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Woods, Granville T. (1856—1910)

It was the golden age of railroads. Trolley and train tracks crisscrossed 
nearly every major city throughout the nation. There were few cars, 
and most roads were dirt. Americans preferred to travel by train. 
There was one problem, however: train wrecks!

Trains were dangerous. They were unable to stop quickly, so they 
slammed into rocks, wagons, or anything else that might be on the 
track. Steam engines could blow up or cause fires. Power lines for 
electric trains could kill people. And sometimes trains collided with 
each other. Just about everyone could tell a story of a train disaster.

Then came Granville T. Woods, an African American inventor from 
Ohio. More than anyone else in the late 1800s, Woods gets the credit for making train travel safer.

Granville Woods went to school until the age of ten. He then had to help support his family. He learned on the 
job. He worked as an apprentice in a machine shop, repairing machines and trying to invent them. He went to 
night school, or he learned on his own. He never wanted to stop learning how things worked—especially 
electricity.

At 16, Woods went to work for a railroad company in Missouri. Then he worked in a steel mill. After that, he 
worked on a steamboat. He even became its chief engineer. But Woods was often treated unfairly because of the 
color of his skin.

In 1880, he moved to Ohio to open his own machine shop. From this moment on, inventions poured out of him. 
Woods made improvements to air brakes so they were better able to help trains stop faster. He invented a 
telegraph system to help train conductors locate other moving trains. He invented overhead wires for electric 
trains to prevent people from being killed.

By the time he was 30 years old, Granville T. Woods was a hero. Other inventors had begun calling him the “Black 
Thomas Edison.”

Woods invented over 60 things that help people travel safely every day.

Reflect:

1. Why did some people call Woods the “Black Thomas Edison”?

2. How did Woods help others?

3. What is one question you have about Woods life or work? How could find the answer to that question?
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