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FOREWORD

WHEN the rails of the Central Pacific and Union Pacific Railroads were joined in Utah Territory in the spring of 1869, the pioneer era of the West drew to its official close. The building of the first transcontinental railroad profoundly influenced the social, economic, and political life of the Pacific Coast, bringing about its transition from an isolated and largely self-sustaining region to one with fortunes closely linked with those of the rest of the nation.

It was a period rich in significance and incident, and one not often touched on today. “California Annexes the United States,” read one of the transparencies carried through San Francisco streets the night the driving of the last spike was celebrated; the sentiment signified the mood in which the Pacific Coast, half playful, half arrogant, prepared to shake off its enforced insularity and to take its place (near the head of the table) with the family of states.

Typical products of that period were the Central Pacific’s Big Four: Huntington, Stanford, Crocker, and Hopkins—men who from places behind the counters of pioneer stores had, in far less than two decades, shouldered their way upward to places of national importance. The careers of these four, and of half a dozen of their associates, covered a long and colorful era of Pacific Coast history, beginning with Mark Hopkins’s landing at San Francisco in ’49 and ending with Huntington’s death in 1900.

It should be pointed out that the attempt to trace the rise of the Big Four, to judge their methods and motives, and to evaluate their accomplishments was beset by rather unusual difficulties. The group held the center of the stage in California for more than a third of a century, and during the entire period there was hardly an issue of a Pacific Coast newspaper or magazine that did not contain references to some phases of their varied activities. Almost none of this, however, is impartial comment. Enterprises controlled by the Big Four closely affected the interests of so large a part of the population that few commentators could, or wished to, write of them without bias. Consequently the mass of material written about “the railroad” falls naturally into one or another of two groups: that which emanated from papers controlled by the railroad or from individuals enjoying or hoping to enjoy favors at its hands, and, balancing this, the outpourings of the group of journals and individuals that made opposition to the Big Four their chief stock in trade.

In the present work the aim has been to steer a middle course through this mass of contradictory evidence and at the same time to select for emphasis those events that most clearly reveal the personalities and motives of the controlling group. For the book is primarily biographical; it is not intended to be a formal history of the Central Pacific Railroad. Readers will find, therefore, some phases of the road’s story but sketchily presented, and others related in much fuller detail than a strict regard for historical proportion can justify. These pages attempt to throw into perspective the group brought into prominence by the railroad enterprises, to show them in relation to their general and specific backgrounds, and to trace how they influenced—and were in turn influenced by—the remarkable chain of events that drew them from their Sacramento shops and gave them a degree of wealth and power unprecedented in the West.

A list of the sources consulted, and acknowledgments to institutions and individuals, will be found at the end of the volume.
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JUDAH


“I HAVE ALWAYS HAD TO PIT MY BRAINS … AGAINST OTHER MEN’S MONEY.…”



1

THEODORE DEHONE JUDAH died in 1863, at the age of thirty-seven years and eight months, and he was forgotten almost at once. He was never considered an entirely normal man and there were times when he was a trial to his pretty wife, who had been Anna Pierce, a belle of Greenfield, Massachusetts. Miss Pierce was a daughter of a senior warden of the Greenfield Episcopal Church, and there is other evidence that she had not been raised to be the wife of an eccentric man whose condition was complicated by a touch of what may have been genius. Yet she made him a good wife, following him dutifully to places far removed from Greenfield and writing, after he was dead, some intelligent and forceful letters in his defense.

During his lifetime the word “fanatic” was not considered too strong to apply to him even by his friends. Within the last decade an old man, searching dim corridors of memory, recalled standing on a Sacramento sidewalk and hearing his companion remark in an excited undertone: “Here comes Crazy Judah!” The crazy man stopped to talk and the youth, who had never before seen an insane person, mastered his apprehension and remained to stare and listen. The episode had an unsatisfactory ending. No violence ensued and the handsomely bearded young man’s remarks seemed abnormal only because they were uncommonly temperate. When he was gone the boy voiced his incredulity. He learned then that Crazy Judah was crazy only on the subject of a transcontinental railroad.

“But he didn’t even mention it!” he protested.

The other spat into the powdered dust of the street. “That’s because I’ve forbidden him to approach me on the subject again.”

The boy spun about and his eyes followed the bobbing head of the railroad builder as long as it remained in sight.

He was born on March 4, 1826, at Bridgeport, Connecticut. His father, an Episcopal minister, moved from Bridgeport to Troy, New York, where he presently died, and the boy Theodore gave up the expectation of a career in the navy—his brother Henry, later a brigadier general, was already at West Point. Theodore began the study of engineering at a local technical school. A railroad was being built from Troy to Schenectady, and Theodore, his pronounced talent already becoming known, stepped from the classroom into the practical business of construction. He continued industriously to build railroads and to discuss railroads and to dream railroads as long as he lived.

When he was twenty-two, he lived in a cottage he had built for his bride at the edge of the Niagara River, “between the falls and Suspension Bridge … with a beautiful view of both the falls and the whirlpool rapids below.” He was then planning and building the Niagara Gorge Railroad, one of the engineering marvels of the ’40s. Earlier, he had helped build bridges in Vermont, surveyed railroads in Massachusetts and Connecticut, and overseen the construction of a section of the Erie Canal. A year or two later, in 1854, he was at Buffalo building part of what later became the Erie system, and an urgent telegram summoned him to New York.

In his absence his wife, who had moved twenty times in half a dozen years, wondered where the next jump would take them. On the afternoon of the third day a telegram informed her: “Be home tonight; we sail for California April second.”

“You can imagine my consternation …” she wrote.

Judah was twenty-seven. He was studious, industrious, resourceful, opinionated, humorless, and extraordinarily competent. The New York message took him to the office of Governor Horatio Seymour, where he was introduced to C. L. Wilson, president of an unbuilt railroad that was expected some day to operate between Sacramento and a placer-mining district in the Sierra foothills. Wilson had come east to engage a chief engineer.

