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Having cleared its path so far, society went back to its work, and threw
itself on that which stood first—its roads. The field was vast; altogether
beyond its power to control offhand; and society dropped every thought of
dealing with anything more than the single fraction called a railway
system. This relatively small part of its task was still so big as to need the
energies of a generation, for it required all the new machinery to be
created—capital, banks, mines, furnaces, shops, power-houses, technical
knowledge, mechanical population, together with a steady remodeling of
social and political habits, ideas, and institutions to fit the new scale and
suit the new conditions. The generation between 1865 and 1895 was
already mortgaged to the railways, and no one knew it better than the
generation itself.!

THE STORY OF THE ADOPTION of Standard Time in 1883 is an
excellent example of what Henry Adams was describing in 1907 when he
spoke of the impact of railroad technology after the Civil War. This story
is not well known, but it illustrates how technology created new prob-
lems, caused people to view their world differently, and led to changes in
everyday life that were unexpected then, and are taken for granted today.
The growth of the railroads created a new time keeping problem, and it
was the railroad companies that played the biggest part in solving this
problem.

Indeed, the growth of the railroads after the Civil War was dramatic. In
1830 there were only twenty-three miles of railroad track in the United
States. By the end of the Civil War the railroads had grown to 35,000
miles of track, and by 1883, the year Standard Time was adopted, there
were over 93,000 miles of track.? This enormous growth enabled people
and products to move around the country more quickly, efficiently and
safely than ever before. For example, a trip from Boston to Washington
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that formerly took several weeks now took less than a day.> Because they
could travel more quickly, people began to interact more frequently with
others from distant places. This growth of a new technology caused great
changes in both the economy and the society, making them both more
national and less local.

While the speed with which people could travel made their lives easier
in many respects, it also caused a new problem. The locally based lives to
which people had been accustomed included locally based time keeping.
Every town kept its own local time, based on the sun. Towns would set
their clocks for noon when the sun was directly overhead. Because the
earth rotates fifteen degrees of longitude every hour, sun time is different
from east to west. This meant that very few towns had the same time. For
instance, when it was noon in Washington, it was 12:02 in Baltimore,
12:08 in Philadelphia, 12:12 in New York, 12:17 in New Haven, 12:18 in
Hartford, and 12:24 in Boston* (see Figure 1). Depending on how one
counted, there were as many as several hundred local times in the United
States.

Railroads usually operated on the time of the nearest prominent city,
but one could never be sure of the time being used without checking. This
often made for a very confusing situation. “In the railroad station in
Buffalo, there were three clocks—one set to New York time, by which
the New York Central Railroad operated; one set to Columbus time, by
which the Lake Shore and Michigan Southern and other railroads were
operated; and the other set to local Buffalo time.... The situation was
even worse in Pittsburgh, where there were six different time standards
for the arrival and departure of trains.”> As Harper’s Magazine described
the situation in 1883:

...in respect to time, the whole country was a pathless wilderness. Any
traveler trying to wend his way across it was doomed to bewildering
confusion. His watch was to him but a delusion; clocks in stations, staring
at each other in the face defiant of harmony both with one another and with
surrounding time, all wildly at variance with his watch, were wholly
baffling to all intelligence, and timetables were to him but Sphinx’s
riddles. His only satisfaction could come from resting blindly in igno-
rance. §

Clearly, the railroads had created a problem while improving transporta-
tion: the old system of local time no longer worked. In the end, it was also
the railroads that solved the problem.

As they began to confront this problem, the railroads were fortunate to
have some examples to follow and people who contributed their imagina-
tion and influence. The earliest example of standard time occurred in
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Fig. 1.
Page from Official Railway Guide,
Centennial Facsimile of 1868 edition, New York: National Railway
Publication Company, 1968 (Allen Family Collection).
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England. In 1848, facing a time keeping problem similar to what later
occurred in the United States, the entire country converted to one stan-
dard time, based on the time of the zero meridian at the Greenwich
Observatory. Within the United States, the first person to propose the
idea of standard time zones was Professor Charles F. Dowd, the principal
of a girls’ school in New York State. He understood that the many local
times created a problem for the railroads, so in 1869 he presented a
possible solution to the railroads, and published it in a report in 1870.7 He
had in mind a system of four standard time zones, similar to the ones used
today—hour zones, each 15 degrees of longitude apart. However, he was
not able to convince the railroads to adopt his plan, because the railroads
did not yet think the problem was serious enough for them to go to the
trouble of making a radical change. Moreover, while in theory Dowd’s
plan seemed attractive, there were many practical details he had not
resolved, such as exactly where to draw the lines between the zones in
order to cause the least disruption.

