last spike of transcontinental railroad

last spike of transcontinental railroad marks a pivotal moment in American history,
symbolizing the completion of the first railway line connecting the eastern and western
United States. This monumental event not only revolutionized transportation and
commerce but also played a crucial role in unifying a vast and diverse nation. The last
spike, often referred to as the "Golden Spike," was driven into the ground on May 10, 1869,
at Promontory Summit, Utah Territory, signifying the successful linking of the Central Pacific
and Union Pacific Railroads. The construction of the transcontinental railroad overcame
immense geographical, technical, and labor challenges, making the event a testament to
American ingenuity and perseverance. This article explores the historical context,
construction process, the significance of the last spike ceremony, and the lasting impact of
the transcontinental railroad on the United States. The detailed examination will provide a
comprehensive understanding of this transformative chapter in transportation history.

e Historical Background of the Transcontinental Railroad
e Construction Challenges and Key Contributors

e The Last Spike Ceremony

e Significance and Impact of the Last Spike

e Legacy of the Transcontinental Railroad

Historical Background of the Transcontinental
Railroad

The concept of a transcontinental railroad emerged in the early 19th century as the United
States expanded westward. The idea was to connect the Atlantic and Pacific coasts by rail,
facilitating commerce, migration, and military logistics across the vast American continent.
Congress officially authorized the construction of the railroad with the Pacific Railway Act of
1862, which provided federal support in the form of land grants and loans to two private
companies—the Central Pacific Railroad and the Union Pacific Railroad. The Central Pacific
was responsible for building eastward from California, while the Union Pacific constructed
westward from Nebraska. This ambitious project was driven by the desire to strengthen
national unity following the Civil War and to stimulate economic growth by opening new
markets and resources.

Early Proposals and Legislative Support

Before the Pacific Railway Act, several proposals were made to build a railroad across the
continent, but challenges such as funding, terrain, and political disagreements delayed
progress. The Civil War created urgency for a reliable transportation route to connect the



eastern states with the western territories. The Act not only provided financial incentives
but also established the framework for construction, including the division of labor and
government oversight.

Geopolitical Context and Expansion

The transcontinental railroad was integral to the Manifest Destiny ideology, which
emphasized American expansion across the continent. By linking the coasts, the railroad
facilitated settlement, commerce, and military presence in the western territories, which
were previously isolated. The completion of the railroad was seen as a strategic move to
secure American interests in the West and to encourage development in new states.

Construction Challenges and Key Contributors

Building the transcontinental railroad was an extraordinary engineering feat that involved
overcoming harsh landscapes, severe weather, and logistical difficulties. Both the Central
Pacific and Union Pacific faced unique obstacles, including mountain ranges, deserts, and
vast plains. The workforce was diverse, comprising immigrants, veterans, and laborers who
endured dangerous working conditions to lay thousands of miles of track.

Engineering Obstacles and Terrain

The Central Pacific had to navigate the Sierra Nevada mountains, facing steep grades,
heavy snowfall, and the need for numerous tunnels and bridges. Conversely, the Union
Pacific contended with the Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains, where supply lines were
long and Native American resistance occasionally posed threats. Innovations in construction
methods and equipment were essential to surmount these challenges.

Labor Force Composition

The labor force was a critical component of the railroad's completion:

e Chinese Immigrants: The Central Pacific employed thousands of Chinese workers
who were instrumental in blasting tunnels and laying track through difficult terrain.

e Irish Immigrants and Civil War Veterans: The Union Pacific's workforce primarily
included Irish immigrants and veterans who contributed to the rapid westward
construction.

e Skilled Engineers and Foremen: Supervisory personnel ensured the coordination
and safety of the construction process.



Technological Innovations

Innovations such as the use of nitroglycerin for blasting, steel rails, and specialized
construction equipment accelerated progress. The railroad companies also implemented
efficient supply chains and communication methods to manage the vast and complex
project.

The Last Spike Ceremony

The driving of the last spike was a highly symbolic event that marked the completion of the
transcontinental railroad. On May 10, 1869, at Promontory Summit in Utah Territory,
representatives from the Central Pacific and Union Pacific railroads gathered to
ceremonially join the two rail lines. The spike used was made of gold, symbolizing the value
and significance of the connection.

Event Details and Participants

The ceremony was attended by railroad executives, workers, government officials, and
journalists. Leland Stanford, president of the Central Pacific Railroad and future governor of
California, famously drove the golden spike into the final tie. The event was documented by
photographers and telegraphed live news to the rest of the country, making it one of the
first nationwide media spectacles.

Symbolism and Public Reception

The last spike represented not only the physical joining of rail lines but also the unification
of the nation’s economy and society. The event was celebrated across the United States as
a triumph of engineering, labor, and national will. It underscored the possibilities of
American progress and the promise of a connected future.

Significance and Impact of the Last Spike

The completion of the transcontinental railroad and the driving of the last spike had
profound effects on the United States economically, socially, and politically. It transformed
travel, commerce, and communication, effectively shrinking the continent and knitting
together disparate regions.

Economic Transformation

The railroad drastically reduced travel time between the coasts from months to mere days,
facilitating trade and migration. It opened new markets for goods and resources, stimulated
industries such as mining, agriculture, and manufacturing, and encouraged investment in
infrastructure.



