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4 The celebration at Promontory Summit on 
May 10, 1869—when the eastern and western 
lines of the transcontinental railroad were con-
nected by the driving of the Golden Spike—has 
received much public attention, but that event 
represents merely the conclusion of the first 
phase of an American corporate and social 
epic. The seven years of fit-and-start construc-
tion efforts that began in 1862 culminated in 
the well-known and well-orchestrated festivi-
ties that are now commemorated each year at 
Golden Spike National Historic Site.1 Yet even 
before the construction workers could catch 
their breath or soothe their backs, the next 
chapter of the transcontinental story had be-
gun. 

Rolling to the 150th: Sesquicentennial 
of the Transcontinental Railroad
By Christopher W. Merritt, Michael R. Polk, Kenneth P. Cannon, 
Michael Sheehan, Glenn Stelter, Ray Kelsey

A wooden trestle spanning a 450-foot-wide cut on the Union Pacific Railroad line east of Promontory. 
—
USHS 

In the days before the May 10, 1869, celebra-
tion, railroad work crews started the arduous 
task of making permanent the grades, fills, 
trestles, and culverts that had been quickly 
slapped together in the “Race to Promontory.” 
Chinese and Irish laborers, as well as a hodge-
podge of people of other ethnic and national 
backgrounds, worked backward down the re-
cently built grade from Promontory Summit to 
replace temporary features that would not be 
able to sustain the constant pounding of freight 
and passenger railroad travel. 

The railroads established section stations at 
regular intervals of about ten or twelve miles 
along the entire length of the line between 
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Sacramento and Omaha. These would service 
the maintenance needs of the railroad grade. 
Larger communities such as Winnemucca, 
Carlin, Elko, Terrace, Kelton, Corinne, Og-
den, Evanston, and Laramie served the greater 
needs of passengers and the more significant 
repairs of the steam and, later, diesel engines.2 
In Utah, the most remote of these stations 
wrapped along the north shore of the Great Salt 
Lake, from Lucin to Ogden. 

In the salt barrens and dunes northwest of 
the lake, groups of exclusively Chinese work-
ers, led largely by Irish foremen, toiled in the 
oppressive heat and biting cold of Box Elder 
County into the 1890s. The Chinese lived in 
groups of eight to seventeen individuals, in 
barebones towns with such names as Ombey, 
Bovine, Watercress, Blue Creek, and Monu-
ment, usually overseen by two Irish foremen. 
Railroads required constant maintenance, 

which included replacing cross-ties, fixing 
and replacing rails, stabilizing and re-ballast-
ing the grade, and cleaning out and repairing 
culverts. There was also a need to service the 
locomotives and rolling stock of trains operat-
ing on the line. While most of those tasks were 
undertaken at larger facilities, the vagaries of 
early railroad operations sometimes required 
personnel at the smaller facilities to assist with 
the work. 

The Federal Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, a 
broad-reaching anti-immigration act focused 
on the Chinese workers of the American West, 
lead to the successive employment of Japanese, 
Italian, and Greek laborers in the West. The 
isolated camps of Box Elder County quickly 
shifted toward housing these groups, but the 
heavy labor and unforgiving conditions did 
not change. While the Chinese concentrated 
in growing, urban Chinatowns throughout the 

A map of the original ninety-mile grade in Box Elder County known as the Promontory Branch. The 1904 
construction of the Lucin Cutoff led to the abandonment of the Promontory Branch, which significantly affected the 
economy of northwestern Box Elder County. 
—
From Cannon et  al ,  2016 
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A view of the short-lived town that sprang up at Promontory, Utah, during the completion of the transcontinental 
railroad, circa 1869–1880. 
—
USHS

Chinese Railroad Workers on the Central Pacific Railroad

Name Railroad Division
Work Start 

Date
Work End 

Date Time in Service
Occupation at  

Retirement

Ah Hop Salt Lake (Montello) 1871 1920 49 years, 6 months Laborer

Toy Gee Salt Lake (Carlin) (1873) 1879 1923 43 years, 8 months Laborer

Charlie Dan Salt Lake (Sparks) 1882 1930 47 years, 7 months Machinist helper

Gee Wo Salt Lake 1902 1930 27 years, 8 months Laborer

Ah Chin Salt Lake 1880s? Unknown 27 years Boiler shop worker

Chin Seuy Salt Lake Ca. 1870 1915 30+ years Engine wiper

Ah Nan Salt Lake 1866 After 1915 49+ years Engine wiper

Portraits of (1) Ah Hop, (2) Toy Gee, (3) Charlie Dan, and (4) Gee Wo, known Chinese railroad workers, taken from 
the Southern Pacific Bulletin. 

