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The Pacific Railroad

When the Tel egraphedr ®O Ntkh B eflashed cdast to coast from Promontory
Summit, Utah, at 12:47 p.m. on May 10, 1869, the rails from east to west were joined and the
Pacific Railroad had become a reality. It had been a long time in coming.

Despite virtually unanimous public sentiment for a Pacific
Railroad, almost four decades of debate and discussion,
liberally dosed with meaningless oratory preceded the driving
of the last spike. Within a matter of months after the
introduction of the steam locomotive to the United States in
1830, farsighted men conceived the idea of a railroad from

the Atlantic to the Pacific. By mid -century, after a rail network

had spread over the East and Midwest to the Mississippi River,

a railroad to connect this network with the West Coast Welcome to the Golden Spike
became a great public Issue. Those who advocated the National Historic Site, at
railroad saw both its necessity and the immediate benefits it Promontory Summit, Utah,

would bring to the Nation. But only a few, and they but elevation 4,875 feet

vaguely, understood the vast influence the Pacific Railroad
would have on the continental development of the United
States. This is a story of the Pacific Railroad 0 most often
called the Transcontinental Railroad

During our recent road trip to Glacier Park in Montana my wife

and | visited the Golden Spike National Historic Site at
Promontory Summit in Utah. This is where, on May 10, 1869

the Pacific Railroad, consisting of the Union Pacific and Central

Pacific railroads were joined by the driving of a golden spike

thus connecting the Atlantic Ocean with the Pacific Ocean by a Visitordos Center at
ribbon of steel comprised of steel rails measuring 30 feet Spike National Historic Site at

(9.144 meters) in length and weighing 560 pounds set at 4 Promontory Summit

feet 8% inches (1.4351 meters) apart. As General Sherman ,

one of the strong proponents of this project stated: "If it is

ever built, it will ©aeandttbedainlyowask of gi ant so
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Promontory Summits lays at 4,905 feet above sea level on a
vast section of Utah high desert just north of the Great Salt
Lake. It is not one of the visited sites in the National Park
Service (50,000 visitors per year) but it is certainly one of the
best kept and has a vast historipps
well staffed with knowledgeable rangers and stocked with
plenty of books and other documentation.

The actual join of the Union
Pacific and Central Pacific lines
on May 10, 1869 where the
olden spike was driven
ﬁJL?pdl tgré)lv I's parked
i t a

There is a plaque marking the point of the actual point of join

and a replica of the Golden Spike encased in a glass case as

the original resides at the Stanford University Museum. The

two locomotives are well maintained and run at least twice

per day. The Central Paci ficods
and the Union Pacificbés No. 119
May Day in 1869.

A short film about the building of the railroad is shown every

hour and the museum contains the tools used by the
construction crews to build the railroad. As a retired
professional surveyor | was amazed at the how much these

men accomplished with such a limited tool kit. To set the line

they used a compass transit and the graders used mule -
drawn drag pans . They did of course have hammers, drills, The Central Pacific "Jupiter”
horses, wagons, and plenty of black powder for blasting their
way through rocks and building tunnels. They did not have

front -end loaders, backhoes, bulldozers or dump trucks to
build this 1,777 mile project (1,087 for the east bound Union
Pacific starting in Omaha, Nebraska and 690 miles for the
east bound Central Pacific beginning in Sacramento,
California)

Over the years both railroads realigned their grades and
tracks to such an extent that in 1942 all of the original rails W
were pulled up to provide steel for the war effort. Only a few Union Pacific locomotive 119

miles of the original grade and rails exist at Promontory approaching Promontory Point
Summit. from the east

Origin of the Pacific Railroad

In 1850 the U.S. House of Representatives' Committee on Roads and Canals succinctly stated

the basic motives of the great segment of public opinion that championed the building of a

railroad to the Pacific. Such a road, said the committee, would "cement the commercial, social,

and political relations of the East and the West," and would be a "highway over which will pass
the commerce of Europe and Asia."

Proponents of a Pacific Railroad based their arguments mainly on its commercial importance.
The settlement of the Oregon question in 1846, the discovery of gold in California in 1848, and
the admission of California to statehood in 1850 swelled the- population of the Pacific Coast.
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And with commerce almost wholly dependent upon the long, slow journey around Cape Horn or
across the Isthmus of Panama, both East and West foresaw a large and lucrative trade
speeding by rail across the continent. Even more important, the promoters confidently
predicted that a Pacific Railroad would divert much of the trade with Europe and Asia from ship
to rail 0 the real objective point,” recalled U.P. executive Sidney Dillon, "continued to be China
and Japan and the Asiatic trade."

The commercial motive remained dominant from first to last, but there were other
considerations that carried greater influence with Congress, and led the national lawmakers to
overcome the deeply rooted opposition to Government -sponsored internal improvement
projects and throw the weight of the United States, both moral and material, behind the idea.

The railroad would hasten the final subjugation of the American Indians. It would also
enormously reduce the time and expense to the United States in transporting mail and
Government supplies. With the outbreak of the Civil War, political bonds between California and

the Union had to be strengthened to counter the threat of that State's secession. The war also
dramatized the defenseless condition of the Pacific Coast. Rapid transcontinental transportation

was a necessary ingredient in solving both problems.

As early as 1832, seven years after the successful run of British engineer George Stephenson's

steam locomotive in England, an Ann Arbor, Michigan, newspaper, The Emigrant, sounded the

first call for a railroad to the Pacific. Even earlier, in 1819, John Mills of Virginia had suggested
connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans with a "system of steam -propelled carriages." The
idea spread, and in 1836 John Plumbe, civil engineer of Dubuque, lowa, held a public meeting

to discuss such a project  -the first of uncounted meetings to be called throughout the Nation in

the next 25 years.

