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CHAPTER V.

PACIFIC RAILROADS.

IT was in 1869 that the first transcontinental railway, connecting
California with the Atlantic states, was completed. This con-
nection had for many years been a subject of great public •

interest in the United States, and various projects were from time
to time presented. In 1835 one Hartwell Carver proposed to
congress a railroad from Lake Michigan to the South Pass of the
Rocky mountains and thence to the mouth of the Columbia river,
with a branch to the bay of San Francisco. His idea was to
obtain an exclusive charter for his road, also the grant of a strip
of ground sufficient for road-bed and construction purposes, and
likewise the pre-emption right to purchase eight million selected
acres of the public lands at the rate of one dollar and a quarter
per acre—paying for them in stock of the company as the road
progressed. But as it was plain that the government could not
or at least would not enter into a stock-jobbing operation, such
as the plan contemplated, it met with no success. Another
project was that of John Plumbe who in 1838, and for a few years
before and after, advocated a somewhat similar road and asked
for an immediate survey and location of the first link or section
from Lake Michigan to the Mississippi river. His plan was to
obtain a grant of alternate sections of public land on each side
of the road sufficient to build it, and to form a company, embrac-
ing everybody who might choose to join, with a capital stock of
twenty million shares of the value of five dollars each. But this
project, like Carver's, was impracticable and, to use the expression
of the day, " failed to materialize." Still another scheme was
presented in 1846 by Asa Whitney, who proposed a road from
Lake Michigan to Puget Sound; and for that purpose he asked
of congress a strip of land sixty miles wide along its whole length,

(447)
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448 STA TE ADMINISTRA TIONS.

being a tract containing upwards of ninety-two millions of acres.
But the sufficient answer to this project was, that it would create
a dangerous monopoly and become a standing menace to the
government1

On February 7, 1849, Thomas H Benton introduced into the
United States senate a bill for what he called a Central National
road from St. Louis to San Francisco, with a branch from some
point west of the Rocky mountains to the mouth of the Colum-
bia river. His road was to consist of an iron railway wherever
practicable and in other places of a macadamized or otherwise
well-constructed passage way; but throughout the entire distance
there was to be, under any and all circumstances, a track one
hundred feet wide, free of toll or charge, for the use of wheeled
carriages, horse and foot travelers. For its construction, he
proposed the grant of a strip of land one mile wide between the
termini, and the setting apart and pledging of three-fourths of the
proceeds of the public lands in California and Oregon and one-
half the sales of other public lands in the United States until the
work should be completed and paid for. In presenting this
project, he seems to have been endeavoring to forward the
interests of his son-in-law, John C. Fremont, whose praises he
sounded with loud reiteration. In speaking of a route, he advo-
cated an almost direct line between St Louis and San Francisco
and asserted that Fremont had discovered a practicable way on
that parallel of latitude— at the same time pronouncing the South
Pass entirely too far north. In this, as in some other instances,
he either misunderstood or was misled by Fremont, as very
clearly appeared upon further investigation.1

Without attempting to follow out in detail all the discussions
and proceedings in and out of congress and in railroad conven-
tions in various places, which about this time began to be held, it
may suffice to say that the great overland emigration of 1849
demonstrated very efTectually the impracticability of Fremont's
intended route and that it became plain, from the experience of
the emigrants, that the easiest grades and greatest advantages
lay in the route along the Platte river, by Fort I^aramieaml South

! Con. Globe, 1 Sess. 29 Con. IK45-6, 414, 1171.
2 Con. Globe, 2 Sess. 30 Con. 1S4S 9, 47^474.
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PA CIFIC RAILR OADS. 449

