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Foreword 

This Cultural Landscape Report represents the completion of the cultural landscape inventory 
process for Golden Spike National Historic Site - a site that celebrates the completion of the 
Pacific Railroad, one of our nation's most important and far-reaching events. Level I of the 
Cultural Landscape Inventory identified the existence of cultural landscape values at the NHS. 
Level II of the inventory process identified specific landscape characteristics and associated 
features that contribute to the eligibility of the site. An amendment to the National Register of 
Historic Places registration form, covering the cultural landscape values associated with the site, 
was prepared in response to the completion of the Level II inventory. This Cultural Landscape 
Report thoroughly describes the landscape characteristics and features that contribute to the park, 
addresses their integrity and significance, places them in their historic context, and provides 
recommendations for their long-term preservation and treatment. 

There are unique values associated with linear cultural resources that render them difficult to 
protect and manage - particularly linear landscapes with extensive viewsheds. Most times, park 
service management authority ends at the federal property boundary, which may or may not 
encompass all of the resources and landscape values that contribute to the significance of 
particular historical properties. At Golden Spike National Historic Site it was important to 
identify and protect the most critical landscape features, the archaeological resources related 
directly to the history of the construction and operation of the nation's first transcontinental 
railroad. These resources depict all stages of the construction process, as well as aspects of the 
living and working conditions of the people who accomplished the construction. In addition, the 
isolated and still largely undeveloped character of the Promontory Mountains provides a 
historical sense of place and helps to illustrate the environmental and social context within which 
the railroad was constructed and operated. As a planning document, the Cultural Landscape 
Report considers both natural and cultural resources within their historical framework, 
documents their value, and provides recommendations for effective preservation management. 

It is a pleasure to make this information about the resources at Golden Spike National 
Historic Site available. 

Karen P. Wade 
Regional Director 
Intermountain Region 



Abstract 

This document presents the results of a cultural landscape analysis of the lands within the 
authorized boundary of Golden Spike National Historic Site (NHS). Cultural resources within 
the park, most of them archaeological, graphically tell the story of the final push to complete the 
Pacific Railroad - the Nation's first transcontinental railroad constructed by the Union Pacific 
and Central Pacific railroad companies between 1862 and 1869. The report documents the 
existing and historical conditions of the National Historic Site and identifies various landscape 
characteristics and associated landscape features that contribute to the historical character, 
feeling and association of this important place. It also places these features within their historical 
context. Part 2 of the document identifies an overall treatment philosophy for various 
components of the National Historic Site, as well as specific treatments for contributing 
landscape features. Implementation of the proposed treatments will ensure that the cultural value 
inherent in the park will be preserved for future generations. 

Mission: As the Nation's principal conservation agency, the Department of the Interior has responsibility 
for most of our nationally owned public lands and natural and cultural resources. This includes fostering 
wise use of our land and water resources, protecting our fish and wildlife, preserving the environmental 
and cultural values of our national parks and historical places, and providing for the enjoyment of the life 
through outdoor recreation. The Department assesses our energy and mineral resources and works to 
assure that their development is in the best interests of all our people. The Department also promotes the 
goals of the Take Pride in America campaign by encouraging stewardship and citizen responsibility for 
the public lands and promoting citizen participation in their care. The Department also has a major 
responsibility for American Indian reservation communities and for people who live in Island Territories 
under U.S. Administration. NPS-D-78. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Management Summary 

The purpose of this Cultural Landscape Report (CLR) is to identify the landscape 
characteristics and features that contribute to Golden Spike National Historic Site (NHS) and to 
make recommendations regarding the long-term preservation and management of the site. 
Several planning documents have been prepared for Golden Spike NHS that outline the 
management and interpretive goals for the site. For the most part, these goals have been 
expressed in general terms, and not within the context of landscape treatment recommendations. 
However, the stated goals do outline the interpretive intent for this park service unit. 

The park's 1978 General Management Plan (GMP) identifies the management objectives for 
Golden Spike NHS. The goals that are specifically relevant to this analysis include the 
following: 

• To manage the park's historic scene and resources, as closely as practical, in keeping with 
their character and appearance in 1869. 

• To support preservation and restoration of the site through identification, evaluation, and 
interpretation of historic resources. 

