ABSTRACT
THE OCTOPUS, RESURFACED: CALIFORNIA AND THE
SOUTHERN PACIFIC RAILROAD, 1874-1894
This thesis seeks to examine the extent to which Californians and the Southern
Pacific Railroad were at odds during the twenty-year span from 1874–1894 through the
framing of Frank Norris’s 1901 work, The Octopus, a representational yet highly
sensational piece depicting antagonisms by one of the earliest American corporations
against Californians. Bookending this span are two seminal events that demarcate a
change in public sentiment towards the railroad, once thought to be a harbinger of
progress and prosperity for the Golden State. In 1874, the San Francisco Chamber of
Commerce sought to establish an oversight committee to regulate “extortionate” railroad
freight rates and passenger fares. In 1894, in what has come to be known as the Pullman
Strike, American Railway Union members in California brought the state to a virtual
standstill in opposing the Southern Pacific’s decision to support Pullman and halt their
locomotives without the sleeping cars attached. Contemporary scholarship on the
Southern Pacific has shifted from a traditional narrative asserting the existence of an allencompassing and corrupt railroad “Octopus” to propel a revisionist, almost apologist
position imparting the beneficial contribution made by the Southern Pacific Railroad and
Company towards the state. This work argues and examines a lesser-supported position
that the Octopus existed, though uniquely or differently among the varying social strata
of Gilded Age California in the late nineteenth-century.
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FIGURES

Figure 1. George F. Keller’s “The Curse of California” from The Wasp, August 19, 1882.
(Image in the Public Domain)

Figure 2. Map of California to accompany printed agreement of S. O. Houghton as to the
rights of the Southern Pacific R.R. Co. of Cal. to government lands under Acts of
Congress passed July 27, 1866 and March 3, 1871 made before the committee of the
judiciary of the Senate and Ho. of Reps. in May 1876. (Public Domain / Library of Congress)

Figure 3. No. 75 Station, 5th & San Pedro St. Los Angeles Railroad Co. to Santa Monica,
California, 1875 (Public Domain / USC Libraries)
Steam locomotives like the one pictured were prevalent during the period 1874–1875.
Though not a Southern Pacific engine, the one shown is a common “American 4-4-0” type
and the passenger car is similar to the Pullman Palace Car design.

Figure 4. Calamity Jane and Soldiers, Pullman Strike, Billings, Montana. (1894)
(Montana Historical Society Research Center, Railroads in Montana Photograph Collection)

Similar to the events depicted in the image from Montana, the Pullman Strike in California
saw the American Railway Union and its supporters organize against state militia and
eventually the United States Army. Though few soldiers are pictured in this example, the
ARU often outnumbered its oppositional force. In Sacramento, California, many men of
the state militia, who were themselves ARU members, laid down their arms to join the
strikers. They were subsequently discharged (dishonorably) for mutinous behavior.

Figure 5. Wreck of Southern Pacific Railroad Passenger Train (1894)
(Courtesy of the California State Railroad Museum, Sacramento)

This image depicts the event which many historians have identified as the end the Pullman
Strike in California. On July 11, Southern Pacific Train No. 4 to Sacramento was derailed
crossing a sabotaged railroad trestle, killing a postman, five U.S. Army soldiers, and the
locomotive’s engineer. The train was scheduled to arrive in Sacramento early morning
before derailing three miles outside the city. The ARU was blamed for sabotage and
murder in the newspaper reports that followed, damaging the union’s already weakened
reputation beyond repair.

“By your acts, in so far as you supplant civil and State authorities with the Federal military
power, the spirit of unrest and distrust has so far been augmented that a deep-seated
conviction is fast becoming prevalent that this Government is soon to be declared a military
despotism. The transmission of United States mails is not interrupted by the striking
employees of any railway company, but by the railway companies themselves, who refuse
to haul the mails on trains to which Pullman cars were not attached.”
—Eugene V. Debs to President Grover Cleveland, 1894

“It will be the object of this history to show how the people of California have at various
times and in divided groups, endeavored to extend and free their commerce from the
control of a great monopoly, and how it was not until they were at last united, led by men
whom they could trust, that they were able to make head against the otherwise invincible
corporation.”
—Arthur Wheeler, The Valley Road, 1896

“Reading uncritically, many historians have accepted The Octopus as a faithful depiction
of the power, even menace, of the Southern Pacific Corporation. But naming the ostensibly
fictional work as a companion to history—if not history itself—is extremely problematic.”
—William Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 1999

INTRODUCTION: CORRUPTION CRESCENDO
Contested Routes & Colton Letters
Passed in the midst of the American Civil War on July 1, 1862, the Pacific
Railway Act allotted federal subsidies to plot and construct the First Transcontinental
Railroad across the United States.1 It united two relatively new railroad companies.
From the East out of the New York came the congressionally chartered Union Pacific
Railroad. From the West, through the private capital and investments of California’s
“Big Four” came the Central Pacific Railroad. Racing towards each other, the two met at
Promontory Point, Utah, where the two company presidents drove a ceremonial golden
spike on May 10, 1869 to complete the first transcontinental route. Both companies
would come under scrutiny following pomp and circumstance, however. With its
September 4, 1872 headline, the New York Sun leaked the Crédit Mobilier Scandal,
dislodging the Union Pacific’s financial stability and public image. The Central Pacific
would come under similar fire. However, those flames, of a subsequent wildfire of
public dissent, arose more gradually.
The Central Pacific Railroad held a commanding grasp over the state economy
and settlement patterns of California following completion of the first transcontinental
route. Its founders; Leland Stanford, Collis P. Huntington, Charles Crocker and Mark
Hopkins, known collectively as the Big Four, were unapologetic expansionists. Beyond
racing towards Promontory, they sought to extend their rails throughout California and
the rest of the West, absorbing or intimidating as many competing roads as possible. In
1868, the Central Pacific negotiated ownership of the Southern Pacific Railroad, the
Central’s largest competitor second only to the Union. Until its acquisition, the Southern

1 Pacific Railway Act, July 1, 1862: Enrolled Acts and Resolutions of Congress, 1789-1996;
Record Group 11; General Records of the Unites States Government; National Archives. (archives.gov).
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Pacific had been the forerunner of a new southern transcontinental route into California
from Texas to San Diego. It would eventually face pressure from the Atchison Topeka &
Santa Fe (Santa Fe) railroad building towards Los Angeles. By then, under ownership of
the Big Four, the combined Central/Southern Pacific (which would drop its Central
namesake) built through California’s interior in the Central Valley towards Los Angeles
and San Diego to control the only two transcontinental hubs within the Golden State. In
addition to its rail network, the Southern Pacific would also launch a ferry line in the Bay
Area and river boat route in the San Joaquin Valley. Onlookers became skeptics.
Skeptics turned into critics. Feeling the ever-increasing presence by the amalgamated
company, Californians began to take note. They monitored the behemoth and its
movements attentively.
On December 8, 1874, Collis P. Huntington wrote a letter to the new “half”
member of the Big Four, David Colton, emphasizing the immediate need to amend a bill
being slated for Congress. Thomas A. Scott, who had acquired the Texas & Pacific
Railroad in 1872, authored the bill. Scott sought to expand the Texas & Pacific as his
own bid for the second transcontinental route into California through Arizona with
federal land-grant subsidies.2 Huntington, vice-president of the Central Pacific Railroad,
envisioned a different outcome altogether:
It certainly is very important…that we build the Southern Pacific into
Arizona, and it would be well for you to at once write some letters for the
influential men of San Francisco to sign, to send to all our Members of
Congress and Senators for the purpose of inducing them to go for the bill as
we want it. …if Scott kicks at it, I propose to say to Congress that we will
build east of the Colorado River to meet the Texas and Pacific without aid,
and then see how many members will dare give him aid to do what we offer
to do without. My only fear, then, would be the cry that the Central Pacific
2 Salvador A. Ramirez, The Octopus Speaks: The Colton Letters, Edited, with Notes and
Introduction (Carlsbad, The Tentacled Press, 1982), 2, 7-8, 63-64; T. Lloyd and Trina Rossman, “ReAssessing Tom Scott, the ‘Railroad Prince,’ A Paper for the Mid-America Conference on History,” Sep.
16, 1995, Furman University.
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and Southern Pacific were all one, and would be a vast monopoly, etc., and
that is what we must guard against it...3
Huntington’s letter to Colton, numbered 414 out of an estimated 750-800, is part and
parcel of decades of graft, bribery and brute force taken by the Southern Pacific
“Octopus” to elongate its tentacled control over a transportation empire.4 Written in
1874, No. 414 would remain unsurfaced for nearly a decade, but in that year the
combined Central/Southern Pacific “Octopus” would stir enough political waters for the
public to take notice.
In the vacuum between Colton’s first letter to Huntington and his 414th, the
ripples of small-scale corruption waked into a wave of allegations. Yet the vacuum kept
the public in the dark for roughly a decade. Until David Colton’s widowed wife, Ellen,
made the letters public as part of her legal case against Huntington and the Southern
Pacific, the correspondences and nature of their origin remained between the accused and
her late husband. Amassing her husband’s small fortune after his sudden death on
October 9, 1878, Ellen realized something was amiss in trying to settle his business
affairs. She initially received assistance from friend and business partner, Charles
Crocker, “however, after indicating to her that her husband’s accounts were askew,
Crocker declined to visit or speak to her any further. The death of fellow Associate,
Mark Hopkins, had reduced the Big Four to the Three some six months earlier and
brought about its own legal battle. When Ms. Colton compared the financial figures in
question, she and her attorneys took the trio to court.5
Trial proceedings began in November of 1883. Countering allegations by the Big
Three that the late Colton was a mere middle-management employee who had embezzled

3 Ramirez, The Octopus Speaks,7-8.
4 Ramirez, 2, 7-8, 63-64.
5 Ramirez, 4-7.
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company funds, Ellen’s attorneys stated they were willing to read the nearly eighthundred letters written between Colton and Huntington into court record. After roughly
three hundred had been entered, a verdict was reached in 1885. The late Colton had been
absolved of embezzlement, but as Ramirez writes in The Octopus Speaks:
By the time of the Colton trial, the Associates had secured their monopoly
and stranglehold on transportation: rail, water, and road in California.
Private individuals who attempted to bring relief into this situation found
themselves helpless. A new competitor, soon after going into business,
would find himself in a rate war from which he could not survive. The
shambles of his business were then taken over by the Associates. Once the
threat of competition had been erased, the public found that the rates and
fares were raised according to the maxim—Charge what the traffic will
bear.6
This thesis qualifies both traditional and revisionist positions taken by
contemporary authors and historians respectively asserting or dispelling the existence of
the Southern Pacific monopolistic “Octopus” trope that emerged during the latter half of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While most often associated with Frank
Norris’s 1901 muckraking publication, The Octopus: A Story of California, the
“Octopus” itself has multiple origins and multiple contributors to perpetuate its
misguided, singular “evil” monopoly. The earliest and arguably most influential origin,
to Norris and also the people of California, is G.F. Keller’s “The Curse of California”
illustration for the August 19, 1882 edition of The Wasp periodical.7 Depicted is a
fantastically large, blood-red octopus either clutching or crushing various societal groups
including farmers, freighters and the entire Central Valley region of Mussel Slough. In
Norris’s Octopus, the privatized American railroad company extended its tentacled, allencompassing reach into the lives of all Americans, notably those in the West, during the