Pass, and thence by Salt Lake, along the Humboldt and Truckee
rivers, and over the Sierra Nevada by Donner Pass, This was
the main traveled road, and any great deviations from it were
found to be unfortunate. But it was well known that there were
other passes in the Sierra besides Donner; and for the purposes
of an expensive railroad, which could not fail to become a high-
way of nations, it was important that all routes at all likely to be
practicable should be surveyed and examined. With this pur-
pose in view, the California legislature at its first session may be
said to have taken the initiative by the adoption on March I I ,
1850, of a joint resolution, introduced into the assembly by John
Bigler, instructing the United States senators and requesting the
representatives to urge upon congress the importance of author-
izing as soon as practicable the construction of a national railroad
from the Pacific Ocean to the Mississippi river. A second reso-
lution urged upon the national government, with a view to facili-
tate the accomplishment of the great work contemplated, the
immediate organization of an efficient engineer corps to make
complete surveys and explorations of the several routes, that had
been recommended to public notice as practicable, for the line of
such road.1

On December 16, 1850, Bcnton re-introduced into congress his
bill for a great national highway, but in a somewhat different
shape from the original scheme. He now proposed the grant of
a strip of land one hundred miles wide from Missouri to San
Francisco for a main line and a strip fifty miles wide for branch
lines, together with the net revenue from lands and customs of
California, Oregon, New Mexico and Utah, sufficient to build the
road. As to the route, he was not quite so positive as he had
been before and did not mention Fremont in connection with it;
but he still was of opinion that a nearly straight line between
St. Louis and San Francisco was the most direct, the easiest of
grade and the most practicable. In his remarks, in reply to an
intimation that only men of science could lay out a railroad and
that they did not favor his route, he exclaimed, "There is a class
of topographical engineers older than the schools and more

1 Journals of Legislature, 1S50, 774, 995; Stats. 1850, 465.

29 VOL. IV.
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450 STA TE ADMINISTRA TIONS.

unerring than the mathematics. They are the wild animals—
buffalo, elk, deer, antelope, bears—which traverse the forests,
not by compass but by an instinct which leads them always the
right way to the lowest passes in the mountains, the shallowest
fords in the rivers, the richest pastures in the forests, the best
salt springs, and the shortest practicable lines between remote
points. They travel thousands of miles, have their annual
migrations backwards and forwards and never miss the best and
shortest route. They are the first engineers to lay out a road in
a new country; the Indians follow them; and hence a buffalo
road becomes a war-path. The first white hunters follow the
same trails in pursuing their game; and after that the buffalo
road becomes the wagon road of the white man, and finally the
macadamized or railroad of the scientific man."1

Benton's project, so far as its proposed route was concerned,
was probably intended as a sort of compromise between the
conflicting northern and southern interests. The southern poli-
ticians, on account of its expected influence upon their pet insti-
tution of slavery, were opposed to any road, and particularly
anyroad in a northern latitude; but Benton appears to have
thought they might be reconciled by a route south of Mason
and Dixon's line, and that the north would consent to almost any
route to secure a road. It is doubtful, however, even if the pro-
posed road had been practicable, whether there would have been
any conciliation between the warring factions. On the contrary,
it is likely, if the secession struggle had been postponed and
there had been no elimination, of the slavery influence from the
councils at Washington, that the building of any transcontinental
road would have been deferred for many years. Nevertheless,
under any circumstances, there could be no «jrcat objection to
gaining information upon all subjects relating to a matter of such
general interest and importance to the country; ami for this rea-
son, when the California!! resolutions fur surveys and explora-
tions were presented to concuss l>y Senator Gwin on DeceiulnT
3 0 , 1 8 5 0 , t h e y m e t w i t h favorab le? e n n s i i l i T a t i o i i a n d e v e n t u a l l y
l e d t o t h e m a g n i f i c e n t M T U - S o f l a i l i o a d M i m - y s tin«l l e p n i t ^ . 1 - •:
d u c t e d u n d e r t h e a u t h o i i t y n f a< t . «•!" • ••M" iir--s J U N M - . I m i s ; *