For once Judah was not enthusiastic. California was not unknown to him; a brother, Charles, had been practicing law in San Francisco’s new Montgomery Block since 1850, and his letters home had told something of the uncertainty and harshness of life on the far coast. Besides, the Atlantic states just then were a hive of railroad-building activity. The hard-working young man was already known in his profession, and progressively more important works were being thrust upon him. Nonetheless, he remained in Seymour’s office while Colonel Wilson enlarged on his plan and detailed its possibilities. The Westerner talked so well that two nights later Judah was pacing the parlor of his home in Buffalo, trying to awaken a spark of enthusiasm in his awed and hesitant wife. “Anna, I’m going to California to be the pioneer railroad engineer of the Pacific Coast!”

But to her it was a journey full of unknown dangers, with a raw and probably barbarous land at its end, and three weeks were far too little time to shop and pack and say good-by. Judah ignored these details. But he had once told her that she always had the right pair of gaiters on; she must continue to deserve the compliment. So the impossible was accomplished, and when water widened between the ship and the New York dock, the two were on board, the breathless wife tearfully answering salutes from her young brothers, Charles and John, down from Greenfield for the momentous farewell.

2

FIVE weeks ensued of experiences completely new, for life in the vibrating steamer had no precedent. Staterooms were crowded to capacity and narrow decks and companionways swarmed with men whose daylong conversations, still untouched by disillusion, revolved about the wealth to be made in the quartz mines or in the awakening industrial life of the Coast. Judah was affable in his serious way and interested in positively everything. A sprinkling of seasoned Westerners were on board; their conversations, heard at mealtimes above the churn of the paddle-wheels, were filled with names that sounded legendary to his ears: Meiggs’ Wharf, Mormon Island, Whisky Bar, Jimtown, Columbia Bluff.…

Young enough to be fascinated by its novelty and color, the two endured the smells and heat and delays of the crossing at Nicaragua and boarded a crowded Pacific Mail steamer on the Pacific side. They were deposited at last in San Francisco, with its brilliant sunshine and cold winds, alien and teeming and expensive. A day or two of homesickness followed, then a noisy riverboat, ablaze with lights, pounding through the night up the Sacramento, and almost immediately a return to the familiar work of railroad planning, with its talk of profiles and cuts and fills and all that went with a normal environment.

But it was not quite normal. At Sacramento Judah found that he was no longer practicing a familiar profession in a country where railroads were already a commonplace. The screech of a locomotive was yet to be heard west of the Rockies. Not a length of rail had been laid and from Monterey to Shasta the Iron Horse meant novelty and excitement quite as much as mere transportation. In 1854, Californians believed in the economic value of railroads with a faith that had been entirely unshaken by experience, but what they chiefly wanted was an exciting show. Miner and merchant, farmer and cowboy and clerk waited impatiently for the time when they could watch a locomotive streak across the landscape, belching steam and fire, and feel the unparalleled exhilaration of a ride, at twenty-five miles an hour, in the swaying, smoke-filled coaches.

It was not the normal atmosphere and Judah, whose profession filled him with a perennial wonder, found it exactly to his liking. Railroad building was fast becoming a business in the East; here it remained sheer romance. He was no longer expected to keep his enthusiasm in check. Dozens of bearded and homesick young men were eager to share his belief in the limitless future of railroads. Oil lamps burned late each evening in the upstairs office in the Hastings Building while groups of new friends hung on the words of this intense, argumentative Easterner who had come out to be chief engineer of the Sacramento Valley line.

Inevitably all such discussions swung round to the most exciting possibility of all, to the ultimate railroad that would span the continent. Here was a project young Judah found completely fascinating. Periodically the magnificence of the scheme would engage his thoughts so completely as to wipe all other considerations from his mind. He was then a man bewitched and hypnotized, dazzled by the magnitude of the conception. Even before he had left the East, the possibility of spanning the continent with bands of railroad iron had been insistently present in his thoughts; it had remained close to the surface during the years while he was gaining experience and testing his capabilities on minor projects. “He had always read, talked and studied the problem,” wrote Anna Judah years later. He had been ready to argue the feasibility of a Pacific railroad with anyone who would listen. During these early years his calm wife had borne the brunt of his monologues. One prophecy was repeated so often that thirty years later it remained in her memory: “It will be built, and I’m going to have something to do with it.”

His words then had been inspired by unsupported hope; the prediction was based on nothing more substantial than the wish that it might be so. His coming to California brought the goal a long step nearer. It was still remote, well beyond his grasp, but here at least men discussed the possibility seriously and listened without boredom to his gaudy prophecies.

They were not bored because California’s isolation was seldom absent from their thoughts. Insufficient transportation, the slowness and hardship and cost of communication with the Atlantic Coast, this was the almost insuperable barrier retarding the growth of the new state. Stronger still was the personal side. The average Californian of the middle ’50s felt that he was a long way from anywhere, and much time that might have been better occupied was wasted in daydreams of impossible holidays at home. For the American resident of that day was not of the quality of those who had come out before ’49. The latter were natural pioneers, men of backwoods training and preferences, independent, resourceful, born wanderers. They were free agents, unfettered by sentimental attachments that caused others to call certain localities home. To them home was where they chanced to be, and homesickness was a word without meaning. The thousands who had been drawn west by the discovery of gold were another variety of pioneer. Life on the remote frontiers had no natural attractions. Not love of pioneering but the hope of gain had drawn them from their normal settings. The mountain solitudes, the raw mining camps and valley towns formed an alien and unfriendly environment, and home was still the farm or store or office stool beyond the Mississippi. It was these who climbed the stairs at Second and J streets, nightly crowding the office of the Sacramento Valley Railroad while young Judah pursued his obsession, holding forth the promise of fast, easy, cheap communication with home.

