mountains of Virginia, for example, or to springs in Pennsylvania, to Sharon Springs in Connecticut, or to the beaches of northern New Jersey, Long Island, or Boston. But the growth of all these other sites was far slower than in New York State. More importantly, perhaps, upstate New York’s cultural impact dwarfed them all. Throughout the 1820s, in books, newspapers, journals, and art, tourism was identified as being synonymous with travel along the Hudson, to Saratoga Springs, and onward to Niagara Falls. It would not be until the 1830s that other sites – most notably the mountains in northern New Hampshire – would begin to compete with this, and even then the numbers of tourists successfully reaching there would remain a fraction of what was happening in New York.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Gassan, Birth of American Tourism, passim, for a discussion of the art, literature, and media coverage of tourism in this era. For the spread of tourism elsewhere, see the other literature about early tourism noted in an earlier footnote.] 

This press of tourists meant that powerful economic forces were shaping transportation in New York State. As tourism increased up and down the Hudson Valley in the early 1820s, the Hudson River Steamboat Company (Robert Fulton’s line) responded, adding more boats, increasing their luxury, and segmenting their market into less and more expensive boats. However, that company’s monopoly on Hudson River steamboat travel – set in law by the state of New York in an obviously counter-competitive move – was shattered in a landmark 1824 case, Gibbons v. Ogden.[footnoteRef:19] Immediately, new steamboat lines began a savage competition with the Hudson River company, and in the process the cost of a steamboat ticket plummeted: by 1827, it would cost as little as fifty cents to travel the route on the cheapest line, down from the seven dollars it had cost just five years before. That competition made it ever easier for larger numbers of tourists to come northward, and that flood of new travelers spurred the creation of new lines of transportation.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Maurice Baxter, The Steamboat Monopoly: Gibbons v. Ogden, 1824 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972).]  [20:  The crash in fares rapidly led to the death of the Hudson River Steamboat Company. Kenneth John Myers, “Art and Commerce in Jacksonian America: The Steamboat Albany Commission,” Art Bulletin 82, no. 3 (September, 2000), 520.] 

As the 1830s dawned, railroads had been a matter of great excitement for nearly a decade in the United States. In 1830 several industrial railroads were operating, but the nation’s first commercial railroad, the Baltimore and Ohio, opened in May, 1830 as a “common carrier,” open to all customers. While the private railroads are important for historians of engineering, for economic history the first common carriers are the most important since they have to operate, more or less, in an open market. [footnoteRef:21] The Baltimore and Ohio did not serve a tourist route. However, the nation’s second commercial railroad did. Built on that small stretch of territory between Albany and Schenectady, the Mohawk and Hudson Railroad opened for business in August of 1831.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Railroad historians endlessly debate what defines a railroad: is it the point at which it was chartered? Tracks laid? Or when cars begin moving down the track? For the purposes of this paper, the key factor is when the railroad started carrying passengers as a common carrier. Using that rubric, then, the first such railroad was the Baltimore and Ohio.]  [22:  The railroad was renamed the Albany & Schenectady in 1847; in 1853 it would be incorporated into the New York Central Railroad, the country’s first consolidated railroad system.] 

The population of New York State was then, as now, concentrated in and around New York City and it would seem logical that railroads would have first been built there. In fact, an early railroad would soon open within the city, but complications of cost and geography slowed the effort to build lines connecting the city to anywhere else.[footnoteRef:23] Despite those complications, it seems almost counter-intuitive that it was the Mohawk and Hudson that would be the first to be completed in New York. Far from the state’s greatest concentration of population, it ran from an admittedly important town (Albany) to one of near-insignificance (Schenectady). However, in terms of the transportation geography of the state, the route was one of the most important, as we’ve already seen. [23:  The first railroad in New York City, the Harlem Rail Road, opened in November, 1832, from  Prince Street along Bowery St. northward to 14th Street. Another stretch opened in June, 1833 along Fourth Street to 32nd St. Lines that connected New York to, say, Albany, would take decades, obstructed by difficulties in constructing along the Hudson River and political obstruction from river interests. Consequently, the Hudson River Railroad did not open until 1851. Other routes already served by steamboats, like the one to New Haven, were likewise hampered; the New York and New Haven Railroad didn’t open until 1849.] 

