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PROMONTORY SUMMIT, Box Elder County -- As a cold wind blew across Utah's west desert and 
a crowd of 2,000 to 3,000 braced for a brief rainstorm, Golden Spike master of ceremonies John 
Stewart mangled a religious quotation, the Salt Lake Tribune reports. 
 
"Many are called, but few are frozen," quipped Stewart as members of the Golden Spike 
Association prepared to re-create history Wednesday on the 131st anniversary of the May 10, 
1869, completion of the Transcontinental Railroad. 
 
With steam engines No. 119 and Jupiter whistling, steaming and providing the colorful backdrop 
for the 49th annual reenactment of the joining of the rails, noted author Stephen Ambrose shed a 
revealing historical light on the ceremonies. Gazing across the desolate site, largely unchanged 
since it became the unlikely spot for one of the most important events in U.S. history, Ambrose 
read excerpts from his soon to be published book, Nothing Like It in the World, about the building 
of the railroad. 
 
"This spot was improbable and indistinguishable," said Ambrose. "No one ever lived there and, 
shortly after the [first] ceremony, no one would ever live there again." 
Ambrose said that, while the Civil War ensured that north and south would remain connected, the 
joining of the rails brought together east and west for the first time, forever changing the world. 
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"From Confederates and 
from Yankees, the 
ceremony brought 
together all North 
Americans," he said. 
The historian said the 
event was significant for 
many reasons, not the 
least of which was the 
fact that this was the first 
time the whole nation, as 
well as Canada and 
England, learned almost 
instantly of a major news 
event through the magic 
of the telegraph. 
 
That was dramatically 
portrayed in 
Wednesday's 
reenactment of the 

ceremony at what is now Golden Spike National Historic Site, and managed by the National Park 
Service. As the last steel spike was hammered into the rail, Western Union Operator W.N. Schilling 
-- portrayed by Boyd Young of Brigham City -- tapped out the letters D.O.N.E. to a waiting world. 
 
Back in 1869, said Ambrose, the message set off celebrations all over the world, including a 
seven-mile-long parade in Chicago and another at the Salt Lake Tabernacle packed with 7,000 
people. That group included Mormon pioneer John Taylor, a native of  England who rode the first 
train between Manchester and Liverpool in 1839 and lived to see the railroad change a nation. 
 
Ambrose, best known for his book Undaunted Courage on the Lewis and Clark expedition, said the 
second half of the 19th century involved more change than any other period in world history. The 
abolition of slavery, inventions such as electricity, the telegraph and telephone and, most of all, the 
railroad were "the first great triumph of time and space." 
 
To understand the significance of May 10, 1869, said Ambrose, one has only to think back 40 
years earlier and the fact that U.S. President Andrew Jackson could move no faster than ancient 
Roman leader Julius Caesar. Perhaps that is why the reenactment of the ceremony continues to 
capture the imaginations of the thousands of people who return to this place each year to watch a 
cast of 21 portray the events of that day. 
 
On Wednesday, folks dressed in period clothing posed for pictures in much the same way 
photographer Andrew J. Russell set up one of the most famous photos in U.S. history in 1869, with 
locomotives nose-to-nose. 
 
Railroad and history buffs watched replicas of the Central and Union Pacific trains chug across the 
track and blow their loud whistles, piercing the desert silence. They celebrated with the 
descendents of the Irish, Chinese, Mormons and Northwestern Band of the Shoshone Nation 
whose ancestors helped build the railroad. 


