
The Enchanting Railroads of Rhode Island:
Uncover the Untold Stories of a Bygone Era
Picture yourself transported back to the late 19th century, a time when the
rhythmic chugging of locomotives echoed throughout the picturesque landscapes
of Rhode Island. As one of the smallest states in the United States, Rhode Island
may not have had an extensive railway network like its larger counterparts, but its
railroads played a significant role in shaping the state's history and development.

While many might associate Rhode Island primarily with its scenic coastline and
rich maritime heritage, its railroads hold a wealth of untold stories that deserve
the spotlight. In this article, we embark on an intriguing journey through time,
exploring the railroads that once crisscrossed the state, connecting towns and
cities, and fueling economic growth.

The Birth of Rhode Island's Railroads

The birth of railroads in Rhode Island can be traced back to the early 19th century
when the Industrial Revolution was in full swing. As factories and mills began to
dot the landscape, there was a pressing need for efficient transportation to move
goods and people.
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In 1835, the Providence and Stonington Railroad became the very first railroad to
enter Rhode Island, connecting the city of Providence with the Connecticut
border. The opening of this railway marked the beginning of a new era for the
state, revolutionizing travel and trade.

Soon after, the New York, Providence, and Boston Railroad followed suit,
stretching from the capital city to Boston. With improved connectivity, Rhode
Island's industries flourished, attracting more businesses and propelling
economic growth.

A Network Takes Shape

As the demand for rail transportation increased, so did the network of railroads in
Rhode Island. The Providence and Worcester Railroad, established in 1847,
would become a vital link between numerous industrial cities in New England.

The Old Colony Railroad entered the Rhode Island scene in the mid-1850s,
connecting the state with cities such as Fall River and New Bedford in
neighboring Massachusetts. This connection proved essential for the
transportation of raw materials and finished goods, further bolstering Rhode
Island's economy.

Civil War and the expansion of the railroads went hand in hand, with the United
States Military Railroads constructing temporary rail lines to support troop
movements and supply chains. Rhode Island's railroads played a critical role in
transporting soldiers, weaponry, and provisions, aiding the Union's war efforts.

Golden Age and Decline
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The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked the golden age of railroads in
Rhode Island. The tracks snaked across the state, connecting bustling urban
centers, scenic coastal towns, and picturesque rural hamlets.

During this period, the New York, New Haven, and Hartford Railroad, commonly
known as the New Haven Railroad, established a significant presence in Rhode
Island. It operated numerous lines, including the Shore Line Route, providing
essential transportation services to both commuters and vacationers.

However, with the rise of the automobile and the expansion of the interstate
highway system in the mid-20th century, railroads in Rhode Island, like many
others across the country, started experiencing a decline. Passenger traffic
dwindled, and freight transportation gradually shifted to trucks.

This decline led to the closure of several railroad lines in Rhode Island, with
tracks being removed and stations falling into disrepair. Today, remnants of this
once-vibrant railway network can still be found, serving as a reminder of a bygone
era.

Preserving Rhode Island's Railroad Heritage

Despite the challenges faced, efforts have been made to preserve Rhode Island's
railroad heritage. The Rhode Island Department of Transportation, along with
local historical societies and railway preservation groups, actively work to restore
and maintain historic rail assets.

One notable example is the Newport and Narragansett Bay Railroad, a scenic
tourist operation that offers vintage train rides. This railroad not only showcases
Rhode Island's natural beauty but also ensures that the stories of the state's
railroads are not forgotten.



Other initiatives include the transformation of former rail corridors into recreational
trails, such as the South County Bike Path and the Blackstone River Bikeway.
These trails provide opportunities for locals and visitors alike to explore Rhode
Island's landscapes while learning about its railroad history.

The railroads of Rhode Island may have faded into history, but their impact on the
state cannot be overstated. From facilitating industrial growth to contributing to
wartime efforts, these railways have left an indelible mark on Rhode Island's past.

As we delve into the stories of Rhode Island's railroads, we gain a deeper
understanding of the state's evolution and appreciate the importance of
preserving its rich heritage. So, the next time you explore Rhode Island, take a
moment to imagine the steam-powered locomotives that once traversed its
landscapes, forever shaping the course of history.
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Dominated by Narragansett Bay, Rhode Island�s scenic coast is paralleled by
the tracks of some of the oldest and now fastest railroads in the United States.
With determination and ingenuity, early civil engineers overcame barriers such as
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the Great Swamp, which stretches from Kingston to Westerly. The state�s key
position at the intersection of trade routes and between the major population
centers of New England also shaped the placement of its railroads, as well as
their dynamic character. Tour the state�s historic railways with longtime railfan
and railroad historian Frank Heppner. From the Stonington Line to the Boston and
Providence Railroad, speed along the pioneer tracks in Rhode Island.
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