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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this document is to study the significance and 
resources of the National Road and develop alternatives for man­
agement that should be considered, including eligibility as a unit 
of the National Park system. 

States. The corridor has been used for transportation for more 
than 250 years by Native American, European, and American 
cultures. Deliberate federal improvement in the early 19th cen­
tury created a thriving artery for commerce and migration be­
tween east and west and contributed to the development of na­
tional consciousness. 

VISION 

The National Road corridor is managed to illustrate to people 
the motives for transportation development and the impact of 
human interaction with such development. 

GOALS 

The goals for management of the National Road are as follows: 

• To conserve sites and landscapes. 

• To present stories of the National Road to enrich people's 
understanding of its significance. 

• To provide a variety of visitor experiences. 

• To encourage a partnership approach to managing the use 
of these resources. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

The National Road corridor mirrors the larger history of the 
beginning and evolution of road transportation in the United 

RESOURCES 

Development in the corridor from Cumberland, Maryland, to 
Vandalia, filinois, has grown from foot trails and pack roads to 
the creation of the interstate highway system. The road stimu­
lated the founding of new towns and the growth of existing 
towns, as well and the construction of hundreds of inns, taverns, 
and bridges, many of which remain. 

ALTERNATIVES AND MANAGEMENT OPTIONS 

This study presents a matrix of four alternatives. The alternatives 
offer different conceptual frameworks of interpretation and re­
source conservation, which can be mixed or matched to an array 
of management options. This offers a variety of viable options. 
The alternatives are (1) footpaths to interstates (conserve the core 
of the best); (2) inns, motels, and diners (a sample of sites); (3) a 
braiding of eras (a corridor experience); and (4) stories of the 
National Road. Management options discussed are National Park 
Service (NPS) involvement, national scenic byway designation, 
national historic trail designation, creation of a heritage area or 
corridor, state or local efforts, or a combination of options. 
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SUMMARY 

ELIGIBILITY AS A UNIT OF 
THE NATIONAL PARK SYSTEM 

The National Road corridor meets the criteria of national signifi­
cance, suitability, and feasibility, and it merits further study. 

FINDINGS 

This study does not make specific recommendations for manage­
ment; rather, it offers a matrix of alternatives and management 
options for decision makers. The study advises that a national 
historic landmark theme study be completed for the entire 
National Road corridor. The Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage 

Preservation Commission, which initiated this Special Resource 
Study, can continue to play a significant role in advancing the 
recognition of the National Road corridor. The commission could 
sponsor the theme study or could facilitate linkages between 
their heritage area, the Pennsylvania National Road State Heri­
tage Park, and other road-related resources in the other five 
states through cooperative study and management initiatives. 

This study is directly linked to other commission projects in 
progress: the Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Route, the 
Iron and Steel special resource study, and the transportation 
special history study). Together, these projects help identify and 
interpret the region's larger significance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

At the request of the Southwestern Pennsylvania Heritage Pres­
ervation Commission, the National Park Service has conducted a 
special resource study of The National Road, a historic road 
approximately 600 miles long that leads from Cumberland, 
Maryland, to Vandalia, Illinois (see Location map). 

VISION 

The National Road corridor is managed to illustrate to people 
the motives for transportation development and the impact of 
human interaction with such development. 

IMPORTANCE 

On March 29, 1806, as the Lewis and Clark expedition was em-
barldng on its return voyage from the Pacific coast, the Congress 
of the United States empowered President Thomas Jefferson "to 
lay out a road from the Potomac river to the river Ohio. . . ." The 
story of this National Road has not captured the imagination of 
subsequent generations as the Lewis and Clark story has done; 
however, both the expedition and the National Road dramatic­
ally shaped the larger story of American expansion in the early 
19th century. It is no coincidence that Thomas Jefferson, Albert 
Gallatin, and James Madison, the men after whom Lewis and 
Clark chose to name the three forks of the Missouri River, were 
also essential to the conception and construction of the National 
Road. 

From the time it was thrown open to the public, in the year 1818, until 
the corning of railroads west of the Allegheny mountains, in 1852, the 
national road was the one great highway, over which passed the bulk 
of trade and travel, and the mails between the East and the West. 

