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These new inventions, many developed in the United States, contributed immensely to changes in American life. Some inventions 
simply made life more enjoyable. Other inventions fueled the economic revolution of the midcentury, and transformed manufacturing, 
transportation and communication. 
 

 
Improving on a device developed by Joseph Henry, Samuel F. B. 

Morse, a New England artist, created the telegraph in 1837 to carry 
messages, tapped in code, across copper wire. Within ten years, 
telegraph lines connected the larger cities on the East Coast.  

Businesses used the new communication device to transmit orders 

and to relay up-to-date information on prices and sales. The telegraph 
was a huge success. The new railroads employed the telegraph to 
keep trains moving regularly and to warn engineers of safety hazards. 
By 1854, 23,000 miles of telegraph wire crossed the country. 
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Better and faster transportation became essential to the expansion 
of agriculture and industry. Farmers and manufacturers alike sought 
more direct ways to ship their goods to market. In 1807, Pennsylvanian 
Robert Fulton had ushered in the steamboat era when his boat, the 
Clermont, made the 150-mile trip up the Hudson River from New York 
City to Albany, New York, in 32 hours. Ships that had previously only 
been able to drift southward down the Mississippi with the current could 
now turn around to make the return trip because they were powered by 
steam engines. By 1830, 200 steamboats traveled the nation’s western 
rivers, thus slashing freight rates as well as voyage times.  

Water transport was particularly important in moving heavy 
machinery and such raw materials as lead and copper. Where 
waterways didn’t exist, workers excavated them. In 1816, America had 
a mere 100 miles of canals. Twenty-five years later, the country 

boasted more than 3,300 miles of canals. 
The Erie Canal was the nation’s first major canal, and it was used 

heavily. Shipping charges fell to about a tenth of the cost of sending 
goods over land. Before the first shovel broke ground on the Erie Canal 
in 1817, for example, freight charges between Buffalo, New York, and 
New York City averaged 19 cents a ton per mile. By 1830, that average 
had fallen to less than 2 cents.  

The Erie Canal’s success led to dozens of other canal projects. 
Farmers in Ohio no longer depended on Mississippi River passage to 
New Orleans. They could now ship their grain via canal and river to 
New York City, the nation’s major port. The canals also opened the 
heartland of America to world markets by connecting the Northeast to 
the Midwest. 
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The heyday of the canals lasted only until the 1860s, due to the rapid 

emergence of railroads. Although shipping by rail cost significantly 
more in the 1840s than did shipping by canal, railroads offered the 
advantage of speed. In addition, trains could operate in the winter, and 
they brought goods to people who lived inland. 
By the 1840s, steam engines pulled freight at ten miles an hour—more 
than four times faster than canal boats traveled. Passengers found 
such speeds exciting, although early train travel was far from 
comfortable, as Samuel Breck, a Philadelphia merchant, complained: 

 “If one could stop when one wanted, and if one were not locked up in a 
box with 50 or 60 tobacco-chewers; and the engine and fire did not burn 
holes in one’s clothes . . . and the smell of the smoke, of the oil, and of the 
chimney did not poison one . . . and [one] were not in danger of being 
blown sky-high or knocked off the rails—it would be the perfection of 
travelling.” —Samuel Breck, quoted in American Railroads 
Eventually, railroads grew to be both safe and reliable, and the cost 

of rail freight gradually came down. By 1850, almost 10,000 miles of 
track had been laid, and by 1859, railroads carried 2 billion tons of 
freight a year. 
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By the 1840s, improved transportation and communication made 

America’s regions interdependent. Arteries like the National Road, 
whose construction began in 1811, had also opened up western travel. 
By 1818, the road extended from Cumberland, Maryland, west to 
Wheeling, Virginia; by 1838, it reached as far west as Springfield, 
Illinois. Growing links between America’s regions contributed to the 
development of regional specialties. The South exported its cotton to 
England as well as to New England. The West’s grain and livestock fed 
hungry factory workers in eastern cities and in Europe. The East 
manufactured textiles and machinery. 

Most of the South remained agricultural and relied on such crops as 

cotton, tobacco, and rice. Southerners who had seen the North’s “filthy, 
overcrowded, licentious factories” looked with disfavor on 
industrialization. Even if wealthy Southerners wanted to build factories, 
they usually lacked the capital to do so because their money was tied 
up in land and the slaves required to plant and harvest the crops. 
Though the new transportation and communication lines were less 
advanced in the South, these improvements helped keep Americans 
from every region in touch with one another. Furthermore, they 
changed the economic relationships between the regions, creating new 
markets and interdependencies. 
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Heavy investment in canals and railroads transformed the Northeast 

into the center of American commerce. After the opening of the Erie 
Canal in 1825, New York City became the central link between 
American agriculture and European markets. In fact, more cotton was 
exported through New York City than through any other American city.  

The most striking development of the era, however, was the rise in 
manufacturing. Although most Americans still lived in rural areas and 
only 14 percent of workers had manufacturing jobs, these workers 
produced more and better goods at lower prices than had ever been 
produced before. 
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As the Northeast began to industrialize, many people moved to farm 

the fertile soil of the Midwest. First, however, they had to work very 
hard to make the land arable, or fit to cultivate. Many wooded areas 
had to be cleared before fields could be planted. Then two ingenious 
inventions allowed farmers to develop the farmland more efficiently and 
cheaply, and made farming more profitable. In 1837, blacksmith John 
Deere invented the first steel plow. It sliced through heavy soil much 
more easily than existing plows and therefore took less animal power 
to pull. Deere’s steel plow enabled farmers to replace their oxen with  

horses.  
Once harvest time arrived, the mechanical reaper, invented by Cyrus 

McCormick, permitted one farmer to do the work of five hired hands. 
The reaper was packed in parts and shipped to the farmer, along with a 
handbook of directions for assembling and operating. Armed with 
plows and reapers, ambitious farmers could shift from subsistence 
farming to growing such cash crops as wheat and corn.  

Meanwhile, the rapid changes encouraged Southerners as well as 
Northerners to seek land in the seemingly limitless West. 

Main Idea: 
 
 
 

 


