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            INTRODUCTION – GOING UNDERGROUND

          

        

      

    

    
      In the middle of the 1800s, cities were starting to burst at the seams. More people were moving into big cities than ever before. Families came looking for work, better opportunities, or simply a chance to be part of the excitement of city life. Streets that had once held horse-drawn carriages and a few wagons now had to carry thousands of people trying to get from one place to another each day. It was noisy, it was messy, and it was slow.

      Picture the busiest street you know. Now add hundreds of horses pulling carts, coaches, and carriages. On top of that, mix in pedestrians darting between the wagons, street vendors selling their goods, and children playing near the curbs. The streets of places like London, New York, and Paris were packed nearly all the time. Getting from one end of the city to the other could take hours, even if you were only traveling a short distance.

      Traffic jams weren’t a modern invention with cars—they existed long before automobiles. In fact, some of the first traffic jams in history happened when too many horses and carriages were crammed into the same narrow streets. A journey across the city could mean waiting in long lines of wagons that moved at a snail’s pace. This wasn’t just annoying; it caused real problems for workers trying to get to their jobs, shopkeepers waiting for deliveries, and businesses that depended on people moving quickly.

      Crowded streets were only part of the problem. Horses left behind waste, and with thousands of them working every day, the smell could be overwhelming. Rain would wash dirt and waste into the roads, making them muddy and slippery. Disease spread more easily in these unsanitary conditions, and the clatter of hooves and wheels made city life deafening. People were eager for a better solution.

      As cities grew larger, another challenge appeared: distance. New neighborhoods sprang up farther and farther away from city centers. Families wanted more space, but that meant longer trips into town for work or school. Without a faster, easier way to travel, many people found themselves spending hours of their day just trying to get where they needed to go. Walking was too slow for long trips, and horse-drawn vehicles could only go so fast, especially when the streets were jammed.

      Inventors and city planners started to realize that the future of cities depended on finding a way to move large numbers of people quickly and safely. If streets couldn’t be widened and horse-drawn traffic couldn’t be sped up, then the answer had to lie elsewhere. The question was: where could you put an entire new system of travel in a city that was already bursting with buildings, businesses, and homes?

      The idea of going underground began to take shape. It was a bold solution—why not build tunnels beneath the streets and run trains there? This way, the overcrowded roads could be freed up for local travel while the underground trains carried thousands of passengers at once. It seemed daring and maybe even a little risky, but it solved a major problem: it created brand-new space where none existed before.

      At first, not everyone thought this was a good idea. Many people wondered whether anyone would actually want to ride in dark, underground tunnels. Would there be enough fresh air? Would it be safe? Still, the problems above ground were too big to ignore. The more crowded cities became, the more desperate people grew for an answer.

      By the mid-1800s, the pressure to find a solution was enormous. Businesses were frustrated by late deliveries. Workers wasted hours trying to reach their jobs. Families found it harder to live far from the center of the city. And the noise, smell, and danger of the streets only got worse as populations grew. Something had to change.

      Fun fact

      One of the most surprising things about subways is just how many people use them every single day. For some cities, life without subways would almost come to a stop. Millions of people depend on them to get to work, go to school, meet friends, or even just shop for groceries. The numbers are so huge that it’s hard to wrap your head around them at first.

      Take Tokyo, for example. Japan’s capital city is home to more than thirty million people in the greater metropolitan area. That’s like squeezing the entire population of several countries into one giant city. Moving that many people around is no easy task. The subway system in Tokyo is one of the busiest in the entire world. Every day, millions of passengers step onto its platforms and board trains. During rush hour, the crowds are so large that workers, known as “pushers,” help guide people into the cars to make sure everyone can fit. The trains run so frequently—sometimes every two or three minutes—that people almost never wait long. It’s fast, efficient, and incredibly reliable. Without the subway, Tokyo’s streets would be a maze of traffic jams, and daily life would slow to a crawl.