1 2 3 4
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West, the tangible legacy of their achievements 
remains in the railroads of the western United 
States. 

In 1904, the newly constructed, 102-mile-long 
Lucin Cutoff altered the fortunes of northwest-
ern Box Elder County and its small railroad 
towns and stations. The Lucin Cutoff cut di-
rectly across the Great Salt Lake, removed the 
need for the longer, original route around the 
north side of the lake, and avoided the steep 
climb through the Promontory Mountains. 
With the majority of travel along the Union 

Pacific and Central Pacific now bypassing the 
towns of Terrace and Kelton, most of their 
residents moved elsewhere. Even the railroad 
moved its maintenance shops to more conve-
nient locations. By the early 1910s, only limited 
railroad travel occurred on the old grade, which 
now primarily served wheat and sugar beet 
growers, ranchers, sheepherders, and some 
freighters to the rural communities of south-
ern Idaho. Section stations and towns such as 
Terrace disappeared as the railroad destroyed 
or picked up entire buildings and moved them 
to more appropriate locations in Nevada or 

Two children play in the construction town of Terrace, Utah. The railroad moved its shops to Nevada in 1900, and 
the town was deserted by the 1940s.    —  USHS

Downtown Terrace in 2017, photographed from same perspective. Courtesy of Kristina Stelter.
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beyond. Some of these buildings were also ac-
quired by nearby ranchers and homesteaders. 

In 1933, the Southern Pacific applied for a certif-
icate of abandonment of its line from Kelton to 
Lucin, a distance of about fifty-five miles.3 Sub-
sequently, the railroad filed to abandon the rest 
of its holdings between Kelton and Corinne, 
another 120 miles.4 The Interstate Commerce 
Commission ultimately approved the request 
in 1942, and the rails were repurposed at newly 
constructed military installations in Utah and 
Nevada for the World War II war effort.5 From 
that time forward, no trains have passed over 
the grades, trestles, and culverts of the Prom-
ontory Route, so painfully erected and main-
tained by thousands of hands. 

After their abandonment, the railroad grade 
and what remained of its facilities deterio-
rated and were used for other purposes by local 
ranchers until the Southern Pacific Transpor-
tation Company transferred portions of the line 
to the National Park Service’s (NPS) Golden 
Spike National Historic Site (GSNHS) and the 
Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) Salt Lake 
Field Office.6 While the grade no longer sees 
freight and passenger trains, the BLM and Box 
Elder County promote this stretch as a Scenic 
Backcountry Byway through brochures and on-
line driving tour maps or is included in Golden 

Spike National Historic Site. Now, the legacy 
of the nation’s first transcontinental railroad is 
largely an archaeological landscape, rich with 
history, artifacts, and ambience but lacking in 
the people and standing architecture that made 
this area so important to American history. 

Much of the existing historical literature of 
the transcontinental railroad tends to focus 
on the meta-narratives of western expansion 
and skimps on place-based and personal nar-
ratives. Archaeologists, on the other hand, 

A Chinese coin, or “wen.” Photo by Chris Dunker.

Two fragments of “Bamboo” style Chinese porcelain 
bowls. Photo by Tessie Burningham. 

Chinese gaming, or “wei-chi,” pieces found along the 
railroad, a small reminder of the workforce that built 
and maintained the road for thirty years. Photo by 
Chris Dunker.
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while strongly suited to the deep engagement 
with place and lived human experience, have 
mostly ignored the tangible legacy of the Lu-
cin to Corinne stretch. Richard Fike and Anan 
Raymond’s 1981 publication, “Rails East to 
Promontory,” was the first comprehensive, 
on-the-ground assessment of the railroad’s 
archaeological heritage in Box Elder County. 
In a second, 1994 printing, Raymond and Fike 
visited each of the sidings, section stations, and 
towns along the abandoned grade and mixed 
archaeological descriptions with historical 
documents and remembrances.7

Limited professional archaeological work 
bridged the gap between Raymond and Fike 
and literature produced in the early 2000s. 
The most prominent work done during this 
period was a five-year archaeological survey 
of the entire NPS GSNHS carried out by Sage-
brush Consultants.8 Around the same time, 
Mike Polk of Sagebrush completed the first 

Promontory Route Railroad Trestle Complex drawings from documentation carried out as part of Historic American 
Engineering Record (HAER) UT-64 project. The seven trestles, recorded in 1992, are located on the original grade 
of the transcontinental railroad route west of Corinne, Utah, in Box Elder County. Document prepared by Sagebrush 
Consultants, Ogden. Collections held at Library of Congress.