'Cun. Glolu-, 2 Scss. ji Con. isyj i, y» .y\
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PACIFIC RAILROADS. 451

and published by the United States government a year or two
later.1

Meanwhile, on August 4, 1852, congress passed an act grant-
ing a right of way one hundred feet wide in ordinary cases, and
two hundred feet where deep excavations or heavy embankments
were required, over any public lands of the United States for any
railroad, plank road or macadamized turnpike then or within ten
years thereafter chartered; and on March 3, 1855, its provisions
were extended over the territories.2 This latter act, and the pub-
lication of the reports above referred to, tended to keep the sub-
ject alive; and, though to a very great extent public attention
was monopolized by the slavery question, a new railroad bill was
introduced, providing for a grant to any person or company that
would build the contemplated road of the alternate odd sections
within twenty miles on each side of the line selected. To this
Gwin, who appears to have been at heart adverse to any road
but took his own mode of manifesting his opposition, offered an

•amendment or substitute providing for three roads—one from
Texas to be called the Southern Pacific, one from Missouri or
Iowa to be called the Central Pacific, and one from Wisconsin to
be called the Northern Pacific. Gwin's substitute passed the
senate but failed in the house of representatives, as was probably
expected, as did also several other bills introduced in the course
of the next few years—there being a decided opposition to any
feasible project on the part of southern members.8

During all this time California was urgent for something to be
done. On May 1, 1852, the legislature passed an act granting
the right of way to the United States for the construction of a
road connecting the oceans.* In 1853, Governor Bigler in his
message said that few questioned the feasibility of the road and
all conceded the incalculable benefits that would be derived from
its construction. In the senate of that year, the committee on
federal relations reported that no question of public policy had
engrossed a greater degree of popular attention; that it had been

1 Con. Globe, 2 Sess. 31 Con. 1850-1, 132; 10 U. S. Stats, at Large, 217, 579.
210 U. S. Stats, at Large, 28, 683.
$Con. Globe, 2 Sess. 33 Con. 1854-5, 805-814; 1 Sess. 34 Con. 1855-6,

1720-1726.
* Stats. 1852, 150.
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the almost constant theme of the farmer, the miner, the merchant
and the statesman, and that every class of the population had
been, as it were, a unit demanding the undertaking of the great
work. They called attention to the fact that the distance from
San Francisco to Washington by way of Cape Horn was nine-
teen thousand miles or more than the entire circumference of the
globe in latitude thirty-eight degrees, the parallel of San Fran-
cisco, and that the distance by way of Panama or Nicaragua was
as long as a direct line from Washington to Pekin. They urged
the necessity of a road not only in a business and social, but also
in a military point of view. It had been rumored, they said, that
the British intended building a road from Halifax to Lake St
Clair, a distance of sixteen hundred miles. "Shall we," they
continued with patriotic fervor, "who have beaten them in clip-
per ships, swift steamers and other useful notions, yield to them
the palm of building the longest railroad on the American conti-
nent? Never!11 Though it might cost two hundred millions of
dollars, it would add five times the cost to the value of the public
domain; and, viewed merely as a business proposition, consider-
ing the returns to be expected, it might be built without costing
the government a dollar. The committee thereupon offered a
series of joint resolutions, which were concurred in and approved,
to the effect that the increasing demands of commerce, mail
transportation and emigration from one portion of the Union to
the other required the construction of the road, and that, as
efforts in that direction in the last congress had failed, the subject
should be again urgently pressed upon the attention of the sitting
congress.1 In 1S34 Hitler a^ain called attention to the subject;
and several resolutions, ca!c;.iated like those of previous years to
encourage the work, were adopted.12 In 1 S35 ltigler reiterated
what he had said before; bu: the legislature appears by this time
to have become tired of forwarding memorials to a discordant
congress, aiul accordingly the usual resolutions were omitted.1

On February 22. iS^'s what maybe called the first railroad
in California was formally opened. Thi* was the Sacramento

1 Sctuto 1 'iirn.il. iSs;. J5. 52.i; St u*. 1^; . ; n .
3Son tie IIUIMML i*5 i. v'\ 4-1N. 17 :̂ S U N I \ * J , jiin. J76-
3 Senate Journal, 1S55. 45.