• To provide visitors with an opportunity to understand and appreciate the railroad race to 
Promontory, and the effects of its completion on the development of the West, and on the 
social, political, and economic history of the nation. 

More recent park planning documents include the Strategic Plan and Comprehensive 
Interpretive Plan, prepared in 1997 and updated in 2000, and the Resource Management Plan 
updated in 1999. All three of these plans restate the need to protect, maintain and, in some 
instances, restore the natural and cultural resources that contribute to one's understanding of the 
construction of the transcontinental railroad. Further, the Comprehensive Interpretive Plan 
reaffirms the long-standing temporal focus for interpretation at Golden Spike NHS: "... the Last 
Spike Site will be presented to recreate the May 10, 1869 scene in so far as possible." (National 
Park Service 1997a:24). The plan states that the focus of interpretive effort for the area within 
one mile either side of the Last Spike Site will be May 10, 1869. The focus of resource 
management activities at the summit continues to be preservation of the remaining 
archaeological evidence of the town of Promontory Station and of the operation and maintenance 
of the railroad. 

Figure 1 shows the location of Golden Spike National Historic Site including its existing and 
authorized boundaries. 
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Historical Summary 

The history of the landscape at Promontory Summit in northern Utah links inextricably to the 
history of building and operating the first transcontinental railroad across the United States. 
Constructed between 1863 and 1869 by the Central Pacific and Union Pacific Railroad 
companies, the two rails advanced from the west and the east and met at Promontory Summit on 
May 10, 1869. Ceremonies held that day at the summit marked the achievement by driving the 
last spike and by sending the news over the simultaneously built telegraph line across a rapt 
nation. Because no junction point was specifically stipulated in the sponsoring legislation, survey 
and grading crews had done their work well beyond the eventual meeting point. For a distance 
exceeding 200 miles crews intermittently built a parallel grade east and west of the summit. 
Portions of this parallel grade are still evident at the summit and testify to the archly competitive 
nature of the enterprise. 

A plan for building a transcontinental railroad was first presented to Congress by New York 
merchant Asa Whitney in the 1840s. In 1853, seeking to determine the most practicable and 
economical route, Congress appropriated funding for five surveys. The selection of a 
transcontinental route, however, was plagued by political intransigence in Congress over the 
issue of slavery and the question of where it might extend as the country developed westward. 
After the secession of the South and the outbreak of the Civil War, Congress passed legislation in 
1862, amending it in 1864 and 1866, to provide for the construction of the first transcontinental 
railroad and chartering the Union Pacific Railroad Company to help build it. This company and 
the privately incorporated Central Pacific were together responsible for building the Pacific 
Railroad. Federal assistance included 30-year government bonds at 6 percent interest and grants 
of land along the route. Bonds were issued at varying rates depending on the ruggedness of the 
terrain: $16,000 per level mile; $32,000 per mile in the foothills; and $48,000 in the mountains. 
Racing to meet the end of the other company's line, each sought to construct the greater portion 
of the road and thereby acquire more land and loans. 

The Central Pacific, whose labor force consisted primarily of Chinese workers supplemented 
by Irish and Cornish crews as well as Paiute and Washo Indians, almost immediately faced the 
challenge of blasting through the granite walls of the Sierra on the California-Nevada border. The 
Union Pacific, on the other hand, did not encounter heavy grading work until it reached 
Wyoming and Utah. In addition to many Irish laborers, Germans, Englishmen, freed Blacks and 
American Indians also worked for the Union Pacific. Mormon crews worked for both railroad 
companies once the lines pushed into the bounds of Utah Territory. 

By February, 1869, Central Pacific grading crews had begun the difficult work on the east 
slope of Promontory Summit, including work on the Big Fill at a ravine located about halfway 
up the slope. The Union Pacific track reached Ogden by March 8, and 20 days later the company 
initiated construction of its Big Trestle located some 150 feet east of, and parallel to, the Big Fill. 
By early April, the Central Pacific track was approaching Monument Point, while on April 8 the 
Union Pacific's track reached Corinne - one of the infamous Union Pacific "Hell-on-wheels" 
towns that attracted the seamier side of business at these end-of-track locations. On April 10, by 
a joint resolution, Congress designated Promontory Summit as the meeting place, confirming a 
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Figure 1. Golden Spike National Historic Site 
area map. 