Historic American Engineering Record survey 
and documentation of railroad trestles in Utah 
(consisting of seven trestles along the Prom-
ontory Route), and with funding from the NPS 
Sagebrush personnel undertook a controlled 
excavation of Promontory’s 1872–1913 round-
house (now filled in and no longer visible to 
the public).9 More recently, Mike and Ann Polk 
have continued archaeological and historical 
work on section stations along the Promontory 
Route to better understand the railroad experi-
ence beyond the irregular and incomplete his-
torical documents, particularly in reference to 
Chinese railroad workers. 10

A resurgence of interest in the archaeology 
of the transcontinental grade began in 2014, 
when the NPS’s Underrepresented Communi-
ties program awarded a grant to the Utah Di-
vision of State History, in partnership with the 
BLM’s Salt Lake Field Office. One component 
of this grant was to acquire a private consultant 
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One of the seven trestles recorded as part of the HAER UT-64 documentation. This is a large format photograph of 
a small trestle spanning a wetland west of Corinne. This trestle was reconstructed in 1872 with large vertical and 
horizontal milled timbers to provide better support for heavier trains. This reconstruction replaced the juniper timber 
supports (seen as stumps in front of the much larger milled pilings) used in the original 1869 construction of the 
railroad. The late 1940s-era concrete covered metal pipe resting on the trestle is a pipeline that still carries petroleum 
products north from Salt Lake City refineries to Spokane, Washington. Photo by Mike Bradshaw. Library of Congress.

to conduct a targeted archaeological inventory 
in the locations of two known railroad section 
stations. These inventories, made under the 
direction of Kenneth Cannon of Cannon Her-
itage Consultants, resulted in the identifica-
tion of section station building locations and 
thousands of nineteenth-century artifacts and 
the clear spatial patterning of Chinese and non
-Chinese artifacts, illustrating the segregation 
of workers by ethnicity. While larger commu-
nities along the grade have suffered the bottle 
hunter’s probe and the looter’s shovel, many 
of the smaller stations remain intact, and fu-
ture archaeological endeavors could shed light 
on the lived experiences of workers, foremen, 
business owners, and others who called this 
area both work and home.11

Cannon’s new findings—coupled with a grow-
ing sense of urgency regarding the condition 
of the transcontinental grade in anticipation 

of the 150th anniversary of the Golden Spike—
have reinvigorated the BLM’s management 
of this resource. For instance, in the 1980s a 
rancher deconstructed an 1870s wooden tres-
tle to refashion its components into a corral 
(which, itself, is no longer even in use). During 
a routine visit to the transcontinental grade, 
BLM archaeologist Michael Sheehan identified 
two trestles (dating to circa 1870) badly dam-
aged by erosion. Major engineering features 
such as these trestles require constant mainte-
nance, which has not occurred since the 1940s. 
One trestle in particular rested only on its 
central piers, with the ends free-floating away 
from the grade. Heavy rain had eroded the soil 
on a second trestle’s piers down to its twelve-
foot deep base. Sheehan, in consultation with 
the Utah State Historic Preservation Office and 
other BLM staff, developed stabilization plans 
for both trestles, giving them—with constant 
vigilance—perhaps another 100 years of life.
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A map of the surface distribution of ethnic Chinese and Euro-American artifacts. Notice the distinct spatial 
segregation of artifacts by ethnicity, which likely illustrates social segregation of Chinese laborers and their Euro-
American foremen. From Cannon et al, 2016.

The incised, interior base of a porcelain rice bowl. The 
incising identified the owner, who was likely a Chinese 
railroad worker. This artifact was found at the Matlin 
Section Station. Photo by Michael Polk.