Social and Cultural Effects

The railroad enabled increased migration westward, contributing to the settlement and
development of new states. It also affected Native American populations by accelerating
displacement and altering traditional lands. Culturally, the railroad became a symbol of
American ingenuity and determination.

Political and Strategic Outcomes

The transcontinental railroad strengthened federal authority over western territories and
enhanced national security by enabling rapid troop movements. It also played a role in
shaping federal policies regarding land, immigration, and economic development.

Legacy of the Transcontinental Railroad

The legacy of the last spike of the transcontinental railroad endures in the United States’
infrastructure, economy, and historical memory. The railroad set a precedent for future
transportation projects and contributed to the nation’s emergence as a global economic
power.

Modern Railroads and Infrastructure

The original transcontinental route laid the foundation for today’s extensive rail networks. It
demonstrated the importance of federal support and private enterprise collaboration in
large-scale infrastructure projects.

Historical Commemoration

Monuments and museums commemorate the last spike and the workers who built the
railroad. The event remains a subject of study and celebration, highlighting themes of
innovation, labor, and national unity.

Influence on American Development

The transcontinental railroad influenced patterns of urbanization, economic growth, and
technological advancement. It transformed the American West and contributed to shaping
the country’s identity and global standing.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the 'last spike' of the transcontinental railroad?

The 'last spike' refers to the final spike driven to complete the transcontinental railroad,
symbolizing the joining of the Central Pacific and Union Pacific railroads in 1869.

When and where was the last spike of the
transcontinental railroad driven?

The last spike was driven on May 10, 1869, at Promontory Summit in the Utah Territory.

Who drove the last spike of the transcontinental
railroad?

Leland Stanford, president of the Central Pacific Railroad, is famously credited with driving
the ceremonial last spike.

Why was the completion of the transcontinental
railroad significant?

The completion of the railroad connected the east and west coasts of the United States,
facilitating commerce, travel, and the expansion of the American frontier.

What materials were used for the last spike of the
transcontinental railroad?

The actual last spike was made of iron, but a ceremonial gold spike was also made for the
occasion and driven temporarily before being removed.

Are there any memorials or replicas of the last spike?

Yes, the Golden Spike National Historical Park in Utah commemorates the event, and
replicas of the golden spike are displayed in various museums.

How did the transcontinental railroad impact Native
American communities?

The railroad accelerated westward expansion, leading to displacement, loss of lands, and
significant disruption of Native American cultures and livelihoods.

Additional Resources

1. Nothing Like It In The World: The Men Who Built the Transcontinental Railroad 1863-1869
This book by Stephen E. Ambrose offers a detailed and engaging narrative about the
construction of the First Transcontinental Railroad. It highlights the challenges faced by
workers, engineers, and visionaries who connected the East and West coasts of the United
States. Ambrose brings to life the human stories behind the monumental engineering feat



culminating in the last spike ceremony.

2. The Last Spike: The Great Railroad and the Nation

By Tom D. Crouch, this book explores the historical significance of the last spike of the
Transcontinental Railroad. It delves into the political, economic, and social impacts that the
railroad had on the United States. The narrative captures the momentous event when the
Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroads met at Promontory Summit in 1869.

3. Promontory: The Last Spike of the Transcontinental Railroad

This work focuses specifically on the Promontory Summit event in Utah where the final
spike was driven. It provides rich historical context about the railroad companies, the
workers, and the technological innovations involved. The book also examines the broader
implications for American expansion and unity.

4. Rails Across America: The Transcontinental Railroad and the Last Spike

Author William R. Trotter presents a comprehensive overview of the railroad’s construction,
leading up to the iconic last spike. The book details the engineering challenges, labor
struggles, and political maneuvering that shaped the railroad’s completion. It also touches
on the cultural and economic transformation resulting from this achievement.

5. The Iron Road: The Building of the Transcontinental Railroad

This book provides a vivid narrative about the construction process, focusing on the diverse
workforce, including immigrant laborers and Civil War veterans. It highlights the hardships
endured and the technological breakthroughs that made the railroad possible. The last
spike event is portrayed as a symbol of national unity and progress.

6. Golden Spike: The Epic Story of the Transcontinental Railroad

In this title, author David Haward Bain tells the epic tale of the railroad’s creation,
culminating in the driving of the golden spike. The book examines the visionaries behind
the project and the monumental effort to connect the continent. It also considers the lasting
legacy of the railroad in shaping America’s future.

7. Connecting the Continent: The Story of the Last Spike

This book focuses on the final phase of the Transcontinental Railroad’s construction,
emphasizing the dramatic last spike ceremony. It provides insights into the political
negotiations and engineering feats involved. Readers gain an understanding of how the
railroad transformed the American landscape and economy.

8. Tracks Across the West: The Last Spike and the Transcontinental Railroad

Author Richard White offers a scholarly analysis of the railroad’s impact on the American
West, with special attention to the last spike event. The book discusses the environmental,
cultural, and economic changes triggered by the railroad. It also explores the myths and
realities surrounding the building of the railroad.

9. The Last Spike and the Making of America’s Railroads

This work provides a broad historical perspective on the importance of the last spike in
American railroad history. It covers the competition between railroad companies and the
national significance of linking the coasts. The book also highlights personal stories from
those who witnessed and participated in the last spike ceremony.
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