3

THERE was little new about his promises. Others had been discussing a railroad to the Pacific for years, some before Judah was born. Since the discovery of gold, pledges to support the project had become stock planks in all political platforms, an inevitable part of the harangues of office-seekers from Maine to Sacramento. “No candidate for Congress,” wrote California’s veteran journalist “Old Block” in 1869, “could be popular unless he endorsed the Pacific Railroad.” But a third of a century of rhetorical support had accomplished nothing. In 1852 Congress had authorized the Secretary of War to conduct surveys to locate “the most economical and practical route for a railroad to the Pacific from the Mississippi.” The resulting official reports were embodied in seven quarto volumes, as handsomely made as any ever to issue from the Government Printing Office. But their publication brought no comfort to those who wished to see the railroad become a reality. “The Government,” wrote John C. Burch, a California Congressman and friend of Judah, “had expended hundreds of thousands of dollars in explorations, and elaborate reports thereof had been made and published in immense volumes, containing beautiful and expensive engravings showing the most picturesque and wonderful scenery in the world on the route of the exploration; highly colored pictures of the topography, accompanied by exact representations of the animals, birds, fishes, reptiles, shrubs and flowers found on the route … yet all this did not demonstrate the practicability of a route, nor show the surveys, elevations, profiles, grades or estimates of the cost of constructing the road over the route finally adopted.”

These handsome but immaterial volumes were not yet published when Judah reached California. Later he was to have an opportunity to examine them, and to comment with nicely controlled irony on their beauty and uselessness. Meantime he set himself with energy to the work at hand. He arrived in mid-May 1854, and on May 30 his report and preliminary survey for the proposed Sacramento Valley line were in the hands of his employers. His estimate of the business of the road—a matter difficult to compute in a country without railroads—had been arrived at by placing men on wagon roads paralleling the proposed route. Day and night for a week they had kept count of the number of passengers on stages and estimated the tonnage of the freight-carrying wagon-trains. Judah considered the prospects of the line uncommonly good, and he thus concluded his report: “With such a road and such a business, it is difficult to conceive of a more profitable undertaking.” Events proved that any number of more profitable undertakings might have been conceived, but the engineer was an optimist born and the first railroad on the Pacific got under way with enthusiasm.

Soon after his arrival the optimist formed a friendship with the editor of the Sacramento Union, then the great journal of the Coast. Through its columns he was able to pursue his obsession before vastly larger audiences. Each step in the progress of the twenty-one-mile road was religiously recorded in the pages of the Union. By the middle of February 1855 a hundred men were engaged in the unfamiliar work of grading the roadbed, and the clipper ship Wingèd Racer was completing a five months’ run to the Golden Gate with the first cargo of iron rails ever to round the Horn. Two weeks later Judah, in town for the day from the head of construction, stopped to see his friend Upson, and the Union next day contained this paragraph: “On yesterday was exhibited to us by Mr. Judah a handsome ring, manufactured from gold found in the direct line of the railroad now in construction between this city and Negro Bar.” Inside its band was a crowded legend: “Sacramento Valley Railroad, March 4, 1855. First gold ever taken from earth in making Railroad bank.” March 4 was Judah’s birthday. He was twenty-nine; he had eight years to live.
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THEODORE DEHONE JUDAH
Courtesy of the California State Library (illustration credit 1.1)
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THE JUDAH MONUMENT AT SACRAMENTO
Erected 1930 by employees of the Southern Pacific Company, J. MacQuarrie, sculptor.
Courtesy of the California State Library (illustration credit 1.2)

Five months later occurred a memorable event. Four officials of the new line—Judah, Morse, Carroll, and Robinson—bent in unison and lifted a newly assembled handcar on the newly laid track. The car was pushed a hundred yards and stopped and the four descended. They were the first to travel on a Pacific Coast railroad. The stunt was probably arranged by Judah, in whom the instinct to dramatize railroads was always strong. A few days later, crowds of loafers congregated on the Sacramento levee while winches strained and a fifteen-ton locomotive was lifted from the deck of a riverboat and eased over the side. On August 19 a delegation of San Franciscans crowded on two tiny flatcars and, escorted by clouds of dust from the unballasted roadbed, were drawn thrilled and half-suffocated across the hot valley to the head of construction fifteen miles away. The next year, on Washington’s Birthday, an excursion and grand ball celebrated the triumphant completion of the road.

To Judah, as to everyone else, this seemed the auspicious dawn of an era of railroad building on the Coast. The line to Folsom cut a full day from the long haul between Sacramento and the mines. Passenger stages and freight trains shifted their western termini, and another of California’s mushroom towns miraculously appeared at the railhead. Within a few weeks passengers arriving by train from Sacramento confronted a battalion of twenty-one stages drawn up on the muddy main street, each soon to careen off on as many routes, some bound for villages in the neighboring foothills, others to follow fantastic roads into the mountain canyons, and still others, the aristocrats of the assemblage, to pass over the distant crest of the Sierra on the long ordeal of the Overland Trail.

But receipts from the placer mines fell off and the population of the canyon towns diminished alarmingly. Hard times, long in eclipse, returned. The Sacramento Valley Railroad, planned to cover the state, lost its ambition and remained to the end a feeble strip of iron that meandered eastward from Sacramento. Out of a job, the pioneer railroad engineer of the West turned his hand successively to a series of other projected roads, none of which got beyond the paper stage, and for all of which Judah, who saw a pot of gold at the end of every railroad rainbow, predicted brilliant success, and handsome profits for anyone bold enough to push them to completion.

While he argued for these purely local schemes, Judah’s mind was ever visualizing a larger picture. Every length of rail laid or projected became in his secret hope a unit in the road that was to link the oceans. He was hired to run a preliminary line for a railroad someone hoped to build from Sacramento to Benicia, a growing village on the upper bay. He began his report—and was presently harping on his major enthusiasm: “There is still another light in which your Road may be viewed.” Readers knew what was coming. “It is in connection with the great Pacific Railroad.…” A little later, inevitably: “Your Road will be a grand avenue of approach to the metropolis of the Pacific.”

