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GOLDEN SP KE
CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION COMMISSION
"What is past is prologue. . . ."
Shakespeare's words epitomize the spirit of the nation's railroads as they
look to the challenges of the future while celebrating the centennial of an
achievement that still stands as one of the great milestones in American
history.
That event was the completion of the first transcontinental railway system
with the Driving of the Golden Spike at Promontory, Utah, on May 10, 1869.
It was hailed at the time as an impossible dream come true. And, indeed,
it was.
Its significance was summarized by the late President John F. Kennedy
when he said:
"We need not read deeply into the history of the United States to become
aware of the great and vital role which the railroads have played in the
opening up and developing of this great nation. As our frontier moved
westward, it was the railroads that bore the great tide of America to areas
of new opportunities and new hopes."
The railroad industry is justly proud of its past and its contribution to
the growth, development and economic might of America. But, again, what's
past is prologue.
Railroadmen see vast changes occurring in their industry. Today — a
hundred years from Promontory — the Iron Horse has lost most of his passenger train glamour. But he's still the workhorse of the transportation stable,
hauling almost as much freight as all the newer modes combined. New all-time
freight records in 1968 are a significant keynote to the future in railroading.
Railroadmen accept this as an inevitable by-product of transportation
progress. They know they can no more compete with jet aircraft for crosscountry travel than the stagecoach of yesteryear could compete with the
railroads.
So, while they cherish the past with re-enactment of the Golden Spike
ceremonies and dedication of the track-linking site as a National Historic
Shrine, they look to the future with confidence, enthusiasm and an arsenal
of electronic equipment and computerized concepts of operation right in step
with the Space Age.
They're familiar with predictions that our population will reach 300
million in one more generation. They know what this means in terms of
production and transportation needs. They know the scope of the job ahead.
And they're getting ready for it.
It's challenges like these that fire the excitement of railroadmen as they
look forward to the next hundred years from the vantage point of historic
Promontory.
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P R O C L A M A T I O N
WHEREAS, May 10, 1869, represents to every American
the historic climax in a long struggle to bind together this
nation with the iron rails which reached from ocean to ocean;
and
WHEREAS, May 10, 1869, stands as a tribute to those
men of vision who foresaw the greatness of an empire which
should stretch from coast to coast, bound together not only with
iron rails, but also with coiamon interests in trade and communications; and
WHEREAS, May 10,1869, serves as a reminder to all
citizens of this nation of the singular achievement of those
laborers of the past who survived the heat of the desert, the
cold of the mountains, and untold problems to make possible for
the first time a transcontinental railroad in America:
l&OW, THEREFORE, I, Calvin L. Rampton, Governor of the
State of Utah, do hereby officially proclaim the Year May 9, 1968,
to May 10, 1969, as

GOLDEN SPIKE CENTENNIAL YEAR

in Utah, and urge all citizens to join with me -in this observance.

IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I have
hereunto set my hand and
caused to be affixed the
Great Seal of the State of
Utah.

Done at the State

Capitol in Salt Lake City,
)9th day of May,
f968.

Governor

"Jupiter" engine and train carrying the Leland Stanford party past the
Great Salt Lake en route to Promontory. This scene typified the coming
of a new era in transportation, and the passing of an old. Photograph gift of the
Southern Pacific Railroad Company.

The
Transcontinental Railroad
and the
Development of the West
BY LEONARD J. ARRINGTON

One of the most modern of the Union Pacific trains, the "City of Los Angeles,3
runs between Los Angeles, California, and Chicago, Illinois.
This photograph was a gift of the Union Pacific Railroad Company.

