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in 1860, the Central Pacific Railroad Company (CPRR) 

was born as one of the companies responsible for building 

America’s First Transcontinental Railroad.  Leading the CPRR 

were the “Big Four,” with Leland Stanford at the front. The 

primary goal of these men was to beat the UPRR to 

Promontory, Utah, and receive the valuable federal land 

grants.1 

Progress was slow-going for the CPRR’s first two years, amounting to 50 miles of track, 

due to (white) labor shortages.2 To reach Utah in time, the CPRR needed to build faster. 

Construction Supervisor Charles Crocker advertised for 5000 workers, only to receive 800 Irish 

laborers who were regarded as unsteady from past strikes.3 Crocker chose to employ Chinese 

laborers in 1865. Construction Boss James Strobridge was opposed, saying he was “prejudiced 

against Chinese labor,” and that they would not be apt for railroad work.4 

In an experiment, Strobridge hired 50 Chinese workers for ‘dump cart’ loaders, proving 

themselves “nearly equal to white men…and far more reliable,” with no danger of striking 

because of the laborer’s debt to the Six Companies.5 The CPRR found that Chinese labor was a 

viable alternative to an unstable European labor force; within six months, 2500 Chinese workers 

worked the line and more were imported until 90% of the workforce was Chinese (~12000 

workers).6 The CPRR’s success was hinged on immigrant workers. 

 
1 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 3. 
2 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 156. 
3 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 156. 
4 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 158. 
5 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 99. 
6 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 89. 

Figure 1: The “Big Four” 
CPRR Archives 
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Many historians would consider the construction of the First American Transcontinental 

Railroad as the ultimate paradox of American progress. The United States prides of being the 

land of the free and the home of the brave; however, was that the case with Chinese builders on 

the CPRR? Through this paper, I hope to unearth the dynamics between White and Chinese 

Workers to understand how race and ethnicity plays a role on labor and relative danger during 

the construction of the Central Pacific Railroad.  

Susan Sontag, author of Regarding the Pain of Others grapples with how human 

suffering and violence on broadcasted on the media have an effect on viewers. Sontag challenges 

readers to rethink the uses and meanings of photographs, as well as question if an image is really 

capturing the truth.7 She argues that every photograph has a message, referring to Les Gueules 

Cassées, an antiwar publication following the First World War documenting disfigured men to 

publicize the ugliness of war in an attempt to prevent more violence.8 While Sontag focuses on 

war photography, her arguments can used to understand the construction of the Central Pacific 

Railroad. 

Historians Scott Carson, Barbara Voss, Ryan Dearinger, and Denise Khor encountered 

challenges when researching construction labor on the Central Pacific Railroad due to a lack of 

viable evidence. This was attributed to the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire which 

destroyed much of the information regarding workers on the CPRR.9. Through the various 

methods employed, from archaeology to immigration documents, the historians found 

compelling information.  

 
7 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (Penguin Books, 2003), 6. 
8 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 16. 
9 Scott Alan Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 
Journal of Institutional and Theoretical Economics (JITE) / Festschrift Für Die Gesamte 
Staatswissenschaft 161, no. 1 (2005), 2. 
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Carson investigated 1870 census manuscripts and San Francisco customs reports.10 

Carson states that America’s growth was majorly based on the Transcontinental Railroad and 

Racial Prejudice.11 As a result, Railroad companies engaged in a market practice known as 

“Labor Queuing” which segregated Chinese Sojourn labor workers into low skill, high stress 

work.12 Carson found that administrators were initially against Chinese workers but they proved 

their worth; therefore, more workers were employed afterwards, a marketing term known as 

“Demand-Side Learning.”13 Dearinger and Carson agree on the marketing practices employed by 

the CPRR. Dearinger would benefit from the marketing vocabulary Carson provides. 

