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The History of Transportation in  
North Carolina (Part 1)

Rough Roads and a Complicated Coastline 

In the 1700s, it was not easy for the people of North Carolina to 
go from one place to another. In those days, there were no cars, 
trucks, trains, or airplanes, so it was more difficult for everyone 
to travel, compared with today. However, until the middle of the 
1800s, it was even more difficult to travel in North Carolina than 
in other nearby states, such as Virginia and South Carolina. Here 
are some of the reasons why travel was difficult everywhere and 
why it was especially difficult in North Carolina during the 1700s. 

North Carolina’s 
Rough Roads 

Before the year 1800, when people wanted to travel by land 
from one place to another, they had three options. They could: 

	◆ Walk (or run if the distance was not too far) 

	◆ Ride on a horse (or some other animal like a donkey) 

	◆ Ride in a wagon or cart that was being pulled by one or 
more animals 

Typically, a person walks at a speed of around three or four miles 
per hour. A horse can gallop much faster, but only for short 
distances. In those days, the fastest and most comfortable way 
to travel a long distance by land was in a horse-drawn carriage 
(a large wagon with seats and a roof, pulled by several horses). 
A well-built carriage pulled by several horses over a good road 
could reach speeds as fast as 12 miles per hour! Most people 

today would 
not consider 12 miles per hour to be very fast 
since today’s cars and trucks safely travel at 
speeds as fast as 70 miles per hour. But, before 
the 1800s, 12 miles per hour was considered 
high-speed travel!  

In North Carolina in the 1700s, people traveled 
much more slowly than 12 miles per hour 
because the roads between towns were not well 
built. To build a good road, someone would need 
to flatten the dirt where the road was going to be 
and then add gravel (a collection of small stones) 

VOCABULARY WORDS
	◆ Horse-drawn carriage 
	◆ Ship 
	◆ Current 
	◆ Cargo 
	◆ Seaport 
	◆ Sandbar
	◆ Barrier islands 
	◆ Mouth (of a river)

PLACES
	◆ Charleston,  

South Carolina 
	◆ Baltimore,  

Maryland 
	◆ Philadelphia,  

Pennsylvania 
	◆ Boston,  

Massachusetts 
	◆ Wilmington,  

North Carolina 
	◆ Outer Banks 

Learning Outcome: Students can describe the features of North Carolina’s geography 
that made travel difficult before 1800.
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to miles of pathways. Few people wanted to pay the cost or take the trouble to build roads because 
most people used the roads only now and then. Usually, a road was just a pair of muddy tracks in 
the forest that had been worn down over time by the passage of wagon wheels. 

At that time, the people of Virginia and South Carolina had more wealth than the people of North 
Carolina, so the roads were better in those states, compared with the roads in North Carolina. In 
fact, in the 1700s, the three best roads in North Carolina were built to link cities in Virginia to cities 
in South Carolina and Georgia. 

In western North Carolina, there was another reason why the roads were not very good. It is even 
more difficult to build a good road on rocky soil. To make a smooth road, the road builders must 
remove the stones from the path where the road is going to be. In western North Carolina, the soil 
is very rocky, so road builders had to do a lot more work to remove the rocks from the paths. For a 
long time, the best roads in North Carolina were in the eastern part of the state. 

North Carolina’s Complicated Coastline 
Before 1800, there was another way to travel that was often faster and easier than walking, riding 
on horseback, or riding in a horse-drawn carriage. If you lived near the ocean or a large river and 
you wanted to travel to a city or town that was also near a large river or the ocean, you could 
travel by boat or ship (a ship is a large boat). Even a small boat can carry much more weight than 
the strongest horse. Traveling by ship on the ocean did not always mean that you had to cross the 
ocean. You could travel from one city along the coast to another city 
that was along the same coast. 

It was also possible to travel by boat on a river. However, before 1800, if 
you traveled on a river, it was probably a one-way trip since the water in 
a river flows in just one direction. (This flow is called the river’s current.) 
The wind does not usually provide enough power 
to sail a boat up a river (unless you are very close 
to the ocean). Rowing up a river (in the opposite 
direction from the current) is very difficult. On 
many rivers, it was easy to travel by boat for 
hundreds of miles in one direction. But then, if you 
wanted to return to the place where you started, 
you would have to walk for hundreds of miles on a 
trail along the side of the river! 

In the 1700s, traveling on the ocean was usually 
much faster, safer, and more comfortable than 
traveling by boat on a river or by land in a horse-
drawn carriage. This was especially true if the ship 
went from one coastal city to another without 
crossing the ocean. For hundreds of years, large 
sailing ships carried people and cargo (things 
being moved from one place to another to be sold) 
between the American cities located along the 
coast of the Atlantic Ocean. These included New 
York City, New York; Charleston, South Carolina; 
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Baltimore, Maryland; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and Boston, Massachusetts. 

These five cities had good natural seaports. (A seaport is a place where it is easy for a ship to load 
and unload people and cargo.) Not surprisingly, because it was so easy to travel by ship to and 

from these five seaport cities, they became 
the five largest cities in the United States by 
the time of the American Revolution. However, 
people in many of the cities and towns along 
North Carolina’s coast could not simply get on a ship and travel to another American city along 
the Atlantic Coast. Why not? 

Like all of America’s original 13 states, North Carolina is located on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean. 
So, you might think that it would be easy for people living in North Carolina in the 1700s to travel 
by ship to and from big cities like New York, Baltimore, and Boston. For people living along the 
coast of Virginia and South Carolina, this was true. However, in those days, traveling to and from 
North Carolina on the ocean was more complicated. A line of islands called the “Outer Banks” 
stretch around more than half of North Carolina’s coastline, making it difficult for ships to reach 
North Carolina’s mainland. The waters near the islands are shallow and have sandbars (piles of 
sand in the water). It was difficult for ships to reach or leave the land from towns along the coast 
that are blocked by the Outer Banks. If you tried to set out on a large sailing ship from a town like 
Edenton, it would be dangerous and difficult to sail the ship past the Outer Banks. This is why the 
Outer Banks are often called “barrier islands.” 

Of course, North Carolina gets many advantages as a result of having a chain of barrier islands 
protecting our coast. The Outer Banks protect the rest of North Carolina from being severely 
damaged by large storms. However, for hundreds of years, the Outer Banks also made it difficult 
to travel to and from North Carolina on the ocean. 

At the time, North Carolina had just one big seaport: the city of Wilmington. It is located south 
of the Outer Banks at the mouth of the Cape Fear River. (A river’s mouth is the place where the 
river flows out into the ocean.) The mouth of a river is a very good place for a city to be located. 
Farmers living along the Cape Fear River could bring their crops to Wilmington on small boats. 
Large ships could arrive at the Wilmington seaport to bring cargo and passengers from other 
places and to carry passengers and cargo from North Carolina to other places. 
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Reading Review Questions
Describe three ways that people could travel by land before 1800.  

 

Describe one way that people could travel by water before 1800.

   
 

 
 

Explain one reason why roads in North Carolina were not as good as roads in Virginia or South 
Carolina before 1800.

Explain how the Outer Banks made it more difficult for people to travel to and from North Carolina 
on the ocean.