I

N HIS WIDELY READ BOOK, The Stages of Economic Growth, W. W.
Rostow declares that the construction and use of railroads has been
historically the most powerful single initiator of economic growth. "It
was decisive," he wrote, "in the United States, France, Germany,
Canada, and Russia; it has played an extremely important part in the
Swedish, Japanese and other cases."1 If this was true of the nation, it
was even more true of the American West. Without dependable rivers
or the possibility of constructing transportation canals, the West could
hardly have been settled to any degree of completeness without the railroad. By lowering the costs of transporting agricultural products and
mineral ores from the western interior to the manufacturing East, the
railroad furnished food for the burgeoning urban population, supplied
raw materials for an expanding industry, and generated much of the
capital which financed America's industrialization. By opening the West
for settlement, the railroad also widened the market for eastern industry
and brought a rich resource base into productivity. More than any other
single agency the railroad converted a nation of diverse sections into "one
nation, indivisible."
CONCEPT OF THE PACIFIC RAILROAD

By the commencement of the Civil War in 1861, a substantial network of railroads had spread throughout the region east of the Mississippi.2 During the thirty years after the pioneering "Baltimore and Ohio"
was placed in operation in 1830, the nation had constructed some 31,000
miles of railroads. These reached out to Wisconsin, Iowa, Missouri, and
Texas. To the west lay an enormous land mass, largely uncharted, consisting of the Great Plains, Rocky Mountains, Great Basin, and California. Some, like Horace Greeley who crossed it in 1859, thought the
region so uninviting — so short of water, timber, and game — that a
hundred years would be required to settle it. Others recognized that the
Dr. Arrington is professor of economics at Utah State University and president of the
Western History Association. He is grateful to the Utah State University Research Council
for assistance on this and other research projects.
1
Walt W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth (Cambridge, England, 1960), 55.
2
In preparing this introductory essay, I have used: John F. Stover, American Railroads
(Chicago, 1961); George Rogers Taylor and Irene D. Neu, The American Railroad Network,
1861-1890 (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1956) ; Erward C. Kirkland, A History of American Economic Life (New York, 1951), 339-78; Oscar O. Winther, The Transportation Frontier: TransMississippi West, 1865-1890 (New York, 1964); Alfred D. Chandler, Jr., ed., The Railroads:
The Nation's First Big Business (New York, 1965) ; Robert E. Riegel, The Story of the Western
Railroads (New York, 1926); Robert W. Fogel, The Union Pacific Railroad: A Case in Premature Enterprise (Baltimore, 1960) ; John D. Galloway, The First Transcontinental Railroad:
Central Pacific, Union Pacific (New York, 1950); Wesley S. Griswold, A Work of Giants:
Building the First Transcontinental Railroad (New York, 1962); Leland H. Jenks, "Railroads
as an Economic Force in American Development," Journal of Economic History, IV (March,
1944), 1-20; and chapters in various western histories.
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initial requisite was the laying of a band of steel which would tie the
region militarily, politically, culturally, and economically to the expanding Republic. The prime obstacle to the realization of this goal was the
division between the North and South. Powerful southern leaders argued
for a road which ran across the southern portion of the nation, to connect
St. Louis, Memphis, and New Orleans with Los Angeles or San Diego.
Northerners and midwesterners contended for a road which began at
Chicago or St. Louis and spanned the northern or central portion of the
continent. The secession of the South in 1861 and the strong desire to
assure a connecting link with California led to the passage of the Pacific
Railroad Act.
Signed by Abraham Lincoln on July 5, 1862, the Pacific Railroad
Act provided a bold two-pronged effort. The Union Pacific Railroad
Company was organized to construct a railroad westward from the Missouri River port of Council Bluffs, Iowa; 3 the Central Pacific Railroad
Company was authorized to construct a road east from Sacramento,
which subsequently connected with San Francisco in late 1869. Each company was granted ten alternate sections of public lands (increased to
twenty sections in 1864) for each mile of track laid. In addition the two
corporations were to receive a thirty-year government loan, the amount
of which varied with the terrain. The government agreed to lend each
company $16,000 for each mile of track across the Plains, $48,000 for
each mile in high mountain areas, and $32,000 for each mile in the Great
Basin. Each company was authorized to issue first-mortgage bonds up
to the amount of the government loan.
The Civil War, however, precluded extensive railroad construction.
Labor was scarce, materials had a higher priority in other uses, and
financial resources were slow in forthcoming. Of the two thousand shares
of stock which the Union Pacific Railroad Company was authorized to
sell, only thirty-one were subscribed during the first year of the canvass,
and five of these were purchased by Brigham Young on behalf of the
Mormon church. (Brigham Young was made a director of the company
in 1865). With the end of the war, both companies mobilized to accomplish the gigantic task.
T H E RACE TO COMPLETE THE ROAD

