
Tracks Along The Ditch: Relationships
Between the Canal and the Railroads in the
Western Expansion Era

The Western Expansion era of the United States marked a significant period of
growth as the country pushed its boundaries further west. During this time, the
construction of canals and railroads played a crucial role in connecting the East
Coast with the vast lands of the West. One particular relationship that shaped this
expansion was the coexistence of canal systems and railroads. This article
explores the intricate connections and conflicts that arose between these two
transportation networks as they traversed the American landscape.

The Role of Canals in Western Expansion

Before the advent of railroads, canals were the primary mode of transportation for
goods and people. Canals, which are artificial waterways, provided a reliable and
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efficient means of transporting heavy cargo, particularly in regions where rivers
were not accessible. The construction of the Erie Canal in the early 19th century,
for instance, revolutionized trade in Upstate New York and facilitated the
movement of goods to areas as far west as the Mississippi River.
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As the Western territories opened up, canals became instrumental in connecting
these regions with the more developed areas in the East. The Ohio and Erie
Canal, completed in 1832, connected Lake Erie with the Ohio River, allowing for
the transportation of goods to and from the Midwest. Similarly, the Illinois and
Michigan Canal, completed in 1848, served as a crucial link between Lake
Michigan and the Illinois River, providing a route to the Mississippi and,
consequently, the Gulf of Mexico.

The Rise of Railroads

While canals proved effective for transporting large quantities of goods, they
faced limitations in terms of speed and heavy reliance on natural water sources.
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These factors led to the rise of railroads, which provided faster and more flexible
transportation options.

The development of railroads gained significant momentum in the mid-19th
century. Rail lines began to spring up across the country, offering a transformative
force in the Western expansion. In conjunction with the growth of canals,
railroads enhanced connectivity and allowed for more efficient movement of
people and goods. The completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869 not
only linked the East and West coasts but also opened up new opportunities for
settlement and trade across the vast expanse of the United States.

Conflict and Cooperation

Although canals and railroads shared a common goal of improving transportation
and facilitating commerce, there were instances of conflict and competition
between these two modes of transportation during the Western Expansion era.

Some conflicts arose due to the differing needs and interests of canal and
railroad operators. Canals required a constant water supply, which sometimes led
to the diversion of rivers or competition over water rights. Railroads, on the other
hand, relied on direct routes and were not confined to the limitations of natural
water sources. This difference in requirements often caused tensions between
canal and railroad companies.

However, there were also many instances of cooperation between canals and
railroads. Rather than competing directly, they often worked in tandem, with
railroads complementing the existing canal systems. In some cases, railroads
were constructed alongside canals, utilizing the already established routes and
infrastructure. This collaboration allowed for a seamless transportation network



that catered to different needs and ensured efficient movement of goods and
people across the country.

Legacy of Tracks Along The Ditch

The relationships between canal systems and railroads during the Western
Expansion era left a lasting legacy on the American transportation network. As
railroads rapidly expanded, canal systems began to decline. The flexibility and
speed offered by rail transportation gradually rendered canals obsolete, and
many were eventually abandoned.

However, the impact of canals cannot be overlooked. These waterways laid the
foundation for the future growth of railroads, providing the necessary
infrastructure and connectivity. Moreover, canals played a crucial role in
facilitating the initial waves of Western expansion and fostering economic
development in the newly settled territories.

The coexistence of canals and railroads during the Western Expansion era
marked a transformative period in American history. These two transportation
networks, though sometimes in conflict, ultimately played complementary roles in
facilitating trade, commerce, and settlement across the vast American landscape.
The legacy of their relationship provides valuable insights into the challenges and
opportunities faced during this critical period of growth and expansion.

As we reflect on the Tracks Along The Ditch, let us not forget the tireless efforts of
those early pioneers who forged a path that shaped the transportation systems
we rely on today.
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This book explores the interaction of the various transportation technologies,
driven by the profit motives and political situations of the time. The interaction of
the Canal and the Railroads with the National Road is also touched upon. When it
was constructed, the canal was based on tried and proven technology, and had
an extensive history in Europe. The railroad was new, untried technology. At its
inception, it was not clear if locomotives or horses would be used on the railroad.
The C&O Canal owed its existence to the much earlier Patowmack Canal Project,
championed by George Washington. Interestingly, the C&O Canal did not go from
the Chesapeake not to the Ohio. Perhaps we should call it the Georgetown and
Cumberland Canal. It was supposed to go to Pittsburgh as well.
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