During the decade of the 1840's the widely publicized western explorations of John C. Fremont
and the stirring events of the Mexican War focused attention on the West and helped to
popularize the idea of a transcontinental railroad. Equally effective were the promotional
activities of Asa Whitney, a New York merchant active in the China trade whose obsession was
a railroad to the Pacific. He wrote articles, lectured constantly, and expounded his views to the

foremost public figures of the day. He conceived the first definite plan for a road and laid it

before Congress with the endorsement of 16 State legislatures and many public conventions
and boards of trade across the country.

Although Congress failed to sanction his plan, Whitney had made the Pacific Railroad one of the
great public issues of the day. Throughout the 1850's humerous railroad conventions were held
at major cities of the East, and one convened at San Francisco. Leading statesmen such as
John C. Calhoun, Jefferson Davis, Stephen A. Douglas, and others -declared their support. Both
the Republican and Democratic Parties wrote the Pacific Railroad into their platforms, although
the Democrats, still skeptical of Federal participation in internal improvement, made
Government aid contingent on its constitutionality. The project inspired such enthusiasm that
Senator. Andrew P. Butler of South Carolina was moved to complain: "It was said of the Nile
that it was a god. | think that this Pacific railroad project comes nearer being the subject of
deification than anything else | have ever heard of in the Senate. Everyone is trying to show his
zeal in worshiping this great road."
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Politicians might agree on the necessity for a Pacific Railroad and on the impossibility of
constructing one without Feder al aid, yet each yearo
purpose failed. The lawmakers could not agree on an eastern terminus because the section that

captured the terminus would gain immense political and economic benefits. Aside from these

considerations, Congressmen knew almost nothing of the comparative merits of the possible

routes across the country. To remedy this, they appropriated money in 1853 for the Army's

Corps of Topographical Engineers "to ascertain the most practicable and economical route for a

railroad from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean."

Between 1853 and 1855 the Engineers surveyed two northern and two southern routes. They
discovered that a railroad could be built on any one of the four, although the 32d parallel, along
which the Southern Pacific later built, would be the least expensive. This route was, of course,
as politically objectionable to Northerners as the northern routes were to Southerners. The
Pacific Railway Surveys thus failed to resolve the issue; the principal result was a set of
handsomely illustrated volumes that contributed enormously to knowledge of the American
West. When the first transcontinental railroad was finally built, it followed none of these four
routes.

The failure to agree on a Pacific Railroad route was only one aspect of a larger and more
important disagreement. By mid -century the people of North and South had grown more firmly
entrenched in their sectional views, and compromise, the hallmark of the American political
scene, became a word without meaning. In this atmosphere there was no hope for a Pacific
railroad, in fact little hope for the Nation to continue as before. The only certainties were
debates more acrimonious than the day before. And then came the Civil War.

Organization of the Central Pacific

While Congressmen debated in the immediate pre -war years, a handful of Californians acted.
An engineer of the Sacramento Valley Railroad, Theodore D. Judah , became obsessed with the
idea of a transcontinental railroad. Like Whitney before him, Judah lobbied with politicians,
merchants, and financiers, both in Washington and in his home State, Making little headway;

he took to the field summer of 1860 to locate a line through the formidable Sierra Nevada
Mountains. With preliminary data indicating the feasibility of a route passing through Donner

Pass, Judah set out to raise money for the project. San Francisco gave him a cool reception, so

he turned to Sacramento.

| '\ Sacramento to'Promantory

& -}anuar¥,1assthay1o,1869 ¢
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Here Judah infected four merchants of modest fortune with his enthusiasm. Leland Stanford
Collis P. Huntington _, Mark Hopkins , and Charles Crocker were convinced that a transcontinental
railroad could be built and that its builders would become rich and famous. But more

immediate advantages interested them at the moment. Not only did the prospect of Federal aid

appear brighter than ever in the spring of 1861, but immense profits seemed assured to the

railroad that tapped the Nevada mining towns burgeoning on the eastern slope of the Sierra.

On June 28, 1861, these men incorporated, under State laws, the Central Pacific Railroad

Company of California. As chief engineer of the Central Pacific, Judah went again to the

mountains for the summer. In October 1861 he set out once more for Washington, this time

with a briefcase full of maps, profiles, and plans.

The Men Who Led The Central Pacific Railroad. Left to right: Gov. Leland Stanford,
Collis P. Huntington, Mark Hopkins, and Charl es

The Railroad Act of 1862

During the winter of 1861 -62, Judah worked tirelessly for legislation to aid the Pacific Railroad.

So did a group of eastern promoters who hoped to build west from the Missouri River. President

Lincoln convinced not only of the military benefits of the road but also of its necessity for

binding the Pacific Coast to the Union, strongly supported the campaign. A similar government
sponsored program would be enacted by President Eisenhower 0 the Interstate Highway Act of
1956 0 some 94 years later.

With no prospect of a southern route being adopted and with no Southerners to oppose a
northern route, Senators and Representatives had little difficulty agreeing on the terms of an
acceptable bill. During May and June 1862 such a bill successfully made its way through
Congress and on July 1 received the President's signature.

The Railroad Act of 1862 threw the support of the United States Government behind the
transcontinental railroad. It authorized the Union Pacific Railroad, the first corporation
chartered by the National Government since the Second United States Bank; to build westward
from the Missouri River to the California boundary or until it met the Central Pacific. (Congress
fixed the longitude and the President named Omaha the terminus.) The act also empowered
the Central Pacific, which already had a charter from California, to push farther east and
connect with the Union Pacific.

Government aid took the form of land grants and subsidies. The road was to have a 400 -foot
right - of-way through the public domain, plus 10 sections of land for every mile of track . These
were alternate sections, five out of every ten on each side of the track, or one -half the land in a

belt 20 miles wide.
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