Leader of the Union Pacific forces was Dr. Thomas C. Durant, a
railroad promoter who employed General Grenville M. Dodge as chief
3
Council Bluffs (and Omaha, Nebraska) was apparently a compromise midway point
between Chicago and St. Louis, which were the principal contenders for "Rail Hub of the
Nation."
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engineer. Their construction army, directed by General Jack Casement
and his brother Daniel, consisted of a motley crew of ex-soldiers from
both the Union and the Confederate armies, ex-convicts, youthful Irish
and German immigrants, and a scattering of settlers along the route. As
many as ten thousand workers came to be involved in the labor of grading, bridge-building, and laying track, with an equivalent number of
horses and mules. Their pay ranged from $2.50 to $4.00 per day, and
they lived on "buffler" meat, bacon, beans, hard-tack, and coffee.4 The
term "construction army" is not an exaggeration, for the chief of each
unit was usually a former Union officer, and the men worked near stacks
of carbines held in readiness to cope with surprise attacks by Indians who
objected to 'this symbol of permanent trespass upon their hunting ground.
Writers made much of the "hell on wheels" construction base camps
with their crude shacks for offices and supplies, and hundreds of tents for
workmen augmented by those of saloonkeepers, gamblers, and prostitutes.5 But the work accomplished belies the impression of generalized
dissipation. Following the route of the Mormon Trail, the U.P. track,
by the end of 1866, had been laid almost as far as North Platte, Nebraska,
300 miles west of Omaha. By the end of 1868, track had been laid
through Wyoming and into Utah, as the company hurried to build as
much subsidized road as possible.
Meanwhile, the Central Pacific was building eastward from Sacramento. This enterprise was the brain-child of the young railroad engineer
Theodore Judah. At great personal sacrifice Judah had surveyed a route,
advanced a proposal to build a road over the Sierra, and lobbied for
congressional approval. He had finally induced four Sacramento merchants to support the project. They were Leland Stanford (later the
governor of California), Collis P. Huntington, Mark Hopkins, and
Charles Crocker. When their Central Pacific was given the "go ahead"
in the Pacific Railroad Act, Judah had expected to superintend the construction. He soon became convinced that the primary motive of his
partners was to maximize construction profits, even at the cost of sound
engineering, so he sold his interest.
Charles Crocker, who replaced Judah as construction boss, found it
difficult to employ workmen until he thought of the Chinese. Hiring
them by the hundreds, often directly in Canton, Crocker had 8,000
4
There arose the practice of hiring frontiersmen to shoot buffalo. One of these, a former
U.S. Army scout named William ("Buffalo Bill") Cody, killed some 4,280 of them over an
18-month period.
5
Robert Louis Stevenson described the camps as "roaring, impromptu cities full of gold
and lust and death." Stover, American Railroads, 71.
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Orientals in his employ by the end of 1866, and perhaps 2,000 Caucasians. The work was perhaps the most challenging in the history of
American enterprise. All of the steel and rolling stock had to be shipped
15,000 miles by sea to San Francisco and by riverboat or barge to Sacramento, a task which required 10 months. More than 200 miles of the
Central Pacific roadbed was above 6,500 feet. Although paid only $25.00
to $35.00 per month, the hardy Chinese drilled away week after week
at the numerous tunnels through the granite cliffs of the Sierra. Under
the necessity of building some 37 miles of peaked snowsheds for protection against the threatening avalanches of snow, "Crocker's Celestials"
laid only 39 miles of track in 1867. More than a year was required to cut
the 1,650-foot tunnel at Dormer Summit. Even this task was substantially
shortened by the introduction (by the Scottish scientist James Howden)
of the first nitroglycerine made in America. Blasting operations used up
400 kegs of powder a day.
When the difficult passage over the Sierra was completed in 1868,
Huntington requisitioned every available ship on the Eastern Coast to
carry supplies, and Crocker's men hurriedly laid track across the sunblistered ridges and deserts of Nevada. They had less trouble with the
Indians than their Union Pacific counterparts because Huntington
insisted that the Indians be permitted to ride. "We gave the old chiefs
a pass each, good on the passenger cars," he recalled, "and we told our
men to let the common Indians ride on the freight cars whenever they
saw fit."6
Observing the companies building parallel grades for track, Congress named Promontory Summit as the meeting place on April 9, 1869.
(Central Pacific agreed to buy forty-eight miles of track which Union
Pacific had built to that point from Ogden.)
By May 10, 1869, Union Pacific had laid 1,086 miles of track and
the Central Pacific 690. On that day the two companies participated in
a joining of the rails ceremony which marked the completion of one of
the most colossal and daring enterprises in American history — an
achievement comparable only with the construction of the Erie Canal
and the laying of the Atlantic cable.
In the wake of the first transcontinental railroad there followed four
other transcontinental. The Northern Pacific was constructed westward
from Minneapolis across central Minnesota, southern North Dakota and
Montana, western Washington, and northern Oregon to Portland. It
6