Meanwhile, a number of influential scientists began to think about the
problem. Two of the earliest were Cleveland Abbe, Chief of the U.S.
Weather Service, and Dr. Frederick A.P. Barnard, President of both
Columbia College and the American Metrological Society. The Ameri-
can Metrological Society became an important center for discussion of
this issue, and the society soon involved other scientists from major
universities and observatories. The interest of scientists proved to be
important for several reasons. Scientists were among the best educated
people in the country and were widely respected. The field of science was
rapidly developing after the Civil War and one of the important areas of
science was astronomy. Like other types of scientists, astronomers were
improving their equipment. As they progressed they found that the
tradition of local time made it hard to share accurate observations of the
stars. Thus, the astronomers understood the problems created by the
current system of local time, and they were interested in developing a
solution. On this issue they had particular influence, because towns used
the time that local observatories determined. During the 1870’s a number
of scientists began to communicate with each other about the time
problem and possible solutions. They developed an interesting relation-
ship with the railroad leaders on the issue of time keeping. While the
scientists were respected as thought leaders, they did not actually have
the power to change the time system. They looked to the railroad leaders,
who did not want to make any changes to the time system by themselves
unless the scientists could lend their support.

Because there were many more small railroad lines in the late nine-
teenth century than there are today, the companies needed to meet to-
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gether to plan schedules for the benefit of long distance travelers. Twice a
year all the northern railways participated in what they called the General
Time Convention, while the southern lines participated in the Southern
Time Convention. The Secretary of both these groups was William
Frederick Allen, the Managing Editor of the Official Railway Guide,
which contained the timetables of all the railroads in the United States
and Canada. The people who came to these conventions were the super-
intendents and general managers of the railroads. These people had the
difficult job of operating the large and complex new railway systems.
They were, however, very different from the scientists. Unlike the scien-
tists, few of these men had attended college; they had learned what they
needed to know for their jobs by working their way up in their companies.
By the time they became superintendents and general managers, they had
achieved something the scientists did not have: real power to make
important decisions that affected many people.

The railroad officials and astronomers gave the idea of Standard Time
its first real test in Connecticut. Because New York City was an impor-
tant railway center, in May 1880, the Yale Observatory began to send
New York City time by telegraph to the railroad offices in Connecticut.
Then in December 1880, the New York, New Haven, and Hartford
Railway adopted New York City time. The city of New Haven immedi-
ately adopted New York time. The railroad companies and the people
found that the change worked so well that in March 1881 the entire state
of Connecticut adopted New York City time, even though no point in
Connecticut 'vas on the New York City meridian.

With the Connecticut example before them, the delegates at the Gen-
eral Time Convention began to examine the time problem more seri-
ously.® In October 1881, the convention assigned its secretary, W.F.
Allen, to study the problem. Allen spent the next eighteen months com-
municating with scientific and railway leaders, developing a plan for time
zones that was workable from the railroads’ point of view. He published
a notice in The Official Railway Guide asking for comments on this
matter. He published the comments, other articles, and editorials. As he
talked to people in and outside the railroad industry, it became clear that
the railroads had power to make changes largely on their own. As J.R.
Eastman, Professor of Mathematics at the U.S. Naval Observatory in
Washington, D.C., wrote to Allen:

...From the standpoint of the [railroad] corporations it is not necessary to
consult the wishes of the inhabitants of the cities and towns along their
lines in regard to local time. It is not successfully done now. People do not
complain because trains are run by a standard differing 20, 40, or 60
minutes from the local time, but because they cannot travel far by rail
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before the schedule time is changed to conform to a new standard differing
from the first by an unknown quantity; and in a trip of 2 or 3 days the
several changes of time beget serious confusion and are the traveler’s chief
annoyance....’

But not everybody agreed that a system of time zones would be a good
idea. Four days after Eastman wrote to Allen, Eastman’s boss, Rear Admiral
John Rogers, Superintendent of the U.S. Naval Observatory, wrote to Allen
to recommend that the time tables show local time and standard time, and
that the clocks in the stations have two sets of hands. He wrote:

The plan of time zones seems to me a plan for legalizing diversity. It is
against diversity that the country protests, as applied to railroad service....
By means of time zones, the sun will not rise when the almanac says it
does. Will the community accept this new law, when nature refuses it? On
the contrary, men will continue to keep natural time for their daily uses,
whatever different practices conventions may recommend.!?

