
The American West At The End Of The
Twentieth Century Railroads: Past And
Present
As the sun sets on the vast plains of the American West, an indelible mark is left
by the iron giants that shaped the region's history - the railroads. From their
inception in the mid-1800s to the present day, these railroads continue to play a
crucial role in linking communities, transporting goods, and serving as a reminder
of the West's rich industrial heritage.

At the end of the twentieth century, the American West was a land of contrasts,
where the old and the new coexist in harmony. The same can be said about
railroads - a blend of nostalgia and modernity that has endured for over a century.

The Birth of Railroads in the American West

The story of railroads in the American West begins with the completion of the
First Transcontinental Railroad in 1869. This monumental achievement
connected the West Coast with the rest of the country and opened up new
possibilities for trade, travel, and settlement.
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Originally built by two competing companies - the Central Pacific Railroad from
the West and the Union Pacific Railroad from the East - the First Transcontinental
Railroad was a feat of engineering and human perseverance. It brought together
workers from different backgrounds, including Chinese immigrants, Irish laborers,
and Civil War veterans, who battled treacherous terrains and extreme weather
conditions to lay over 1,900 miles of track.

This new mode of transportation revolutionized the American West, accelerating
its growth and transforming the landscape. It enabled the rapid expansion of
cities, facilitated the rise of mining and agriculture industries, and sparked a new
era of tourism and exploration.

Railroads: The Backbone of Industrialization

Throughout the twentieth century, railroads continued to play a vital role in the
American West's industrialization. As the region saw a boom in population and
economic activity, the demand for efficient transportation of goods and raw
materials skyrocketed.

With its extensive network of tracks and well-established infrastructure, railroads
connected remote communities, urban centers, and international markets. They
carried everything from coal and timber to livestock and manufactured goods,
fostering economic growth and providing livelihoods for countless individuals.

However, the advent of the automobile and the airline industry in the twentieth
century threatened the dominance of railroads. The rise of road and air
transportation made travel faster and more convenient, causing a decline in
passenger traffic for railroads.
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The American West's Railroads Today

Despite facing challenges and undergoing transformations, railroads in the
American West have persisted into the present day. They remain an essential
part of the transportation infrastructure, catering primarily to freight traffic.

To stay relevant and competitive, railroads have embraced technological
advancements. They have introduced high-speed trains, implemented advanced
signaling systems, and adopted environmentally friendly practices. These
changes have not only improved efficiency and safety but also minimized the
environmental impact of rail transportation.

Moreover, railroads have witnessed a resurgence in popularity as a means of
passenger travel. Many tourists and adventure enthusiasts opt for scenic train
rides to explore the American West's natural wonders, historical sites, and iconic
landmarks.

Preserving the Legacy: Museums and Heritage Railroads

As a testament to their historical significance, many railroad museums and
heritage railroads dot the American West. These institutions preserve the legacy
of the railroads and provide visitors with an immersive experience in the region's
past.

Museums like the California State Railroad Museum in Sacramento and the
Colorado Railroad Museum in Golden offer captivating exhibits that showcase
restored locomotives, historic artifacts, and educational displays about the role of
railroads in shaping the West.

Heritage railroads, on the other hand, let visitors relive the bygone era by
boarding vintage trains and traversing scenic routes. These rides evoke a sense



of nostalgia and allow travelers to experience the magic of rail travel firsthand.

The Enduring Spirit of the American West

As the sun sets on the American West, the railroads stand tall as a symbol of
human resilience, progress, and connection. They have played an integral role in
the region's past and continue to shape its present and future.

From the golden age of railroads to the innovations of the twenty-first century, the
American West's railroads have witnessed it all. As long as the iron wheels keep
turning on the tracks, the spirit of the West will endure.
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Culled from the 20 years she spent traveling the American West as a freight
brakeman and conductor, Linda Grant Niemann's Railroad Noir delves into the
darker side of railroading. The 1990s were a time of crisis for workers caught in
the breakup of the Southern Pacific Railroad. Niemann's tales of exhaustion,
alcoholism, homelessness, and corporate blundering present a revelatory
account of railroading life. Photographer Joel Jensen realizes Niemann’s vision of
the working West with images of cowboy bars, blue motels, and railroaders
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working in electrical storms, white-outs, and desert heat waves. The result is an
honest, gritty, and striking collaboration.
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