      New York City is another place where the subway is part of everyday life. It’s often called “the city that never sleeps,” and its subway system reflects that nickname. Trains run twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. That means you can hop on a subway at midnight, two in the morning, or in the middle of the afternoon, and there will still be a train waiting to take you across the city. Millions of New Yorkers rely on this constant service to get to work in offices, stores, and restaurants—or to return home after a night shift. The New York City subway is enormous, with hundreds of miles of track and dozens of lines stretching across all five boroughs. It isn’t just transportation; it’s the backbone of the city itself.

      Over in Moscow, the subway system is famous not only for how many people use it but also for how beautiful it is. Some stations look like underground palaces, decorated with marble floors, chandeliers, and detailed mosaics. While it’s amazing to look at, the real story is the number of passengers. Millions of riders step into those grand stations each day, making it one of the busiest subways in the world. During the cold Russian winters, the subway also provides a warm and sheltered way to get across the city, which makes it even more important for daily life.

      Paris, too, has a subway that keeps the city moving. Known as the Métro, it winds underneath the streets of the French capital. Tourists use it to see famous landmarks like the Eiffel Tower or the Louvre, while locals rely on it for their daily commutes. Even though Paris has busy roads and plenty of cars, the Métro helps ease the pressure by carrying millions of passengers quickly and efficiently. If everyone who rode the Paris subway were to switch to cars tomorrow, the city would be buried under gridlock.

      Other cities have equally impressive systems. London, with the world’s very first subway, still has one of the busiest networks. It’s called “the Tube,” and its nickname comes from the round shape of its tunnels. In Beijing, China, the subway has grown at a record-breaking pace to keep up with one of the largest populations on the planet. Trains there are packed during peak hours, carrying millions of commuters in and out of the city center. Each of these places proves that subways aren’t just helpful—they’re absolutely essential.

      What makes these systems so fascinating is that they keep running day after day, without a break. Think about the scale of it. Millions of people pour into the tunnels, hop on trains, and head off to different parts of the city, all on tight schedules. Conductors, engineers, station workers, and maintenance crews make sure that the system keeps moving. If one part of the subway shuts down for repairs, entire neighborhoods feel the effects right away. That shows how much modern cities rely on their subways to function.

      It’s also worth noting that subways aren’t just for getting to work. They’re part of the social fabric of city life. Kids ride them to school. Friends meet at subway stops before going to the park or the movies. Travelers use them to reach airports or train stations that connect to other cities and countries. They are woven into daily routines in ways that other forms of transportation rarely are.

      One of the most interesting parts about subways in these bustling cities is how they shape the rhythm of life. Rush hour in New York, Tokyo, or Moscow means trains crammed with passengers, platforms filled with hurried footsteps, and a constant flow of movement. Late at night, the same trains might be nearly empty, gliding through tunnels with only a few sleepy passengers on board. The subway becomes almost like a heartbeat for the city, speeding up when the day is busiest and slowing down in quieter hours.
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      Before tunnels were carved beneath the ground and trains began gliding under city streets, people had to rely on whatever methods of travel were available on the surface. Life in a busy city was already crowded, noisy, and full of energy, and moving from one place to another took patience and persistence. Everyone had to find a way to get around, whether they were rushing to work, running errands, or meeting friends across town. The options weren’t fancy, and they often weren’t fast, but they were the everyday reality of life before subways.

      Walking was the most basic way people traveled. Streets were packed with pedestrians, weaving in and out between wagons and carriages. For short distances, this was the simplest method, and it didn’t cost anything. People carried baskets of food home from markets, children walked to school in groups, and workers trudged to factories or shops on foot. Shoes wore down quickly, and feet grew sore from the cobblestones, but walking was reliable. The problem, of course, was distance. Walking across an entire city could take hours, and for someone who had a job to get to on time, that wasn’t practical.

      For those who could afford it, horse-drawn vehicles were the main way to travel. There were different kinds depending on the need. Wealthier families rode in private carriages, sometimes elegant and polished, drawn by fine horses. Others used hackney carriages—an early version of the taxi—where you paid a driver to
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