But this route was already being served: there was already was a turnpike, and one could take a comfortable and pleasant, if slow, canal boat. There should have been of a threat of ample enough competition to discourage the builders of this new railroad. Further, under the laws of New York, a railroad could not just be built without permission; it needed to obtain a charter from the state legislature in order to be built and operate. The legislature then had historically and demonstrably been protective of existing businesses. Despite that, the new railroad was able to obtain a charter - clearly, it had deep pockets, both in a financial and a political sense. Nonetheless, the enormous capital expense and continuing good tax revenues from the Erie Canal trumped the railroad in some ways, and the charter that emerged had measures to protect the primacy of the canal. (Note, however, that the turnpike company got nothing from the new charter, despite its best efforts.)[footnoteRef:24] [24:  New York State Legislature, An Act to Incorporate the Mohawk and Hudson Railroad Company (Albany: Edwin Croswell, 1826). Over the next five years, the turnpike’s operators unsuccessfully sought to gain the same legal protections as the canal; see the “Report of the Committee…” Documents of the Assembly of the State of New York, vol. 2, no. 132.] 

Consequently, while the railroad was not forbidden from carrying cargo altogether during the months the canal was in operation (the canal closed for winter), it could never charge less than the canal for freight.[footnoteRef:25] This seemingly crippling restriction was, in fact, not a problem at all: in fact, the railroad was essentially incapable of carrying anything more than passengers and their baggage and would not be able to do so for another fifteen years. And so from the start, the railroad’s survival depended on finding enough passengers willing to pay seventy-five cents for the journey.  [25:  Frank Walker Stevens, The Beginnings of the New York Central Railroad: A History. (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1926), 85. Sheriff, The Artificial River, 173.] 

This fact, that this was solely a passenger railroad (at least at first), seems to have eluded this historians of railroading. Then, and now, observers of railroads were obsessed with their ability to carry freight. In the 1820s and 1830s, every précis and exultation over railroads lauded their ability to haul freight and thus advance commerce; freight was seen as the chief reason for the existence of railroads. However, ironically, the technology of the day was not capable of hauling significant amounts of freight except under extremely circumscribed conditions. Most of the few other railroads in existence that did haul freight did so along a track that either was dead flat (the Quincy Quarry Railroad) or which had a slight downhill angle from the point at which the freight was loaded to where it was unloaded. (Specifically, this was the case with the Maunch Chunk Railroad in Pennsylvania.) 
The Mohawk and Hudson Railroad’s weakness in hauling freight came from two major deficiencies. First was the major problem of simply possessing  locomotives. When it opened in 1831, the railroad owned just one, the DeWitt Clinton; it was only the fourth such engine built in the U.S.[footnoteRef:26]  It was highly unreliable and remarkably weak, unable to haul much more than three or four passenger-carrying carriages along with a small luggage cart. The second problem was with the line itself: unlike the other railroads operating at the time, it was not absolutely flat. Its profile meant that trains had to climb up a very modest escarpment on either end of the railroad – around 40 meters over two kilometers at Schenectady (around 120 feet over one mile), and a similar rise near Albany. The  solution to mounting these heights was to unhitch the locomotives at a crucial point of each rise and then to lash the lead car to ropes attached to stationary engines that pulled trains to the top. Finally, the railroad’s tracks were too weak for heavy loads: the base wasn’t firm enough and the rails were prone to breaking -  in an early version of rails, the plate iron slats that surfaced the wooden rails would break free and curl upward, occasionally tearing into the floors of the carriages; and the stringers would often shift or crack. All of these technical problems took nearly sixteen years to solve.[footnoteRef:27] The problem with the locomotives would continue for some time, and consequently most of the cars in those first years were pulled by horses, which were much more reliable, if somewhat slower. The reliance on horses would continue for the next fifteen years, despite steady improvements in locomotives. It would not be until 1841 – a full decade after operations had begun – that the Schenectady stationary engine was eliminated, and until 1844 for the Albany engine to finally be done with. Because of these limitations, until the 1850s the line’s ability to carry much freight at all was extremely attenuated, and it would remain strongly oriented toward passengers. This reflected in its revenues: in 1833, the first year it carried any freight, its passenger revenues were twenty times larger than those from freight; they were five times larger in 1837; and as late as 1847 were more than twice as large.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  The engine was named after the recently (1828) deceased former New York governor who, ironically, had been the driving force in the building of the Erie Canal. ]  [27:  Stevens, The Beginnings of the New York Central, 29-30, 32-36, 111. Rails were at first made of wood with metal caps and were prone to curling upward as they broke, breaking through the floors of the cars. Even figuring out the shape of the (eventually all-steel) rail was an engineering feat that took years.]  [28:  Stevens, The Beginnings of the New York Central, 36-38 (horses); 40-46 (locomotives). The railroad discontinued the use of horses around 1844; 69-71 (Schenectady plane); 79-85 (Albany plane); 102 (revenues).] 

