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Introduction

This iconic photograph records the celebration marking the completion of the first
transcontinental railroad lines at Promontory Summit, Utah, on May 10, 1869, when Leland
Stanford, co-founder of the Central Pacific Railroad, connected the eastern and western sections
of the road with a golden spike. This “joining of the rails” was the culmination of work
commenced in 1863 when the Central Pacific began laying track eastward from Sacramento,
California, and the Union Pacific started laying track westward from Omaha, Nebraska, in July
of 1865. To meet its manpower needs, the Central Pacific hired 15,000 laborers of whom more
than 13,000 were Chinese immigrants. These immigrants were paid less than white workers, and,
unlike whites, had to provide their own lodging. The crew had the formidable task of laying the
track across California’s Sierra Nevada mountain range, blasting fifteen tunnels to cover 1,776
miles with 4,814 feet of new track.
A close study of the photograph reveals that the Chinese workers who were present that day have
been excluded. This absence encourages students to consider that all photographs reflect choices
made by the artist—and to question accepting photographs as complete or comprehensive
records of historical events.

Questions for Discussion

Read the document introduction, view the image, and apply your knowledge of American history
in order to answer the questions that follow.
1. Some historians believe that the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869 was
the most significant technological triumph until the United States landed a man on the
moon a hundred years later. Do you agree? State your reasons.
2. Numerous photographs were taken of this event. In this photo the Chinese workers are
excluded. In other photos they are included along with many workers who were probably
of Irish heritage. How can we explain the fact that many different photos were taken?
3. Why did Chinese workers accept lower pay and poor working conditions? What other
prejudice did the Chinese face at this time?

© 2012 The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History
www.gilderlehrman.org

Image

Official photograph from the “Golden Spike” Ceremony, 1869

2

Joining of the rails at Promontory Point [Russell #227], photograph by Andrew J. Russell, May 10, 1869
(The Gilder Lehrman Collection, GLC04481.01)
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