Irish and other workers who built the Union Pacific were there by choice and eager to participate in the amazing task of building a railroad across a wilderness. They were mainly young ex-soldiers from both the Union and Confederate armies, unmarried men who had no compelling reason to return home after the surrender at Appomattox. It is difficult to get 

information on individuals in the workforce as workers didn’t write many letters home, and if they did very few have been saved, and they didn’t keep diaries. Collectively their portrait is clear and compelling, including who they were, how they worked, where they slept, what and how much they ate and drank, their dancing, gambling and other diversions. (USHS web site “Irish and Other Workers”)
Workers: It could not have been done without the workers. They came from Ireland, China, Germany, England, Central America, Africa and elsewhere. They were latter-day Lewis and Clark types, out in the wilderness, attacked by Indians, living off buffalo, deer, elk, antelope and ducks. Their main characteristic was how hard they worked. Work in the mid-nineteenth century was different from work at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Nearly everything was done by muscle power. The transcontinental railroad was the last great building project to be done mostly by hand. The dirt excavated for cuts through ridges was removed one handheld cart at a time. The dirt for filling a dip or a gorge in the ground was brought in by handcart. Some of the fills were enormous, hundreds of feet high and a quarter mile or more in length. Black powder was used to blast for tunnels, but only after handheld drills and sledgehammers had made an indentation deep enough to pack the powder. Making the grade, laying the ties, laying the rails, spiking in the rails, and everything else involved in building the road was backbreaking. 

U.S. Army: The railroad was built, in part, because General Sherman and his army wanted it. Everyone would save time and benefit from its completion, but none more directly than the army. In its task of protecting the frontier and the Far West the army had sent its units on exhausting marches, sometimes as much as several months, just to get to a new post. The expense was terrific, the pain considerable. (USHS web site “U.S. Army”) 

Surveyors: They had miles to cover over every kind of terrain. They had no airplanes to provide them with a view from above. For most of the route there were no maps to indicate lakes, rivers, and the shape of the mountains or to indicate settlements other than Salt Lake City. Despite these handicaps, the original surveyors and the surveyors who followed to make the line for the graders, did a grand job. Nearly a full century later in the 1950s and 1960s, when the surveyors laid out a line for Interstate 80, flying in airplanes and helicopters and equipped with modern implements and maps, they followed almost exactly the route laid out by the original surveyors. 

Engineers and Foremen, all Civil War veterans, who made it happen. It was the Civil War that taught them how to think big, how to organize grand projects and how to persevere. (USHS web site “Engineers and Foremen”)

Chinese: The work was done by free men who wanted to be there. This included the thousands of Chinese working for the Central Pacific. Contrary to myth, they were not brought over by the boatload to work for the railroad, most were already in California hoping to make money in the goldfields. But California law discriminated against them in every way possible, and did all it could to degrade them and deny them a decent livelihood. The Chinese were not allowed to work on the “Mother Lode,” or the “tailing,” they had to pay a permission tax called a “miner’s tax” and a water tax. In addition, the Chinese had to pay a personal tax, a hospital tax, a school tax and a property tax, but they could not go to public school, were denied citizenship, could not vote or testify in court. If they dared to venture into a new mining area, the whites would set on them, beat them, rob them and sometimes kill them. Charles Crocker raised the idea of hiring the 

Chinese to Strobridge, who was opposed. As an experiment CP hired fifty Chinese men to work for a month, they worked superbly. The CP began to hire them and before the end of 1865 there were 7,000 Chinese at work on the line, with just under 2,000 whites. The Chinese were glad to get the work. Although they were physically small, their teamwork was so exemplary that they were able to accomplish feats we are astonished at today. (USHS web site “Chinese Workers”)

What happened to the railroad after 1869? Both roads went through major changes and expansion in the century and a third after they were built. The Union Pacific (UP) built Dodge’s longtime dream, the Oregon Short Line. The Central Pacific (CP) expanded throughout California and became a major part of the Southern Pacific Company (SP). The SP built and acquired another transcontinental line, the one Jefferson Davis had first favored, from Southern California through Arizona, New Mexico, Texas and Louisiana. By 1900 the SP had trains operating from Oregon and Utah to New Orleans. By 1950 the track stretched 14,000 miles across 12 states from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico and through the states bordering the Mississippi River up to Illinois. As the country turned into the 21st Century the UP remained one of the oldest and richest corporations in the world. In 1993 it acquired the Southern Pacific and named all the railroads it controlled the Union Pacific. 

The Chinese: The men who built the Central Pacific were mainly Chinese. For the most part, as individuals they are lost to history. Many of them stayed with railroad work and performed incredibly on the Northern Pacific, the Great Northern, the Oregon Shortline and others. Grenville Dodge hired Chinese workers whenever he could. In nearly every western railroad town there used to be a “Chinatown.” (Find out more about the Chinese in Utah in the Utah History Encyclopedia at http://www.media.utah.edu/UHE/index_frame.html click on “C” then choose “Chinese.”)
The Irish: The Irishmen working for the UP found jobs on other railroads or they got work at the various mines in the West. They were also discriminated against with signs like “no dogs or Irishmen allowed,” but not as much as the Chinese were. They and their children, grandchildren and the generations that followed went on to participate fully and actively and with success in American life. 

Other employees: The firemen, brakemen, engineers, conductors, mechanics, welders, carpenters, repair-shop men, clerical force, foremen, directors, supervisors and everyone else who worked for either the UP or CP stayed with railroads. Their children did too, followed by the third generation and beyond. More than in most professions, railroading is something a family is proud of and wants to remain a part of.
