
Working on the Railroad 

The 20,000 workers who labored on the transcontinental railroad included 

European and Chinese immigrants as well as Civil War veterans.  The 

Chinese – who had emigrated across the Pacific to California – made up 

about half the work force.  They were made to do the most dangerous work 

and were paid less than other workers.  In general, the work was hard, 12-

hour work days were common, and Indian attacks were a danger since 

buffalo hunting grounds were being ruined by the growing network of 

tracks.  Railroad owners were powerful men who could ignore workers’ 

demands for more pay and better conditions. 

TAKING TEXT NOTES FOR AMERICAN HISTORY 

Our text, The Children’s Encyclopedia of American History, has a distinct format that is consistent 

through each chapter.  That format includes: 

 An introductory paragraph 

 A timeline 

 2 page entries for specific subjects, each including 

o A summary paragraph 

o 2-3 subheadings and paragraphs 

o Photos with captions or descriptions 

o Inset paragraphs 

 

When reading a chapter, you should always start by “pre-reading.”   

 Look at all the headings and subheadings and examine the pictures and illustrations to get a 

feel for what the chapter is about.   

 Next read the introductory paragraph and examine the timeline.  You do not really have to 

take notes on these things because they will be covered later in the chapter. 

 

When you are ready to begin taking notes,  

 make an outline of the chapter by noting headings.   

 Organize your notes under the chapter headings and subheadings.   

 Do not write in complete sentences!  Rather, summarize the important points into bullet 

points.   

 When thinking about your summaries, think about why did the author include the 

information.  What point is he trying to make?  Think about the following example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Working on the Railroad 
Who? 

- 20,000 European and Chinese immigrants 
- Civil War Veterans 
- Chinese made up ½ of workforce 

Why was it so hard? 
- Long hours, low pay 
- Dangerous tasks 
- Indian attacks 

o RR damaged hunting grounds 
o Owners ignored pleas for better conditions and pay 

 

In this case, the author wants us to know that working on the railroad was an extremely difficult job 

performed by people without political power.  This fact raises two questions:   

1. Who were the workers?   

2. Why was the work so hard? 

To write your notes, organize them under the two questions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SAMPLE NOTES FROM CHAPTER 6:  Settling the West  1869-1900 

Outline: 

Railroads  
 Building the Railroads 
 Train Travel 
Wild West: Fact and Legend 
 Cowboys and Cattle Drives 
 “Wild West” Celebrities 
The Indian Wars 
 Threatening a Way of Life 
 Conflict Erupts into War 
Homesteading 
 The Homesteaders’ Frontier 
 The End of the Open Range 
 
 
Notes:  (pages 94-95) 
Railroads  

 Westward expansion was slow before the RR 

 RR would allow shipment of cattle, business between east and west, travel 
Building the Railroads 

 Transcontinental RR finished in 1869 

 Workers had to level and blast path for track 



 Other RRs followed 

 Govt. gave RRs lots of land 
 
 Train Travel 

 Before RRs east-west travel went around S. America 

 Train made east-west trip in 5 days, cheaper 

 Train travel became comfortable and cheap 
 
Insets:   

Working on the Railroad 
Who? 
- 20,000 European and Chinese immigrants 
- Civil War Veterans 
- Chinese made up ½ of workforce 
Why was it so hard? 
- Long hours, low pay 
- Dangerous tasks 
- Indian attacks 

o RR damaged hunting grounds 
- Owners ignored pleas for better conditions and pay 

Pullman Innovations 
- Pullman made more comfy cars 
- Company towns housed workers, unfair to workers 
  Low wages, high prices in company stores 
  Gave rise to RR unions 

  
 