A few months later he was engaged to explore the passes of the Sierra to locate a feasible route for a new wagon road to the growing silver towns of Nevada. Again it was Pacific Railroad problems and not the job at hand that held his attention during the long summer in the mountains. He returned fired with enthusiasm for what he conceived to be a practical passage for the iron rails, and his obliging friend of the Union published glowing descriptions of the Dutch Flat route. The wagon road, of course, was forgotten; his employers, who did not share his railroad obsession, looked elsewhere for a man to locate their road. Judah was unconcerned. Of what consequence were wagon roads? Already he heard the shrill blasts of a locomotive—loveliest of sounds—rending the solitude of the Sierra canyons.

He was not the type of enthusiast who is content to expend all his energy in mere talk. Talk he did, with surprising persistence and volubility. But it presently began to be recognized that his talk had sanity as well as conviction, and each week saw a number of adherents won over from the ranks of the scoffers. Of course, it was never a question of convincing Californians of the desirability of a railroad to the East; they were a unit in their desire to see the line built. Judah’s problem was to persuade them that the thing was possible, to crystallize a demand that something be done toward making a start. To this task he had set himself with such singleness of purpose as to arouse in some minds perfectly sincere doubts of his sanity. But those who called the enthusiast “Crazy Judah” overlooked the fact that he was also a gifted and experienced engineer with facts at his fingertips and solid earth beneath his feet.

Tireless harping on his single theme slowly strengthened his position and widened his following. After four years talk began to be accompanied—it was never supplanted—by action.
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THE SCENE shifted to San Francisco. An even hundred delegates met in the town’s largest hall and on September 20 the Pacific Railroad Convention of 1859 got under way.

Judah, a delegate from Sacramento, was tirelessly active, presenting resolutions, arguing about routes, lining up support of this and opposition to that, writing heated and inconveniently long letters to the press. The result of the convention was the sifting of ten years of discussion into a definite statement of what the Coast would do toward the construction of a railroad to the East, and of what it expected in the way of help from the federal government. The first necessity was to get its recommendations before, and through, Congress. On October 11 Judah was entrusted with the task. He waited nine impatient days before the Sonora, Captain Baby, left for Panama.

While the ship was still in the bay, the enthusiast was introduced to a fellow passenger, also Washington bound: Congressman-elect John C. Burch. Recalling the meeting, Burch later wrote: “Our introduction was immediately followed by a statement to me in detail of the objects and purposes of his mission.” One can believe it; detailed statements of his objects and purposes were Judah’s stock in trade. “I have always had to pit my brains and will against other men’s money,” he once told his patient wife. Of course he won the embryo Congressman over to his views. The two became, in the latter’s words, “immediate and intimate friends.” Burch continued: “No day passed on the voyage to New York that we did not discuss the subject, lay plans for its success, and indulge pleasant anticipations of those wonderful benefits so certain to follow that success.”

Like others, his new friend found the engineer a singularly well-posted madman. Not only did he have the technical features of the proposed railroad clearly in mind; the involved problems of finance and legislation had likewise received study. And of course his unquenchable optimism followed him into these fields. “On the various provisions of a proper bill to invite the introduction of capital into the work,” stated Burch, “and, in short, on every conceivable point he was armed with arguments, facts and figures, and so thoroughly so that all questions of political economy involved were of easy solution to his mind.”

Loaded to the brim with his facts, the voluble engineer became a familiar figure on Washington streets and in Washington committee-rooms during the following winter and spring. On the Coast his arguments had been worn thin from much repetition; here the story was new and he repeated it wherever it might do any good: to members of the House and Senate, to editors and newspaper correspondents, to cabinet members and heads of departments, to seventy-year-old James Buchanan in the White House. “His knowledge of his subject was so thorough,” continued Burch, “his manners so gentle and insinuating, his conversation on the subject so entertaining, that few resisted his appeals.” That winter he somehow found time to make hurried trips through the East to awaken further interest in the project or to collect data on recent developments in his profession. Between times he wrote letters to the newspapers and prepared and distributed circulars and maps.

One of those who lent a particularly willing ear to Judah’s eloquence was John A. Logan, then a Congressman from Illinois and chairman of the House committee on contingent expenses. By Logan’s influence he was granted the use of a room in the Capitol. There he established what became known as the Pacific Railroad Museum, drawing on the archives of the various departments for maps, surveys, reports, whatever he could lay his hands on that might explain, illustrate, or dramatize the necessity for a transcontinental railroad. The room became his Washington headquarters; scores of members of both houses, officials of the departments and bureaus, and droves of plain citizens passed through its open door, spent a few minutes—or an hour—listening to the grave young man’s cunning arguments, and passed out again knowing more of the Pacific Railroad than they had learned in a lifetime before. Judah nightly returned to his boarding-house on Fourteenth Street only after the last stragglers had left the Capitol.

As a dispenser of Pacific Railroad information the engineer proved a great success. But the attainment of the object that had brought him east remained as remote as ever. His attempts to get a Pacific Railroad bill before Congress were uniformly blocked, for that body had a larger problem on its hands. Eventually, like almost everything else unrelated to slavery, his bill was shoved ahead to the next session. Regretfully Judah wrote a report to the San Francisco convention and appended his expense account. The latter made no references to his living or other expenses and no charge for nearly a year of his time. It contained but two items:

[image: ]

Thrifty New England ancestors turned in their graves and Anna Judah pondered the possibility that the amiable lunatic might some day grow violent.

