
A two-level Metra electric commuter train pauses at the Museum Campus/11th Street 

station on its way into downtown Chicago on former Illinois Central tracks, with the 

city’s world-renowned skyline as a backdrop. Jack Delano made several iconic images 

just north of here, including the one on page 26. September 14, 2011. Scott Lothes
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The Railroad and the Making of Modern America

 More than any other institution, the railroad made modern 

is built around cars, trucks, and planes, not trains. Americans are, of 

the integration of the continental economy, the spread of a truly 

to the railroad, but it also made the railroad less necessary with the 

delays, and terrorism turned Americans back to the beauty and 

railroad was like a supercharged, tireless black stallion, fed by coal 
and surging along tracks laid with incredible rapidity on terrain that 

whistle, the chug of the engine, and the clang of the wheels on the 
track supplanted the birds and other animals that had dominated the 

train metropolis, formed by the meeting of countless east and west 

railroad also bankrupted those businesses and communities that it 
passed by without a stop. Bandits made new careers by chasing the 

of success, bringing soldiers, settlers, and guns in greater numbers 

unprecedented speed, along with consistency, precision, and reliability. 

seat of a train carriage, merchants could sell their goods from coast to 
coast, and mail could reach family and friends in other corners of the 

 

and other big cities, and it guaranteed shipment by railroad to the most 

shipping the goods from urban warehouse to rural home.



the early 1900s. After all, these great politicians campaigned primarily 

and town, speaking to crowds assembled around the back of a train. 

tour was the bread and butter of ambitious political leadership in the 

to know the time, to manage time, and to be on time. Precision 

work and recreation in many communities.

Chester A. Arthur, to create 

assembly line of
integration of

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries made it a central 

a big machine, and the railroad was one of the primary engines for 

of track in the early twentieth century. At the same time, American 

American factories, which built the products that the railroad carried 

in similar ways.

landscapes of the time reminds us of how deeply embedded this 

thinking about production and distribution of cars, computers, and 

understand how things work today, you must begin by understanding 

society of James Madison. 



the modern American economy.

on scattered farms and stubbornly held to their local identities, into a 

railroads also carried the soldiers and supplies that took the country to 

the American railroad in the twentieth century are the photographs of 
what made us who we are.

power, consistency, and precision are touchstones of modern American 

community of passengers on trains still encapsulate how Americans 

 A CSX westbound freight train arrives at the Indiana Harbor Belt's Blue Island Yard 

in Riverdale, Illinois, where Jack Delano spent several days in January and February 

the background at right is a grain elevator that has not been used since the early 1960s. 

November 5, 2011. Scott Lothes