6 Ramirez, The Octopus Speaks, 4-7.
7 G. Frederick Keller, “The Curse of California,” illustration. The Wasp, Aug. 19, 1882; Dennis
Drabelle, The Great American Railroad War: How Ambrose Bierce and Frank Norris Took on the
Notorious Central Pacific Railroad (New York, St. Martin’s Press: 2012), 64-65.
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latter half of the nineteenth century. The second earliest and much lesser-known instance
or influence on Norris’s Octopus was Robinson’s Octopus. In 1894, a decisive year for
railroad labor, John R. Robinson, an investor in railroad stocks from San Francisco
published, The Octopus, an impassioned muckraking attack on the Southern Pacific.8
An antithesis of nonfiction, Robinson’s Octopus is based upon personal
experiences in a legal battle with the Southern Pacific, shifting from litigation to
publication and dissemination after supposedly discovering his attorney was being paid
off by the corporation.9 Unfortunately, the sole surviving notebook belonging to Norris
fails to mention Robinson. Nonetheless, such a similarity and a shared title, though
common in anti-railroad nineteenth-century California, suggests borrowing if not
influence to some degree. Norris equated his allegory with the manipulative expansion of
the Southern Pacific Railroad Company throughout California, centering his critique on
the 1880 Mussel Slough Tragedy, the fatal altercation between homesteaders, federal
marshals, and Southern Pacific agents in Kings County, California (then a split of Fresno
and Tulare counties).10 When the Southern Pacific sided with the Pullman Palace Car
Company during the strike of 1894, ostensibly opposing the American Railway Union
(ARU) for preventing interstate commerce, the railway again found itself at odds in the
Golden State.11

8 John R. Robinson, The Octopus: A History of Construction, Conspiracies, Extortions,
Robberies, and Villainous Acts of the Central Pacific, Southern Pacific of Kentucky, Union Pacific, and
Other Subsidized Railroads (San Francisco, Bancroft: 1894), UCLA Young Research Library Special
Collections & Non-Circulating Rare Books.
9 David A. Carpenter and Glen A. Love, "The Other "Octopus"." American Literary
Realism,1870-1910 14, no. 1 (1981): 3-4.
10 Frank Norris, The Octopus: A Story of California (New York, Manhattan Press: 1901).
11 William Deverell, Railroad Crossing: Californians and the Railroad, 1850-1910 (Berkeley,
University of California Press: 1994), 69–71.
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Norris's Octopus is an apt foundation for analysis of railroad labor relations in
California, bookended by a San Francisco Chamber of Commerce proposal in 1874 and
the unprecedented Pullman Strike of 1894, but only in so far as capturing the prevailing
notions felt by Californians in the period. While the industry's contentious land
acquisition embroiled settlement pacts in Mussel Slough, its monopolistic composition of
coal, lumber, oil, and steel drove a nationwide wedge between labor and capital
throughout the remainder of the century. And while the 1894 Pullman Strike has been
heavily historicized as the one of the greatest divisions between labor and capital,
analysis of the Southern Pacific stronghold in California remains lacking. Moreover, an
analysis of how the Octopus’s reach perpetuated by varying groups within the state.
Adhering to the twenty-year window from 1874 through 1894, this thesis more
critically weighs the specific political and labor-relations of the Southern Pacific Railroad
when the notion of public relations was in its infancy and when yellow journalism was
approaching full steam in the Gilded Age.12 Whether or not the Octopus’s reach was as
extensive as a multitude of older histories claim, it nevertheless existed among
Californians of varying social classes and lurked behind the gleaming steam engine of
supposed progress. It existed not only in the actions of the Big Four and Southern Pacific
middle management, but from grassroots organizing and coordinated responses by
Californians as well. Huntington’s letter No. 414 to Colton demonstrates the two decades
of domineering corruption before boiling over during the 1894 Pullman Strike. The press
capitalized upon Mussel Slough, the Pullman Strike and events in between to extend the
Octopus’s reach even further. In San Francisco, where the Southern Pacific empire had
originated, officials had noticed signs of foul play. The Chamber of Commerce was
deliberating on the establishment of a regulatory committee through the state legislature

12 William Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 123-124, 135.
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to examine the rate and fare schedules of the Southern Pacific.13 Not only would this
railroad commission be suppressed by the Southern Pacific numerous times over, but it
would even do the company’s bidding.14

13 San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, “Extracts from Report of the Committee appointed Nov.
11, 1873, by the Chamber of Commerce of San Francisco to Prepare Bills for Legislative Action on the
Subject of Fares and Freights,” City of San Francisco, 1874.
14 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 51.

HISTORIOGRAPHY OF RAILROAD ANTAGONISMS IN
CALIFORNIA
Railroad and labor historians have measured in detail the monopolistic structure
of the rail industry during the nineteenth century that Norris’ allegorical Octopus
conceptualizes. The earliest accounts of railroad antagonism or animosity are those that
influenced Norris to first write The Octopus: manifestos, ledgers, and government
documents between farmers, legislators, railroad officials and in certain cases, the
military. Well before 1874, urban metropolises were dominating railroad legislation.
Competition among towns and cities to secure a route through their respective centers
was high, snuffing-out voices from rural, agrarian landscapes across the Golden State.
As a result, a multitude of local and regional sources exist and are readily available.
However, weighing the historiography, the focus is much larger.1 The Octopus was
conjured by the Southern Pacific’s actions, a top-down series of aggressions against
Californians, but also by Californians in a bottom-up link through the numerous ways in
which they responded. The eight arms of the Octopus could be construed as actual
Southern Pacific offenses just as easily as they could be eight different ways varying
groups in California perceived and responded to the burgeoning railroad. Thus, there
exists an incredible amount of source material from railroad officials, government bodies
and the general public. Secondary sources seldom reference California in analysis of the
nineteenth-century railroad, save for the 1894 Pullman Strike. Nevertheless, scholars
present a chronological, evolutionary understanding of the Octopus on which this thesis
is centered.

1 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 7. Deverell writes that there have been multiple attempts to
answer the “railroad question,” on the existence of the Southern Pacific Octopus in California, and that
such attempts are due to the vast amount of directly and indirectly related sources that historians have long
struggled to measure in a comprehensive light.
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Almont Lindsey, in The Pullman Strike: The Story of a Unique Experiment and of
a Great Labor Upheaval, comprehensively examines the strike from the rise George
Pullman, the corporation and company town he created, and the American Railway
Union to its demise with federal anti-labor federal legislation. Written in 1942, Lindsey's
foundational work covers vast ground by incorporating California and the West.
Alluding to the social climate in California as distinctive albeit supportive, Lindsey states
the ARU “enjoyed the sympathetic support” as “labor was arrayed in the struggle against
the Southern Pacific Railroad Company—a corporation which had gained monopolistic
control of virtually all rail facilities in California."2 Golden State strikers aimed their
antagonism not only toward the Southern Pacific’s monopoly but the blacklisting tactics
it shared with Pullman. Strikers were equally aware of President Grover Cleveland’s
intent to apply martial law to the transcontinental route "...to keep the Union Pacific and
Central Pacific Roads open for military and other governmental purposes as
contemplated by the congressional acts which chartered these companies.”3 Lindsey
describes the volatile events in Oakland, Sacramento, and Los Angeles as largely a
dualistic response to Pullman and the Southern Pacific, focusing on the latter’s control of
the state. Interestingly, Lindsey’s otherwise solid Pullman Strike contains a crack in the
enamel, depicting the strike as it occurred in Los Angeles as relatively short lived, (which
it was) by navigating around the competing Santa Fe Railroad. It should be noted that the

2 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 249.
3 Lindsey, The Pullman Strike, 253. The Central Pacific Railroad—Congressionally-approved
western leg of the Transcontinental Railroad overseen by the “Big Four”—built an ancillary route south
from Sacramento through Fresno to Goshen following a leasing acquisition by the Southern Pacific, itself a
Big Four railroad company. The confusing Central/Southern San Joaquin Valley segment was uniformly
consolidated into the Southern Pacific via the Southern Pacific Company, a holding company (corporation)
that intentionally condensed all state railroads under S.P.R.R. ownership. (See R. Orsi’s Sunset Limited,
17–24).
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Santa Fe fired and blacklisted striking employees before the Southern Pacific similarly
did so.4
Examining the anti-monopoly movement more generally in California, David B.
Griffiths upholds the traditional narrative of California singularly at odds against the
Octopus. However, Griffiths does so through a thoroughly substantiated argument.5
Chronologically, Griffiths builds the anti-monopoly sentiment and political action
beginning in 1873 with the formation of the People’s Independent Party, comprised of
“Grangers and anti-railroad bolters from the Republican Party.”6 Comparing
Independents with the California Workingmen’s Party, Griffiths writes the former were
respectable, campaigning against “railroad and legislative corruption,” whereas the latter
attacked the railroad and land distribution solely through anti-Chinese nativism.
Pivoting, Griffiths also focuses on the International Workingmen’s Association (IWA)
created by Burnette G. Haskell in 1881. Similar to what the ARU would later attempt,
the IWA was a broad, anti-monopoly union of the “every man,” but it had fizzled by
1886 under anti-communist and anarchist blowback and an improved economy. In 1881,
the People’s Party of California, also known as the Populists, emerged as a third party
contender, drawing among the Farmers’ Alliance, Knights of Labor and others on a
Nationalist-Socialist platform of “...government ownership of all means and agencies of
public transportation and communication.”7 Yet Populism was not a sole response to the
Octopus, Griffiths argues.

4 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 80.
5 David B. Griffiths, “Anti-Monopoly Movement in California: 1873–1898.” Southern California
Quarterly 52, no. 2 (1970): 93–121.
6 Griffiths, “Anti-Monopoly Movement,”93.
7 Ibid.
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Populists were successful in establishing “farmer-laborer unity” in the crucial
span of 1893–1894 and were active in the Pullman Strike, “working to gain the support of
the ARU and craft unions” as it “intensified the hostility traditionally felt by many
Californians to the Southern Pacific.” Yet following the strike and despite Adolph
Sutro’s successful San Francisco mayoral campaign, Populists lacked an influential
presence in the state legislature, losing out to Democrats who more successfully ralliedup an anti-monopoly platform. Griffiths concludes his article by stressing the legacy of
progressivism championed by the Populists. Although they were relegated mostly to the
late-nineteenth century, their third-party ideals were weighed with due consideration by
Democrats and Republicans alike.8
In his comparative article, “The Army as Strikebreaker: The Railroad Strikes of
1877 and 1894,” Jerry M. Cooper balances the “abnormal role” of federal troops as
strikebreakers, relegating themselves as such the moment they became involved.9
Cooper iterates that in both strikes, “societal ills…of much greater import than the
original dispute between labor and management...led civil officials to rely upon the Army
to restore order.” While the 1877 strike occurred across the Midwest and East Coast, the
1894 strike required a larger national response by the federal government, should such a
response be justifiable. Cooper states it was difficult then and difficult still to determine
whether the use of the military was legitimate in “restoring order” or rather controversial
to “determine the outcome of a struggle between two socio-economic classes.” In the
case of the 1877 strike, Cooper asserts state and local governments were granted the
authority to control troop movements, whereas in 1894 state legislators seldom
administered authority “while the administration of Grover Cleveland acted mostly on its

8 Griffiths, “Anti-Monopoly Movement,” 102, 108, 110–112.
9 Jerry M. Cooper, “The Army as Strikebreaker: The Railroad Strikes of 1877 and 1894.” Labor
History 18, no. 2 (1977)
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own initiative and did so vigorously.” Cooper also depicts the Pullman Strike as having
two military fronts, so to say. The military intervention in Chicago, replacing U.S.
marshals and police officers, ended things quickly. In California, local law enforcement
and legislators were unsympathetic to federal intervention. The Army “...faced an
extremely difficult task in ending the strike in the West” and “met considerable hostility.”
The rationale behind both episodes of federal intervention, according to the officer corps.,
Cooper reveals, was organized, “collectivist” labor undermining American society in an
era of emerging socialism and communism. The role of strikebreaker was substantiated
to protect the American way of life.10
William W. Ray, in his 1979 California History journal article "Crusade or Civil
War(?): The Pullman Strike in California,” writes: “Historians of the 1894 Pullman Strike
have failed the West...” specifically, few “have given attention to the regional problems
and responses to the strike.”11 While more recent academic and professional histories
have examined the strike and its western responses or the political component of western
railroads, as Richard Orsi explains in his 2005 Sunset Limited, “...historians have not
examined those themes adequately. Those important subjects, of course, cry out for
investigation...”12 Arguably, the case was strengthened when Ray’s article was
published. In it Ray not only points to the traditional narrative pitting the Southern
Pacific Octopus against labor, or of driving a wedge between labor and capital, but he
stresses the 1894 strike was the first of national importance to occur within California.13

