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Process Paper

Topic
| knew little of the Transcontinental Railroad until half a year ago when my English teacher
assigned me to write an essay on the topic. The essay was neither formal nor detailed, but
through the brief research about Transcontinental Railroad, | discovered an interesting yet
scarcely mentioned human rights problem: the exploitation of Chinese laborers. While some
people have focused on technology and the economic impact of the Transcontinental Railroad, |

became more interested in the human side of the story, as a novel idea and especially as a result

of the increasing discussion about human and workers’ rights problems today.

Research

At first, | attempted to grasp the whole view of the Transcontinental Railroad first, then
narrowed it down to Chinese labor issues. Therefore, | read Stephen Ambrose’s Nothing Like It
In the World, which separated the construction stages by time. Through reading this grand
scheme, I generally understood the motives of the Central Pacific and Chinese laborers.
Moreover, the difficult construction process can be the best evidence of resilience and diligence,
which makes these people great. | came up with three research questions: Why were Chinese
workers enacted from the Golden Spike photo? How did the strike of Chinese workers in 1867
fail and how did it shape further stereotypes about Chinese? What was the connection between
the Transcontinental Railroads and the Exclusion Act? Then, I read Gordon Chang’s Ghosts of
Gold Mountain, which focused on Chinese laborers. | discovered numerous primary sources,
including Charles Crocker’s quotes, Cantonese folk songs, etc. After understanding from the

Chinese perspective, | researched the legacy of this event: the Exclusion Act.



Website

| decided to create a website because of my interest in computer science. | learned Python and
Java before. Moreover, | discovered the development of digital history: multiple universities
conducted research projects online recently. | believe that websites will be a trend for historical
research in future. My project would be the start of developing my digital history experience.
Regarding the NHD website builder, it was hard to adapt at first because of the restrictions. But
using both the website builder and my HTML knowledge, I finally produced my research

project, thanks to the assistance from my history teacher for revisions and website building.

Frontiers in History

| took a different approach to examining the frontiers. Superficially, | attempted to expose the

neglected sacrifices of frontiers. People often remember how the Transcontinental Railroads is a
frontier of opening the west, which facilitates transportation across the nation and the economic
and agricultural prosperity of the west coast. However, the Chinese workers’ efforts are ignored,

as proved by mistreatments, being discarded from the Last Spike photo, and the Exclusion Act.

More profoundly, | am acknowledging the “frontier” that the erased histories are recapturing
people’s attention nowadays. In my project, Chinese descendants celebrated the 150"
anniversary of the Last Spike to remind people of their ancestors’ impact. The trend that hidden

histories are recognized is a significant frontier of viewing history.
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when they desire to seek other employment.” | used this article to demonstrate the
Chinese had no choice but to construct the railroad.

Two Photos of the Last Spike Ceremony. Photograph. History Matters. Accessed April 11, 2023.
https://historymatters.gmu.edu/text/puzzle2ans.htmi.
These primary sources are two photos of the "Last Spike™ Ceremony, which one includes
the Chinese workers and the other excludes. I used both photos for a contrast of how the
efforts of Chinese workers were intentionally ignored. These two photos are crucial to my
thesis, proving that discrimination against the Chinese existed.

Secondary Sources

Ambrose, Stephen E. Nothing like It in the World: The Men Who Built the Transcontinental
Railroad, 1863-1869. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000.
This book depicts the overview of the construction of the Transcontinental Railroad. |
read the whole book to grab a general understanding and the timeline of this event. This
book also offered me some primary sources to investigate, such as quotes from Charles
Crocker and newspaper reports.



Chang, Gordon H., Shelley Fisher Fishkin, Hilton Obenzinger, and Roland Hsu. The Chinese and
the Iron Road: Building the Transcontinental Railroad. Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019.

This is a historical book focusing on Chinese workers during the construction of the
Transcontinental Railroad. | carefully read this book to understand the real situations of
the Chinese, especially the time period around the Strike. This book also offered me some
primary sources such as pictures of Chinese and quotes from Charles Crocker.