Ibid., 72-73.
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77i£ /<2it freight permitted the transportation of produce across the continent.
The citrus fruits and vegetables of California found a ready market in the East.
Photograph gift of Union Pacific Railroad Company.

was completed in 1883. In the same year the Atchison, Topeka, and
Santa Fe was completed from eastern Kansas through Colorado, New
Mexico, Arizona, and southern California to Los Angeles. Likewise in
the same year the Southern Pacific was completed from New Orleans
through southern Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California to San Francisco. Finally, the Great Northern Railway was completed in 1893, and ran from St. Paul to Seattle, across Montana, Idaho,
and Washington. Any one of these five systems was a major undertaking
by any standards. That all should have been built within thirty years
after the Civil War demonstrates American ingenuity in solving many
complex problems of engineering and finance. All told, more than seventy
thousand miles of railroad were built in the trans-Mississippi West during
the quarter century after the Civil War.
"MORMON" RAILROADS

It has been commonly supposed that the first transcontinental railroad was built primarily by the Chinese and the Irish. While this is gen-
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erally correct, it overlooks the role of the pioneer settlers of Utah. The
grading, most of the bridge-building, trestlework, tunneling, and the
furnishing of ties for the railroad built in Utah for both the Union Pacific
and Central Pacific were done essentially by Mormon crews under contracts entered into between the respective company superintendents and
leading Mormons. An estimated five thousand Utahns worked under
these contracts, and if newspaper reports can be relied upon, U. P. and
C. P. superintendents were complimentary of the work done and the
effectiveness of the bishops in maintaining such standards as no swearing,
no drunkenness, and no work on Sunday. The contracts not only added
to the incomes of Utah workers, but provided valuable experience which
gave Mormon leaders confidence in launching a number of local cooperative railroads which would connect Utah settlements with the transcontinental line.
The first of these "Mormon" lines was constructed from Ogden to
Salt Lake City — a distance of thirty-seven miles — during the summer
and fall of 1869. Indeed, at the very moment that the Union Pacific
and Central Pacific officers and crews were celebrating the joining of the
rails at Promontory, Mormon leaders were in Salt Lake City planning
the organization of the Utah Central Railroad. Labor on the Utah Central was recruited and supervised by the bishops of the various Mormon
settlements along the line, to whom small contracts were let so as to
distribute the work uniformly and add an element of friendly competition. In some cases the labor was performed in return for stock and/or
bonds in the Utah Central; in other cases, railroad tickets were the only
pay. Most of the labor appears to have been done by Latter-day Saint
immigrants who adopted this way of repaying the church for furnishing
their transportation to Utah. One worker stated: "Most of the pay I
got from the railroad, like others with whom I worked, came in the form
of merchandise. We didn't care, though, in what form it was given. We
wanted a railroad and we didn't hesitate to work to that end." Another
described his activity as follows:
I drove an ox team hauling dirt for the roadbed. I made a dollar a day.
This, however, was not in cold cash. I had to take my pay in transportation from Woods Cross to Salt Lake. The fare was 70 cents round trip.
Thus I would work nearly all day for my railroad fare.7

The first rails were laid at Ogden on September 22, and seventy men
laid a mile of track every other day during October and November. The
7

I, 26.

