
In the 19th century, coal was the dominant energy source. In the United States, much of the coal 
was produced domestically, primarily in Pennsylvania and the broader Appalachian region. At this time, many 
railroads began as transportation systems for coal mining companies to transport the energy source from 
mine to city. As coal output grew, so too did the railroad, mining, and steel production industries. Energy and 
production were not the only things expanding. The latter part of the 19th century saw a great deal of warfare 
between American settlers and indigenous peoples in efforts to secure sovereignty over the land. Fueled by 
gold and silver rushes, many Americans rushed westward, and in doing so expanded the edges of US empire. 

Several events in the first part of the the 20th century reconfigured industry and infrastructure in the United States. The mobilization for 
World War II at the end of 1941 galvanized the American economy, which was ripe for restructuring following the Great Depression. Government spending accounted for 
67% of U.S. capital investment. This was a tremendous expansion of various industries for the sake of the military, including that of the automobile; for example, the Ford 
Motor Company received massive contracts for military vehicles. Around the same time, the utility of a road system for moving military vehicles captured the imagination 
of presidents, and a promise of individual exploration and freedom captured the imaginations of the everyday citizen. Massive government spending went hand in hand 
with militarization of infrastructure and economy, all bolstered by technological developments. The invention and deployment of the nuclear bomb at the end of WWII 
heralded an era of struggle for global hegemony between US-led capitalist order and Soviet Union-led communist order.

Events in the latter part of the 20th century fleshed out and reacted to the 
expansion of federal government activity a few decades earlier. Manufacturing industries see an 
accelerated shift overseas, actualizing the rise of a global capitalist economy in destabilized societies — 
who were vulnerable, and therefore exploitable as cheap labor and resource markets— left in the wake 
of US anti-communist activities throughout the Cold War era. Domestically, the United States indulges in 
the commodity lifestyle that globalization and earlier infrastructural investment affords. Federal 
authority is increasingly delegated back to more localized authorities, except in the case of the military 
and intelligence industrial complex. 

Now in the 21st century, we see the fruition of 20th century activities. We are beginning to see the environmental 
and ecological consequences wrought by the prior century’s global industrial spree. The abdication of federal authority (and 
therefore accountability) to local authorities, who in turn abdicated authority to corportations (who through extensive lobbying 
efforts, are largely unaccountable to anyone except shareholders, who themselves are stand-ins for “the profit motive”) has 
made consumption king, while means of production and political economies become ever-more obscured through layers of 
technological, legal, and corporate bureaucracy, spread out in diffuse supply-chain webs and clouds. Transportation 
infrastructure projects in the imperial core are largely manifestations of aspirational lifestyles of convenience and recreation. As 
we continue to grapple with worsening climate change, we may yet see another shift in energy paradigms,.

1968 Unable to financially sustain 
itself, railroad operations fully 
cease. The Virginia Electric and 
Power Company (VEPCO  — 
later Virginia Power, and now 
Dominion Power) bought the 
right-of-way for its electric 
power transmission lines. The 
Virginia State Highway 
Department begins 
condemnation proceedings to 
acquire the right-of-way to the 
W&OD Railroad.

1847 Alexandria and Harper's Ferry 
(A&HF) Railroad is 
incorporated.

1855 Construction on the AL&H line 
begins under Lewis McKenzie.

1861 In the first year of the Civil War, 
the railroad is seized by Union 
forces and incorporated into 
the U.S. Military Railroad 
System. It’s returned to the 
original owners post-Civil War, in 
1865.

1870-1894 The name of the railroad 
changes several times, as do 
the owners, eventually landing 
in the hands of Southern 
Railroad in 1894.

1903 John R. McLean and Stephen B. 
Elkins begin the construction of 
the Great Falls and Old 
Dominion Railroad as an 
electric trolley line to carry 
passengers between 
Washington D.C. and the 
outlying suburbs.

1911 Combining with Southern 
Railway, McLean and Elkins 
incorporated the new company 
as the Western and Old 
Dominion Railway.

1932 The company could not survive 
the devastating effects of the 
Great Depression and declared 
bankruptcy in 1932.

1966 The 600-mile ‘Perimeter Rule’ is 
set BY the FAA at the National 
Airport to incentivize Dulles air 
traffic.

1962 Dulles Airport terminal opens. 
The final cost for airport 
construction up to this point 
was $175 million. The Dulles 
Access Road (now Route 267) 
opens alongside the airport, 
running from the airport to the 
Capital Beltway. Its median is 
reservedfor a potential future 
rail/transit project.

1958 Willard, a largely Black 
community on the 
Fairfax-Loudoun County border 
(present-day Chantilly), is 
officially selected as the site for 
the second airport, to be 
named Dulles Airport. 87 
houses in the community were 
condemned to clear the site for 
airport construction. The 
homes were condemned 
without public hearing.

1957 Eisenhower asks Congress to 
appropriate funds for a 
DC-based jet airport, as the 
runways at National Airport 
were not long enough to handle 
modern jet traffic.