In Voss’s The Historical Experience of Labor: Archaeological Contributions to 

Interdisciplinary Research on Chinese Railroad Workers (2015), she attributes the rarity of 

surviving Chinese documents and letters to the weather and to the destruction of public archives 

during the upheavals of 20th Century China.14 With the Chinese Railroad Workers National 

Archaeology Project (CRWNAP), Voss uses archaeology to study four Chinese work campsites 

to find evidence documenting the experiences and conditions the Chinese workers had endured.15 

Voss agrees with Carson, Dearinger, and Khor that Chinese laborers were assigned to the most 

dangerous conditions. She also agrees with Carson that CPRR administrators were initially 

hesitant of Chinese workers, but later employed Demand-Side Learning.  

 
10  Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 2. 
11 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 2. 
12 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 4. 
13 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 4. 
14 Barbara L. Voss and 色色拉沃斯, The Historical Experience of Labor: Archaeological 
Contributions to Interdisciplinary Research on Chinese Railroad Workers / 劳工的历史经验: 

考古学对于中 国铁路工人之跨学科研究的贡献, Historical Archaeology 49, no. 1 (2015), 4. 
15 Voss and 色色拉沃斯, The Historical Experience of Labor, 6. 
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Dearinger writes about the Colfax Excursion, a cross-country expedition in which 

newspaper editors inspected the TCRR as his source of information for his investigation. 

Dearinger acknowledges that it is crucial to understand the complete the story of Chinese 

immigrant labor and American progress in the west; moreover, it is imperative to understand that 

it is nearly impossible to recover the silenced voices of Chinese railroad workers from the 

historical record.16   

Dearinger found that the majority of Chinese workers were poor, young, Chinese people 

fleeing extreme poverty and the Opium Wars (1839-42, 1856-60).17 The immigrants were met 

with an angry America which considered the Chinese as weak, feminine, submissive, loathsome, 

and uncivilized.18 While Chinese immigrants were considered a foe to the American public, the 

CPRR saw them as the miracle solution to their labor shortage. Dearinger concluded saying that 

Chinese laborers piloted American progress through the TCRR while being in dangerous 

positions. Racism discredited their labor – discrediting Chinese laborers’ contributions from the 

face of history. Dearinger adds on, saying that evidence was difficult to obtain since people also 

chose not to write about Chinese laborers. 

 
16 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 152. 
17 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 153. 
18 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 155. 
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ARCHIVES, PHOTOGRAPHY, AND HISTORICAL MEMORY: Tracking the Chinese 

Railroad Worker in North America (2016) documents Khor’s work with the Chinese Railroad 

Workers Project (CRRW) to recover photographs as a form of documentary evidence.  

While looking through the CPRR’s archives, Khor observed that a photograph can be 

used as “an object of reproducibility, manipulation, 

and illusion.”19 The CRRW found photographs 

capable of using labor as an entity to alienate people. 

Photograph Laborers and Rocks (Figure 1), portrays 

Chinese workers as beneficial raw materials along 

with rocks.20 Based on the alienation of Chinese 

laborers. Khor agrees with Voss and Dearinger that the high pace of construction, along with the 

alienation of laborers led to a major disregard for human life. Despite their methods, all four 

historians would agree on the following statements: Chinese workers were the driving force in 

building the CPRR; Chinese workers were solution to the CPRR’s labor shortage problem; and, 

since the Chinese workers were exploited and assigned to dangerous positions on the railroad. 

Although the CPRR was initially hesitant in employing Chinese construction workers, 

demand-side learning showed 

that Chinese workers were a 

cheap source of labor, with a $26 

payroll without board compared 

to $40 with board for white 

 
19 Denise Khor, Archives, “Photography, and Historical Memory: Tracking the Chinese Railroad 
Worker in North America,” Southern California Quarterly 98, no. 4 (2016), 432. 
20 Denise Khor, Tracking the Chinese Railroad Worker in North America, 445. 

Figure 2: Laborers and Rocks 
Alfred A. Hart (1862-1869) 

 

Table 1: Occupation by Race and Ethnicity, 1870 
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workers.21 Through wage gaps, Chinese laborers were alienated economically. The CPRR 

exploited its immigrant workers, physically exposing them to the most dangerous conditions 

during construction of the railroad. Although cheap labor allowed the TCRR to connect the 

country, this feat against nature came at the cost of many lives. 

