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R ail lines are natural corridors for communica-
tions as well as transportation, and many already 
have buried fiber. Perhaps we should not be sur-
prised. From the dawn of civilization humankind 

has been searching for new and better ways to get from place 
to place. By the mid 1800s the US had been bisected by a 
maritime corridor (the Mississippi River) and a surface corri-
dor (the Transcontinental Railway). This time also marks the 
birth, by no coincidence, of the Modern Industrial Era.

As corridors, railroads, and canals became more prevalent, 
they created growth in the form of towns, industry and com-
merce in general. Passengers traveled from town to town on 
horse-drawn coaches and the infant railways. Goods traveled 
by barge, wagon and rail. As the rail lines began to connect 
cities and regions, the increased demands for goods, services 
and manufacturing relentlessly drove population. 

Transportation and Communication Always Are Linked
By the mid 1800s, with combined modes on land and wa-

ter, US transportation had hit a critical mass. Steamboats and 
steam engines traversed America carrying passengers’ word of 
mouth and the printed word in the form of newspapers and 
the US Mail. In most cases news traveled only as fast as the 
mode of transit that carried it. 

Commerce and Manifest Destiny demanded better. Enter 
Samuel F. B. Morse and the telegraph. In one swift burst of 
technology the first electrified analog binary data system was 
implemented on rough-hewn poles with copper wire, usually 
bare, strung between them. With only a trickle of current and 
the most rudimentary knowledge of electromagnetic physics, 
the telegraph trapped lightning in a bottle. Now detailed mes-
sages could be sent with reliability and heretofore-unknown 
speed from office to office, station to station. 

But where would this maze of communications be con-

structed? Along the rights of way of the telegraphs’ biggest 
patron, the railroads. Passengers found out when the train 
would arrive via telegraph. Freight forwarders could accurately 
determine when valued shipments were in hand via telegraph. 
New levels of rail safety were introduced by station-to-station 
communications via telegraph.

If you wanted to send a message to Aunt Marne in Memphis 
you went to the rail station to send it via telegraph. If outlaws 
wanted to rob a train the first thing they would do is shimmy 
up the telegraph pole and cut the wire. Ironically, a young 
Thomas Edison overcame a hearing deficiency by mastering 
Morse code and becoming an apprentice telegraph agent. 

Multi-Tasking Transit Right of Way
The need to ban steam locomotives from under the streets 

of Manhattan spawned what we now know as the Northeast 
Corridor Electrification Project a century ago. To this day all 
fossil fuel locomotives are taken out of service north of New 
York City and replaced with electrified cab units for the fi-
nal lap into Manhattan. To the south, electrification begins 
at Washington, DC, where Amtrak Acela electric unit trains 
now speed through Princeton Junction at over 100 mph. This 
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is the foundation of multi-tasking tran-
sit rights of way.

Now we are at the beginning of the 
21st Century. The railroad industry 
confronts the same challenges as the 
telegraph linemen working along the 
tracks after the Civil War. And just as 
surely as phone lines replaced telegraph 
lines, so will the phone lines be replaced 
by fiber, cellular, Wi-Fi and microwave. 

So how do we maximize the distribu-
tion of these assets? By returning to the 
transit rights of way. To be sure passen-
ger trains have been largely overtaken 
by airlines, but the tracks are still there 
supporting a massive freight industry. 
Along the tracks of the nation’s Class I 

railroads lies a massive amount of both 
dark and lit fiber. There’s room for a lot 
more. 

The opportunity this presents opens 
many exciting possibilities. How about 
municipal fiber rings connecting cities 
along rail lines, municipal broadband 
empowerment zones in downtowns, wi-
fi clouds over, in and near rail stations? 

Rail rights of way could make rural 
deployment of broadband technology 
cheaper than current expectations. Even 
communities some distance from the 
tracks might benefit by linking to the 
existing railhead by fiber or microwave. 

From a startup standpoint, new rail 
rights of way, streetcar rights of way or 

heavy rail all can ac-
commodate a com-
munications compo-
nent or “com” channel 
beneath or beside the 
rail. Some new gener-
ation streetcar designs 

provide for channeling communications 
and nonvolatile utilities beneath the ac-
tual rail bed. 

Even magnetic-levitation (American 
Mag-Lev) train designs accommodate 
communications trunks in their guide-
ways. 

This renders not only lower construc-
tion cost by multi tasking rights of way, 
but additional revenue streams by offer-
ing services for resale through the com-
munications component. 

In short, there may be positive eco-
nomics for both transit and communi-
cations. ◆
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