A now-abandoned corral made from the remains of 
a transcontinental railroad trestle, photographed in 
2017. The corral was built during the 1980s, an act that, 
while destructive in nature, showed the need for wood 
in this barren environment. Photo by Glenn Stelter.
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Faced with two failing trestles, archaeologist 
Glenn Stelter of the BLM initiated the first 
comprehensive survey of the remaining rail-
road features between Lucin and Promontory. 
This section of the railroad had experienced 
seventy years of heavy use followed by nearly 
seventy years of abandonment, so it was unclear 
how many intact railroad features there would 
be until this assessment. Stelter identified ten 
stone, forty-four wood, and thirty-eight tres-
tles that date to the railroad’s early reconstruc-
tion period of the 1870s. With no more section 
crews to maintain the railroad, the BLM inher-

ited an unfunded burden to care for this part of 
American history; the agency is making efforts 
through education, financial partnerships, and 
funding requests to stop any further loss of the 
historic fabric. Building off this foundational 
work, Ray Kelsey, the BLM Salt Lake Field Of-
fice’s Recreation Planner is spearheading the 
creation of a management plan that will pro-
mote and protect the transcontinental railroad 
for the next generation and create a holistic in-
terpretive plan for the public’s enjoyment and 
education. 

A trestle near Lucin, Utah, that has been heavily 
undermined by seasonal flooding, exposing the bases 
of the piers. Photo by Ray Kelsey.

A view of what was once a cantilevered trestle, 
separated from the railroad grade on both ends and 
balanced on the central pier only. The BLM has now 
stabilized this trestle. Photo by Ray Kelsey.

A wooden culvert, likely constructed in the 1870s–1880s. Photo by Glenn Stelter.
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The renewed emphasis on the entirety of the 
transcontinental railroad’s history and archae-
ology is gathering toward the designation of 
the more than ninety-mile length from Lucin 
to Promontory as Utah’s fifteenth National 
Historic Landmark (NHL). A NHL recognizes 
a property’s significance to the entire United 
States and can open further marketing and 
funding doors. Alongside the likes of Temple 
Square, Desolation Canyon, Fort Douglas, 
Topaz Internment Camp, and the Mountain 
Meadows Massacre site, a Transcontinental 
Railroad NHL would be a key public history 
piece in an argument for Utah’s significant role 
in American history.

Looters and vandals continue to damage the 
transcontinental railroad grade in Box Elder 
County, as the area’s remoteness has fostered 
an appearance of abandonment. Further, the 
new interpretive signs placed by the BLM have 

Part of the foundation of the 1873-1913 Promontory Roundhouse uncovered during excavations by the National Park 
Service and Sagebrush Consultants in 2002 (now covered once again by soil). Note the terra cotta drain pipe near the 
foundation, which helped drain water and oil from locomotive pits within the roundhouse (linear depressed areas 
between tracks that allowed maintenance of the underside of locomotives).  Michael Polk, Sagebrush Consultants, 
2002.  

become the target of vandalism. All Utahns, 
as well as visitors to the state, have a common 
responsibility to respect the contributions of 
those who came before them by refusing to 
take pieces of American history for their own 
personal enjoyment or profit. 

The initial push for a transcontinental railroad 
was a pivotal event in American and Utah his-
tory that went from an unreal idea to the very 
real labor of tens of thousands of diverse peo-
ple toiling through mountains, plains, and salt 
flats. Now, years after the sounds of steam en-
gines and cosmopolitan voices have faded from 
the line in northwestern Utah, the BLM and its 
partners are trying to reawaken the American 
public to the material experience of the na-
tion’s first coast-to-coast railroad. The authors 
wish to challenge each reader to make the drive 
to Terrace, Kelton, or one of a dozen spots in 
northwestern Utah, take a deep breath, and 
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Roundhouse at Terrace, Utah, circa 1870 to 1880. Locomotive “Gold Run” is pictured, with master mechanic William 
McKenzie, J. A. Jacobs, an agent, and Charles Wright, engineer. USHS.

The remains of the Terrace roundhouse in 2017. Photo by Ray Kelsey.
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imagine life in the 1870s in this austere land-
scape on the fringes of the rapidly industrial-
izing United States. Archaeology is the past we 
can touch; history places our lived experiences 
into a broader context: both converge in Box 
Elder County to remind us of those who came 
before. 

—
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