10 Jerry M. Cooper, “The Army as Strikebreaker: The Railroad Strikes of 1877 and 1894.” Labor
History 18, no. 2 (1977): 181–182, 186–187, 195–196.
11 William W. Ray,” Crusade or Civil War? The Pullman Strike in California." California History
58, no. 1 (1979): 20-37. doi:10.2307/25157886.
12 Richard Orsi, Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific Railroad and the Development of the
American West, 1850–1930 (Berkeley, University of California Press: 2005), XVII.
13 Ray, “Crusade or Civil War?”, 23.
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As such, it weakened an already feeble state economy treading a depression from the
Panic of 1893 and drove another wedge between railroad interests and local and state
political entities. Effectively, Ray’s article is one of the first regional focuses on Pullman
outside Chicago, pointing instead to the California cities of Oakland, San Francisco,
Sacramento, Fresno, and Los Angeles as demonstrative of strike agency. While the strike
was a “fruitless battle” in Los Angeles—comprised of multiple railroad companies within
its city limits—elsewhere overwhelming support from “its most fervent followers”
resulted in the formation of a sizable opponent against a state militia and the U.S. army.14
Cleverly and concisely, Ray rewrites the “labor and capital” wedge to reflect a California
civil war pitting anarchism against monopoly.
In his 1987 monograph, A Generation of Boomers, labor and social historian
Shelton Stromquist introduces and examines the railroad “Boomer,” or “train hand[s]
who drift about the country, working for one road and then another” during the middle to
late-nineteenth century. A multifaceted term, Boomer is equally ascribed to the skilled
and unskilled railroad laborer and the “volatile” relationship shared between themselves
and railroad management in strike activity from 1877–1894. Stromquist structures
Boomers as a “framework” for integrating “social and cultural patterns," with "changes in
the political economy of capitalism” during the postbellum period, seeking to fill the void
of research on the strikes within the context of an “emerging class conflict.” Evinced
through his analysis of the ARU and its stringent membership requirements, Stromquist
successfully integrates the “cultural patterns” he presents.15
The American Railway Union, an example of industrial unionism en masse, was
initially comprised of railroad brotherhood members who sought to expand their reach.

14 Ray, “Crusade or Civil War?,” 34–35.
15 Shelton Stromquist, A Generation of Boomers: The Pattern of Railroad Labor (Chicago,
University of Illinois Press: 1987), XIII-XVI.
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The ARU based its existence on the creation of a “federation of classes,” or trainmen
otherwise barred from brotherhoods who would truly protect each other and the union as
a unified front whereas previous formations merely touted protection. Stromquist points
to the seniority system as the de facto growth model for the ARU—an inherently
inclusive system. The result was a resurgence of bickering among leadership similar to
squabbles in brotherhoods over seniority and subsequent membership extension.
President Eugene Debs objected that his ARU be all-inclusive, but its senior leadership,
despite appearances of creating a federation, barred non-whites just as they had
previously in the railroad brotherhoods.16 While a not a break from the traditional
narrative of the ARU, A Generation of Boomers is one of the most critical. The result is a
clear delineation of both the structure of the ARU and its attempts to merge skilled trade
brotherhoods with unskilled laborers into a collective as Stromquist does so literarily with
his boomer terminology.
Focusing solely on the 1894 strike as it occurred in Southern California, Louis A.
Di Donato looks at the Los Angeles area with greater scrutiny than previous accounts in
his Southern California Quarterly article, “The Great Railroad Strike of 1894 in Southern
California.”17 Di Donato begins by covering the usual ground: the history of Pullman,
the formation of the ARU, the strike in Chicago, and how it spread to California through
ARU channels. According to Di Donato, the strike “split the community, although in the
beginning, most were in favor of the strikers.” The split was largely fueled by the antistrike headlines ran by the Los Angeles Times, pitting the evils of the strikers to
immigrant-led anarchy and results of poor union leadership. In actuality, the
organizational efforts of the ARU were rather impressive. Seeking to quell rumors that

16 Stromquist, A Generation of Boomers, 79–81.
17 Louis A. Di Donato, “The Great Railroad Strike of 1894 in Southern California.” Southern
California Quarterly 76, no. 2 (1994): 153–74.
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the strike was a conspiracy to halt passage of mails, roughly three-hundred Southern
Pacific employees sent a signed statement to officials that they were more than willing to
haul postal mails. They made clear their issue was with Pullman and his wage reductions
solely. That was, of course, until the Southern Pacific intentionally coupled mail cars to
Pullmans on nearly every train in the vicinity.
Di Donato depicts a general sentiment towards the strike that went from bad to
worse. Los Angeles was not a Southern Pacific monopoly as it shared a line with the
Santa Fe. Yet strikers targeted both railways for their support with Pullman as they
collectively cornered the rail industry. When strikers adopted a white ribbon as their
symbol of solidarity, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, already using the white
ribbon, protested publicly. Thereafter, public support tanked. As the events in Chicago
turned violent, the echo in Los Angeles reverberated in the form of overturned train cars
and a Fourth of July “Los Angeles Independent Military Company” comprised of “prostrike laborers.” However, the ragtag militia and its aggressions ended before it ever
began. Repeating the conclusion reached by scholars before him, Di Donato explains
how the 1894 strike in Los Angeles withered after escalating to violence in Chicago and
elsewhere, especially after a derailed train outside Sacramento resulted in the deaths of
three soldiers and the train’s engineer. Nationwide, strikers were labeled the culprit. In
Southern California, the elite, craft brotherhoods disassociated from the ARU and sought
a return to their position within the industry.18 With that, the strike’s smoldering fire was
extinguished.
Looking at every major railroad city in California, William Deverell takes on the
“muckraking” position of the ARU and Populists against the Southern Pacific all without

18 Di Donato, “The Great Railroad Strike,” 157, 164, 169–171.
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dirtying his sources or analysis in Railroad Crossing.19 Deverell’s historiographical
contribution to scholarship of the 1894 strike is a political framework of the Southern
Pacific Company, an area of study still in need of further research contributions.
Deverell depicts the decades preceding the strike in the following: The 1870s were rife
with high rates set by the railroads, anti-Chinese nativism, labor nationalism and general
antagonism towards the octopus. The 1880s marked a period of “relaxed railroad
antagonism” with rates regulations ushered by the U.S. Supreme Court, the Board of
Transportation Commissioners, and agricultural surpluses exported eastward. Corruption
was still prevalent, but any incendiary developments were effectively curbed. As the
market saturated and slumped, the Panic of 1893 and growing Populist movement
assisted in casting the 1890s as the period of “resurgent railroad opposition,” with the
1894 strike marking the tipping point.20
Deverell provides a more nuanced, anecdotal account of the strike in the Golden
State, tying-in the Bay Area, San Joaquin Valley and Southern California in fascinating
fashion. He tells of Jane Stanford, (widow of Big Four magnate, Leland Stanford) as
having a role of sorts in the strike in Northern California. Either diabolically or simply
disruptive, she had her private Pullman turned into an ARU parade car after she was
personally allowed passage to Oakland by Eugene V. Debs. Safely home however, she
told Debs that she sympathized with Southern Pacific and not the ARU, despite its
members honoring the memory of her late husband. Equally compelling, Deverell tells
of the Women’s Striker’s Sympathetic League in Oakland, which fundraised and
participated in public affairs, such as when Mrs. Thomas Roberts, League President,
draped black cloths in “mourning” over a Southern Pacific locomotive “killed” right in

19 Deverell, Railroad Crossing. (See pg. 1).
20 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 50–62.
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front of her house. Anecdotes aside, Deverell’s work is the seminal political and social
history of the Pullman Strike and the Southern Pacific in California to date. He
incorporates every region of the state into his argument, contrasting the uniform
“muckraking” anti-railroad sentiment with episodes of complexity. Railroad Crossing
traces the evolution of a narrowly focused strike that broadened into a statewide
discourse of labor against capital, dramatically altering the political landscape from 1894
onward.21
In Brotherhoods of Color: Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality,
Eric Arnesen surfaces a lesser-known portrayal of Pullman’s racial policy and a
contemporary examination of the role of race in railroad unions. Similarly to Stromquist,
Arnesen addresses the racial exclusivity of the American Railway Union, though not
solely as an embattled characteristic but instead a reflection of social ideology of the
period: “...black workers appeared to white brotherhood men as a serious threat to the
white American working class and the civilization it had built” and black strikebreakers
as a “weapon in the corporate war against trade unions.” Arnesen also cites the same
portion of the ARU constitution lifted from preexisting brotherhoods banning
membership to “all railroad employees born of white parents” as Stromquist does,
reiterating the vehement and engrained racism of the nineteenth century railroad.
Arnesen even goes further to show how brotherhoods, also known as craft unions,
instilled campaigns to uphold white supremacy of the railroad.22 In his analysis of ARU
brainchild and president, Eugene V. Debs, Arnesen goes into greater detail of the leader’s
staunch opposition to racial exclusivity, citing his remorse over the detrimental decision
as it turned black railroad laborers against the ARU instead of gaining their support.

21 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 50–62, 69, 76–77.
22 Eric Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color: Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality
(Cambridge, Harvard University Press: 2001), 29, 34; Stromquist, A Generation of Boomers, 81.
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Arnesen also details attempts by the ARU to form an auxiliary union for non-white
membership but reveals that the revolutionary industrial union would have been
unpopular as it was already at odds with competitive craft union brotherhoods. While
Brotherhoods of Color may serve as a supplement in regard to Stromquist’s work on the
ARU, Arnesen’s monograph is a trailblazing analysis of the Pullman Corporation in a
racial context of labor history.23
Examining the Pullman Corporation through the context of race, Arnesen taps
into the company’s dark depths in creating a perceived industrial utopia. George Pullman
undoubtedly had grand visions for his town and coach car monopoly, most of which were
realized by his ability to have an arm in every manner as though he himself were an
octopus. His vision of the company composition, ostensibly backward, was rigidly
imposed from the onset: “From the introduction of portering service in 1867, the Pullman
porter was an African American...” He “established a veritable caste of black servants”
of emancipated freedmen as they were, according to Pullman associate Joseph Husband,
“...trained as a race by years of personal service...” In conjunction with being relegated
to “Jim Crow cars” and paid poorly to impose “docility,” African American porters
certainly held the ammunition to partake in the 1894 Pullman Strike. However, Arnesen
draws back to the fears of ARU leadership and the ability of black trainmen to operate as
strikebreakers and scabs, and to hold craft positions on various rail lines. Their presence
challenged the ideology of white brakemen and firemen who viewed their own as
protected by privilege. African American rail men leveraged their position, checking the
power of their white counterparts who demanded higher pay. Domineering employers
were unwilling to oblige the cries of white superiority, instead threatening termination.
Arnesen’s study of Pullman race policy reveals how and why African American rail men

