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A University of Nebraska-Lin-
coln study on railroads parallels 
its subject in uncanny w ays. Like 
early railw ays, research w ill chart 
new  tracks through a frontier of 
untapped data.

UNL’s “R ailroads and the 
M aking of M odern Am erica,” 
led by history professor W il-
liam  T hom as, w as one of eight 
research projects w orldw ide to 
receive funding from  the D ig-
ging into D ata C hallenge grant, 
aw arded D ec. 3 in C anada. T he 
nearly $100,000 grant w ill allow  
the project to tap into and orga-
nize vast pools of digitized data, 
such as old new spaper scans.

E ach team  applying for the 
grant w as required to be both in-
terdisciplinary and international, 
w ith partners in the United 
States, C anada and the United 
K ingdom . T hom as’ project has 
ties in history, the hum anities 
and com puter science. 

UNL is also partnered w ith 
the University of V ictoria and 
M cG ill University in C anada, 
and T hom as is w orking closely 
w ith geography professor R ich-
ard H ealey’s UK  team  at the Uni-
versity of Portsm outh, w hich re-
ceived funding of 98,900 pounds 
(approxim ately $164,500).

“R ailroad-related inform ation 
is, at least for the 19th century 
and early 20th century, there’s 
just so m uch of it,” T hom as said 
“It’s kind of like the Internet to-
day. Not just a project about the 
history of railroads but about 
cultural change that com es w ith 
m ass technology change. 

“W e’re living in the Internet 
age, and it’s changing the w ay w e 
com m unicate, the w ay politics 
are run and the w ay people see 
them selves. R ailroads had sim i-
lar effect in the 19th century. It 
changed all sorts of things. T hey 
kept enorm ous records – open 
any 19th century new spaper, and 
railroads are all over the place – 
stocks, stories and schedules.”

According to T hom as, the 

grant w ill help researchers sort 
through that huge am ount of 
data. T he research is focused not 
only on the history of railroads 
but also on the lives of w orkers 
and their environm ental im pact. 
T his m eans a large num ber of 
digitized sources, such as old 
new spaper articles, are relevant. 
Until now, there have been no 
organizational or search tools 
to help researchers sift through 
them .

“As w e’ve digitized all this 
page, our challenge is to dive 
into those and look at w ork-
ers and look at environm ental 
im pact, and give researchers 
tools to �nd patterns. It’s a huge 
problem  w ith that m uch data,” 
T hom as said.

“And this project – this grant 
– enables us to develop tools for 
visualizing this data. And you 
know, it’s also a big challenge. So 
I think w e’ll really m ove tow ard 
som e program m ing, especially 
som e com p science w ork that 
w e’ve proposed that w ill pro-
vide different m odels for cutting 

across all these large data sets.”
O ver the course of the team ’s 

research, T hom as said he also 
hopes to use data to provide vi-
sual records of w orker m obility – 
how  so m any im m igrants and do-
m estic laborers cam e to w ork on 
the railroads. New  m ethods for 
visualization w ill play a large role.

“I’m  really proud and excited 
to be w orking on this project,” 
said Leslie W orking, a graduate 
student in history at UNL w ho 
has been w ith the project for 
years.

W orking, w ho w ill be proj-
ect m anager beginning in the 
spring, said the grant w ill help 
w ith m ore than just displaying 
the im portance of railroad his-
tory; it w ill also open new  
doors for research.

“I think it gives 
everyone w orking 
on the project a 
chance to look at 
a w ider scope of 
questions and 
issues. W ith 
that kind of 

backing and support, w e’ll have a 
chance to m aybe ask bigger ques-
tions and incorporate new  types of 
data-m ining. W e can think about 
w ays w e m ight use data to ask old 
questions in new  w ays,” she said.

T hose new  techniques dem on-
strate m uch of the project’s inter-
disciplinary im portance.

“T he tools w e develop could 
b e applied to anything,” 

T hom as said.
A lt h o u g h 

the m ajor 

bene�ciaries of the project w ill ad-
m ittedly be high-end researchers, 
T hom as pointed out that the proj-
ect’s W eb site, railroads.unl.edu, is 
already being accessed by tens of 
thousands of students across the 
country.

Like the railroads blazing their 
w ay through the w est, the proj-
ect w ill be cutting new  routes 
through unexplored banks of 
digitized sources.  

“It’s a get-out-your-shovels 
kind of thing,” T hom as said.
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