Kate B. Carter, ed., Treasures of Pioneer History (6 vols., Salt Lake City, 1952-1957),
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last spike, made of Utah iron at the church blacksmith shop on Temple
Square in Salt Lake City, was driven by Brigham Young on January 10,
1870, at a celebration attended by more than fifteen thousand people.
Both the spike and the mallet (also made of Utah iron at the church
shop) bore the emblem of a beehive and carried the legend "Holiness to
the Lord." Brigham Young's address on the occasion was typical of the
pioneer leader:
Since the day that we first trod the soil of these valleys, have we
received any assistance from our neighbors? No, we have not. We have
built our homes, our cities, have made our farms3 have dug our canals and
water ditches, have subdued this barren country, have fed the stranger,
have clothed the naked, have immigrated the poor from foreign lands,
have placed them in a condition to make all comfortable and have made
some rich. We have fed the Indians to the amount of thousands of dollars
yearly, have clothed them in part? and have sustained several Indian wars,
and now we have built thirty-seven miles of railroad. . . .
The railroad permitted the development of the vast mineral resources of the West.
Without railroad transportation, the low-grade ores of the Utah Copper Mine
could not have been profitably exploited. Photograph gift of
Kennecott Copper Corporation.
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I . . . thank the brethren who have aided to build this, our first railroad. They have acted as Elders of Israel, and what higher praise can I
accord to them,, for they have worked on the road, they have graded the
track, they have laid the rails, they have finished the line, and they have
done it cheerfully "without purse or scrip."8

In a similar "cooperative" manner Utah's settlers built three additional branch lines in the 1870's to connect outlying settlements with the
Utah Central and the transcontinental line. First to be completed was
the Coalville and Echo, which tapped some of Utah's coal mines. This
line was later renamed the Utah Eastern and extended to Park City
where it serviced the rich silver and lead ores at that location. The Utah
Southern Railroad pushed south from Salt Lake City to Sandy (a narrow
gauge was then constructed eastward to the church's granite quarries in
Cottonwood Canyon in order to transport the rock from which the Salt
Lake Temple was built). Later it was built to Utah Valley to serve a
rich agricultural region, was extended on to York, Nephi, and eventually
to Milford to connect with a rich mining region. The Utah Northern
Railroad was constructed from Ogden to Logan, then to Franklin, Idaho,
and eventually, in the early 1880's, to Garrison, Montana, where it connected with the Northern Pacific. In each of these instances, eastern
capitalists furnished the iron and rolling stock while local residents contributed labor and other supplies. By thus using in railroad construction
the same kind of "cooperation" which redeemed the wilderness and built
the economy of Mormon Country, Utah's pioneers were able to connect
their isolated settlements and potential mining districts with production
and consuming centers in the East and on the Pacific Coast.9
IMPACT OF THE RAILROAD

The transcontinental railroads and their many local "feeders" promoted the development of the West in four major ways: (1) The construction of the railroads brought income to western residents which made
possible developmental investments such as the purchase of machinery,
the construction of homes, and the financing of immigration; (2) the
completion of the railroad network facilitated western colonization and
settlement; (3) the completion of the railroad and its feeders stimulated
the development of cattle grazing, mining, and other industries which
required transportation services for their profitability; and (4) the exten8

Deseret News (Salt Lake City), January 11, 1870.
An annotated discussion of "Mormon Railroads" is found in Leonard J. Arrington,
Great Basin Kingdom: An Economic History of the Latter-day Saints (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1958), 257-92.
9
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Until the railroad permitted transportation of beef to eastern markets,
the economic potential of western grasslands remained unrealized.
Photograph gift of Union Pacific Railroad Company.