Failure at Washington dimmed his enthusiasm only temporarily. What was needed, he decided, was still more facts. “With facts and figures they cannot gainsay my honest convictions.…” He must be able to say to harassed and skeptical politicians, not merely: “There is a practical route over the mountains,” but: “Here are the maps, profiles, and estimates of such a route.”

His thoughts settled on this new phase of his obsession, and on the return west the uninterrupted flow of his conversation centered on the mountain survey. In their hot stateroom his wife listened mildly. Nearly thirty years later she wrote: “Oh how we used to talk it all over and over on the steamer en route to California in July.…” The boat docked at San Francisco and Judah set off at once on the trail of his facts. A friend accompanied him. “No one knew what they were doing,” wrote Mrs. Judah. “The ‘engineer’ was in the mountains.” She added, a bit plaintively: “I remained in San Francisco and Sacramento among friends.”

The engineer and his companion remained in the high Sierra so long that winter surprised them and they had to fight their way down snowy canyons to the lowlands. Back at the foothill town of Dutch Flat, Judah’s perennial enthusiasm soared to new heights: he had found his feasible route over the mountains. On the counter of Dr. Strong’s drug store he triumphantly checked over his field notes and profiles. Then he spread out a fresh sheet of paper and wrote the Articles of Association of the Central Pacific Railroad of California. At the bottom of the sheet he and Strong signed for more stock than they could afford, and all the next day the paper was circulated among the solvent citizens of Dutch Flat.

The California law then required that capital stock in the amount of one thousand dollars for each mile of railroad must be subscribed before the company could be incorporated. The distance from Sacramento to the state line was estimated at 115 miles; subscriptions for $115,000 of stock were therefore necessary. In three days Dutch Flat and a few neighboring villages had pledged $46,500. Judah set off with confidence to raise the balance in Sacramento and San Francisco. A week later Strong received a letter with a San Francisco postmark. “I have struck a lucky streak, and shall fill up the list without further trouble. I have got one of the richest concerns in California into it.”

A meeting of the capitalists was arranged. With his facts and figures under his arm, Judah stepped from the Russ House and strode up the resounding board sidewalks of Montgomery Street to conclude the deal. His wife waited in their hotel room. “… On his return from the meeting his words of me were these: ‘Anna, if you want to see your friends in the morning you must pack your bag and trot around to see them, for I am going up to Sacramento on the boat tomorrow afternoon. Remember what I say to you tonight, so you can tell me sometime: not two years will go over the heads of these gentlemen … but they will give up all they hope to have from their present enterprises to have what they put away tonight!” It was the prophecy of an angry and disappointed man. Curiously, it proved to be true in every detail.

The next morning Anna Judah dutifully visited her friends, and the afternoon boat carried the pair up the river to Sacramento. He started his campaign all over again: more conferences, more bringing forth of facts, and fluent repetition of arguments; finally a meeting in the St. Charles Hotel on K Street, poorly attended; a second meeting with fewer still, this time in a room above a hardware store.

It was not a promising setting in which to launch by far the greatest engineering enterprise ever projected in the West. About a dozen men were present. At a table was Judah with his bundle of data, distributing his pamphlets, showing his profiles and estimates, unrolling his maps and tracing the route of his railroad with a confident forefinger, painting a gaudy picture of profits for its builders. In the room were Dr. Strong, the Dutch Flat druggist; a surveyor named Leete; James Bailey, a Sacramento jeweler; two railroad promoters, brothers, named Robinson; Lucius A. Booth; and Cornelius Cole, who later became a United States Senator and was to look back after half a century and write a time-fogged account of the meeting.

Four other men were present, grouped loosely as merchants. One was a wholesale grocer with a liking for politics. His name was Leland Stanford. Another was Charles Crocker, who dealt in drygoods. The other two were the hosts of the evening, for they were proprietors of the hardware store downstairs. One was a tall, frail man of nearly fifty, Mark Hopkins; the other, broader, solidly built, and a full ten years younger, was Collis P. Huntington. A druggist, a jeweler, a lawyer, the owner of a drygoods store, two hardware merchants: this hardly seemed promising timber to carry out the vast scheme Judah had envisioned. Nor did the four storekeepers, Huntington, Stanford, Crocker, and Hopkins, seem likely founders of dynasties of wealth so impressive that a lifetime later their names would continue to command deference throughout the West.

The fact that Judah did that evening what he had failed to do in San Francisco was due to a simple circumstance. He was dealing, not with metropolitan capitalists, but with a group of shopkeepers in a town of moderate size. Sacramento had been his headquarters for nearly six years. He knew the town and he knew with exactness the nature of the appeal he must make to win support from its businessmen. The kerosene lamps burned late in the upstairs room at 54 K Street while Judah regarded his audience and prudently clipped the wings of his plan. What he proposed was no fantastic scheme for a railroad across the continent. Deliberately and with skill he reduced his conception to a point within easy comprehension of the men whose money he needed. In later life four of his listeners accepted easily the roles of men of vision, who had perceived a matchless opportunity and grasped it with courage. It was a role none of them deserved.

Judah eliminated all but the purely local features from his plan. He did not repeat his earlier mistake of trying to convert storekeepers into idealists. Instead he told them what they as merchants most wanted to know: how to sell more of their goods, how to make their property more valuable, how to expand their businesses and stifle competition. Help me, he asked, to run my survey over the mountains. With this we can get government support for the company—and you can control the company. If you get control of the traffic to the Nevada mines, you, and you alone, will control that market. “Why, you can have a wagon road if not a railroad.”
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CONTROL of the business with the new towns beyond the Sierra was a possibility his listeners found pleasant to contemplate. Nevada’s decade of tremendously reckless buying was already under way. The discovery of the silver bonanzas had provided a series of sensations that had shaken the Coast and sent the mining fever to heights unknown since the early ’50s. For the second time in a dozen years normal life was suspended while citizens by the thousands abandoned their usual pursuits and hurried eastward in the sure expectation of wealth. This time the horde passed completely over the Sierra to the floor of the plains beyond, penetrating thousands of waterless canyons from Tahoe to the edge of Salt Lake. Reports of startling discoveries seeped back daily to California, their purported richness limited only by the imagination of the narrators.