— Thomas Searight, The Old Pike: A 
History of the National Road (1894) 

The National Road corridor mirrors the larger history of the be­
ginning and evolution of road transportation in the United 
States. The corridor has been used for transportation for more 
than 250 years by Native American, European, and American 
cultures. Development in the corridor has grown in sophistica­
tion from foot trails and pack roads to the creation of the inter­
state highway system. 

Early in the 19th century there was explosive growth in the new­
ly acquired lands west of the Alleghenies and north of the Ohio 
River. The need for adequate communication between the East 
and the trans-Appalachian West became increasingly acute, but 
the logistics of creating a road of this great scope required the 
resources of the federal government. The National Road became 
the only major federally funded improvement to the nation's 
infrastructure before 1850. 

There was scarcely a session of Congress from 1815 to 1846 in which 
the Cumberland Road was not under discussion. . . . Every inch of it 
was fought over time and again. 

— Smiley N. Chambers, "Internal Improvements in 
Indiana," Indiana Magazine of History (June 1907) 

The National Road represents one of the most dynamic periods 
in American history. Its construction created a thriving artery for 
commerce and migration between east and west. The road stimu­
lated the founding of new towns and the growth of existing 
towns, as well as the construction of hundreds of inns, taverns, 
and bridges. The road strengthened the ties between the North­
east and the West and contributed to a developing national 
consciousness. 

The National Road declined in importance after 1860 in the face 
of increasing competition from railroads. But the explosive 
growth of the number of automobiles between 1900 and 1930 
helped to restore the National Road to a position of prominence 

1 



INTRODUCTION 

in the nation's transportation system, first as part of the National 
Old Trails Road and soon after as U.S. Highway 40, one of the 
few transcontinental routes, and probably the most efficient in 
the U.S. highway system. The towns in the National Road corri­
dor enjoyed a reprise of their former glory as part of the new 
automobile culture. 

U.S. 40 never sleeps. 

— Philip Jordan, 1947. Quoted in Merritt Ierley, 
Traveling the National Road: Across the Centuries on 
America's First Highway (1990) 

The continuum of the National Road corridor will allow us to 
better interpret and evaluate the broader story of America's his­
tory. The interpretation of the National Road story can contribute 
to a better understanding of the American experience, because 
transportation profoundly affects the lives of all Americans. 
Travel can mean new opportunities and new perspectives as well 
as providing insights to one's past. The National Road continues 
to offer a world of discovery as it links the past with the future. 

It [the National Road] ran past the gate on which as a boy I used to 
swing on long summer days. Its direction gave the road an indubitable 
connection with the eternal structure of the universe, for the very sun 
seemed to travel it, coming along every morning out of the east, just as 
did the trains of canvas-canopied wagons, bound for Kansas, Colo­
rado, or California. 

— William Bayard Hale, Richmond, Indiana 1911. 
Quoted in Merritt Ierley, Traveling the National Road: 
Across the Centuries on America's First Highway, (1990) 

it might more appropriately be managed and interpreted by 
other public agencies or by a private organization. Special re­
source studies can include a number of elements. In this case a 
reconnaissance survey and a study of alternatives have been 
combined in this report. 

Four alternative concepts for management of the National Road 
corridor are presented in this document. Five management op­
tions are examined, each of which could be applied to one or 
more of the alternatives. The alternatives are to (1) conserve the 
core of the best (including active National Park Service (NPS) 
involvement in maintaining the integrity of historic resources), 
(2) conserve comprehensive sites (involving more local and state 
management of important historic areas), (3) offer a corridor 
landscape experience (with preservation of as many historic sites 
along the road as possible), and (4) emphasize interpretation 
(education and dissemination of information would be the main 
direction of the umbrella program). 

Management options discussed are management as a unit of the 
national park system, as a scenic byway (with possible funding 
enhancement through the Intermodal Surface Transportation 
Efficiency Act), as a national historic (motorized) trail, or as a 
national heritage area or corridor. Another option is management 
of resources as state historical parks and heritage areas or man­
agement by state, private, and local agencies. A mixture of these 
management options also can be considered. This study makes 
no recommendations. Alternatives and management options are 
described in detail in later chapters. 

BACKGROUND 

A special resource study determines if an area would meet cri­
teria for creation of a new unit of the national park system or if 
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