sion of the railroads westward made it profitable to locate factories nearer
to the sources of raw materials and encouraged the development of western manufacturing activity. The expansion of these industries in turn
brought an industrial population close to western farming regions, providing large new markets close at hand for the produce of the farms.
An estimated $500 million was expended by the Union PacificCentral Pacific during the four years the Pacific Railroad was under construction. Without being too precise one supposes that each of the other
transcontinental lines and several of the "feeder" networks expended an
equal amount, if not more. Much of this, of course, went in the form of
contracts for iron, steel, and other products to firms in the East. But substantial sums also went into the pockets of western laborers, farmers,
freighters, and businessmen. Draft animals, meat products, grain and flour,
fruit and vegetables, water, timber, and ballast were among the provisions
and supplies which came almost inevitably from western territories, as
did much of the labor involved in grading the roadbed. Coal mines were
opened to supply locomotives with fuel, and hundreds of local supply
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houses were established to meet the special demands of the railroads.
The construction of the roads provided the training and discipline to
prepare local labor power for various kinds of industrial endeavor. The
needs of the roads also led to the strengthening and development of financial institutions which could handle and manipulate large sums of capital.
Once the technique of raising and handling large sums of capital was
learned, the same technique was applied to manufacturing and other
forms of endeavor. Businessmen learned the advantages of the corporate
form of business organization, local stock exchanges arose, and new business enterprises multiplied in the wake of the railroad.
Perhaps most important of all, by outrunning the course of settlement the railroad changed the nature of pioneering:
It was now possible to travel with comparative ease into the midst of the
government domain, to secure provisions and supplies while the land was
put under cultivation, and to grow specialized products for markets in the
United States or in Europe. Coupled with the inducements of the government land system, the railroads settled the West with the rapidity of a
prairie fire.10

Within twenty years after the completion of the transcontinental railroad, the population of Nebraska rose from slightly more than 100,000
The railroad provided western transportation and a means of communication
heretofore unavailable. Political candidates and various campaigns were
carried across the country on a vast network of rails that soon built up following the
joining of the rails at Promontory. Photograph gift of the
Union Pacific Railroad Company.

10

Kirkland, History of American Economic Life, 339.
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to more than a million. Similarly, the population of the Dakotas rose
from less than 15,000 in 1870 to more than 500,000 in 1890. Colonization was rendered more successful as the various railroads promoted new
techniques of farming, introduced new crops and varieties of livestock,
and transported new types of agricultural machinery. The geography of
the nation's agriculture was revolutionized; the center of crop production
moved from Indiana and Illinois to Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska. New
areas were opened up for dry farming and irrigation, and westerners
used the railroad to market their farm products. That the number of
farms in the nation increased from two million in 1860 to six million in
1900 is largely attributable to the construction of western railroads.
Expanding rail lines also played a major role in the development of
the western cattle and mining industries. Millions of Texas-bred cattle
were shipped over these lines, as were millions of tons of western silver,
lead, and copper. Nor has the era of railroad promotion ended. To give
the example of just one company, current programs of the Union Pacific
Railroad Company include the production and distribution of educational films, the granting of scholarships and funds for research, the
sponsorship of educational trains, the development and maintenance of
recreational resorts and national parks, and an industrial development
program in which plots of ground in various western cities are acquired
and improved, serviced with trackage and utilities, and leased or sold
to industrial interests for the construction of factories and warehouses
and for other purposes.
AMERICA'S NEW FRONTIER

The railroad was a catalyst, an exciter, a pump primer which
speeded up the processes of settlement and escalated the West's income
from agriculture, trade, and industry. Completion of the first transcontinental line set in motion a chain reaction of developments which culminated in the advanced economies of such great western cities as Los
Angeles, San Francisco, Salt Lake City, Denver, Phoenix, and Omaha.
But the railroad was more. It was a medium of cultural interchange and
excitement. Trains brought visitors from Boston, New York, London,
Berlin, and Tokyo to observe the "New America." They were impressed
and they wrote books — tons of them. While the railroad helped to build
the western economy, it also helped to create the "myth" of the West —
a myth which has been preserved in thousands of novels, movies, and
television serials. The West of imagination and the West of reality were
both products of the joining of the rails at Promontory, Utah, on May
10, 1869.

