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The iron 
horse

Chapter One

 

For thousands of years people have dreamed of 
traveling faster. The Ancient Greeks and Romans 

carved grooves into stone roads to guide wagons 
pulled by horses or bulls. The ruts helped the wagons’ 
wheels to roll more quickly and smoothly. These 
wagonways, the first railroads, connected cities. By 
the 1500s, wagons rolled across Europe on wooden 
rails. Moving passengers and cargo was still hard, 
heavy work for people and animals.
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In 1769, French scientist Nicolas-Joseph Cugnot tested a carriage 
powered by a steam engine. The vehicle burned coal to make water 
boil in a tank and produce steam. Pressure from the steam pushed 
pistons that turned the wheels. On its first journey, Cugnot’s steam 
carriage crashed into a wall. Next, it overturned going around a 
corner. Cugnot was an inventor ahead of his time, but the police 
arrested him for being a nuisance. 

Other inventors improved on Cugnot’s early design. Soon steam 
engines were pulling wagons that ran on rails. In 1830, a steam engine 
raced against a horse. Each pulled a wagon of people. The horse won, 
but people realized steam-powered trains would change 
transportation. They started calling trains “iron horses.” 

By the 1860s, railroads stretched 
across continents. Journeys that 
previously took several days now 
took a few hours. Trains climbed 
mountains, cut through deserts, 
and crossed bridges spanning rivers 
and canyons. Trains changed the 
way the people lived, traveled, and 
worked. Railroad tracks connected 
small towns to big cities. “News, 
mail, Sears Roebuck catalogues, 
sewing machines, strangers, 
relatives, new school teachers, 
scandal, delight, the circus—all 
came to town on the train,” said 
one rider. 

A train in a tight 
passage around 1860
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Chapter One

Engineers began testing other ways to power trains. Many 
inventors, such as Thomas Davenport from Vermont, 
experimented with electric motors. Davenport was curious and 
loved books, especially books about electricity and magnets. 
When Davenport saw an electromagnet lift 750 pounds of iron, 
he spent most of his money to buy one. He took it apart, studied 
it, and put it back together differently. In 1834, Davenport used his 
electromagnet to build a more powerful electric motor than ever 
built before—a motor that could run a train. A reporter called 
Davenport’s motor, “the most extraordinary discovery, probably 
the greatest of all ancient and modern times.” Although many 
cities operated electric trains, steam trains ruled the rails until the 
1940s when diesel engines started to replace steam engines.

A vintage diesel train
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The Iron Horse

Today, trains carry billions of passengers every day. They haul 
more cargo than any other type of land transportation. Most 
trains run on diesel fuel. Diesel is made from petroleum, a fossil 
fuel. Fossil fuels were formed from the remains of plants and 
animals over millions of years. Fossil fuels are a nonrenewable 
resource—they cannot be replaced when they are gone. When 
fossil fuels are burned, they release carbon dioxide into the air, 
which builds up in the Earth’s atmosphere and causes climate 
change. They also release harmful chemicals that cause air 
pollution, which contributes to millions of deaths each year. 

Pollution from transportation harms people and the planet. 
Many countries are replacing old, dirty diesel trains with electric 
trains that don’t pollute or use fossil fuels.

Fun Facts
Nearly 857,000 miles of train track crisscross 
the Earth.

In the 1860s, Irish and Chinese immigrants, 
former slaves, and soldiers worked together 
to build railroads across the United States.

1

2

"The future of transport is electric, 
whether by rail or by road."
-Jochen Eickholt, Siemens Mobility
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