23 Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color, 16–18, 22–23, 29–35.
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took their position during the 1894 strike. They responded to the ARU barring them
from camaraderie, “letting go” the “white man’s war,” in some instances and creating the
Anti-Strikers Railroad Union to scab ARU strikers. It would therefore be a gross
miscalculation to say they were absent, or lacked agency, as they capitalized on the
ARU’s shortcomings and the racial divisions between labor and capital.24
In a more revisionist trend seeking to weaken the monopolistic legacy of the
Southern Pacific as the Octopus, Richard Orsi’s economic and environmental history of
Southern Pacific Compony in the West, Sunset Limited, marks the revisionist pivot
starting in 2005. Orsi posits the Southern Pacific Company and its middle level
management as “stewards” of the West, building infrastructure to benefit the region they
called home through modernization and attracting immigrant settlers and farmers. While
not directly speaking to the Pullman Strike, Sunset Limited is the most current scholarship
of one of its biggest players. The sentiment during the mid-nineteenth century against the
Southern Pacific was in response to the company tremendous growth into a monopoly.
Yet Orsi asserts that in most cases the monopoly acted altruistically.25
As Orsi introduces his monograph, he states: “Most California railways came
under control of the Big Four (“Four and a Half” with the subsequent inclusion of
Theodore Judah) in the 1860s and 1870s.” In 1861, as California chartered more
railroads on paper than upon ground, Theodore Judah founded the Central Pacific
Railroad after discovering the best route for eastward passage through the once
insurmountable Sierra Nevadas. After teaming with Huntington to help finance the
railroad, the other “Associates” were brought aboard. Bulldogging their competitors, the
Central Pacific secured the federal land grants necessary to build the western leg of the

24 Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color, 16–30.
25 Orsi, Sunset Limited, 18.
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Transcontinental Railroad. During and thereafter, the Central Pacific began its rampant
acquisition of smaller railroads, most notable of which was the Southern Pacific in 1868,
securing the Central Valley San Joaquin Corridor and a second, southern transcontinental
route. Controlling nearly all of California, the Southern Pacific took a multifaceted,
“umbrella” approach to ensuring its survival, creating the Southern Pacific Company for
the acquired roads, and the Southern Pacific Improvement Company to turn land deeds
and titles into profits for further expansion. Despite this seemingly outright manipulation
of the market, Orsi contends that the middle level management sought the public’s best
interest in its acquisitions across California and the West.26
The regional managers and lower level executives of the Southern Pacific
capitalized on the Jeffersonian ideals of self-sufficiency and the 160 acre plot with which
to succeed.27 Outside the company, which had already incorporated free healthcare and
company hospitals in major cities, the Southern Pacific sought to benefit off the regions it
ran its rails through. This is one of the only instances in which Orsi hints at Southern
Pacific monopolistic greed, sandwiched between beneficial practices of scientific crop
management promoted in publications aboard trains, water reclamation legislation, and
relatively legalistic land distribution. In the manner of strikes or outward resistance, Orsi
covers the 1880 Mussel Slough Tragedy largely as the effects of “vigilante squatters,”
downplaying the price gouging of land claims by the railroad. Furthermore, Pullman is
absent from Orsi’s analysis of the year 1894. Nonetheless, in conjunction with
Deverell’s Railroad Crossing, Sunset Limited is a painstakingly thorough history of the

26 Orsi, Sunset Limited, 6–19, 24–30, 50–51.
27 Jerome Madden, The Lands of the Southern Pacific Railroad Company with General
Information on the Resources of Southern California (San Francisco: 1883), 6–8.
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Southern Pacific Railroad with which to measure Octopus analogies and ARU dissent,
even if Orsi himself does not.28
Looking at press coverage of the Pullman Strike—or Boycott, depending on the
audience—Troy Rondinone elaborates on how the news industry instigated a particular
brand of nationalism imbued with fear to portray the 1894 Strike as an assault on
American democracy.29 Rondinone points to the high time of yellow journalism during
the Gilded Age, having gained steam earlier in the century. The charged imagery and
writing of Harper’s Weekly, Chicago Tribune, The New York Times, and Pulitzer’s New
York World drove home the notion of ARU strikers and their leader, “Dictator Debs” as
waging not a war of industrial unionism against corporate greed and monopoly, but of
anarchistic foreigners actively undermining a capitalist society. Rondinone writes
“[B]oth words and images depicted a foreign mob” through the art of framing—
publishers intentionally selling their versions of the story. He continues: “...The
intermingling of foreignness, [mob rule], violence, and anarchy create a picture of social
disorder that requires an immediate, patriotic response from the public.”30 Succinctly,
publishers jumped on the strike after recognizing its ability to polarize the masses. In the
titled reference piece, “Lieutenant Sheer, Seventh Calvary, Standing Off a Mob at the
Stock-Yards, 1894” from Harper’s Weekly, July, 28, 1894, the officer is depicted as
upright and regal, single-handedly guarding the track switch against an indistinguishable
mob of mustached men, seemingly foreign, spoiling for a fight. Rondinone adds
complexity to his unique take on the strike, including oppositional papers, (those not
driving the nationalist narrative) such as William Randolph Heart’s Examiner, and the

28 Orsi, Sunset Limited, 64–104.
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ARU’s publication, Railway Times. These print pieces, the former of which fought
bitterly against the Southern Pacific as the Octopus in California, had to navigate the
flood waters of countless papers decrying the strike as an outright war, legitimizing the
use of federal intervention. Compellingly, Rondinone shows how the tactical framing by
newspapers and periodicals spurning anti-immigrant and anti-organized labor nativism
was able to get the ARU to go on the defensive in response to their actions being
manipulated in print. The ARU lost the support of its burgeoning membership to the
protected craft brotherhoods it had once successfully drawn from. When acts of sabotage
and resistance to federal troops became outright violent, printed word hammered the nail
in the coffin of public support. Framing the strike as a war, the ARU were no longer
defending organized labor, but offensively engaging ideals held as sacredly American in
the 1800s, a capital offense.31

31 Rondinone, Guarding the Switch, 104–107.

CHAPTER I: FORESIGHT IN SAN FRANCISCO
The 1874 S.F. Chamber of Commerce & California
Railroad Commission
While this thesis is centered within the timespan between 1874–1894, a series of
important events preceding the period helped to characterize its social and political
landscape. In 1871, the Central Pacific Railroad was facing increasing pressure from a
proximal rival, the California Pacific. Both were based out of San Francisco. The
California, like the Central, rose to notoriety by rapid expansion and acquisition of rival
rail lines. Completion of the Transcontinental Railroad had come at a tremendous cost to
the Central, and in a collective decision of The Big Four, purchasing the California would
ensure the continuance of the Central’s budding statewide empire. In actuality, the
merger drove the Central Pacific further into debt in seeking to establish its monopoly,
even motivating a few investors and Associate, Charles Crocker to contemplate an early
retirement. Beyond generating doubt and internal divisions, the buyout bequeathed the
Central with the California Pacific’s tumultuous relationship with the residents of
Oakland and San Francisco.1
Increasing debt was becoming the least of the Central Pacific’s worries in 1871.
Public opinion was soured when the company decided to move the California Pacific’s
headquarters from San Francisco to Sacramento and construct a massive wharf and
freight terminal near Oakland’s Goat Island (presently Yerba Buena Island). Minds on
both sides of the Bay were equally displeased with the decision.2 The terminal was
massive, “11,000 feet long running from the Oakland shore line…complete with

1 Ward McAfee, California’s Railroad Era, 1850-1911 (San Marino: Golden West Books, 1973),
96-104.
2 Winfield J. Davis, History of Political Conventions in California, 1849-1892. Publications of the
California State Library, No.1. Sacramento: [California State Library], 1893, 361.
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passenger depot, railroad offices, warehouses, and outside storage facilities, [and]
gradually became part of San Francisco’s view of the bay.”3 Despite its megalithic scale,
the wharf terminal was another product of Central Pacific breakneck construction speed.
Similarly to the Transcontinental Railroad, built with enough structural rigidity to run an
engine, tender box and maybe a couple survey cars across it, the terminal was quickly
jeopardized by pounding tides and strong winds despite Southern Pacific claims
otherwise.4 The Associates decided to abandon the Goat Island terminal in favor of the
island itself, purchasing all 150 acres for future development.5
Vehemently opposing the “Goat Island grab” a league of San Franciscan
merchants and elites formed the Committee of One Hundred, fearing their city’s shipping
ports would disappear overnight. Having already relocated the California Pacific to
Sacramento, this aggression by the Central Pacific was added insult to injury. A triad of
interest groups lobbied on the issue in Washington: San Francisco’s wealthy elite and
merchant classes, military officials touting the island’s strategic defensive position, and
the Big Four allying themselves with farmers seeking a toll-free means to ship their
goods.6 Between 1871–1873, the One Hundred extended offers to competing rail lines
to build a second transcontinental line into their city. Associate, Collis P. Huntington
entertained an offer to sell his own secondary transcontinental, the Southern Pacific, to
San Franciscan merchants. After prolonged stagnation, he eventually offered the entire
Central Pacific holding. However, before any offers could be accepted the Golden State

3 Davis, History of Political Conventions in California, 1849-1892, 99.
4 Central Pacific Railroad Company, Annual Report of the Board of Directors, 1872, Special
Collections Research Center, California State University, Fresno, 57. (herein after referred to as “C.P.R.R.
Annual Report, 1872.”
5 C.P.R.R. Annual Report ‘72, 101
6 Ibid.
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was pulled into an economic downturn known both as the Panic of 1873 and the Long
Depression.7
In its “Extracts from Report of the Committee appointed Nov. 11, 1873,” the San
Francisco Chamber of Commerce calls to question the rates and fares imposed by the
Central (Southern) Pacific Railroad throughout the state.8 Breaking down company
financial statements, the committee’s report published in 1874 shows inflated figures
mirroring those of the Union Pacific during the Crédit Mobilier Scandal of 1872.9
Construction costs, other expenditures and debts fail to balance out. In one example,
earnings for the quarter are reported at a mere three percent, less than half of the seven
percent interest on federal loans to break even. In addition to questioning the company’s
financial wherewithal in the midst of a global economic depression, the Chamber voices a
steadily growing public concern within its report: “…bearing in mind that all the public
knows about this Company is what its managers choose to tell us…how are we to know
whether or not the present average fares are so high as to require reduction by law?”10
This question posed by the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce holds significance.
Beyond seeking as answer as whether a private company supplanted with federal funding
could be acquired by a state or federal entity, it is arguably the first example of
Californian’s dissent towards the railroad to be reverberated in an official capacity.
The San Francisco Chamber of Commerce Report for 1874 is equal parts exposé
of the Southern Pacific and a series of state legislative propositions. Given the

7 C.P.R.R., Annual Report, ‘72, 105.
8 San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, “Extracts from Report of the Committee appointed Nov.
11, 1873, by the Chamber of Commerce of San Francisco to Prepare Bills for Legislative Action on the
Subject of Fares and Freights.” City of San Francisco, 1874. (herein after referred to as “1874 SF Chamber
Extracts”).
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company’s record up to that point, San Franciscans and Californians in general were
eager to place blame on a Big Four scapegoat. Charles Crocker’s “spite fence” and the
other associates’ Nob Hill mansions were incessant, daily reminders of the empire they
had built.11 Through the early 1870s, the institution of the railroad had fostered a
negative connotation across the country. With this frame of mind, the special committee
proposed that all California railroads be subject to state legislation, and that a special
executive commission be formed to investigate and arbitrate in all railroad affairs.12
California had been “netted” into national economic affairs through the Long Depression.
While the railroad was a booming industry in California, it also linked the state to the
then larger Midwestern and East Coast economies of Chicago and New York. It,
“…Brought the city into closer economic contact with the crushing depression of
1873…the discharge or railroad workers, representing the largest labor force in the state,
naturally put great stress on the local economy.”13 The Panic of 1873 lingered as the
Long Depression during the latter half of the 1870s through sustained unemployment.
Local and regional issues such as a drought and agricultural freight rates compounded by
the depression influenced Populist organizing and movements such as the Workingmen’s
Party of California (WPC).
From the proposals of the 1874 Report, an ancillary to the state executive branch
was finally formed to oversee railroad operations in 1876. Constituting a three-man
committee, the California Railroad Commission interpreted prospective regulations as an
infrastructure watchdog. The Commission’s potential legislative reach was substantial
enough for the Southern Pacific to actively seek restrictions from the onset, specifically

