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SOCIAL STUDIES

· Social Studies Standard 2: Local, United States, and World History
· Social Studies Standard 9: Places and Regions
To people of the early 19th century who wanted to travel between Boston and New York City, Connecticut was a monotonous obstacle.  It was a long stretch of land with hilly topography and a variety of rivers to cross. Consider that in 1815 if you took the Connecticut Overland Stage (advertised as the fastest way between the two growing cities) the trip would take you and only five other passengers over 39 hours with stops in Worchester, Stafford Springs, Hartford, Middletown, and New Haven only. And those 39 hours were bumpy and uncomfortable - and very dependent on healthy horses, good weather and dry roads.

By the 1830's, small sections of rail road track were beginning to be laid down within Connecticut's borders.  Enterprising men saw a need for faster transportation across Connecticut and with the beginning of the steam age, trains were a viable solution.  Travelers with strong stomachs were loading the steamboats, which ran from New York to Providence, Rhode Island.  These boats were surprisingly comfortable while traveling the Long Island Sound.  However, the last leg of the journey left the sound to round stormy Point Judith on the open ocean.  Those predisposed to seasickness were guaranteed an attack.  Of course, were an all land route available, the stations would have been teaming with travelers.

Astute businesses observed this need and responded by laying additional lines and the remainder of the 19th century was characterized by the expansion of railroad travel across the U.S.  Connecticut's system of tracks grew to be one of the densest in the country for its area.  Small local companies scrambled to lay track between communities.  A web of routes covered the state.  By 1911, the New Haven Line alone employed 34,767 men (no women are mentioned in their reports) and carried more than 84,000,000 passengers.  Another staggering statistic comes from the Connecticut Railroad Commissioner's Report of that same year.  It states that Connecticut's railroads in 1911 had 2,610 passenger cars in use.  Today, Amtrack struggles to serve the entire United States with a fleet of about 1,600.       

Of course, the Connecticut railroad, in its hay-day was a monopoly with the imperial J. Pierpont Morgan in the engineer's seat.  It all began in 1872 when the NEW YORK, NEW HAVEN & HARTFORD RAILROAD was chartered by consolidating the majority of pre©existing lines in the state.  The company expanded and grew, incorporating more small companies into its holdings. Under a series of leaders, the state's lines were connected under the same management.  Schedules were coordinated and routes were standardized.   It was then possible to move people and goods even more quickly and efficiently.  Even communication was easier--mail could travel rapidly, which itself contributed enormously to Connecticut's own industrial revolution.  The stocks for the "Consolidated" (the NY, NH & H Railroad's nickname) stayed consistently high and paid 8-10 % dividends to stockholders.  It was this steadfast performance that attracted the attention of Connecticut native J. P. Morgan, one of the most powerful bankers in the United States.  Morgan joined the board of directors of the Consolidated in the early 1890's.  By 1903, he'd brought in one of his own key men, Charles S. Mellon, to serve as the Consolidated's president and together they controlled a very powerful organization.

Morgan and Mellon implemented vast physical improvements to Connecticut's system.  These changes probably included replacing many old or temporary crossings with permanent metal bridges.  In fact, it was one of these new industrial metal bridges that caught the eye of painter J. Alden Weir around 1895 for his painting "The Red Bridge."  Weir was quite fond of painting down by an old wooden structure spanning the Shetucket River in the Willimantic area.  One day, Weir approached his favorite spot and found the old bridge replaced by a new modern one.  Even more jarring was the fact that the new bridge had recently received a coat of bright red-orange primer.  Its appearance must have been quite garish surrounded by the gentle Connecticut landscape.  Weir was

shocked and initially very upset, but he eventually embraced the scene as an ideal subject for a painting.  "The Red Bridge" remains today one of the masterworks of American Impressionism, and exemplary of an era that was being transformed by the railroad.

Discussion questions for students:

Why would an industrial rail road bridge be of interest to an Impressionist painter?

Why was the rail road so important during the second half of the 19th century?  What other technological improvements available during this period had far reaching influence?

How many different forms of transportation do we have available to us today?  Which types are the most common?  Why?

When J. Pierpont Morgan and Charles S. Mellon were involved with the railroad,

there was a general dislike of monopolies in America.  The Interstate Commerce

Act and the Sherman Anti-Trust acts were Federal laws.  Many citizens felt that Washington was not doing enough to stop violators of these acts.  In small

groups research one of these acts, a violation of that act and public opinion

surrounding the event.  Present your findings to the class. 

RURAL TRAVEL

To travel locally in rural areas in the 19th century meant walking or riding a horse or mule. Movement between towns and farms depended almost solely on the saddle horse, the four-wheel buggy or the two-mule wagon.  Small towns across America featuredhitching rails, mounting blocks, and water troughs in their municipal centers.  Horse-drawn transportation (roughly 10-15 miles per hour) dictated the layout of school districts, the location of area cemeteries, and even the size of sales routes.

How would your own average day be different if you had to use your own two feet or a horse to get everywhere?  How would it effect your day off or vacation time?  How did the railroad and later the automobile alter the pace of daily life at the end of the 19th century?