The case study, Table 1, relates occupations to racial demographics. Occupations are 

classified into support, involving cooks or laundry work; railroad workers, the most dangerous 

and exhausting job involving tracklaying or tunnel blasting; foreman, the railroad supervisors; 

and skilled labor, engineering or masonry involving much skill.22 

The data indicate that labor queueing 

was implemented to enforce worker 

segregation, placing Chinese workers into 

dangerous, undesirable positions while 

favoring White workers with preferred, safer 

jobs.23 Worker segregation continued to 

perpetuate worker alienation on the CPRR; 

as a result, approximately, 77.3% of Chinese 

workers were assigned as Railroad Workers, 

compared to 4.0% of White workers as 

shown in Chart 1 and Chart 2.24 

 
21 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 160. 
22 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 85. 
23 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 80. 
24 Carson, Chinese Sojourn Labor and the American Transcontinental Railroad, 88. 

Chart 2: CPRR Chinese Worker Distribution 
Original Chart 

Chart 2: CPRR White Worker Distribution 
Original Chart 
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 Reporters documented the experiences the workers endured on the CPRR, saying that 

railroad work was “chaotic and 

unforgiving,” the work required more 

than just “brute force, sweat, and risk.” 

25 Adding to the degree of difficulty of 

the job, most of the construction work 

was completed with hand tools.26 Even though dangerous conditions were commonplace, the 

dangers were not documented in the photographs (Figure 3).27  

 For the railroad, the workers blasted eleven tunnels in the Sierra Nevada, including the 

1659-foot-long tunnel near the infamous Donner Pass in 1867 (Figure 4).28 Working through 

blizzard conditions, the workers advanced at a rate of 1.18 feet per day, taking them 13 months.29 

Another notable feat was the Cape Horn Cliff (1865, Figure 5). Workers were reported to be 

“lowered by ropes and chains,” and while suspended 

in midair, they hammered and blasted the cliff’s 

granite face.30 Through these feats of engineering, 

these laborers worked so hard they moved 

mountains, but at what cost?  

 
25 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 160, 171. 
26 Voss and 色色拉沃斯, The Historical Experience of Labor, 17. 
27 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 164. 
28 Denise Khor, Tracking the Chinese Railroad Worker in North America, 435. 
29 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 163. 
30 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 162. 

Figure 4: Worker at the Donner Pass 
Alfred A. Hart (1862-1869) 

Figure 3: End of Track on Humboldt Plains  
Alfred A. Hart (1865-96) 
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Archaeological studies of the Chinese work camps 

identified an abundance of opium pipe bowls, allowing them 

to deduce that opium was used as “relief from the physical 

and psychological pain of manual labor.”31 Surviving 

railroad records showed that an estimated 1000-1500 

Chinese workers were killed in the process; equating to 1 in 

10 Chinese workers.32 To keep up with the losses and the hastened building pace, the CPRR 

managed pools of able-bodied workers to “replace injured and dead workers at a moment’s 

notice,” yet again demonstrating labor queueing and the “Big Four’s” views on Chinese workers 

as easily replaceable work units.33 This pressure to build swiftly, combined with the dangerous 

nature of the jobs created a major disregard for human life. 

Chinese laborers striked in the winter of 1866-67 at the Donner Pass, unsatisfied with the 

wages relative to the risk. The CPRR responded, prohibiting the Six Companies from 

distributing provisions, starving the Chinese workers. Workers resumed work would receive 

food and protection from the protesters.34 This demonstrates CPRR’s alienation of Chinese 

workers, viewing them only as tools.35  

Chinese people in were in a peculiar social situation in California. They were considered 

“alien yet necessary,” simultaneously hated by citizens and preferred by railroad companies.”36 

Racist commentary against Chinese immigrants came from political leaders to newspapers, 

 
31 Voss and 色色拉沃斯, The Historical Experience of Labor, 15. 
32 Voss and 色色拉沃斯, The Historical Experience of Labor, 17. 
33 Denise Khor, Tracking the Chinese Railroad Worker in North America, 433. 
34 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 169. 
35 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 171. 
36 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 171. 