11 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 37.
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13 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 38.
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on setting rates and fares.14 However, its actual reach was severely handicapped by
myriad factors. One of the three original commissioners, C.J. Beerstecher, was a member
of the rising Workingmen’s Party of California.15 Like Beerstecher, fellow
commissioner, J.S. Cone was a young, relatively inexperienced politician. Unlike either
of the two, third seat on the Commission and an experienced, outspoken supporter for
such a commission’s founding, was the fiery George Stoneman. Diversity of opinion and
experience generated dissension more often than compromise, creating a relatively inept
regulatory agency is it three-person iteration: “He [Beerstecher] had little power, as the
other two members of the commission could outvote him and thus control the policies of
the commission."16 The Commission was also hindered by being tasked to resolve issues
under its jurisdiction that were rapidly expanding into widespread public engagements.
The Workingmen’s Party was itself a public response to the Long Depression,
coupled with xenophobia, nativism and a strengthened working-class consciousness.
Simply, it “…Agitate[d] successfully for a new state constitution designed to restrict the
power of railroads and other monopolists.”17 Yet it had tremendous influence beyond its
seemingly simplistic and pure aims, slating William F. White in the 1879 California
gubernatorial race and pulling 27% of the vote.18 Capitalizing on current events and the
public’s disaffection with politics, the Workingmen’s Party drew thousands of
disgruntled, mostly unemployed working-class men to its roster through grassroots
organizing, “sandlot” speeches outside San Francisco’s City Hall and orations in front of
14 Gerald D. Nash, “The California Railroad Commission, 1876-1911,” Southern California
Quarterly 44, no. 4 (1962): 287-300.
15 Ibid.
16 Ralph Kauer, "The Workingmen's Party of California." Pacific Historical Review 13, no. 3
(1944): 287.
17 Dennis Drabelle, The Great American Railroad War: How Ambrose Pierce and Frank Norris
Took On the Notorious Central Pacific Railroad (New York: St. Martin’s Press: 2012), 70.
18 Drabelle, 249.
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Charles Crocker’s “spite fence."19 Most notably, the WPC advocated white labor
organizing through vehement opposition to the Chinese presence and labor in San
Francisco.
Transcribed in an 1880 WPC pamphlet, party leader and Mayor of San Francisco,
Isaac Kalloch addressed his members stating that he “…had been to see Gov. Stanford
and assured him that the workingmen were not opposed to the corporation per se, but
only in so far as they employed Chinese labor to the exclusion of white labor.”20 To the
WPC, the Southern Pacific was a main culprit in creating a “Chinese nuisance,” but
disorder was an insufficient response. In their own view, the WPC operated in deference
to their Chinese counterpart. Whereas Chinese labor was exploitative and degraded
white labor’s skilled craft labor, men of the WPC were “dignified” in labor and in
everyday practices, including civil disobedience. Mayor Kalloch knew the press was
eager to attack party members should they themselves go on the offensive.21 Guilt by
association had plagued the WPC prior to 1880 and would continue to until its eventual
demise.
In mid-July 1877, trainmen, engineers and track laborers employed with the
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad in Martinsburg, West Virginia responded to decreases in
wages resulting from the Long Depression. Defying typical strike practices of the period
such as walking off the job or blockading entry to the job site, they instead
commandeered passenger trains and locomotives, bringing all operations along the line

19 "The Workingmen's Party of California, 1877-1882." California Historical Quarterly 55, no. 1
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and in connecting towns and cities to a halt.22 Escalating into widespread riot, regular
U.S. Army troops were activated to suppress rioters in Baltimore, Maryland.23 This
marked the first instance of federal intervention to suppress any sort of labor revolt in the
U.S. While the use of the U.S. Army in the 1877 “Great Strike” has been expertly
qualified and substantiated by Jerry M. Cooper in his article, The Army as Strikebreaker:
The Railroad Strikes of 1877 and 1894, regular troops in California responded to—and
aided in—creating a rather isolated situation when strike sentiment reached the West
Coast.
As William Deverell writes in Railroad Crossings, “…despite its notoriety, the
Baltimore & Ohio (Railroad) strike would find little support in California.” Anti-railroad
sentiment was already at full steam among many facets of society in the Golden State
when the Great Strike unfolded. Instead of sympathizing with their fellowman on the
East Coast—whom had his wages slashed as a result of the economic depression—rail
men in the West, usually loyal to the Central/Southern Pacific, attributed the pitfalls of
their own situation to a “Chinese issue.”24 Denis Kearney’s WPC expertly drummed up
Sinophobia, urban and rural political grievances, and anti-railroad and pro-laboring class
sentimentality into a single, unified platform. The WPC permeated into the halls of local
and state government and influenced an early anti-railroad position in the new California
Constitution of 1879.
Spreading beyond its Northern California locus and throughout the state, notably
the San Joaquin Valley of Central California, the WPC drummed up anti-railroad and
nativist sentiment among white settlers and budding businessmen who feared the
22 "Rioting and Bloodshed: Alarming Railroad Strikes." Christian Advocate (1866-1905), Jul 26,
1877, 476, ProQuest.
23 "The Railroad Riots." Massachusetts Ploughman and New England Journal of Agriculture
(1842-1906) 36, no. 43 (Jul 28, 1877): 2, ProQuest.
24 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 39–42.
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“Chinese question” and Octopus were detrimental to their notions of the American
dream: “Given the railroad corporation’s near-monopoly status (by the late 1870s, the
Central Pacific and its affiliates controlled more than eighty percent of California rail
traffic), its history of Chinese employment, the awesome wealth of its top officials, and
the widespread disillusionment following its arrival, Kearney was wise to attack the
corporation.”25 Traveling through the Central Valley in 1878, Kearney and his WPC
platform found favor with a constituent base that would challenge the railroad in nearly
every conceivable fashion. That same year, John J. Doyle would form the Settler’s
League.26
The story of John Doyle is told through the actions of the League in the following
chapter detailing the events of Mussel Slough in 1880. Nonetheless, Doyle’s actions
leading up to Mussel Slough align with mounting animosity towards the railroad in the
1870s. In 1874, after settling in the Slough district, Doyle went to Washington D.C. in an
attempt to acquire the respective land title. He headed to D.C. after failing to receive the
title from the Southern Pacific and thereafter from the Visalia land office. Yet he
returned from Washington still empty handed after he was considered to be squatting on
land owned by the railroad dispute countering claims by officials, state legislators and
fellow settlers. Failing again in 1878, Doyle returned from D.C. to form the Settler’s
League. Farmers, or more specifically speculators such as Doyle, were well aware of the
social climate in California at the time. Doyle represented the Slough region of Tulare
County at the Workingmen’s Party Convention in 1879, ultimately convincing WPC
president, Dennis Kearney to speak in Mussel Slough after having already spoke in the

25 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 43-44.
26 San Francisco Call, June 2, 1901. The League appears in print sources with a multitude of
titles including: Settler’s League, Land League, Grand League and simply “league.”
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San Joaquin Valley the year prior.27 Fervent nativism, Sinophobia and an everincreasing disdain for the railroad were funneling into a newly charged atmosphere. In
such an environment, a multitude of farmers were present in deliberations on the new
state constitution for 1879.
At the state constitutional convention over a third of the delegation were
Workingmen’s Party members. Out of a total of 152 attendees, 49 were lawyers, and 36
were farmers. Rivaling their white-collar counterpart, the farming and working-class
delegation represented a response to the stratification of labor supposedly the fault of
Chinese immigration and the Octopus.28 Despite the legislative reach of the Octopus,
the incendiary Constitution of 1879 solidified anti-railroad and anti-Chinese sentiments in
tandem. California became the first state to enact a regulatory railroad commission
through a state constitution.29 In so doing, many Californians felt such a commission
would tame the relentless Octopus. Railroad officials felt equally confident the new
legislative body would inhibit further economic growth. The California Railroad
Commission faced a challenge after only a year into its existence in 1880.

27 William Conlogue. “Farmers’ Rhetoric of Defense: California Settlers versus the Southern
Pacific Railroad,” California History 78, no. 1 (1999): 45.
28 Kenneth M. Johnson, "California's Constitution of 1879: An Unpaid Debt." California
Historical Society Quarterly 49, no. 2 (1970): 135–137, McAfee, 163–164.
29 Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of California, Vol. VIII: 1860–1890, (San Francisco: The
History Company Publishers, 1890), 388-389.

CHAPTER II: ANTI-RAILROAD SENTIMENT SOLIDIFIES
The “Great” Strike & Mussel Slough
With the completion of the first Transcontinental Railroad in 1869 at Promontory
Point, Utah, East and West were finally (though largely formally) linked by a
standardized, countrywide railway. Together, the railroad and steam locomotive have
been intertwined as part of the great expansionist narrative in “settling” the West. The
“Iron Horse” ushered in not only tremendous infrastructural change, but political and
societal changes as well. After the Transcontinental, branch lines and competing rail
subsidiaries quickly emerged. The railroad became a megalith, one of the first
corporations and the first monopoly. Moreover, the railroad also grew into an entire
industry. Unskilled tradesmen, budding entrepreneurs, tycoons, politicians, and even the
military all had vested interest.1 The Pacific Railway Act of 1862 that facilitated the
Transcontinental Route did so under the auspices of national defense, yet it was private
interests that militantly cornered the market.2 The Central Pacific “Big Four” of Leland
Stanford, Collis P. Huntington, Mark Hopkins and Charles Crocker cleverly consolidated
their stakes into the Southern Pacific Company in 1884. George Mortimer Pullman, the
man responsible for cornering the passenger car business with his Pullman Palace Cars,
ran them along Southern Pacific Rails. In California, a major rail market, the Southern
Pacific lit the fire of dissent some fourteen years before Pullman’s name was ever
associated with it.