Not all the bonanzas were chimerical, but even those that were, promised a gambler’s chance at easy wealth, and to half the population of the Coast that was sufficient. A heavy migration was soon under way and within a few months dozens of parched mountainsides had been staked out in claims, chiefly by veterans of the California placer and quartz mines.

California furnished not only the men for these roaring new towns, but everything else. From San Francisco and Sacramento—particularly the latter—came food and clothing and other necessaries of a large population in a completely unproductive country—and many other things besides. For mining in Nevada was not of the early California variety that had required only pick and shovel and homemade sluice-box. Here the complicated machinery of quartz mining was necessary: drilling and tunneling and hoisting equipment, stamp mills, reduction plants.

The result was that a tremendous volume of freight, at extremely high rates, was presently leaving Sacramento and crawling along snake-like roads over the lofty hump of the Sierra. The mines proved shockingly rich; dividends of leading companies presently reached a million a month. Equipment and supplies were ordered recklessly at prices that taxed credulity, and were paid for promptly, in bright, newly minted silver.

The prospect of gaining control of this almost fabulous market naturally received close attention from Judah’s group of merchants. With skill the enthusiast led up to the matter for which the meeting had been called: would his listeners subscribe for enough additional stock to allow the company to incorporate? The result was less disappointing than that of the San Francisco meeting a week earlier. Several of the men who were present later put on paper accounts of what had happened—for this gathering above the hardware store presently became known as a historic occasion. “I think every one present,” wrote Cornelius Cole, “… agreed to take stock in the concern. Several subscribed for fifty shares each, but no one for more that that. I took fifteen shares … and subsequently acquired ten more.” This is inaccurate in one detail; not everyone present agreed to take shares. There was at least one exception. Nevertheless, the minimum required for incorporation was reached that night and the Central Pacific Railroad Company of California—but by no means the railroad itself—became a reality soon after.

The exception noted above was C. P. Huntington. He, too, later recorded his version of what had taken place. He told of Judah’s appeal for subscriptions and of the response of the others. He added: “I did not give anything. When the meeting was about to break up, one or two said to me: ‘Huntington, you are the man to give to this enterprise.’ ” But, as always, Huntington had plans of his own. “I told Mr. Judah as I left: ‘If you want to come to my office some evening, I will talk to you about this railroad.…’ ”

Judah was at his office the following evening. “He sat down and talked with me,” continued Huntington. Judah talked and Huntington weighed the possibilities. There was little to lose by going in: a subscription for a few shares of stock, on which only a ten-per-cent deposit was required, and the thing could always be dropped if the government failed to be liberal in the matter of subsidies. The engineer knew the ropes at Washington—he seemed confident that adequate help would be forthcoming, and he was convinced that the road over the Sierra would eventually be built. Huntington was no prophet, but he knew how to look ahead. If the road should be built, it would be unpleasant to have it controlled by his competitors. The hardware merchant considered this possibility and thought of the crowded stages and lines of freight wagons that daily rolled out of Sacramento and Folsom bound for Nevada.

He decided to go in—but cautiously. “I told him I would furnish six men that would pay for a thorough instrumental survey across the mountains … I did not expect to do it myself altogether.” The six proved to be, besides himself, his partner Hopkins, Stanford, James Bailey, Charles Crocker, and Lucius Booth. All were Sacramento merchants with goods to sell beyond the mountains; the group contained no philanthropists. The six subscribed to a total of only 800 of the 85,000 shares, but when the company was incorporated their interests were protected. Stanford was made president, Huntington vice-president, Bailey secretary, and Hopkins treasurer. The remaining two became members of the board of directors.

But Judah, for the moment, was content. He was chief engineer of a railroad that might some day, if his good luck held, become the first part of his hoped-for transcontinental road. Moreover, there was practical work to be done and—pleasant novelty—money in the treasury to pay for it. In their rooms at the Vernon House he directed another jubilant monologue at his wife: “If you want to see the first work done on the Pacific Railroad, look out of your bedroom window; I am going to work there this afternoon, and I am going to have these men pay for it.” It was the final remark that she found chiefly interesting. She thought again of the forty-dollar expense account, and her reply was characteristic of the wives of all enthusiasts: “It’s about time somebody else helped.”
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THE FIRST work duly commenced that afternoon. Judah and a few helpers with chains and stakes and heavy brass instruments ran their lines down the muddy street under the eyes of skeptical spectators. By early summer the survey had crossed the foothills to the base of the mountains; there operations had to be suspended until the party could follow the retreating snowline up the mountainside.

To the railroad engineer of the early ’60s the Sierra Nevada offered an unprecedented problem. The western slope of the mountains is rugged in the extreme; the rise from base to summit, a matter of seven thousand feet, is made in less than twenty miles. To locate a railroad in such terrane, to keep grades and curves moderate enough for practical operation, and this without so much bridging and tunneling as to make the cost prohibitive, were a sufficient tax even on Judah’s unquestioned technical skill.

In his preliminary report, rendered toward the end of the summer, the optimist did not minimize the problems presented by the towering barrier of the Sierra. He listed the chief obstacles: the abrupt rise of the western slope, the narrow, deep canyons cut by snow-fed streams, the difficulty of running cuts and tunnels through miles of solid granite on the upper ridges, the problem of how to build—and to keep the completed line open—in the face of winter snowfalls that sometimes reached thirty feet. Nonetheless, he was able to point out how each obstacle could be overcome. This first thorough survey, with a second made the following summer, later came to be recognized as a technical accomplishment of a very high order. With minor changes, it was along the route then laid out that the road was built; it remains to this day, in the opinion of competent engineers, the most practical route for a crossing of the Sierra Nevada.

