A Day Building the Rails in the Great American West
Characters: 

Narrator

Pa

Lana

Mollie

Jeff

(Other characters which are discussed can be added in IE. The boss, the Chinaman, etc.)

(Can have slides of prairies and work being done projected in rear. See PPT.)
Narrator: The year was 1866, the great Civil War was over, and the railroad camps were hopping in Western Nebraska.  In one of the railroad camps, where men were building the great Transcontinental Railway, a camp store keeper took his children to see just how the grades, or special, leveled areas that the railroad tracks were laid on, were built.
(Pa, Lana, Mollie and Jeff enter)

Lana: Are we really going to see it, Pa?

Pa: Yes, Lana, it’s right here – see where they’re plowing

Mollie: Plowing? But this isn’t a farm, Pa, it’s a railroad. Why are they plowing?

Pa: Now, just hold up there, dear! Give me a chance to explain! First the ground has to be plowed up, and then scraped smooth.  Rail cars are not like covered wagons – they don’t take little bumps and swells very well.

Jeff: So that’s what those teams of horses with the scrapers are doing, isn’t it, Pa?  They’re making the plowed land nice and smooth for the railroad tracks?

Pa: That’s right, Jeff.  You see there – Each team comes up, scrapes as smooth as they can, goes around and dumps the dirt while the next team comes up and scrapes. It’s just like clockwork – team after team of horses and men, working to make the land smooth for the rails.

Lana: But what if there’s a valley, Pa?  A little swell in the earth?  I know they take trains up and down the mountains, Pa, but they can’t run these little swells, can they?

Pa: No, Lana, you’re right, they can’t.  Where there’s low ground like that, the teams are bringing in the dirt to fill it, and pack it smooth. See – like over there. (Points in the distance)
Children: Oh, yes. I see, Ah, right

Pa: And over there (points to the left) – you see where there’s high ground over there?  Maybe not mountains like we were used to back in the East, but it’s still too high of ground for the train.  They’re making a cut in the ground there; got to keep the way for the trains flat.

Jeff: But why, Pa? 

Pa: Why, what?

Jeff: Why make the ground so flat for the trains?  Aren’t trains the great Iron Horse?  It seems like a lot of extra work to make all these prairie swells so flat.

Pa: It’s extra work now, son, but it saves work later on.  Even the Great Iron Horse must be fed – it burns coal, and coal’s expensive.  Better to work hard now than to burn so much coal later on.

Mollie: Pa – who are those fellows?  The one looks familiar, but I’ve never seen a man who looks like that before!

Pa: The fellers with the buckets over there?

Mollie:  Yes!

Pa: Why that’s the water boy, Johnny O’Mally, and a new feller who just joined this team, came out from where they’re building in the West. Don’t know the fellow’s name yet, but he’s a Chinaman.

Mollie: A Chinaman?!? 

Pa: Yes, indeed. A great many fellers from China are workin’ on the grades, and from the stories you hear, they do a great day’s work. Most of the fellers here say they’re glad to have him in our camp.  Of course, the railroads have people from all over working for them. Johnny O, why he’s from Ireland, and we’ve got a few fellers from Germany here, too.  A few of the fellers working on the grade, as well as the camp cook, were once slaves in the South.  But here, they’re free men and workers. Why, it takes all kinds to get a railroad built!
Jeff: Pa, what do you mean, from where they’re building in the West?
Pa: Why, from the other side of the job, son!  We’re building this railroad to join up to one that’s coming from California, across the Sierra Nevada Mountains and over here to the east.  We’re working for the Union Pacific Railroad, and they’re the Central Pacific Railroad, and in a few years, we’ll all be meetin’ up in Utah.
Jeff: You mean the railroad will go clear across the continent?

Pa: Why, that’s exactly what I do mean!  It’s going to be quite a site, when the Great Iron Horse can go clear across the country!

Lana: But Pa, aren’t there other railroad companies, too?  I thought I’d heard of some others?

Pa: Oh, yes, Lana – the Baltimore and Ohio, also called the B & O, was the first big one, after John Steven’s original New Jersey railroad.  Stevens invented the steam engine that drives that big ol’ Iron Horse, back in 1825. There’s also the Camden and Amboy, and the Delaware and Hudson. But the Union Pacific and the Central Pacific – they’re the big ones.

Mollie: It’s really amazing, Pa, to watch it being built.  Do you think trains will really ever replace horses?

Jeff: Don’t be silly, Mollie – they’re just for rich people, aren’t they, Pa?

Pa: Well, now, Jeff, I don’t know about that.  I don’t know if I’ll live to see it, but I do believe that you youngsters may see the day when everyone travels by rails, and you hardly see a horse but for farm work.
Lana: Everyone traveling by rails? Really?

Pa: Why sure, Lana. Why, the way they’re building up these railroads, they’ll be all over the country, in another twenty or thirty years. And when that happens, they’ll be inexpensive enough for us common folk to ride on ‘em.  Horse and wagons will be a thing of the past.

Lana: I can’t even imagine.

Pa: Railways are the way of the future, that’s for sure.

Jeff: And we get to see ‘em being built. Thanks, Pa.

Mollie & Lana: Thanks, Pa!

Pa: Alright, now we best be getting you young folks back it will be dinner time soon…..

(As all exit, we begin to hear, “I’ve Been Workin’ on the Railroad”)
Narrator: And so, railroads became the trend of the future. On May 10, 1869, the last spike of the transcontinental railroad was driven in at Promontory Summit, Utah, and the East was linked to the West.  Railroads would continue to take the place of horse and wagon until the early 20th century, when the automobiles came. And even though they are no longer our primary mode of transportation, railroads are still important for freight hauling in America today. But it was thanks to the Great Iron Horse of the nineteenth century that we built up a nation from sea to shining sea.

Finis