1 H.D. Lloyd, “The Story of a Great Monopoly,” The Atlantic (Monthly), March 1881.
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1881/03/the-story-of-a-great-monopoly/306019/.
2 United States Congress, “Pacific Railway Act of 1862,” Library of Congress, accessed Feb 23,
2019, https://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=012/llsl012.db&recNum=523;
Orsi, Sunset Limited, 8-9.
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In the Central California region known as Mussel Slough between Fresno and
Tulare counties—now present-day Kings County—the mistakes of four federal marshals
sparked a ceremonial flame of public opposition against the railroad in the Golden State.
On May 11, 1880, marshals ordered the eviction of illegal settlers, or squatters, who had
staked claim on lots owned by the Southern Pacific Company. This is a simplification.
In actuality, contention arose as federal authorities intervened upon farmers who were
extending their homesteads beyond the government owned lots and onto those granted to
the railroad by Congress. The Southern Pacific held a federal land grant that divided the
land along both sides of track into a checkerboard pattern, with their cheaper lots open for
settlement (or speculation). However, these 640-acre lots were subject to improvement
rates after track had been laid.3 Part of an elaborate plan to foster westward expansion,
migration, the railroad instead thwarted a multitude of rival attempts. The deaths of
seven men, actions of federal authority and insistence of private industry spurred a
lingering myth that characterized the railroad as an enemy of the people.4 Before
examining the Mussel Slough Tragedy in detail, which spurned W.C. Morrow’s 1882
work, Blood Money, and Frank Norris’ 1901 novel, The Octopus: A Story of California
with its almighty allegory, one must fully grasp the framework of the Southern Pacific
Railroad, California’s megalith.
As Richard Orsi writes in Sunset Limited, a majority of California railroads were
purchased by the Big Four throughout the 1860s and 1870s. Their “prize acquisition”
was the Southern Pacific Railroad, which secured a route through the state’s interior and
erased any lasting competition until the Santa Fe moved into Los Angeles: “Already by
the end of the 1870s the Big Four effectively monopolized California transportation.” 5
3 Conlogue, “Farmers’ Rhetoric of Defense,” 40-55.
4 Orsi, Railroad Crossing, 93-104.
5 Orsi, Railroad Crossing, 19-20.
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Still operating as the Central Pacific after acquisition of the Southern Pacific lines and
naming rights, ownership built southward through California’s Central Valley towards
Los Angeles. The Central Pacific extended from Lathrop and through Fresno to Goshen;
from Goshen to Los Angeles, the rail was recognized as the Southern Pacific. However,
in 1884, all major and auxiliary lines in California and other western states were housed
under the Southern Pacific Company. This included Southern Pacific coastal ferry lines
and riverboats operating throughout California’s interior that would have important roles
in breaking stalemates during the 1894 Pullman Strike.6 Perhaps the most important
factor of the Southern Pacific’s enormity was in financing its rail development through
highly targeted marketing of land sales.7
The Southern Pacific Company held tremendous influence over land settlement.
It was company policy to acquire federal land-grants by completing segments of rail as
quickly as humanly (or inhumanly) feasible.8 Once acquired, the Southern Pacific would
sell below market rate and create competition. Those seeking to stake claims out west
largely based their decision upon near-blind speculation:
...following the Crédit Mobilier scandal Congress was in an anti-subsidy mood,
extremely reluctant to grant railroad corporations that which they desired.
Nevertheless, assuming that the government would eventually assent to the change,
the Big Four decided to build their southern transcontinental line down the San
Joaquin Valley. Because of the uncertainty of what Congress would ultimately do,
land titles in the valley remained vague for several years, causing settlers in parts of
Tulare and Fresno Counties the frustration of not knowing if their land was really
owned by the railroad. To the rue of these farmers, the Big Four were ultimately

6 Michael Magliari, “Populism, Steamboats, and the Octopus: Transportation Rates and Monopoly
in California’s Wheat Regions, 1860—1896, Pacific Historical Review 58, no. 4 (1989), 449-469; “All Lay
Down: Engines Killed, Trains and Even Ferries Stopped,” The San Francisco (Morning) Call. July 5, 1894.
7 Alice L. Carothers, “The History of the Southern Pacific Railroad in the Central Valley,” MA
Thesis, (University of Southern California, 1934), 33.
8 Orsi, 80-81; The S.P.R.R. continued exploitative practices from its Central Pacific days to
construct lines as quick as possible throughout California. See: Erle Heath, “A Railroad Record That Defies
Defeat,” Southern Pacific Bulletin XVI, no. 5 (1928), 3-5.
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given title to the disputed land, a situation which would help bring about the Mussel
Slough massacre of 1880.9
Competing against fellow farmers and wealthy prospectors alike, future
Californians had to act swiftly (or illegally).10 Gambling with the possibility of settling
either too far away from a rail line or near an abandoned segment, these settlers made the
life or death decision of building upon a rock or the sand of ghost town ruin. Such a
decision also had to consider the competition of claiming lots nearest the projected rail
route similar to patterns of town formation along railroads. While claims in the Mussel
Slough region followed this trend, they were not uniform. The extralegal characteristics
of certain settlements and of the settlers themselves made Mussel Slough into a metaphor
for the ominous, violent railroad.
Settling on their own accord and refusing to pay improvement rates when the
Southern Pacific Company called, ex-Confederate squatters such as Thomas Jefferson
McQuiddy, envisioned Jeffersonian plots and agricultural aristocracy in the San Joaquin
Valley.11 Forming the Settler’s League, McQuiddy, Doyle and others aired their
grievances against the railroad, pointing to its allegedly illegal land acquisition and
managerial practices. While the League was neither indicative of the region’s whole
population nor sentimentality towards the railroad, its armed opposition cast it as such
after the series of events occurring on May 11, 1880. Equipping themselves with pistols,
repeating rifles and shotguns, Leaguers demanded federal marshals backed by the

9 Ward McAfee, California’s Railroad Era, 1850–1911, San Marino: Golden West Books, 1973,
118-119.
10 Orsi, 79-81. Beyond tracing settlement patterns, Orsi dedicates the majority of his work to
dispelling myths about the Southern Pacific, namely its hawkish settlement practices through speculation,
see Ch. 3 “Land Grant Myths, Conflicts with the Government, and Squatterism” (65-75). However, as
Cameron Ormsby shows through the Stanford Spatial History Project, land speculation did prevent farmers
from settling on Southern Pacific held grants to at least a measurable extent; Cameron Ormsby, “Land
Speculation in Fresno County: 1860-1891,” Stanford Spatial History Project, Sept 2010,
https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/pub.php?id=67.
11 Conlogue; Orsi, 96-97.
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Southern Pacific and serving eviction notices to turn and head in the direction which they
came. Blaming the Southern Pacific for breaking its promise to build along the
predetermined route running through their homesteads, Leaguers turned their dissent into
destruction.12 To the squatter’s chagrin, the steadily advancing, armed federal marshals,
title-bearing settlers and Southern Pacific agents represented an equally unified front. A
land squabble had magnified into a contestation with a powerful monopoly backed by the
United States government.
Leaving seven men dead and additional wounded, the gunfight between the two
parties lasted mere seconds but opened the floodgates to waves of public dissent for
decades. In California, attitudes towards the railroad had soured well before Mussel
Slough. Early anti-railroad pieces published in the Sacramento Union, Illustrated Wasp
and other periodicals haunted the Big Four, driving Huntington to contemplate
purchasing rights to the Union outright.13 The Panic of 1873 and its Long Depression
that followed laid the foundation for the Great Railroad Strike of 1877. Eroding
enormous profit margins and surfacing heavily inflated infusions, the sixty-five-month
depression dislodged the Octopus from its lofty perch. It responded by reducing wages,
laying off workers, and stagnating further rail construction. Sympathy strikes broke out
across the country, including California, with the most notable occurring in San
Francisco. Targeting the local Chinese population instead of rail officials or managers,
the nativist Workingmen’s Party “sympathizers” used the strike for their own spectacle

12 Conlogue, “Farmer’ Rhetoric of Defense,” 45.
13 Orsi, 95-96; Deverell, 15-17. The Central/Southern Pacific had a long history of
buying/funding/suppressing local newspapers in California. In the formation of Modesto, California, the
company financed the building of the Modesto News printing press after relocating other facilities from
Tuolumne (See Carothers, p. 51).
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until federal intervention quelled further disarray.14 However, as either a tangentially
related scapegoat or primary offender, the rail industry was held under scrutiny.
Whether justified or radical, strike activity in 1877 (see Ch. 1) convincingly
casted the railroad as an enemy of the public. Occurring in myriad fashion throughout
the United States, it reverberated in the minds of Californians despite the state’s
diminutive contribution. The engine of innovation and progress pressed upon trainmen,
laborers and farmers alike. Southern Pacific passenger fares and rates for transporting
produce and agricultural commodities remained comparatively high. To an extent, then,
the company was actively undermining the farmers it aimed to bring out west.15 When it
decided to relocate its route through Mussel Slough, it came not as a surprise but as
another example of self-preservation. If the 1877 strike was the first attempt for labor
organizing at the macro level, the Settler’s League represented the micro-level
agricultural auxiliary as farmers depended on Southern Pacific boxcars to haul the literal
fruits of labor.
The three-year interim between the strike and Mussel Slough might as well have
been overnight. The fateful homesteaders who settled in the region, it has been argued,
prodded the Southern Pacific to act in retaliation.16 Perhaps more so the settlers drew
upon the tense atmosphere to capitalize on land acquisition. Clearly the settlers lost their
case, at least legally, but once guns were drawn, they became the victims, the martyrs of a
just cause.17 In its aftermath, the spectacle had grown larger than itself. The postanalysis blossomed into folklore, myth and sensationalism.18 It no longer mattered

14 Deverell, Railroad Crossing 38-56.
15 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 52-54; Orsi, Sunset Limited, 320-321.
16 Conlogue, “Farmers’ Rhetoric of Defense,” 43.
17 Frank Norris, The Octopus: A Story of California. New York: Manhattan Press, 1901, 360-363.
18 Orsi, 92-103.
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whether the settlers’ position was valid or questionable. Dualism was at play. The
railroad had simultaneously crushed labor and murdered the citizenry.19 The new decade
would witness an increase in train robberies, vigilantism, attempts at regulation, and
stiffer competition.

19 The Settler’s Grand League, The Struggle of the Mussel Slough Settlers for their Homes! An
Appeal to the People: History of the Land Troubles in Tulare and Fresno Counties, The Grasping Railroad
Monopoly, (Visalia: Delta Printing Establishment, 1880).

CHAPTER III: DEAF TO THE DEMANDS OF THE PEOPLE
Southern Pacific Plight, 1880–1887
The Mussel Slough tragedy bookended the vigilantism of the 1870s with an
increasing anti-railroad position among the public during the 1880s.1 General
mumblings over goings-on grew into impassioned dissents following the shootout. In the
first half of the new decade, cartoonist, George Frederick Keller suggested government
ownership of the railroads, W.C. Morrow published Blood Money, Collis P. Huntington
had his private letters aired publicly, the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was passed, and
the Southern Pacific and Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe railroads entered into a bitter rate
war. The 1880s marked a period of intense public scrutiny and inquiry into the daily
operations and overall aims of the Southern Pacific and its ownership. In this tumultuous
decade, the company would seek to reinvent its image and corporate structure to mitigate
numerous allegations pitting it with having become a monopoly. It was also during this
decade in which the notion of the Octopus was adhered to the Southern Pacific
monopoly, though its application was as tangled as the Octopus itself. In many cases, the
fictitious derailed the factual in the height of yellow journalism. Yet by the latter half of
the decade, inquires had wrestled corruption to the surface and in public view. In 1887,
the once competing transcontinental Central and Union Pacific Railroads were under
congressional investigation.
Ushering in the new decade with a dark portrayal of the railroad industry, the
Mussel Slough Tragedy had grown larger than itself through illustration and satire.
Capitalizing on this sudden shift in public perception, cartoonist, George Frederick Keller
published two commissions in the San Francisco based magazine, The Wasp, that would

1 Deverell, 56; Richard J. Orsi, "Railroads in the History of California and the Far West: An
Introduction." California History 70, no. 1 (1991): 2-11. doi:10.2307/25158549.
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characterize railroad relations until the turn of the century. The “Retribution Comet,”
published on July 8, 1881, depicts an imperiled Collis P. Huntington and Leland Stanford
protecting their wealth and locomotive atop the graves of Mussel Slough victims. As
they bring death under the auspices of prosperity, death as the comet of retribution is
soaring towards the two.2 Absent from the cartoon is Charles Crocker, the third pillar of
the “Big Three” megalith (the fourth, Mark Hopkins, died in 1878).3 Crocker’s absence
can be attributed to Stanford’s and Huntington’s dueling ambitions for presidency of the
Southern Pacific, represented through their dives of desperation in Keller’s illustration.
Keller’s second and most acclaimed work would also feature Stanford and Huntington at
the helm in the following year.
Keller’s “The Curse of California,” cover illustration for the August 19, 1882
edition of The Wasp is unquestionably the cartoonist’s seminal work. Stanford and
Huntington are again positioned side by side, in this instance as the eyes of the Octopus,
overlooking a Golden State entangled in their tentacled wrath. Below them and the
creature are the graves of Mussel Slough victims and the victims to railroad expansion:
cargo shippers, wagon coach drivers, telegram operators and California farmers.4 Not
only birthing the “Octopus” allegory and spreading anti-railroad sentiment among
Californians, the piece grew larger than itself to equate the Southern Pacific and its
ownership with a murderous monopoly. Keller is attributed with coining or first
associating the Octopus with the railroad in 1880.5 Google N-Gram results for use of the

