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Introduction 

       “Dot, Dot, Dot, Done.” 

That was the telegraph message being sent across the U.S., announcing the 

completion of the Transcontinental Railroad. The Transcontinental Railroad took 

nearly 6 years to complete, it linked the East and West, and it is considered to be 

one of the greatest achievements of the United States of America. So how did the 

Transcontinental Railroad affect the US? How did it help? How was it a turning 

point? Did it change the U.S. in any way? My goal in this paper is to show the 

impact of the Transcontinental Railroad on the US. By extending the railroad 

across the continent, it changed everyday life for ranchers, farmers, everyone. 

 

Historical Context 

The Transcontinental Railroad was built because of a need of a safer, cheaper, 

and faster mode of transportation to get to the west. If you traveled by wagon or boat, it 

would take you months to get there. Plus, there was the danger of getting sick. A 

railroad could get you across the U.S. in a week and was safer. The idea of a 

Transcontinental Railroad was first thought about in 1830, because of the invention of 

the steam locomotive. This idea was later dismissed after Congress could not decide on 

a route (Barter 42-44). Theodore Judah, a railroad surveyor, urged congress in the 1850s 

to build the Transcontinental Railroad with his plan (Barter 44). Judah got financial 

support from for Sacramento Merchants (Barter 45). Their names were, Collis P. 

Huntington, Mark Hopkins, Leland Stanford, and Charles Crocker (Barter 45). These  
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men would form the Central Pacific Railroad and would later be known as the, “Big 

Four” (Barter 45). This support encouraged Lincoln to agree to pass the Pacific Railway 

Act in 1862, allowing the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad (Barter 47). Two 

railroads were chosen, the Central Pacific Railroad, controlled by Judah and the “Big 

Four”, and the Union Pacific Railroad, controlled by vice president Thomas C. Durant 

(Barter 47). The Pacific Railway Act also specified that the U.S. government would give 

money to the two railroads in the form of bonds for each mile of track laid, $16,000 over 

flatland, $32,000 for more difficult land, and $48,000 for the mountains (Barter 48). At 

first work was slow because of a shortage of labor (Barter 55). Most of the men who 

were available didn’t want to leave the gold fields, even if they didn’t get rich (Barter 

56). Plus, no one wanted to swing a heavy hammer for a whole day (Barter 56). Even 

before construction started, big problems had already arisen (Barter 53). Judah and the 

Big Four didn’t see eye to eye on everything. The Big Four just wanted the money from 

building the railroad, so they didn’t want to spend a lot of money. On the other hand, 

Judah wanted to build the safest and best railroad, which meant lots of money (Barter 

53). They negotiated, but the Big Four wouldn’t budge, Judah got so frustrated that he 

offered to buy the Central Pacific Railroad from them, which they refused to do (Barter 

54). Sadly, Judah’s plan never became reality; Judah caught yellow fever over the 

Isthmus of Panama. He died on November 2, 1863. This was a major turning point 

because with Judah out of the way, the Big Four were free to do anything. First, they had 

to solve their big problem, finding labor. Charles Crocker was assigned to find cheap, 

reliable labor. Most of the men available didn’t want to leave the gold fields (Barter 56).  



                                                       Shen 3 

So Crocker went to a source of labor they had not thought about, the Chinese (Barter 

56). Jim Strobridge, the man who oversaw construction on the railroad, thought the 

Chinese were to weak and small to do heavy work (Barter 56). Crocker responded by 

saying, “They built the Great Wall of China didn’t they (Transcontinental Railroad 

quote)?” So it was from then on that they started to hire Chinese. This was a major 

turning point because the Chinese were finally being recognized. Even though they were 

paid considerably less; the Chinese were very reliable and dedicated, so they let them do 

harder jobs like mining and drilling instead of serving food and looking after animals 

(Barter 56).  

 

The Homestead Act. One of the main reasons President Lincoln agreed to build the 

transcontinental railroad was because he wanted more people to come to the “Great 

American Desert.” The Great American Desert was what we now call the Great Plains. 

States like Nebraska, Colorado, and Kansas were located there. Lincoln wanted more 

people to go there, so he also passed the Homestead Act in 1862. It said that the US 

government would give 270 million acres of land to anyone who was willing to go. They 

had to tend it for 5 years, after that, the land was theirs (Barter 48). 