Like everything else Judah wrote on this subject that fascinated him, the first report bears the mark of his unconquerable optimism. This time, however, it was necessary for him to draw a rosy picture; the continued existence of the company depended on his findings and recommendations. That fact was not absent from his thought when he added his “Summary of the Prominent Features of the Line.” A few typical sentences are quoted: “It crosses no deep river canyons or gorges. The longest tunnel will not exceed 1,350 feet.…” Then, of particular interest to Sacramento storekeepers: “It commands, and will perform, the entire business of Nevada Territory, Washoe, and the silver mineral region. It will also command the business of the newly discovered Humboldt mineral district, Pyramid Lake, Esmeralda, and Mono mineral districts. Reduces the time of passenger transit to and from the Washoe (center of the greatest mines) to 8 ½ hours.…” He stated his conviction that citizens of the mining region would save a million dollars a year on their freight bills by using the new railroad, and that it would provide a means by which the low-grade ore then heaped uselessly about three thousand tunnel-heads could profitably be shipped to Europe for reduction. The list ended of course with a return to the major theme: “The line over the mountains,” he wrote, “completes the first Western link of the Pacific Railroad, overcoming its greatest difficulties.”

Copies of this and of subsequent reports may be encountered today in many collections of Western railroad material, the pamphlets often having the inscription: “Respects of T. D. Judah,” in the engineer’s slanting hand. An examination of them reveals anew his persistent, thoroughgoing optimism. The staking out of a mining claim anywhere near the projected railroad became in his mind the beginning of a city of thousands, its inhabitants all eager to do business with the road. The company presently came into possession of large tracts of timberland; at once his nimble imagination and pencil came into play and his next report contained this paragraph:

“The fact cannot be controverted that your Company possesses … timberland which will by the construction of your road through it, become … largely enhanced in value; and if we allow that 300,000 acres, or two-thirds of this land, contains only ten trees per acre, from which can be cut six logs twelve feet long per tree, averaging twenty-four inches square, this gives 3,400 feet board measure per tree, and the total quantity amounts to ten thousand million feet of lumber, which delivered at Sacramento at, say $15 per thousand, amounts to one hundred and fifty millions of dollars.…”

Rose-tinted calculations of this sort fascinated him. Like a lover seeking new ways to describe his lady’s charms, he covered page after page, piling up theoretical millions:

“It is known that the sugar pine of these lands often runs 125 feet high without a limb, and often measures eight feet through at the base—while a tree is seldom found measuring less than three and a half feet at the base. Cut but one tree per acre per year, and it gives an annual yield of 1,000 million feet of lumber—three million feet per day, equal to 5,000 tons per day, or say 1,750,000 tons per year.”

Again:

“Allowing 500,000 acres … to yield fifty cords per acre (a very low estimate) and it amounts to twenty-five million cords of wood, which, if delivered at Sacramento at $6 per cord, would amount to 150 millions of dollars, and pay the road about 100 millions of dollars freight.…”

Such glittering fantasies were perhaps helpful in keeping up the courage of the stockholders, but in 1860 the main obstacle had still to be overcome. Six years of unremitting work, exploring mountain passes, lobbying in Washington, writing reports and pamphlets and numberless letters; most of all in talking about the project in California and the East—all this had impaired Judah’s health and wrecked his finances. But a beginning had been made, and he was more than content.

It was no more than a beginning. In California, or elsewhere, not one man in fifty believed that the road controlled by the Sacramento group would ever lay rails over the mountains. The history of too many projected railroads, begun with just such a flourish and forgotten in a few months, was too clearly in mind to permit optimism for the future of this vastly larger undertaking. All such roads, and in particular this costly line over the mountains, could be financed only with substantial government help, and, notwithstanding Judah’s hopes, the prospect of a liberal federal subsidy seemed remote.

Appeals to the national government for help in constructing a transcontinental railroad had been made to Congress with clock-like regularity for over a decade. No action had been taken, and none was likely to be taken, for the ample reason that the Pacific Railroad had become inseparably a part of the slavery question. To suggest a northern route was to win the instant antagonism of every Congressman and Senator from south of the Potomac; mention of a southern line caused the Northerners to act as a unit in opposing it. In the beginning of the ’60s there seemed less possibility than ever of breaking the deadlock.

Yet it was to attempt this feat that Judah sailed again for Washington in October 1860. His wife as usual “had the right gaiters on” and went along with him. They parted at New York, however, she returning, a much traveled young woman, to her family at Greenfield while the engineer pushed on to Washington. This time Anna Judah felt she was not unrepresented at the Capitol, for when Judah reopened his museum he was able to decorate its walls with certain of her sketches of the Sierra scenery, made on a visit to the mountains the previous summer. More, two of her drawings, of Donner Lake and Donner Pass, had been copied by the engraver and used to embellish the company’s stock certificates. Yet another of her sketches, suitably framed, hung in the office of the company’s president, who was then a candidate for Governor of California and thought to have an excellent chance of election.

The story of Judah’s new attempt to tap the federal treasury for the benefit of his company may be briefly told. Washington was not the city it had been on his last visit two years earlier; the temper of Congress had undergone tremendous changes. On April 12, guns had blazed at Sumter and the location of a route for the Pacific Railroad promptly ceased to be a sectional question. Judah reached the capital three months after Bull Run, two weeks after McClellan had been given command of the Union army, and when Washington had at length realized that it had more than a ninety-day war on its hands. For the first time since its inception the project of a railroad to the Pacific Coast could be brought up for debate without immediately becoming involved with the slavery question.

Judah and his Sacramento associates recognized that events had given them a matchless opportunity. What before had been the rashest of gambles had been transformed overnight into a sound and conservative enterprise. Had the South not seceded, the transcontinental road might have been delayed for a decade or longer. It might have had to be constructed entirely without federal help; certainly government assistance, if it came at all, would have been on a less liberal scale.

