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Helen Hunt Jackson The Thrill of Western Railroading, 1878


In this primary source document, Helen Hunt Jackson tells her experience on  the transcontinental railroad. She was excited by the experience, and how  there were many people of different social standings all in one place, " Many  languages are spoken. German, Irish, French, Spanish, a little English, and all  varieties of American, I heard during thirty minutes in that luggage  shed."(Jackson, 237) Jackson told her account of the railroad with a very positive  uplifting attitude. She was not disgusted that there were dirty emigrants as some  would call them, but part of the excitement of the journey from New York to San  Francisco.


Although the railroad had set courses and time deadlines, there were still  some aspects of the railroad experience that was left unorganized. The luggage  claim. "There seems to be no system; but undoubtedly there is. Side by side  with the rich and flurried New- Yorker stands the poor and flurried emigrant.  Equality Rules."(Jackson, 237)


In her account Jackson describes the scenery and ties it to the passed,  "Again flowers and meadows, and here and there low hills, more trees, took and a  look of greater richness. Soon the Platte River, which seems to be composed of  equal parts of sand and water, but which has too solemn a history to be spoken  lightly of. It has been the silent guide for so many brave men who are  dead!." (Jackson, 137) Jackson in her statement is recalling the westward expansion.  "The Great Platte River Road through Nebraska and Wyoming was the grand  corridor of the America's westward expansion. The Trapper's Trail, the Oregon  Trail, the Mormon Trail, the California Road, the Pony Express route, and the  military road from Fort Leavenworth to Fort Laramie–all converged in the broad  valley of the Platte, forming a kind of primitive superhighway. This was the  transcontinental route of the covered wagon migration of 1841-1866, one of the epic  adventures of American history ." (NSHS)  


" The old emigrant road, over which they went, is yet plainly to be seen; at  many points it lies near the railroad. Its still, grass-grown track is  strangely pathetic. Soon it will be smooth prairie again, and the wooden headboards  at the graves of those who died by the way will have fallen and crumbled."  (Jackson, 238). Jackson views this aspect of her railroad experience as being  American. It reminds her of the struggles people faced to conquer the land as  their God given right; Manifest Destiny.


Manifest Destiny was first introduced in 1845, when a man by the name of  John O'Sullivan invented the phrase "‘our manifest destiny to overspread the  continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly  multiplying millions.'" ( OOM p. 256). Sullivan argued that it was Americans God-given  right to expand, and to let no man get in the way. 


During this time of social and economic diversity of the 1870's this passage  of Jackson's experience on the train best describes the times, " ‘All  Aboard!' rung out like the last warning on Jersey City wharves when steamers push off  for Europe; and in the twinkling of an eye we were out again in the still,  soft, broad prarie, which is certainly more like sea than like any other land."  (Jackson, 237). In the first line of that quote with the train conductors  voice for all to hear that all were welcomed aboard, " Side by side...... the rich  and flurried New-Yorker......and [the] flurried emigrant." (Jackson, 237).  This explains both the social and cultural life during the 1870's.


 Sources: 1.(NSHS) Nebraska State Historical Society.  "http://www.nebraskahistory.org/index.htm" accessed on 3/2/04. 2.Out of Many: A History of the American People I sited my sources in numbered footnotes on my paper but they did not  transfer into the e-mail. I will give you a printed copy on tuesday. Dawn 