           The Sierra Nevada Mountains 

With the labor problem solved, the Central Pacific faced their biggest problem 

yet, the Sierra Nevada mountain range. The railroad had already made good progress,  

laying 42 miles of track from Sacramento settlement called Clipper Gap (Barter 59). 

Now the real work had begun. In July, 1865, 65 miles from Sacramento, the workers  
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 reached the first town in the mountains, Dutch Flats (Barter 61). This was a major 

victory, but the hardest work was yet to come. The workers would have to blast and 

chisel through the solid granite. Work was so slow that the Central Pacific decided to 

use nitroglycerin, instead of their usual dynamite, to speed work up (Barter 63). But it 

was quickly abandoned because of its instability, so they were back to square one 

(Barter 63). The weather wasn’t a help either. The snow and rain slowed progress even 

more (Barter 63). It caused gravel to loosen up, making the Central Pacific have workers 

go back and fix it (Barter 64). Eventually the Central Pacific did make it past the Sierra 

Nevada, but not before losing lots of money (Barter 65). To regain these financial losses, 

Charles Crocker urged congress to allow them to build ahead of another line they were 

supposed to connect with. His wish was granted. One interesting event that took place 

was the “Ten Mile Day” (67). Charles Crocker bet Thomas Durant $10,000 that the 

Central Pacific could build ten miles of track in one day. Crocker won the bet, and all of 

the workers got bonuses for their hard work. The Central Pacific would make to 

Promontory Summit on April 30, 1869 (Barter 69). 

                                             Indians 

The Union Pacific’s still faced labor shortages because of the Civil War this was 

later solved after the war ended (Barter 70). Durant hired John and Dan Casement, two 

brothers, to oversee construction (Barter 71). Work was finally going at a steady pace, 

and then the Union Pacific’s, “Sierra Nevada’s” came, the Indians (Barter 72). The  

Indians considered this” Iron Horse”, or locomotive to be bad because it was on their 

territory. They would constantly destroy railroad tracks and kill workers (Barter 72). The  
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Union Pacific would always meet them with more sophisticated weapons, such as rifles, 

compared to the Indian’s bows. So, the Indians would be beat every time. With the 

Indians out of the crews worked their arms off until finally, when the work from both 

railroads was greatly appreciated on May 10
th

, 1869 at Promontory Summit, Utah. The 

Transcontinental Railroad was finally complete. 

What did it achieve? 

             Days after the transcontinental railroad was complete, locomotives had 

already started to operate on the railroad (Barter 86). Now, you could get from 

New York to San Francisco in a little under a week (Barter 86). Two fares were 

offered, second-class at $60 ($1,160), and first class for $100 ($1,940) (Goddard 

1). Towns in the Great American Desert boomed. Colorado’s, Nebraska’s, and 

South Dakota’s populations combined all spiked by 11% (Barter 88). The 

population in 1870 was 38,115,641, compared to 2,983,256 in 1860, an 8% 

increase (1860 Census + 1870 Census) . When farmers needed a new plow or 

when their crops needed to be transported, the locomotive was always there 

(Barter 92). Even though locomotives transported goods faster, some products 

needed to be fresh (Barter 93). The train ride would be too long, and the products 

would always dry up or rot (Barter 93). This led to the invention of a freezer 

inside of a boxcar (Barter 93). This was a brilliant invention and helped frozen 

products stay cool (Barter 93). Ranchers also benefited from the railroad because 

they needed the trains to shiptheir livestock to the market (Barter 93). The 

Transcontinental Railroad brought in a lot of money and helped the US economy  
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grow by bringing in more people to the West, goods could be shipped; it helped 

the Great American Desert “vanish” by bringing more people to live on the land.  

 

Conclusion 

         In conclusion, the Transcontinental Railroad was an amazing feat and 

helped the US grow. It made everyday life for farmers, ranchers, everyone, easier. 

The completion of the railroad also sparked construction for more rail lines. In 

1893, there were four more transcontinental railroads that wound all across 

America. The transcontinental railroad was 47,000 miles in length. In 1890, the 

amount of railroad track laid was a staggering 208,000 miles! (Barter 106) Most 

of the land the railroads got was terrible. So, they cheated immigrants into 

thinking it was plentiful. (Barter 109) They would advertise the land, saying how 

good and rich in nutrients it was. This would tempt foreigners, so they would 

come to America and buy this “rich” land only to find out they had been cheated. 

(Barter 109) Aside from all of this, the transcontinental railroad was an amazing 

achievement and will go down as one of the greatest American accomplishments.  
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