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Here’s a question that may stump your friends: When and where was the first federal interstate highway built? Some might recall that President Dwight Eisenhower established the federal interstate highway system in the 1950s. Others might suggest the Pennsylvania Turnpike, which opened in 1940 and used advanced highway-designs. Transportation buffs may guess the Lincoln Highway, which was dedicated in 1913 as America’s first transcontinental highway.
But they’d all be wrong – and much too recent. For the very first federal interstate highway was built 200 years ago and crossed through our region. That first interstate was authorized by President Thomas Jefferson in 1806 and built with federal funds.

As routine as that may sound today, Jefferson’s action was both bold and controversial. The states believed the federal government didn’t have the authority to build a road on their land without their permission, so Jefferson had to get approvals from Maryland, Pennsylvania, Virginia and Ohio before road construction could begin. And the money didn’t come from tax revenue but rather from a percentage of the proceeds from the sale of public land in Ohio.
No wonder it took five years to start work on what would become known as the National Road. On May 8, 1811, construction began. By 1818, the first 131 miles were carrying a wide variety of wagon and stagecoach traffic from Cumberland, MD, on the Potomac River to Wheeling (now WVA) on the Ohio River; by the 1830s, the Road had reached its terminus, Vandalia, IL.
So we’re now in a bicentennial period for the National Road, which today is known as U.S. Route 40. The National Road Heritage Corridor (www.nationalroadpa.org) and the National Park Service are working together to commemorate this special anniversary with some special events.
Using original documents and artifacts provided by the National Road Heritage Corridor and the Washington County Historical Society, the National Park Service has opened a new exhibit titled “A Work Worthy of a Great Nation.” Located in the Mount Washington Tavern, which originally was a stagecoach stop on the National Road, the exhibit tells the story of the Road’s development and displays an original iron-obelisk road marker, documents and paintings, and artifacts. Mount Washington Tavern is situated right along U.S. 40 and is part of the Fort Necessity National Battlefield complex near Farmington. Visitors can see the tavern in both guided and self-guided tours through the end of October.
Also in commemoration of the 200th anniversary, the National Road Heritage Corridor is hosting a “Frontier Dinner” on August 29 at the Christian W. Klay Winery in Chalk Hill. For more information, visit www.cwklaywinery.com.
A visit to the National Road Heritage Corridor can be enriching anytime, though, for this area is rich in related stories: A young George Washington started a world war here; whiskey rebels challenged an infant federal government here; this was an original gateway to the wild west and contributed to the young nation’s growth and development.
In 1878, Samuel W. Durant wrote:

“We hear no more the clanging hoof,

And the stage-coach rattling by,

For the steam-king rules the traveled world,

And the old pike’s left to die!”

This “National Pike” has experienced the ebb and flow of great movements several times. Railroads turned the bustling Road into a byway until the advent of horseless vehicles restored its life as U.S. 40. Ironically, the National Road’s progeny – modern interstate highways – have reduced traffic here and restored a gentler flow to this corridor. Now visitors can travel the Road at a relaxed rate, enjoy its natural beauty and absorb its heritage.
Approach your visit as you would to a family patriarch – with a bit of deference and the expectation of some good stories. After 200 years, the National Road has earned that respect and won’t disappoint.[image: image1.png]
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Experience life along the old Pike
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