
Figure 7.4: The History of Shipping 
and Railway Transportation 
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 1680: Christiaan Huygens (Netherlands) debuts the first piston engine 
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 1768: James Watts invents the steam engine 
 
 1787: John Kleh (UK) debuts the world’s first steam boat  
1800 1802: The Charlotte (Scotland) is the first practical steam boat  
 1804: Richard Trevithick (UK) debuts the first RR steam carriage 

1807: The US’ Clermont is the first wholly successful steam ship; it is 133 feet long with 20 horse power, traveling at 20 
mph 
1809: First deep-sea passage of a steam ship, off the US East Coast (The Phoenix went from New Jersey to Philadelphia in 
12 days)  

 1811: Robert Fulton debuts the USA’s first commercially viable steam boat  
 1817: First steam ship on the Mississippi River (The Washington) 
 1818: First steam ship on the Great Lakes (Walk on Water) 
 1819: First transatlantic trip by a steam ship (The Savannah went from Savannah, GA to Liverpool) 
 1829: George Stephenson (UK) debuts the first commercially su ccessful steam RR (“the Rocket”) 
 1838: The UK begins regular transatlantic steam travel 
 1843: First ship with an iron hull and a screw propeller (The Great Britain , designed by Isambard Brunel) 

1847: First US steam ship to make regular transatlantic trips begins its service 
1850 1850: Worldwide, 737,000 tons of steam ship capacity are registered 
 1868: The compound engine dramatically reduces the amount of coal a steam ship consumes 
 1869: Suez Canal opens 
 1869: US completes its first transcontinental RR 
 1870: Worldwide, 125,510 miles of railway are in use 
 1883: Tonnage of steam travel surpasses that of sail for UK ships (“The Great Age of Sail” has ended) 
 1890: Worldwide, 371,007 miles of railway are in use 
1900 1898: Tonnage of steam travel surpasses that of sail for US ships 
1900 1900: Worldwide, 16,132,000 tons of steam ship capacity are registered 
 1903: Rene Armagaud (France) debuts the first gas turbine engine 
 1910: Worldwide, 619,806 miles of railway are in use 
 1912: Selandia (The Netherlands) is the first seagoing diesel-powered ship  
 1914: The Panama Canal opens 
 
  
 1930: Worldwide, 761,210 miles of railway are in use 
 
1950 1950: Worldwide, 76,539,000 tons of steam and motor ship capacity are registered 
 1958: For the first time ever, more people cross the Atlantic Ocean by air than by sea 

1959: St Lawrence Seaway opens 
1960: World rail mileage peaks around 790,587 miles 

 
 
 1990: Worldwide, 309,717,000 tons of steam and motor ship capacity are registered 
2000 
 
Sources: Encyclopedia Americana (1995); Couper (1972); Marshall (1995); Thompson (1994). 
 


