
 

The Robertston-Whiteside 

Track-laying Machine 
 

This railroad featured one of 

the first, if not the first, 

machine for laying railroad 

tracks. 
 

A photograph of the Robert-

Whiteside machine has yet to 

be found, but one of its many 

later competitors, the Harley 

Track Layer of 1911 shown to 

the right, was similar to it. 
 

 

 

 

(Photo to the right from: http://atatrail.org/pdf/WestMDRailay.pdf.  Many thanks to Solano County 

historian and history-activist Jerry Bowen for bringing this picture to my attention. John Lofland) 





 

“The Track-Layer 

on Its Travels” 
 

In July and August of 1868, The Solano 

Press published four background articles 

on the construction of the railroad.  One 

of them described the introduction and 

operation of the track-laying machine. 

Part of it is reproduced below. 
  

Four aspects of this report might be high-

lighted: 
 

l. At first people thought the machine 

was useless. 

2. When it did work, crowds formed to 

watch it. 

3. It was exhausting to operate. 

4. Extravagant claims for the machine’s 

importance were made. 



 



 

The New York 

Times Reports on 

the “Track-Layer” 
 

This June 21 Times report 

taken in part from a May 13 

San Francisco story suggests 

the importance of the 

machine. Grading rather 

than track-laying now 

becomes the slower part of 

“railroading” America. 
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