Judah’s first days in Washington were devoted to altering his campaign to meet the new circumstances; arguments were overhauled, strategy simplified. The project was put forward primarily as a war measure. The railroad, it was argued, would help hold California and Nevada Territory in the Union, and California and Nevada were producing in volume two commodities highly necessary to a nation at war: gold and silver.

But all was not yet plain sailing. Judah and the California delegation faced the problem of getting their railroad bill to the attention of the lawmakers. Congress had been jarred from its routine by the formation, in February, of the Southern Confederacy. The absence of the contingent from the South was still evident in the unoccupied desks and disorganized committees, and those who remained were struggling to dispose of large accumulations of emergency measures.

Judah had taken passage from San Francisco on the same boat with Aaron Sargent, newly elected California Congressman. Sargent had agreed to sponsor the Pacific Railroad bill in the House. But a new Congressman was not expected to introduce important legislation, particularly with the calendar overloaded with war measures, and Judah watched the weeks slip by with no prospect of action. He and Sargent had become close friends; the latter found their waiting as distasteful as did the engineer, and the two agreed on a drastic move. A few days later, during a debate on an unrelated matter, the new member mildly astonished the House by obtaining the floor and delivering a lengthy speech on the railroad bill. The chairman disposed of the interruption in the usual way—by appointing a subcommittee to consider the matter—and the House resumed its regular business. A similar committee had already been appointed by the Senate.

Judah, no longer an amateur in Washington politics, had meantime been pulling wires to such advantage as to get himself appointed secretary of the Senate committee. Sargent then made him clerk of the House subcommittee, and he presently consolidated his position by becoming clerk of the main House committee on railroads. He then had close official connection with the three committees through which the bill must pass on its way toward enactment. This gave him a voice in all committee hearings, as well as the privilege of the floor of the House, and the documents and records of all three committees were in his keeping. For a man whose one desire was the passage of the Pacific Railroad bill (which he had helped write) it is hard to picture a more satisfactory arrangement. Whatever may be said for the ethics of such appointments—which would hardly have been made had not Congress been depleted in membership and overburdened with work—there can be no doubt that had Judah remained on the outside, the bill would never have come to a vote that session.

As it was, the debate was prolonged and the opposition strong in both the House and the Senate. It was not until midsummer of 1862 that the bill was eventually passed and, on July 1, received President Lincoln’s signature.

Judah was already looking ahead to new tasks. Promptly a message sped west over the recently strung wires of the Pacific Telegraph:

“We have drawn the elephant. Now let us see if we can harness him up.”
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WHAT was the nature of the elephant Judah had drawn for the amateur railroad men of Sacramento? The bill designated two companies to build and operate a railroad between Sacramento and the Missouri River. In the way of federal aid it granted a strip of land for right-of-way purposes and made further grants of ten alternate sections per mile of public domain (with unimportant exceptions) on both sides of the line over the entire distance. Further, it provided for a government loan to the companies, in the form of thirty-year bonds at six-per-cent interest, in amounts ranging from $16,000 to $48,000 per mile, depending on the nature of the territory over which the road would pass.

The elephant was, hence, a full-grown, adult beast, even a giant. What had been a gambler’s chance had become overnight a sure thing, a legitimate enterprise of limitless possibilities. The passage of the act marked the real beginning of a stream of easy profits that was to raise the four storekeepers from the semi-obscurity of their Sacramento shops and provide them with more wealth than they had dreamed of owning.

But the elephant had first to be broken and put to work. With this in mind, Judah resigned from his Congressional committees, closed the museum, and caught the first steamer out of New York for Panama. In Sacramento again, his mild wife observed that the engineer’s standing with substantial citizens seemed far higher than it had been a few months before. Crazy Judah, the sponsor of a fantastic scheme for a cross-country railroad, had passed permanently from the picture. He had become chief engineer of the Central Pacific Railroad of California, and the Central Pacific, thanks to the liberality it had encountered at Washington, was already gathering unto itself the enormous prestige it was to maintain for a generation.

Judah abruptly found himself a man of consequence. Acquaintances no longer turned down convenient alleys at his approach. It became unnecessary for his wife to warn him against wasting his thunder on small-town capitalists, who had listened to his arguments with absent-minded smiles and put him down as an idealistic nonentity. The story of how he had got himself appointed to the railroad committees in Washington got abroad. This was shrewdness of a type then particularly admired; more than anything else it enhanced his popularity by demonstrating that the dreamer had a practical side. Citizens on the Coast read with respect the latest of his voluminous and rose-tinted reports, the composition of which had occupied his time on the westward voyage.

The preliminaries were over. Surveying parties remained in the field through the fall of 1862, making the working survey for the initial unit of the line, and before the year was out the Charles Crocker Company had received a contract to grade the first thirty-two miles of roadbed. The holidays passed. On January 8, 1863 a throng, no longer skeptical, followed lines of flag-draped carriages through Sacramento’s muddy streets to a decorated platform beside the levee, where actual construction was to begin. Frock-coated notables ascended the platform and, at the stroke of twelve, Crocker, red-faced and jovial, called the crowd to order. Leland Stanford, by then Governor of the state as well as president of the company, delivered an address in which he predicted that his listeners would presently observe passing through Sacramento “the busy denizens of two hemispheres, in their constant travel over the great highway of nations.” Six other speeches, of much the same tenor, followed. Stanford then descended to the base of the platform, lifted a shovelful of damp earth, and tossed it into the bed of a flag-draped wagon—performing the feat with such zeal as to prove, according to one newspaper scribe, “that his muscles were in the right place.” The crowd cheered. The band played its loudest and liveliest tune. Crocker called for nine rousing cheers, and when they were given, added that even while they celebrated, a pile-driver was working near by on the foundations of the
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