Attachment 14



Name 

Canals to Railroads to Steel


How do human, natural and capital resources cause economies to develop? Let’s look at the Great Lakes region for some answers.

Would the city and port of Cleveland have become an industrial and transportation center without the canals? Many think not! Cleveland was a small town on Lake Erie when it was chosen to be the northern end of the Ohio and Erie Canal. Cleveland’s location at the mouth of the Cuyahoga River helped make that a logical choice. But, even as the canal was being built and put into use, railroads started to come on strong. 


Early railroad lines even used the canals as a guide. Train tracks often followed canal routes; some railroad lines were first used to connect canal towns with locations farther away. But it wasn’t long before the rails won the transportation race.


By the middle to late 1800’s, American industries needed iron and steel. The country had a large supply of iron ore, coal and water—resources needed to manufacture these products.  Railroads made it possible to get raw materials anywhere they needed to be in a faster and at a lower cost. The places they needed to be were the newly developing manufacturing centers, many of which were located in the region surrounding the five Great Lakes. 


By 1893, there were five train lines that connected many major U.S. cities. A combination of cargo ships and railroads brought raw materials to factories. Then, finished products were distributed around the region by these same transportation routes.


The United States economy was growing in a large cause-and-effect relationship. For example, as more iron ore was shipped to mills, more steel could be made. Higher quality railroad tracks could be made with steel, instead of iron. More steel meant more railroad lines. With more tracks connecting more places, steel and steel-made products could reach and be sold in more cities. Cities themselves expanded with steel. Tall buildings that “scraped the sky” became possible because of steel-frame construction and electric elevators. The first skyscraper was a 10-story building in Chicago in the 1880’s. The tallest building in the world in 1899 was a 32-story skyscraper in New York City. With steel rods, huge bridges such as the Brooklyn Bridge were built.


What did the growth of steel and other industries mean in people’s lives? Consumers were spending money on new products. They were earning this money by working at new jobs. Workers were flocking from farms to factories and steel mills in big cities. In the 40 years leading up to 1900, the number of industrial laborers in the U.S. increased from 1.3 million to 5.3 million. Coal miners produced more and more of the fuel needed to power the factories. Laborers were employed by the growing oil and natural gas industries. A ready supply of lumber provided homes for workers and buildings where they worked.


In the late 1800’s and 1900’s, human, natural and capital resources combined to cause the development of a successful economy in the Great Lakes region. But could any single city or area have succeeded on its own? Each part of a region has resources to offer—resources that it can specialize in producing. But no region had every resource it needed for a modern economy. How can these regional needs lead to economic interdependence?


We can investigate the Great Lakes region to discover how economies develop through a combination of specialization and interdependence.


Iron and steel production accounted for many industries along or near the Great Lakes. The manufacturing of automobiles, machines, home appliances and other products grew from the availability of steel. Cities or regions where iron and steel mills prospered included: Cleveland, Ohio; Youngstown, Ohio (along the Mahoning River area); Detroit, Michigan; and the Chicago, Illinois/Gary, Indiana area. Detroit especially became a center of automobile production. 

What natural resources were needed to make steel, and where did they come from? The “recipe” for steel starts with coal, coke (a by-product of coal), iron ore, limestone, and a large water supply. Coal (as coke) is not only an “ingredient” in the steel recipe, but is also needed as fuel to power huge furnaces in the steel mills.


Today, raw materials for steel come from many places around the world. But as the steel industry began to grow in the Great Lakes region over 100 years ago, interdependence developed mainly within that region. Coal was (and is) mined in the Appalachian Mountain areas of West Virginia, Kentucky, Pennsylvania and Ohio. It was brought by rail to the steel mills of Ohio and other Great Lakes states. Iron ore arrived at Great Lakes ports on cargo freighters from mines in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan and the Mesabi Range in Minnesota. Limestone came from quarries in Ohio and Michigan. Railroad lines intersected in the larger Great Lakes cities where laborers were relocating to find work. These included European immigrants and workers moving from rural areas throughout the country. Railroad, shipping and, later, truck transportation routes caused other regions and cities to become interdependent with the manufacturing centers. Finished products were carried to and sold in these markets.


Examining these regional relationships of the past can give us a sense of history and a way to understand even more complex examples of specialization and interdependence in today’s global economy.
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