Digitized by Google



PACIFIC RAILROADS. 453

.Valley railroad, which ran from Sacramento to Folsom. The
original project appears to have been to run from Sacramento
along the American river to the foot-hills of the Sierra Nevada
and thence northward to Yuba county, apparently with the idea
of supplying the Northern Mines. The legislature had provided
a general law for the organization of railroad companies in 1850,
which was superseded by a new act in 1851. The latter was
amended in 1852 and superseded by another new act in 1853.1

Under the last mentioned act, the Sacramento Valley Railroad
Company, which had already been formed, was reorganized and
a start, which proved very important for California, was made for
the construction of the road. This start consisted principally in
the engagement in the eastern states of a young engineer of
extraordinary ability, named Theodore D. Judah, a native of
Bridgeport, Connecticut, and in an arrangement for the supply
from the east of the necessary materials for construction. Judah
at once came to California and, setting to work, selected the
route from Sacramento to Folsom, a distance of twenty-two
miles. Grading commenced in the early part of 1855; track
laying in the summer, on the arrival of a vessel with rails; and,
as before mentioned, the road was opened in February, 1856,
For various reasons, principally the great cost of labor and
materials in those days and the dropping off of business conse-
quent upon the deterioration of the placer mines, the enterprise
stopped at Folsom. As a financial operation it did not prove as
profitable as was anticipated; and in 1865, after passing through
several hands, it was purchased by the principal owners of the
Central Pacific Railroad Company and formed the first outside
acquisition of that subsequently extensive aggregation embrac-
ing nearly all the railroad lines of the state, which became known
first as the Central Pacific and afterwards as the Southern Pacific
system.

The next important move, not counting various minor projects
that were talked of and some that were started for minor roads,
was the adoption on April 5, 1859, by the California legislature
of a concurrent resolution calling for a railroad convention. The
object, as stated in the resolution, was to promote the interest

1 Hindi's Gen. Law>, 825.
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and insure the protection and security of the people of California,
Oregon, Washington and Arizona; to consider the refusal of
congress to take efficient action for the construction of a trans-
continental railroad, and to adopt measures whereby the build-
ing of such a road might be accomplished. For these purposes
it provided for the holding of the proposed convention at San
Francisco on September 20, 1859, to consist of delegates from
the states and territories named—the people of each county being
requested to send delegates equal in number to the members of
the legislature of such states and territories to which they were
respectively entitled.1 In accordance with and under the author-
ity of this resolution, a railroad convention was held in San Fran-
cisco and numerously attended by delegates from Oregon and
Washington as well as from California. John Bidwell was
chairman. Among the delegates the best posted and most
efficient was Judah, the engineer of the Sacramento valley rail-
road, who appeared as a delegate from Sacramento. He had
devoted much time and study to the problem of a transconti-
nental road; had thrown his whole heart into the project and
thoroughly convinced himself of its practicability, and was in fact
the main promoter of the convention. And it was chiefly, if not
entirely, due to the fulness, clearness and satisfactory character of
the information he furnished, that the convention declared its
decided preference, among the routes mentioned, for the central
one which he advocated, and appointed him to act as its accred-
ited agent in presenting its proceedings to the president of the
United States, the heads of departments and the congress at
Washington and bringing to be.ir all legitimate influences to
secure favorable action for a Pacific railroad bill."

Judah proceeded at once to Washington ami undertook the
framing and pushing of a bill in accordance with the views of the
convention. l ie had already spent much of his time during the
three previous sessions of congress at the national capital, endeav-
oring to procure the passage o( a bill nu!xin;^ grants of lam! to
California for railroad purposes. We was tlincfoie familiar with
the methods of congress aiwl s^ems t«» ha\e finitteil nothing in

"• Kii|»ort t»i T l u m l o r r D . Jini.ih, \ r . , S i n Ki.iiu'Urn. A U - I I M .
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