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Unit Five 

Readings Overview


This unit’s readings focus on transportation and communication at the end of the nineteenth century.  Overall, they tell the story of the people involved, whether those people were the Chinese railroad workers, “the corrupt” who built and financed the railroads, or the people who built and were affected by the telegraph line.  


The introduction to Stephen E. Ambrose’s Nothing Like it in the World: The Men who Built the Transcontinental Railroad, 1863-1869 gives a short but detailed overview of the sheer numbers of people involved in this highly complex project.  So often the story of the railroads is the story of the “tycoons” in the East, but Ambrose shows that those tycoons could have accomplished very little without the multitudes of ethnically and racially diverse men who did the actual labor.  


In his article “Information, Markets, and Corruption: Transcontinental Railroads in the Gilded Age,” Richard White details the story of the rampant corruption that characterized the Gilded Age.  He discusses what role corruption played in public life of the country as a whole, and places railroad corporations as the center pieces to that corruption primarily because they marked the intersection of political and financial worlds.

William R. Lindley, in his article “How the Telegraph Trail Reached Oregon,” tells first the story of the building of the telegraph line and then the social history of what the telegraph meant to those in the Northwest.  He ends with an evaluation of what the uses of the telegraph and the telephone were.  
Questions to keep in mind while reading:

1. It may seem that these readings have little to do with the political development discussed in Week 14.  Take some time to consider, however, how the arrival of the telegraph and the railroad would have changed the political landscape of our region.  Could these areas have been fully incorporated into the United States as states without these developments?

2. How does Richard White’s discussion of corruption change your view of the men who financed the building of the railroads?  Does his article reinforce the classic “robber barons” image of these men as corrupt, immoral capitalists, or is your view of them now more complex?  What role did they play in American political life: did they serve to justify financial and/or political corruption or to make it more insidious? 
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