On April 11, 1883, Allen presented his research to the General Time
Convention, which was meeting in St. Louis. He gave a convincing
speech that standard time was entirely possible and would be beneficial
to the railroads and the public. He presented a plan that was configured so
that the changes between time zones occurred at places that were conve-
nient for the railroads, such as points where the lines owned by different
companies ended. This meant that, unlike Professor Dowd’s earlier plan,
the lines between the zones were not completely straight. Allen reminded
the convention that Standard Time was already implemented in Con-
necticut and was very successful. He emphasized the significance of this
proposal by saying that if Standard Time zones were established, then
“local time would be practically abolished.”!! He finished his speech by
showing two maps and saying:

Contrasting the two maps I ask you which system appears more desir-
able—the one, as variegated as Joseph’s coat of many colors, or the other,
with its solid masses of uniform tints; the one representing the barbarism
of the past, the other the enlightenment which we hope for in the future.!2

After a discussion, the convention asked Allen to get the written approval
of as many railroads as possible before their next meeting in October. The
Southern Railway Time Convention met in New York the following
week and agreed with the resolutions of the General Time Convention.
During the next six months Allen printed up maps and explanations of the
plan (see Figures 2a/2b) and sent them to the superintendents of most of the
600 railways in the United States and Canada.’* He included a form asking
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them whether they were in favor of the proposed system; most replied “yes.”
The Canadian Pacific Railway wrote back that they planned to use the new
proposed system throughout their cross-continental main line, which was
about to be completed.'* Many small railways, such as the Kansas City, St.
Joseph’s, and Council Bluff Railroad, voted in favor, but for practical
reasons added that, “Small roads must conform to the time of larger systems
adjacent in most cases”’'> Rear Admiral R.W. Shufeldt, the new Superinten-
dent of the U.S. Naval Observatory gave the plan an important boost, saying,
“I can assure you of the hearty cooperation of the Naval Observatory in
carrying out the recommendations of the St. Louis convention.” ¢ By the
time of the next meeting of the General Time Convention on October 11,
1883, nearly all of the railroads had already voted in favor of the proposed
adoption of Standard Time. The convention agreed that the proposed system
of Standard Time would be adopted, effective at noon on Sunday, November
18, 1883. The following week the Southern Railway Convention unani-
mously concurred.

The next step in the process was for the railroads to inform the
American public about the change. The railroad officials also visited
many city governments and suggested that they make the same change on
November 18, 1883. Most cities agreed.

There was a special situation in Washington, D.C. Because Congress
had authority over the District of Columbia, the city had to wait for
Congress to come back from its recess the following March before the
city could officially change its time.!” The Act to Establish Standard
Time in the District of Columbia was the only involvement Congress had
with the keeping of time until 1918, when Congress established Daylight
Savings Time. The limited nature of the act concerning the District of
Columbia and the comment by Admiral Shufeldt emphasize the point
that the railroad companies were the ones leading the way for the country
on timekeeping, not the Federal Government.

The conversion to Standard Time was a subject of much public discus-
sion during the fall. On Sunday, November 18, 1883, the change went
very smoothly. The New York Herald commented the next day:

Naturally, those who had the event of the day in their minds, talked about
it. Preachers made it a theme in their pulpits. People joked about it; people
fibbed about it; and altogether it afforded such food for Sunday gossip as is
only offered by something that goes beyond the public pursuits of men and
enters into their private lives as part of themselves.!®

While most people were happy about the change, some people were
not happy about the power the railroad companies had displayed. As the
Indianapolis Sentinel said on November 21, 1883:
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Fig. 2a.
Map by W.F. Allen (Allen Family Collection).
(Left half of map.)
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Fig. 2b.
Map by W.F. Allen (Allen Family Collection).
(Right half of map.)
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The Railroad Convention, recently in session, determined among other
things to have the clocks and watches in the United States set, run and
regulated to suit the convenience of their particular branch of business. It
was a bold stroke. To regulate the time of this Empire Republic of the
World is an undertaking of magnificent proportions. Railroad time is to be
the time of the future. The Sun is no longer to boss the job. People—
55,000,000 of them—must eat, sleep and work as well as travel by railroad
time. It is a revolt, a rebellion. The sun will be requested to rise and set by
railroad time. The planets must, in the future, make their circuits by such
timetables as railroad magnates arrange.