"Honoring Chinese Contributions to the Transcontinental Railroad.” Video. Union Pacific.
Posted June 2, 2015. https://www.up.com/aboutup/community/inside_track/chinese-150-
6-2-2015.htm.

This video introduces the 150th anniversary of the Transcontinental Railroad. The
Chinese descendants gathered around to educate the influence of their ancestors. The
video includes a speech by Gene Chan, a fourth descendant of a Chinese laborer in
construction. This also proves the gradually increasing attention to neglected histories.

Kennedy, Lesley. "Building the Transcontinental Railroad: How 20,000 Chinese Immigrants
Made It Happen." History. Last modified April 2022. Accessed January 11, 2023.
https://www.history.com/news/transcontinental-railroad-chinese-immigrants.

This website offers me some books and primary sources to look into, describing the
general timeline of Chinese workers. | used two photos for my website and discovered
the Stanford project from this webpage.

Long, Joe, Carlo Medici, Nancy Qian, and Marco Tabellini. The Impact of the Chinese Exclusion
Act on the U.S. Economy. Accessed January 6, 2023.
https://www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication%20Files/23-008_ff452f33-bb64-4e13-82a0-
89dce7acfeca.pdf.

This research paper analyzes the impact of the Exclusion Act on the West Coast's
economy. The research concludes that the act significantly decreases the labor wage and
production in various fields. I included this evidence as a negative legacy of the
Exclusion Act, which not only demonstrates racial discrimination but also economic loss.

Pandya, Meera Munoz. "The Transcontinental Railroad and the Asian-American Story."
Smithsonian. Last modified November 2019. https://postalmuseum.si.edu/the-
transcontinental-railroad-and-the-asian-american-story#_ftn12.

This article explains the xenophobia phenomenon nationwide and the impact of the
Exclusion Act on Asians. | used this article to state the cultural aspect of the legacy of the
Exclusion Act, which includes the continuous stereotypes of Asians.

Stanford University. Chinese Railroad Workers in North America Project at Stanford University.
Last modified 2019. Accessed January 7, 2023.
https://web.stanford.edu/group/chineserailroad/cgi-bin/website/.

This project website lists the complete timeline from the Chinese perspective in railroad
construction. I not only gained a lot of useful information but also found two books
written by the project members related to my topic: The Chinese and the Iron Road:



Building the Transcontinental Railroad and Ghosts of Gold Mountain: The Epic Story of
the Chinese Who Built the Transcontinental Railroad.

Sylvester, Terray. "Chinese-American Pride Celebrated in 150th Anniversary of Transcontinental

Railroad.” Reuters. Last modified May 9, 2019. Accessed January 7, 2023.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-goldenspike/chinese-american-pride-celebrated-
in-150th-anniversary-of-transcontinental-railroad-idUSKCN1SF2HI.

This article records the 150th anniversary of the Last Spike Ceremony when the Chinese
descendants gathered together to recognize their ancestors' contribution to the railroad. |
used this article to present that this hidden history has been noticed and the Chinese-
American history is reaching new altitudes.

Takaki, Ronald T. Strangers from a Different Shore: A History of Asian Americans. New York:

Back Bay Books/Little, Brown and Company, 1998.

This book described the situations of Asians when they first arrived on the West Coast. |
used this book as evidence of the early mistreatment of Asians before they were hired to
build the railroad.

Williams, John Hoyt. A Great and Shining Road: The Epic Story of the Transcontinental

Railroad. New York: Times Books, 1988.

This book describes the general timeline of both Central Pacific and Union Pacific, which
does not include a lot of details. | used this book as an overview of the situation,
especially understanding how this time period is typically portrayed.

Wu, Yuning. "Chinese Exclusion Act." Encyclopedia Britannica, November 25, 2022.

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Chinese-Exclusion-Act.

This online encyclopedia offers me the political impact of the Exclusion Act, which sets
the cornerstone of the United States turning exclusionary to immigrants. | used this
encyclopedia as the political legacy of the Exclusion Act.