1951 The W&OD Railroad Company 
focuses mainly on freight, 
ending passenger and mail 
service.

1948 The Civil Aeronautics 
Association (CAA) begins 
exploring three sites for a 
second airport serving the 
Washington DC area: Burke, 
Annandale, and Willard.

late 1940’s All services on the W&OD 
railroad are converted to diesel 
or gasoline.

1974 The rails-to-trails program is the 
winning result for the fate of the 
railroad. The first segment of the 
W&OD trail opens in Falls 
Church, with its success leading 
to further trail paving.

1982 The Northern Virginia Regional 
Park Authority completely 
acquired the use of the railroad 
right-of-way.

1984 The Dulles Toll Road opens, 
extending the Dulles Access 
Road on both sides. A later 
extension opens in 1985, 
connecting these roads to 
Interstate 66.

1987 The Metropolitan Washington 
Airports Act of 1986 transfers 
all Dulles airport property from 
the FAA to the Metropolitan 
Washington Airport Authority 
(MWAA).

1988 W&OD trail construction 
completes; the entire length 
from Falls Church to Leesburg is 
now a paved bike trail.

1998 Metropolitan Area 
Exchange-East (MAE-East), a 
large internet peering 
exchange, is relocated to 
Northern Virginia.

2004 Formal approval is given for the 
construction of a DC metro 
connection to Dulles Airport.

2014 Phase I (estimated $2.6 billion) 
of the Silver Line Metro opens.

2009 The State of Virginia enacts a 
data center tax exemption. 
Incentives include a 6% sales 
and use tax exemption on 
servers, generators, chillers, and 
server-related equipment, and 
tax deductibility of recruitment 
and training cost.

2018 Dulles airport surpasses 
Reagan airport as DC’s busiest 
airport.

2019 Arlington is selected as the 
location for Amazon’s second 
headquarters. 

2022 Phase II (estimated $3 billion)  
of the Silver Line Metro opens 
to, after significant delays. The 
Coronavirus pandemic cratered 
an already-flagging public 
transit ridership, in an 
increasingly wealthy, 
work-from-home county.

2023 Construction for a new 
(estimated $675 million) airport 
concourse at Dulles (replacing 
Concourse A) begins.

Dulles Airport is named for John Foster Dulles, the 
influential Secretary of State during the Cold War. He 
is the brother of Allen Dulles, the longest-serving 
director of the CIA, who also held his position during 
the Cold War era.

The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) is the current owner of both Reagan 
and Dulles airports; it is also the national regulatory agency for all airports in the US.  
In 1966, FAA set a 650-mile (now 1,250 mile) ‘perimeter rule’ for National Airport, 
which limited the distance that airlines could offer nonstop service to and from 
National. All longer nonstop flights would be required to route through Dulles, a 
move designed to promote the new airport. Businesses in and around Reagan 
National have fought to roll back the rule; Baltimore’s jet airports were also hit 
significantly from this incentive system.

The National Interstate and Defense Highways act of 1956 
established an interstate roadway network in the United States, 
prompting development of local roads as well. Eisenhower 
signed it into law after seeing the German advantages in WWII 
that resulted from their autobahn highway network.

During the Whig Regime (1820s - 1880s), much of 
the support for railroad construction came from small 
groups of merchant capitalists seeking to strengthen 
and boost their communities as market centers. 
These consolidated into larger properties and 
conglomerates, developing the modern corporation.

Transportation infrastructure expands along with the buildout 
of Data Center Alley in Loudoun County. The workers that staff 
these ‘high-tech’ jobs live in extended suburbias mirroring 
those of the defense and intelligence communities. All of this 
suburban dreamland requires personal automobile 
infrastructure.

The Great Depression contributed to a crisis for 
railroad transportation. Section 77 of the Bankruptcy 
Act of 1933 appiled to bankrupt rail carriers, placing the 
property under control of a trustee while working with a 
federal district court to reorganize the properties.

Energy infrastructures, including those for 
electricity, often follow the development of 
transportation infrastructure.
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This timeline explores the connections between the the buildup of United States military and intelligence 
capacity and transportation infrastructure development in Northern Virginia from 1840 to the present day, with 
the backdrop of changes in energy regimes. Northern Virginia is notable for its proximity to Washington DC, the 
seat of federal power while simultaneously being outside of it. In the present day, the Pentagon building that 
serves as the headquarters of the Department of Defense is located in Arlington; the CIA headquarters are 
located in the suburbs of Mclean. 

Transportation infrastructure is rarely built just for the sake of being built. Its purpose is to 
connect people to places. Adding modes of transportation, be it railroad or roadways for 
automobiles, is expensive, requiring the motivating factor of a growing 
population base, a factor that itself is motivated by changes in the economic 
opportunities of a region. With each war or intelligence operation comes 
additional funding and staffing, the two major components to justifying 
infrastructure buildout. Shifts in energy paradigms drive not only changes in 
transportation infrastructure, but also serve as impetus for warfare in efforts 
to secure cheap access for the country. We see how these three factors 
come together to build the Northern Virginia we know today, and how it 
might shape the Northern Virginia of tomorrow.

Powering Up in Northern Virginia: 
Transportation, Military, and Energy


