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18-3  Helen Hunt Jackson, The Thrill of Western Railroading, 1878

      As the author is telling of her journey west, it seems that everything she encountered was “American”.  The well-known and over used term “melting pot” has described America for years.  And in this source document, she describes people and scenes typical of such a title.

      “Now we see for the first time the distinctive expression if American overland travel.”  This reference is given to the many bags, bundles, and trunks being weighed for further travel and transfer west.  It’s interesting how this is consistent with travel of today.  Vacations are the norm of society, and it’s funny when at an airport you see a family with luggage suitable for a cross-country move.  However, the biggest difference between this scenario and the events occurring in Jackson’s document is that many of the people she observed were emigrating west and had everything they owned strapped in a trunk in hopes of finding a better life.  “Inside the wall was a pathetic sight,--a poor German woman on her knees before a chest, which had burst open in the journey….It was evidently all she owned; it was the home she had brought with her from the Fatherland, and would be the home she would set up in the prairie.”

      The prairie had great promise for any man willing to go after it; “…flowers and meadows, and here and there low hills, more trees, too, and a look of greater richness.”  There were people of all walks of life ready to go west that day; rich people going on a luxury vacation, immigrants wanting to make and establish something of their own, Germans, Irishmen, Frenchmen, Spaniards, Americans.  Even as there was diversity, Jackson says, “side by side with the rich flurried New-Yorker stands the poor and flurried emigrant.  Equality rules.”  All the men, women, and children going west were on an equal level, regardless of class.

      There were those looking for jobs; mostly miners with “murderous-looking rifles and guns.”  These seemed to be the men that knew, or had a good understanding, of the hard times were waiting for them on the frontier.

          The transcontinental railroad opened many doors for our great nation.  It brought about expansion and knowledge of new land.  It encouraged growth of the vacation industry, bringing new places within reach of more people.  Though Jackson does not speak of her own feelings, she gives a window of understanding by simply observing other people.  1878 was much different than today, and it’s interesting to see the struggle made by all people in such a difficult time.