People will have to marry by railroad time, and die by railroad time.
Ministers will be required to preach by railroad time—banks will open and
close by railroad time—in fact, the Railroad Convention has taken charge
of the time businesses and the people may as well set about adjusting their
affairs in accordance with its decree.... We presume the sun, moon and
stars will make an attempt to ignore the orders of the Railroad Convention,
but they too, will have to give in at last.!?

Most of the country adopted “railroad” time right away and was very
happy with it, although a few places waited as long as twenty years to make
the change. The railroads were happy with the change immediately. The Old
Colony Railroad in Massachusetts wrote to W.F. Allen on February 15,
1884, and said, “All happy on 475 miles of railroad—Don’t want any better
time than ‘Eastern Standard.””? In response to a survey about the change
sent to business people in Buffalo by the local railroad, Mr. E.S. Spaulding
responded, “We have suffered no inconvenience from the change from local
time to standard time. On the contrary, we have found it very convenient. We
would not willingly return to local time.”?!

Mr. Spaulding’s comment is significant. The railroads had a huge effect
on everyday life, including the way people kept time. Not only did the
railroad technology improve transportation, but it also helped bring the
country together in many other ways. Today Americans think and act in
much more national terms than people did before, and the technology of the
railroads played a large part in making this change possible. Mr. Spaulding
would not willingly return to local time, and if one were to ask most people
today, they probably would not even know what local time was. There is a
plaque commemorating W.F. Allen and Standard Time in Union Station,
Washington, D.C. Thousands of people walk by it everyday, but hardly any
of them probably know about the story to which it refers.

It is difficult to imagine anything like the story of adoption of Standard
Time happening today. No group of companies—not even the computer
companies—have the power to do what the railroads could do in the late
1800s. The editorial in the Indianapolis Sentinel (above) describes a widely
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held fear of giving too much power to private companies. Thus, since the late
1800s, the United States has given many important powers to the govern-
ment. As it turns out, timekeeping is again a good example. Today if an area
wants to change its time zone, it can seek an act of Congress or submit a
request to the U.S. Department of Transportation.”? The most common route
is through the Department of Transportation. The Governor of the state or
local officials for the area affected must request the change. Then the
department must decide whether the change would improve the “conve-
nience of the commerce.” An example of the type of information which the
Department of Transportation considers important are the time zones of
neighboring towns with which the area interacts. The department lawyers
review the application and prepare a recommendation to the Secretary of
Transportation, who makes the formal decision.

This decision process is obviously very different from what it was in
1883, and yet it is well accepted. The decision authority is now in the
United States Government. The tradition of local time survives only in a
manner in which the process begins (by local request) and the railroad
companies have nothing to do with the actual decision. According to a
Department of Transportation lawyer who works on requests for time
zone changes, few people question the process we have today.? As
Henry Adams said, his generation was heavily influenced by the rail-
ways, and whether they liked it or not, they knew it. The story of the
adoption of Standard Time gives an important perspective on how our
society operates today. Time and times have changed.

Sources

I consulted several types of sources to do this project. The best primary sources are in
the New York Public Library, Manuscripts & Archives Division. By special permission I
was allowed to work with original documents in the William Frederick Allen Papers on
December 29 and 30, 1998. As the great-great-grandson of W.F. Allen, there were several
people in my family with whom I talked about Standard Time. My family also has a
collection of original and secondary sources about Standard Time.
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Scholz, Zachary R., “Changing Time; The Implementation of Standard Time in
1883” Unpublished Paper, Washington, 1996.
This paper gives a good general overview of the adoption of Standard Time.

Stephens, Carlene E. Inventing Standard Time. Washington, D.C. Smithsonian
Institution, 1983.
This booklet was published to go with the exhibit on Standard Time that the
Smithsonian Institution, National Museum of American History, presented
on Standard Time’s 100th Birthday in 1983. It provides a very good over-
view of the events leading to Standard Time.

Watson, Ripley. “Time for ‘Standard’ Toast: Have a Happy New Year.” The
Journal of Commerce, January 3, 1983.
This article was written 100 years after the adoption of Standard Time.
There is a concise overview of the story of the adoption of standard time.
The article also talks about celebrations that were going on for the 100 year
anniversary.
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The article also talks about celebrations that were going on for the 100 year
anniversary.
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Adams, Henry. The Education of Henry Adams, Boston: Riverside Press,; Sentry
Edition 1961.

This autobiography not only tells the story of Henry Adams, but also tells about the
times in which he lived. The railroads were very important in his time.

Chandler, Alfred D., The Railroads: The Nations First Big Business. New York:
Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc., 1965.
This book has sources and readings on the early history of the railroads.
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