And yet, despite these seemingly insuperable limitations, this short railroad had an enormous impact. It was, after all, the first commercial – “open operator” - railway operating in the northeastern United States. Therefore, its success or failure was inevitably going to be closely monitored by the boosters of railways.
So how did it do? In fact, it was an enormous success. In its first year of operation, only a partial year since the line did not open until June, it earned operating profits of around 47%, carrying some 9,032 passengers in all, or about 332 per day. Over the next seven years, from 1832 to 1839,  its cumulative profit would grow by 38 percent.[footnoteRef:29] These profits are even more remarkable when one considers the railroad’s inability – both technical and by charter – to carry any substantial freight. Also, there were heavy capital expenses stemming from the need for constant innovation and high repair costs due to the feebleness of the early technology. Profits like those could not but help be noticed by the larger community of investors and railroad enthusiasts. Consequently, they had a remarkable impact on the creation of the mania for building railroads that flared so widely in the United States in the 1830s. This impact has been overlooked by historians of early railroading, in large part because of what would happen in the 1840s and 1850s, as trains and tracks and railroad technology improved enough to allow railroads to have the staggering effect on the nation’s commerce that is widely and justifiably celebrated.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  “The Travel from Albany – Rail Road Statistics,” The New England Farmer 26 October 1831 (v. 10, no. 15), 117. In 1832, the line earned $51,675 for costs of $27,310. From 1832 to 1839 it earned $832,200 for costs of $511,500 (both numbers rounded); Stevens, New York Central, 102.]  [30:  The history of this earliest decade of railroading in the U.S. is frustratingly thin. For example, Albro Martin, Railroads Triumphant: The Growth, Rejection, and Rebirth of a Vital American Force (Oxford, 1992) dismisses the early years in twenty or thirty unreferenced pages. Sarah Gordon, Passage to Union: How the Railroads Transformed American Life, 1829-1929 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1996) does much the same, rapidly moving past the 1820s and 1830s so that by her second chapter she is already in the 1850s. Earlier histories of railroading likewise tend to elide past this earliest era. George Rogers Taylors’ seminal The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Wilson, 1951) was transfixed with railroads’ ability to move freight and thus ignored its earliest incarnation as a passenger system.] 

But returning to the Mohawk and Hudson: while it is difficult to directly measure the impact of tourism on this particular railroad, there is quite a bit of circumstantial evidence to support the assertion that tourism was a major factor in these huge profits. After all, the line did lie precisely in the middle of the tourist corridor between the Hudson River and the Erie Canal. Its ability to cut almost twelve hours from what one could do on the canal is impressive. But what about its other main land competition, the turnpike? Compared to that, a ride on the railroad only halved the time – from three hours on the pike to an hour and a half on the train – which would not be a  significant savings in terms of time for, say, an emigrant to the west. And it was expensive: to take a train, one had to spend three quarters of a dollar, at least twice as much than the coach.[footnoteRef:31] If one were to wish to economize, taking the turnpike would be the logical choice. What the railroad offered, therefore, was speed, and even in the early 1830s, tourists were the most speed-sensitive customers around.  [31:  Figures for coach journeys are difficult to obtain, but one tourist paid twenty-five cents for a coach ride from New York to Harlem – about fifteen miles – in 1836. John Berkley Grimball Diary No. 5 (16 July - 30August 1836) [typescript], 16, Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina Library.] 

