
Before The Transcontinental Railroad 

It took six months to go from the Missouri to California, --a journey of 
the most intense suffering to men and to animals, from hunger, and still 
more from thirst. It is estimated that the lost wagon-freights across the 
mountains, before the commencement of the railroad, amounted to full 
thirteen million dollars in a single year. 

If the emigrant was caught out in the winter, it took him five months 
longer, and with sufferings and dangers still increased. 
In ten years after gold was discovered, California gained three times as 
large a population as the entire nation did the first sixty-eight years 
after the landing of the Pilgrims on Plymouth Rock. A very great part of 
this overland route was over the great deserts, where there were no 
towns to supply wants, no tree to shade the weary, and for hundreds of 
miles, no water but the intolerable alkali water, for man or for 
beast…As the emigrant crept along, from ten to twenty miles a day, 
under the burning sun, and in the cloud of alkaline dust which his team 
made, the scene grew more awful as he went westward. 
 
One man, who had thus passed, twenty years ago, told us that he walked 
alone thirty miles for one drink of water; and Dr. Harkness, of 
Sacramento, told us that he actually walked sixty miles to find a drink 
of water, and then could get only a spoonful at a time. All along on this 
region, often white as chalk, you still see the bones of cattle, forsaken 
wagons, chains, kettles, and the like, strung along the trail of the 
emigrant. When these poor wanderers came in sight of Truckee River, 
the men and women would raise a shout of joy, and the poor cattle 
would gather up their remaining strength, and rush into the stream--
maddened and uncontrollable. 
 

The Transcontinental Railroad 
At 4.20 P.M., Sunday, we rolled out of the station at Omaha, and started 
westward on our long jaunt. A couple of hours out, dinner was 
announced -- an 'event' to those of us who had yet to experience what it 
is to eat in one of Pullman's hotels on wheels; so, stepping into the car 
next forward of our sleeping palace, we found ourselves in the dining-
car. It was a revelation to us, that first dinner on Sunday. And though 



we continued to dine for four days, and had as many breakfasts and 
suppers, our whole party never ceased to admire the perfection of the 
arrangements, and the marvelous results achieved. Upon tables covered 
with snowy linen, and garnished with services of solid silver…in 
addition to all that ordinarily makes up a first-chop dinner, had we not 
our antelope steak…our delicious mountain-brook trout, and choice 
fruits and berries... we all did justice to the good things, and as we 
washed them down with bumpers of sparkling Krug, whilst we sped 
along at the rate of thirty miles an hour, agreed it was the fastest living 
we had ever experienced. (We beat that, however, two days afterward 
when we made twenty-seven miles in twenty-seven minutes, while our 
Champagne glasses filled to the brim spilled not a drop!) After dinner 
we repaired to our drawing-room car, where we slept the sleep of the 
just and only awoke the next morning (Monday) at eight o'clock, to find 
ourselves at the crossing of the North Platte, three hundred miles from 
Omaha -- fifteen hours and forty minutes out." 

1. Describe in detail the hardships of western travel before the 
railroad? (ex. How long did it take? Supplies? Etc. ) 

 

2. According to the text, what were some of the things seen by people 
traveling west by wagon?  

 

3. From the text, in what specific ways did the railroad change 
travel?  

 

4. Inference: How did the railroad impact western settlement?  

 



 