2 Internet Archive/California State University, “The Wasp (July-Dec. 1881),” Internet Archive,
modified Jun. 18, 2014, https://archive.org/details/waspjulydec188107unse/page/n27. *Illustration is from
the backside of the front cover, viewable as slide 28/564 in browser viewer; Brown, Richard Maxwell, No
Duty to Retreat: Violence and Values in American History and Society (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 111-117. *Brown addresses how this violence was perceived among the public.
3 Maxwell, No Duty to Retreat, 89.
4 “The Curse of California,” Aug. 19, 1882.
5 Maxwell, No Duty to Retreat, 111, 112; The Wasp, Nov. 27, 1880.
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word “monopoly” show that in 1880, its occurrence was 0.00085%. By 1889, it had
increased to 0.001%, declining gradually in the 1890s yet remaining above 0.001% by the
end of 1894.6 Keller’s contributions to The Wasp helped solidify and magnify
preexisting resentments into an organized anti-railroad position in California with a
mascot to back it in the early 1880s. The long year from August 1882 through 1883 was
a defining period for the Octopus.
Reconstruction-era California witnessed a unique period of growth through
national infrastructure projects, industrial and corporate capitalism. The Golden State
was sympathetic to a specific notion of the American Dream, one which rewarded the
idealism of the individual, self-made man.7 In Crocker, Hopkins, Huntington and
Stanford, the Big Four embodied and prospered from this notion. In addition to laying
rail throughout the state, they laid the foundations of the Californian Republican Party.
Together, through a spoils system of political appointments, securing funding and graft,
the Central/Southern Pacific became the state’s prime mover as its “...largest landowner,
largest employer, and its largest taxpayer” by the mid-1870s.8 Coupled with an inept
state railroad commission, this all-encompassing growth drove individuals like Keller to
advocate for government ownership of the railroads in the early 1880s.
So strong was the political reach of the Central/Southern Pacific that editorials
and publications such as the Sacramento Daily Union and San Francisco Wasp opined
the emergence and necessity of an anti-railroad platform over traditional party alliances

6 Michael G. Wilson, “Google Ngram: ‘(m)onopoly,’ 1874–1894,” modified Aug. 26, 2019,
https://books.google.com/ngrams/interactive_chart?content=Monopoly&case_insensitive=on&year_start=1
874&year_end=1894&corpus=15&smoothing=3&share=&direct_url=t4%3B%2CMonopoly%3B%2Cc0%
3B%2Cs0%3B%3Bmonopoly%3B%2Cc0%3B%3BMonopoly%3B%2Cc0
7 Spencer C. Olin Jr., California Politics, 1846–1920: The Emerging Corporate State, (San
Francisco: Boyd & Fraser Publishing Company, 1981), 25-31.
8 Olin, California Politics, 30-33.
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during the 1882 gubernatorial race.9 Embracing the railroad issue head-on, conservatives
and liberals alike put fourth their nominations for state offices among hundreds of
delegates.10 The depth of nominees to the primary election conveyed that the key issue
for 1882 was in fact the railroad. In a succinctly titled Santa Barbara Morning Press
article: “Stoneman & Carpenter,” the editor addresses the disparity between the two
Democratic Party nominees. Gubernatorial nominee, George Stoneman, the anti-railroad
“victory for the people,” is a polar opposite to nominee for the office of Railroad
Commissioner G.J. Carpenter, “…the strongest monopoly declaration...known to be
owned, body and soul, by the Central Pacific.”11 The Octopus overshadowed the
governor’s race in California as monopoly was the hotly contested issue in 1882. Calls
for an investigation into the Southern Pacific would be answered in 1883 with the
publication of the Colton Letters.
Evinced in letter No. 414 from Collis P. Huntington to David Colton, the use of
graft, bribery and intimidation tactics became standard operating procedure for the Big
Three and their Octopus. While the 1872 Crédit Mobilier Scandal exposed the corrupt
inner workings of the Union Pacific, the lengths to which the Central/Southern Pacific
went to completely control California’s infrastructures and commerce were truly
unprecedented. In “An Open Letter to Ex-Governor Stanford,” (a reprinting of Argonaut
editor, Frank M. Pixley’s original charge) a total of eleven grievances are levied against
the outgoing governor and then current president of the Southern Pacific. Chief among
them are actions constituting a monopoly, exorbitant charges for passenger and freight
fares to the point of detriment to the state economy, and manipulating rail development

9 The Wasp, July 7, 1882; Sonoma Democrat, Sept. 30, 1882; Sacramento Daily Union, Aug. 21,
1882.
10 Los Angeles Herald, May 25, 1882; San Luis Obispo Weekly Tribune, May 27, 1882.
11 Santa Barbara Morning Press, July 24, 1882.
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through coercion and favoritism.12 In what some railroad historians have characterized
as a relatively “relaxed” decade for railroad relations, the 1880s witnessed public dissent
to a lesser extent due in part to the Southern Pacific going under the magnifying glass.
Soon after the Colton case had leaked more than four hundred private letters
between Huntington and his associate into the public view, the railroad underwent a
comprehensive restructuring. In 1884, the Central and Southern Pacific railroads were
consolidated as two independent lines under the same ownership group. The Big Four
behind the transcontinental Central Pacific had purchased and leased its rails to the
Southern Pacific Railroad in 1868.13 Its San Joaquin route through the Central Valley
interior operated under both titles. The northern segment from San Francisco to Goshen
was a Central Pacific line. From Goshen south to Los Angeles the segment was
identified as a Southern Pacific line. In 1885, a formal merger ended the Central Pacific.
The new Southern Pacific Company now held all Southern Pacific and formerly Central
Pacific lines, ferry routes and overland wagon trails.14 Conveniently timed or merely
coincidental, the dramatic restructuring following the Colton case boded poorly for the
Southern Pacific. Its new framework more so resembled a monopolistic conglomerate
than the previous iteration. The 1880s, considered “relaxed,” were anything but for the
Big Three and their company. There were inklings of the Octopus elsewhere in the
United States, such as rival railroads or corporations, but the latter half of the decade
would pull the Southern Pacific Octopus into the national spotlight.
Encountering numerous plights between 1885–1887, the Southern Pacific began
coping with public opinion in a markedly aggressive fashion. January of 1885 brought

12 Sacramento Daily Union, Aug. 21, 1882. (*original printed in the San Francisco Argonaut,
Aug. 14).
13 McAfee, California’s Railroad Era, 109.
14 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 61, 171, Orsi, Sunset Limited, 17-21.
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ongoing legal battles between the railroad and state of California to the United States
Supreme Court. Argued from January 26–29, Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific
Railroad Co. set an anomalous legal precedent without directly ruling on law(s) at issue.
Regarded by legal historians as introducing the “Corporate Bill of Rights,” Santa Clara,
without ruling on the constitutionality or applicability of the Equal Protection and Due
Process clauses of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, nonetheless held that
corporations like the Southern Pacific could and would be afforded privileges similarly to
those of individual persons.15 The ruling, a unanimous 9-0 reached on May 10th
favoring the Southern Pacific, consolidated three pending court cases: Santa Clara,
California V. Central Pacific Railroad Co. (1888), and California v. Southern Pacific
Railroad (1888/1895). In each, the state of California and its appellate courts combined a
staggering amount of similar cases into a singular ruling. Of note, California v. Central
Pacific (1888) contained over six-hundred different charges by the state against the
Octopus.16 In the myriad state charges and singular Supreme Court ruling, the Southern
Pacific was tried with violating California tax law under its fresh 1879 state
constitution.17
Holding the new California constitution as unlawful in its application of tax
exemptions, especially the state board of equalization handling county and municipality
taxes charges instead of county boards, the Supreme Court used Southern Pacific fences
paralleling its rails, of all things, for its decision. As interstate infrastructure, the
company-owned fences and roadbeds were, the court argued, not subject to California tax
law. Additionally, the state had failed to deduct Southern Pacific mortgages as was
15 Augustus M. Burns, "Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad Co." The Oxford Guide
to United States Supreme Court Decisions, 2009, The Oxford Guide to United States Supreme Court
Decisions.
16 California v. Central Pacific Railroad Co., 660 U.S. 1 (1888).
17 California v. Pacific Railroad Co., 127 U.S. 1; *also appears under 118 U.S. 394. (1888).
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customary for individuals. In trying to absorb a potential trove of additional tax revenue
from the heavily exempted Octopus, the state felt an even tighter tentacled grasp. Five
years after Mussel Slough and three after W.C. Morrow’s Blood Money and publication
of the Colton Letters, public distrust of the Southern Pacific was rampant. Yet the
plethora of charges aimed at holding the company accountable facilitated an even
stronger version of the Octopus, a justification for corporations and persons to be viewed
as legally synonymous. Notwithstanding a legal victory in 1885, the Southern Pacific
face different battles near decade’s end.
While unquestionably a monopoly, the Octopus held perhaps the shortest reach in
Southern California. After exhausting resources to quell rival railroads, it was left with
right-of-way privileges to build in the region, yet little actual construction completed.
The Big Four had gone to lengths to ensure a transcontinental route out of California
through its northern boundaries but in doing so, faced mounting competition when it
shifted focus to the south. With entrance into the region in the mid-1880s by the
Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad, a Southern Pacific exclusivity ended in near
violent fashion. Founded in 1859 and headquartered in Chicago, Illinois, the A.T.S.F.
capitalized upon previous railroads’ attempts to weaken a Southern Pacific monopoly.18
In many ways mirroring the Central/Southern Pacific, the A.T.S.F. ownership manifested
their own monopoly of Kansas, Texas, and sought to build their own transcontinental line
through the Midwest, Southwest and into Southern California through the acquisition of
smaller railroads.19 Restricted from building west into California by Southern Pacific
land grants along the eastern border, the A.T.S.F. charted the subsidiary California

18 Edward L. Lyman, "Outmaneuvering the Octopus: Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe." California
History 67, no. 2 (1988): 94-107. doi:10.2307/25177244.
19 Lyman, 96-98.
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Southern Railroad similarly to what the Central Pacific had done with the Southern
Pacific and built eastward from within the Golden State.20
By 1887, the Santa Fe had slashed the Octopus’s clutches in California, nearly
instigating a second Mussel Slough tragedy in the process. Playing it smart, officials of
the California Southern appeased to local courts and legislators to grant right-of-way
privileges throughout San Bernardino. In a particular instance, way was given to build a
“frog crossing” across a preexisting Southern Pacific route.21 Responding in kind,
Southern Pacific officials ordered locomotives to be stalled directly atop the proposed
crossing location. Rumors and reports of a special train car armed to the teeth with
riflemen, even a brother of gunslinger, Wyatt Earp, compelled citizens of San Bernardino
siding with the California Southern, (after decades of Southern Pacific antagonisms and
favoritism towards other towns) to flock to the scene. Recognizing a legal technicality
that granted the Southern Pacific ten days’ notice, the California Southern yielded and
ultimately won when the potential for a public relations disaster in the form of a second
Mussel Slough reached Huntington. The crossing was completed and the California
Southern traversed from its secretive starting point outside the Port of San Diego up
through San Bernardino County and into Los Angeles. With all the pieces of their
southern transcontinental route in place, A.T.S.F. ownership requested half of all business
and a little over a quarter of all trade profit in Southern and Northern California,
respectively from the Southern Pacific.22 In a win-win situation, the Santa Fe and
California Southern awaited the Octopus’s response. Following the inevitably declined
offer, the Southern Pacific rival launched a mass offensive in the form of an all-out rate
war. From 1886–1887, the Santa Fe Railroad systematically recouped its California
20 Lyman, “Outmaneuvering the Octopus,” 96-100.
21 Ibid.
22 McAfee, California’s Railroad Era, 190.
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Southern subsidiary and offered dramatically lower rates to and from Southern California
than the Southern Pacific. Whereas a ticket from Kansas City to Los Angeles was $70.00
in 1885, in March of 1886 it had been reduced to $1.00.23 This, in conjunction with
prevailing disaffection by many Californians towards the Southern Pacific, helped the
Santa Fe to transform Los Angeles from a pastoral expanse into an urban metropolis.
This transformation has been heavily documented by railroad historians.24
In addition to the Southern Pacific ceding ground to the Santa Fe, it also ceded
sensitive information to the Pacific Railway Commission, a three man Congressional
committee appointed by President Grover Cleveland on March 8, 1887 to investigate
“…the books, accounts, and methods of railroads which have received aid from the
United States, and for other purposes.”25 In a demonstration of how not to handle public
relations, numerous witnesses called to testify before the committee claimed either to
know nothing or had forgotten seemingly everything related to Central/Southern Pacific
finances, mergers, and day-to-day business operations. This included information that
was widely discussed during the Colton case proceedings only a few years prior.26
National attention had been drawn to the Octopus’s inner workings and tentacled, tangled
corporate structure. Repeatedly, commissioners questioned Southern Pacific officials on
the company’s framework to build a case into public record. In so doing, they deduced

