





'The Evolution of Roads and How Our Superhighways Were Born
By Lois Dillon

Roads were the only means of communication and commerce between places not situated upon navigable waters.

The early colonists were not road builders. Few roads other than local roads existed prior to the 18th century. This was
due to the fact that American colonization was the overseas expansion of Europe, so the first settlements were made upon
the sea coast so there was easy intercourse with the Mother country. Along the coast were many bays, rivers and creeks
which made it easy to travel from colony-to-colony by boat. The local roads led usually to the Court House, the Grist Mill,
a landing or ferry boat, or meeting house.

The business of trading with the Indians took the colonist into the interior along the Indians trails — many of the so-
called “Indian Trails” followed eatlier trails made by buffalo, deer and other creatures in their annual migration to richer
pastures. These trails were about 15 inches wide.

Following the Indians the settlers had to learn the principal portages from one water system to another. The portage
system played a vital part in the War between the French and English for possession of our Continent, and military roads
developed along these trails. The Forest Trail became the wagon road of the pioneer and finally the turnpike or railroad of
the modern man.

As more trading went on with fur trappers and Indians and the colonists moved into the interior of the land, pack
horses were used to carry supplies in, and traded goods and furs, back to the coast. Soon long trains of pack horses were
being used -- as many as 200 horses.

After pack horses, the next step was roads for wheeled vehicles. The hotse and foot trails had to be widened to
accommodate them. Crews had to

walk before these Wagons to cut the MUSEUM
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and maintain them was a serious
problem for years. The laws were

inadequate to take care of their . . . .
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maintenance. The Massachusetts
Bay Colony Law in 1639 states “that

because the roads were unfic for

travelers — every town should choose 2

or 3 men to join 2 or 3 men of the next town to lay out the highway where it would be most convenient — notwithstanding
any mans property, or any corn ground, so as to occasion not the pulling down of any man’s house or laying open any
garden or orchard.”

The people still complained bittetly of "Abominable Roads”. The New York Highway Act of 1703 said all Crown Roads
must be laid out 4 rods wide. At this time important roads laid out by order of the Governor and Council were known as
Kings Highways. One laid out at this time was from Kings Bridge (New York) to Albany (Rt. 9), and another on the west
side of the Hudson River from Orange County through Albany to Schenectady (Rt. 9W).

Many ways were tried to take care of the roads but none of them worked very well. Some tried were:
1. Labor furnished by persons along side, or through whose property the highway lay.

2. The Feudal custom of requiring tenants to work on roads.

3. Local citizens gave a certain number of days labor each year, or commuted for it in money.

A Law passed in 1773 said no one was to be assessed more than 25 days nor less than 5 days in 1 year.

Stage Coach Travel got you where you wanted to go — eventually. It was very uncomfortable, expensive, dirty and
coaches often broke down and you were delayed for days, and even had to walk.

One of the big needs was the agriculturists need of market roads. It was very costly to ship produce to the coast from
inland — a batrel of flour shipped 150 miles cost $5; a cord of timber shipped 20 miles cost $2. Good food went to waste
or was not grown. One New York Congressman pictured conditions in the Western Country — “We know that people who
live far from markets and cannot sell their produce, naturally become indolent and vicious. Having little to do they do less.
There are people in the Western Country, settled on bountiful soil, who do not raise a bushel of grain except what is eaten
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