Figure 5: Rounding Cape Horn 
Carleton E. Watkins (1876) 
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calling them “dependent [and] ignorant animal machines.”37 Politicians even enacted legislation 

to prevent the immigration of Chinese immigrants. 

On the railroad, Irish workers saw Chinese workers as weak, uncivilized, feminine, and 

not apt for grueling railroad work. The Chinese workers were alienated further by being 

considered less American since they ate rice, 

boiled lukewarm tea, and had hot baths; in 

contrast, Irish workers drank whisky, drank 

filthy water rendered, and rarely showered.38 

Moreover, work camps were ethnically 

separated, unlike the White campsites, the Chinese were located on less-than-ideal locations. 

However, despite the undesired location, photographs depict Chinese camps in an orderly state, 

(Figure 6), displaying an unappreciated resilience to their conditions.39 

There was a common sentiment against having such a monument to American progress 

be built by immigrants. However, it is important to understand that the United States was built by 

immigrants. The CPRR’s success depended on the backs of the Chinese laborers. 

Following the TCRR’s construction, there were mixed reviews towards the Chinese 

builders. Some, such as Judge Crocker, brother of Charles Crocker, credited the Chinese 

laborers’ contribution to the effort. Others such as Judge Bennet, credited the “great French, 

German, English, and Irish Races,” rather than the Chinese Workers.40  

 
37 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 170. 
38 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 171. 
39 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 171. 
40 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 173. 

Figure 6: Chinese Camp, Brown’s Station 
Alfred A. Hart (1866-96) 
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Artistic depictions of the railroad’s 

construction can also tell their own stories. Sontag 

argues that every image has a message, challenging 

the viewer to ask about the intentions behind a piece.  

 Figure 1, Workers with Rocks displays 

Chinese workers at a level aligned to the level of 

rocks, portraying them more as tools than people.41 

Figure 7, Across the Continent: The Snow Sheds on the CPRR inaccurately portrays the workers 

as uncivilized tourists off to the side, staring in awe at a train’s “Yankee ingenuity.”42 However, 

train engines were a common sight during the construction. With this knowledge, we as viewers 

then understand that the image put the Chinese workers in a light different from the reality.  

Despite the mixed reactions and media 

coverage regarding Chinese workers, the people 

attending the Golden Spike Ceremony in Promontory, 

Utah knew it was Chinese builders who did all the 

work on the CPRR; in fact, Figure 8 depicts the 

laborers doing 

last-minute work prior to the ceremony.43 To Sontag, this 

image captures the moment as it was: in its true form. 

However, Figure 9 engages with another of Sontag’s 

arguments. There are no Chinese people in the famous 

 
41 Denise Khor, Tracking the Chinese Railroad Worker in North America, 445. 
42 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 182. 
43 Ryan Dearinger, ‘The Greatest Monument of Human Labor,’ 175. 

Figure 7: Across the Continent, The Snow Sheds on 
the CPRR, in the Sierra Nevada Mountains 
Joseph Becker (1870) 

Figure 9: Laying of the Golden Spike 1869 
CPRR Archives 

Figure 8: Chinese Laying Last rail 
Andrew Russell 1869 
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post-ceremony photograph, showing that even photographs fail at fully capturing reality, and 

therefore altering the historical record.44 Since the Chinese workers were not in the photograph, 

they were rendered invisible to the archive.  

 This is the ultimate paradox of American Progress. The Chinese, who sacrificed life and 

limb to build the transcontinental railroad connecting the country, were still alienated from the 

railroad and the nation they contributed to building up. It was clear that that racism reigned since 

all the hard work by Chinese people never proved anything in the eyes of America’s society. The 

Chinese were denied and moved off the tracks of civilization as the railroad as the carried true 

Americans out west. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
44 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 6. 
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