Therefore, it is highly suggestive that tourists were one of the key constituencies for the new railroad. Further evidence can be found in the accounts of tourists and in the guidebooks written for them: it is clear that they were well prepared and anticipating the novelty of train travel. [footnoteRef:32]  For example, when the fifteen-year-old Katherine Sedgewick rode the railroad in 1835, she had clear expectations: to “whirl along with such velocity as scarcely to be able to see what was passing… [and to be] constantly in dread of an accident.”[footnoteRef:33] She was, in fact, disappointed at the relative speed; others, though, were not: as one 1833 traveler recorded that he while being pulled “over the Rail with horses at the rate of twelve miles the hour… [we] met the Engine, at high Steam, passing us like the wind at the rate of 20 miles the hour.”[footnoteRef:34] [32:  There was a flourishing market in tourist guidebooks by the early 1830s. See Richard Gassan, “The First American Tourist Guidebooks: Authorship and the Print Culture of the 1820s,” Book History 8 (2005), 51-74, for a discussion of the foundations of that trade.]  [33:  Katherine Sedgewick (Minot) 1835 travel journal, [2], Box 83A, Sedgwick Family Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society. Her expectations for rail travel may have been created by the many descriptions in newspapers or in guidebooks. Some of the earliest guidebook references to the railroad are: Joseph Ingraham, A Manual for the Use of Visiters [sic] to the Falls of Niagara (Buffalo: Charles Faxon, 1834), 14: “All know how to get to Albany, and from that to Schenectady the visiter [sic] will go by the rail road”; Theodore Dwight, The Northern Traveller and Northern Tour (New York: Goodrich & Wiley, 1834), 37-38 (a long descriptive paragraph); John Vandewater, The Tourist, or Pocket Manual for Travellers (Harper & Brothers, 1834), 42-43 (a shorter descriptive paragraph). ]  [34:  Anonymous Travel Diary, August 20, 1833, Oliver-Gowan Collection, Huntington Library.] 

Still, the very existence and the clear evidence of the success of the Mohawk and Hudson Railroad does not make a definitive case for tourism having an impact on this seminal period of American railroading. A much better case can be made when considering the existence of the third railroad started in New York State: the Saratoga and Schenectady Railroad, opened for business in May, 1832. Chartered quickly with a significant sum of money pledged by prominent local businessmen, construction began in August, 1831, two weeks after the commencement of the Mohawk and Hudson.[footnoteRef:35] At first it ran only as far as Ballston Spa, some twenty kilometers (thirteen miles) short of Saratoga; the full line was finished the following spring. Like the Mohawk & Hudson, this railroad carried almost only passengers, for the same technical reasons as the Mohawk and Hudson, and like it the Saratoga and Schenectady relied heavily on horses for much of its first decade. Despite that, a tourist could now, under ideal conditions, travel by rail from Albany to Saratoga in a mere three and a half hours.[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  It had a starting capital of $150,000 and a total cost of $297,237.  Samuel Augustus Mitchell, Mitchell’s Compendium of the Internal Improvements of the United States (Philadelphia: Mitchell & Hinman, 1835), 22. “Railroad,” Baltimore Patriot, 26 August 1831, 2 (reprinting an article from the New York Merchant Advisor).]  [36:  Balthasar H. Meyer, History of Transportation in the United States Before 1860. (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institute, 1917), 358.William Leete Stone, Reminiscences of Saratoga. (New York: Virtue & Yorston, 1875), 182. ] 

 It was a seasonal railway – not because of weather, but due to its reliance on summer tourists. “Winter traffic was so light,” one history of Saratoga records, “that the regular trains were abandoned altogether, and what business there was[,] was take care of by horse and cutter [sleigh].”[footnoteRef:37] The height of rail traffic was the height of the tourist season, with thrice-daily trains in July and August and twice a day from September to December and April to July. The historian Thomas Chambers, drawing numbers from the diary of Daniel Benedict, the railroad’s first ticket agent and station master, reports that in its first year of operation the railroad “carried over twenty-one hundred passengers during May and as many as forty-one hundred during one week in August.”[footnoteRef:38] Two years later, John Jervis, the railroad’s first manager, claimed that in the first week of August of 1833, in the first tourist season of operation of the completed line between Schenectady to Saratoga, it carried some three hundred passengers a day.[footnoteRef:39] [37:  Meyer, History of Transportation, 358.]  [38:  Daniel Benedict Diary, 1831-32, Saratoga Springs City Historian’s Office, 3 June and 13 August, 1833, cited in Chambers, Drinking the Waters, 13]  [39:  J.B. Jervis, “Locomotive Steam Engine,” Mechanic’s Magazine, and Journal of the Mechanics’ Institute 2 (Aug, 1833), 77. ] 

The linkage between this railroad and tourism was noticed outside of New York State. For example, in the summer of 1832, The Ariel, a Philadelphia literary magazine, hailed the opening of the Saratoga and Schenectady in terms of its impact on tourism: “The Springs,” it wrote, “will now be brought within a short and elegant ride from Albany and New York, and several of the southern cities.” Tourists “from the south… will be able to reach the Springs from Albany in about three and a half hours,” riding an “elegant, safe, and airy conveyance” in carriages “probably the best of the kind that have ever been made in the United States.”[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  “Saratoga and Schenectady Railroad,” The Ariel, a Semimonthly Literary and Miscellaneous Gazette 6 (August, 1832), 135.] 

