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Rails Across a Continent

Read the text. Level 3 - 892 words

1

In the 1850s, traveling from the East Coast of the United States to California was a long, hard
journey. A family could spend four to six months crossing plains, deserts, and mountains in a
covered wagon. Others sailed all the way around the tip of South America, a voyage that also
took months. Many Americans dreamed of a railroad that would cross the whole continent,
though plenty of people doubted it could be done. In 1869, that dream came true. It changed
the country, but not in the same way for everyone.

The Plan

In 1862, during the Civil War, Congress passed the Pacific Railway Act, and President Abraham
Lincoln signed it into law. The act gave two companies the job of building the railroad. First,
surveyors had to choose a route, mapping river valleys and mountain passes where trains could
climb without grades that were too steep. The Central Pacific Railroad would start in
Sacramento, California, and build east. The Union Pacific Railroad would start in Omaha,
Nebraska, and build west. The government lent the companies money and gave them large areas
of land along the tracks for every mile they finished. The more track a company laid, the more it
earned, so the two companies raced each other.

Through the Mountains

The Central Pacific faced the hardest challenge right away: the Sierra Nevada, a wall of steep
granite mountains. Workers had to blast tunnels through solid rock, sometimes moving forward
only about a foot a day. They used hand drills, sledgehammers, and explosives. To speed things
up, crews sometimes dug the longest tunnel from both ends at once and from the middle, after
lowering workers down a deep shaft. In winter, snow piled up many feet deep, and avalanches
swept some workers away. Getting the tracks through the mountains took years of slow,
exhausting work.

Most of the Central Pacific’s workers were immigrants from China. Many had first come to
California during the Gold Rush or in the years after it. At first, the company’s leaders doubted
that Chinese workers could do the job, but the workers soon proved them wrong. At the busiest
point, thousands of Chinese workers made up most of the Central Pacific’s crews. They did some
of the most dangerous work, yet they were paid less than white workers and had to pay for their
own food. Many of them died building the railroad.

Across the Plains

The Union Pacific built across the Great Plains, where the land was flatter but the work was still
hard. Crews worked through scorching summer heat, strong winds, and winter blizzards. Its
crews included many Irish immigrants, soldiers who had fought on both sides of the Civil War,
and formerly enslaved people looking for paid work. Supply trains rolled along the finished track
behind the crews, carrying rails, wooden ties, spikes, food, and water. Each iron rail weighed
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hundreds of pounds, and teams of workers carried it into place. On a good day, a crew could lay
several miles of track. Behind them, small towns sprang up almost overnight.

The tracks crossed lands that had been home to Native nations for generations, including the
Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho. These nations had not agreed to the railroad, and some fought
to defend their lands. The railroad also brought hunters who killed huge numbers of bison, the
animals that many Plains nations depended on for food, clothing, and shelter. Within a few
decades, millions of bison had been killed, and the great herds were nearly gone. These nations
are still here today, but the railroad brought hard changes to their ways of life.

The Golden Spike

On May 10, 1869, the two lines finally met at Promontory Summit, in what was then Utah
Territory. Two locomotives, one from each railroad, pulled up until they nearly touched.
Workers, company leaders, and visitors gathered for a ceremony. A special golden spike was
tapped into place, then removed and replaced with an ordinary iron one. A telegraph operator
sent a one-word message across the country: “DONE.” Cities from San Francisco to New York
celebrated with ringing bells and booming cannons.

A Changed Country

The railroad changed the United States quickly. A trip that had taken months now took about a
week. Farmers and ranchers in the West could ship crops and cattle to cities in the East, and
factories in the East could send goods west. Mail moved faster, too. Thousands of settlers
moved onto the plains, and new towns grew up along the tracks. The railroad helped tie the
eastern and western parts of the country together.

The railroads even changed the way Americans told time. Each town used to set its clocks by the
sun, so hoon in one town might be several minutes different from noon in the next. That made
train schedules confusing. In 1883, the railroads began using standard time zones, which the
country still uses today.

The railroad’s story also includes hard truths. Just thirteen years after the tracks were finished,
Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, a law that stopped most Chinese workers from
moving to the United States. For many years, the Chinese workers who built the railroad were
left out of the stories people told about it. Today, historians and the families of those workers
make sure that their part in this huge project is remembered.
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Rails Across a Continent: Questions

Answer the questions about the text.

@ Why did the two companies race each other?

a. More track, more pay. b. To win a gold trophy. c. To find gold.
@ The Central Pacific built east from Sacramento, California. true false
@ Who made up most of the Central Pacific’s workers?

a. Irish immigrants b. Chinese immigrants c. Civil War soldiers

@ Find a word in paragraph 3 that names masses of snow sliding down a mountain.

@ The railroad brought only good changes to the Plains nations. true false

@ Name two main ideas of the text. Give one key detail for each.
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Rails Across a Continent: Questions

Answer the questions about the text.

@ Why did the two companies race each other?

(a. More track, more pay.)  b. To win a gold trophy. c. To find gold.

@ The Central Pacific built east from Sacramento, California. false

@ Who made up most of the Central Pacific’s workers?

a. Irish immigrants  (b. Chinese immigrants)  c. Civil War soldiers

@ Find a word in paragraph 3 that names masses of snow sliding down a mountain.

avalanches

@ The railroad brought only good changes to the Plains nations. true

@ Name two main ideas of the text. Give one key detail for each.

The railroad was very hard to build: Chinese workers blasted tunnels through

granite mountains. It also changed the country: a trip that took months took about

a week, but it brought hard changes to the Plains nations.

@ How did the railroad change travel and trade? Use details from paragraph 8.

A trip across the country took about a week instead of months. Western farmers

could ship crops and cattle east, and eastern factories could send goods west.
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