Further evidence of tourism’s impact on early railroading is found in New York’s fourth railroad. It, too, was built in the Albany area and was also dedicated to connecting the head of steam boat navigation on the Hudson River to the springs.  The Rensselaer & Saratoga Railroad (later known as the Troy & Ballston) was chartered in 1832 and was finished three years later. Operationally, it had very little reason for existence other than to serve tourists eager to get to and from Saratoga and Ballston.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Gideon Minor Davison, The Traveller’s Guide Through the Middle and Northern States and the Provinces of Canada. (Saratoga Springs, NY: G.M. Davison, 1837), 161. Meyer, History of Transportation, 359, incorrectly states that the railroad was completed in 1833.] 

The aura of business success these early tourist railroads generated helped create an overall aura of profitability for all railroads, and that early experience would lead to an explosion in railroad building. A very similar enthusiasm for canals had swept up financiers and state governments in the wake of the Erie Canal’s success, but the sober realities of building and maintaining canals – problems of geography, water management, and cost – had begun to temper that fever by the early 1830s.[footnoteRef:42] Just as canals began to lose their sheen, railroads emerged from the darkness, radiating profits. Railroads were expensive to build and to maintain, and hauling time-insensitive freight on them compared unfavorably to canals or other forms of transport. But, as one 1835 analysis reported, “In relation to the conveyance of passengers, the saving of time is highly important, and the railroad becomes eminently the superior form of communication.”[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  James Rubin, “Canal or Railroad? Imitation and Innovation in the Response to the Erie Canal in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society (new series) v. 51, no. 7 (1961), 1-106; see 8-9 for the debate.]  [43:  John Jervis, Holmes Hutchinson, Frederick Mills, “Report of John B. Jervis…to the Honorable the Canal Commissioners of the State of New York,” American Railroad Journal, and Advocate of Internal Improvements, v. IV, no. 20, 23 May 1835, 311.] 

Within two decades of the creation of the first railroads the United States was in the midst of one of its most dramatic periods of expansion in terms of transportation, and tourism, along with every other sector of the country’s economy, was swept along the seemingly irresistible torrent. In any case, by even the mid-1830s, as railroads began reaching many corners of the U.S., it becomes impossible to parse out any generalized effect tourism had on their growth and development in most cases. This is true at least until railroads would begin marketing specifically to tourists – something that would not happen until the 1870s and later.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  For example, see David Strauss, “Toward a Consumer Culture: ‘Adirondack Murray’ and the Wilderness Vacation,” American Quarterly 39, 2 (Summer, 1987), 270-286 for a discussion of marketing directed to tourists by railroads in the 1870s. Strauss misses clear evidence of pre-1870s middle-class tourism.] 

However, if we can stand back and look at the very earliest manifestations of new technologies of transportation in the United States, we can clearly see tourism’s impact in those places where it exists. That impact varied widely: for steamboats on the Hudson River, tourists made a profound impact, not only on the nature of the boats themselves but also on the business practices of the companies operating them. Tourism’s impact on turnpikes was far less discernable, however, in part because of the nature of the roads themselves, in part because there was quite a bit more non-tourist traffic on them. But for railroads, as dependent as they were on investment confidence in this otherwise untried technology, tourism’s impact on the very early railroads of New York State sent a profound message to prospective investors about what appeared to be the high potential for profit of all railroads.  What followed was an orgy of building that had several major cycles of boom and bust: first in the late 1850s, only to be followed by another period of reckless expansion after the American Civil War that then ended with yet another near-collapse in the late 1880s. The cultural impact of the aura of profitability of the earliest railroads in the United States would, over time, translate into a real business phenomena, one that would resonate for decades to come.


Richard Gassan, “Coaches, Boats, Trains,” p. 17
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