23 McAfee, California’s Railroad Era. *Official inflation calculations from the US Bureau of
Labor Statistic date back no further than 1913. However, based on those findings, and to give emphasis to
the rate-war, in January of 1913, $70 was the equivalent to $1,797.94 in January of 2019. Comparably, $1
was the equivalent to $25.68. (https://data.bls.gov/cgibin/cpicalc.pl?cost1=1&year1=191301&year2=201901).
24 Lyman, “Outmaneuvering the Octopus,” 107; James Marshall, Santa Fe: The Railroad that
Built an Empire (New York, 1945).
25 Internet Archive/Google, “Testimony Taken by the United States Pacific Railway Commission,
Vol. 5” Internet Archive, modified Jun. 9, 2008,
https://archive.org/details/reportunitedsta03manngoog/page/n5.
26 “Railway Notes: The Pacific Railway Commission,” Pacific Rural Press, Aug. 13, 1887; p.
2349.
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that a majority of the contracts negotiating mergers, acquisitions, leases and even outright
purchases had been “lost.”27 Public distrust of the Southern Pacific had already extended
beyond California among rival railroad companies. Though following the publicized
congressional report, the status of the Southern Pacific declined in the press across the
country. This was the beginning of a downward trend in the subsequent decade, the
tumultuous 1890s.

27 “Testimony, U.S. Railway Commission,” p. 101, 133, 387, 435.

CHAPTER IV: “THE CURSE OF CALIFORNIA”
An Octopus Divided, Pullman Strike, & Twentieth-Century
Legacy
Eyeing a second senatorial term, Leland Stanford had a personal dilemma on his
hands. In 1890, the President of the Southern Pacific since its inception in 1884 was
feeling far from presidential. His company was under the gun, its finances under a
microscope, and leadership at each other’s throats. Vice President, Collis P. Huntington
wanted Stanford to win reelection for 1892. Moreover, he wanted the senator to go back
to Washington D.C., vacating his position within the company and leaving it open for
Huntington to assume the presidency.1 Clearly, by the dawn of the new decade, the
relationship between Stanford and Huntington had soured.2 Huntington held deep-seated
grudges with his associates both living and deceased. He viewed Charles Crocker as
inept and weak, and in 1892 would purchase the Nob Hill mansion of the late confidant
turned adversary, David Colton.3 Well before that acquisition however, his eyes were
affixed on Stanford, whose second term would be cut short, and on an economy slumping
towards depression for the third time in the last half century.
Promising support with his 1892 reelection, Huntington convinced Stanford to
relinquish his presidency of the Southern Pacific in 1890.4 In assuming his new role,
Huntington metaphorically inherited runners at every base. On First, in San Luis
Obispo, a political realignment was occurring with the Farmers’ Alliance and People’s

1 “Serenade to Stanford,” Daily Alta California, Nov. 11, 1890; “The Re-election of Senator
Stanford,” Sacramento Daily Union, Jan. 14, 1891.
2 Alice M. Vestal, “I Am Satisfied with What I Have Done’: Collis P. Huntington, 19th Century
Entrepreneur,” The Courier 8.4 (Syracuse University Press: 1971) p, 28.
3 “Timeline of Transition of Southern Pacific Company, 1890–1901,” Central Pacific Railroad
Museum.
4 Vestal, 28–29.
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Party (Populists). In 1886, the Southern Pacific built its coastal route through the area
and initiated a subsequent immigration boom to the detriment of many farmers already
residing in the county. By 1892, the Populists would be a major third-party contender in
state and national elections.5 On Second, in the Central California interior, the Southern
Pacific’s San Joaquin Valley route had also garnered opposition. In 1891, embittered
merchants in San Francisco established the Traffic Association of California to combat
the exorbitant shipping rates set by the Southern Pacific in addition to its command of
oversea shipping out of the Port of San Francisco. Meetings in secret evolved into
regular gatherings at the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce. The purpose of the
Association was, in part, “…the construction of canals and competitive system of
railways, the establishment of steamship lines, and the furthering of other any other plans
that might develop the manufacturing and distributing interests of the State.”6 On Third
was the brink of another global economic depression. Though it would hit California
hardest in 1893, prices for shipping goods were already disadvantageous for the farmer
and merchant alike. Furthermore, similarly to the financial panic and subsequent railroad
strike in 1877, the breadcrumbs leading to the depression of 1893 would also lead to the
one of the most significant labor revolts in United States history.
Unifying out of “economic necessity and political cooperation,” the Grange,
Farmer’s Alliance, Greenback Party, Socialists, and other agrarian interests merged into
the California Populist movement in the early 1890s.7 The collective pushed a

5 Magliari, Michael Magliari, "What Happened to the Populist Vote? A California Case Study."
Pacific Historical Review 64, no. 3 (1995): 389-412. doi:10.2307/3641007.
6 Arthur Wheeler, The Valley Road (Illustrated): A History of the Traffic Association of
California, the League of Progress, the North American Navigation Company, the Merchants' Shipping
Association, and the San Francisco and San Joaquin Valley Railway, (San Francisco, Wheeler Publishing
Co.: 1896), 8–9.
7 Andrew Phelps, “An Examination of Populism in California's Central Valley: Tulare County as
a Case Study,” MA Thesis, (Claremont University, 2017), ProQuest: 10269965, 1-2.

51
progressive platform in direct opposition to the Southern Pacific.8 Fearing their way of
life was in turmoil, farmers saw the railroad as the face of corporate industrialism,
replacing notions of agrarian normalcy of the time.9 While local and regional pockets of
Populist sentiment and political formation did little to dislodge the Octopus, as a
statewide movement, it has been historicized as one of the largest third-party contenders
to date.10 With an immediate rise and fall, Populism had fizzled by 1896, cannibalized
by Democratic and Republican anti-railroad platforms and members migrating towards
Eugene V. Deb’s Socialist Party.11 Additionally, Michael Magliari has pointed to the
cause and effect of the competing Stockton and San Joaquin Valley Railroad weakening
the Southern Pacific monopoly in Northern and Central California, subsequently
lessening the Populist appeal against the Octopus in those regions. However, during their
peak in the Spring of 1894, Populists aligned themselves with the American Railway
Union, shifting from the periphery directly into the Southern Pacific’s crosshairs.12
Similar to the People’s Party, the American Railway Union (ARU) was the
unification of smaller interest groups and organizations consolidated to attain greater
political legitimacy and bargaining power. Largely a combination of preexisting railroad
brotherhoods and fraternal orders, the ARU adopted a platform emphasizing a need for
strike agency and industrial unionism. Forming the industrial union in June of 1893,
socialist and former secretary of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen, Eugene V.
Debs did so with the belief that a large, unified industrial trade union of skilled and
unskilled laborers alike could compete against employers instead of existing elite craft
8 Michael Rogin, "California Populism and the "System of 1896"." The Western Political
Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1969): 182-183.
9 Magliari, “Populism, Steamboats, and the Octopus,” 465; Phelps, 2–4, 11–15, 17–18.
10 Magliari, 450; Phelps, 2-5.
11 Olin, “California Politics,” 48; Magliari, “What Happened to the Populist Vote?”, 392.
12 Ibid.
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unions that often fought amongst themselves. Coupled with the pivotal events of 1894,
the ARU had a membership of more than 150,000 in its first year. With unification came
victory. In August of 1893 through February of 1894, the Great Northern Railroad based
out of Minnesota reduced its workers’ wages for a third time. Striking the Great
Northern and state militia for eighteen days in April, the ARU won the battle, securing a
wage increase for the rail employees and instilling fear among railroad magnates such as
George Pullman.13
Though largely remembered by its Chicago, Illinois epicenter, the 1894 Pullman
Strike spanned to the reaches of California and across the country almost as soon as it
began. One of the earliest ARU Locals was out of Los Angeles, charted in November of
1893. When the strike broke and Debs dispatched a nationwide telegram on June 27,
1894, San Francisco ARU members blocked trains that same evening.14 Los Angeles
ARU members stopped running Southern Pacific trains the following day.15 Quickly
thereafter, members in San Francisco, Oakland, Sacramento and the San Joaquin Valley
all followed suit. Like countries forming pacts in a time of war, the Southern Pacific
sided with Pullman as the rail line owned and operated innumerable palace cars.
Additionally, older craft unions, whose membership comprised of veteran rail employees
loyal to the Southern Pacific or Santa Fe, joined in to oppose the ARU. Entrenched and
unified against the oppositional other, pro-strikers included the ARU, Populists, antirailroad newspapers and eventually the National Guard. Those opposing the strike were
Pullman, the Southern Pacific, Santa Fe and nationalist/railroad-funded newspapers. As

13 Bernard Sanders, Eugene V. Debs: Trade Unionist, Socialist, Revolutionary, 1855-1926.
Smithsonian Global Sound for Libraries. New York]: Folkways Records, 1979; “American Railway
Union,” Illinois Labor History Society, www.illinoislaborhistory.org/labor-history-articles/gene-debs-andthe-american-railway-union.
14 Fresno Morning Republican, June 28, 1894.
15 Ray, “Crusade or Civil War?”, 24.
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the strike lingered, despite many enlisted men being diametrically opposed to marching
on their fellow citizenry, the U.S. Army also acted as a strikebreaker under an executive
order by Grover Cleveland. For the people of California, the strike marked a distinctive
and multifaceted opportunity to finally usurp the Octopus from its tyrannical throne.16
The year preceding the Strike set the pace for the events that followed. On June
27, 1893, the New York Stock Exchange collapsed once again, setting off an economic
depression that would last roughly four years. In addition, merely six days prior,
Southern Pacific figurehead, Leland Stanford, had died. Though the widowed Jane
Stanford would take on increased roles in the budding university and railroad her
husband left behind, the remnants of the Big Four—notably Collis P. Huntington, made
her life a living hell in seeking to determine the future of the Southern Pacific. Stanford
would have a small yet notable role in the strike, but her public benevolence would be
overshadowed by her not-so-private disdain. The financial Panic of 1893 fomented a
resurgence of railroad antagonism. Specifically, farmers and agricultural workers already
burdened by Southern Pacific freight fares grew more vocal and active through Populism.
The Southern Pacific’s decision to side with Pullman conveyed to Californian merchants,
rail and agricultural workers alike an outright disregard to their interests and reinforced
the existence of a very real and very capable Octopus. Such capability would be
demonstrated when the strike finally untraveled in the Golden State.17
On June 23, 1894, striking against the Pullman Palace Car Company, the
American Railway Union and its supporters walked off job sites and assembled at the
Chicago factory’s main entrance. Four days after the outbreak and a year to the date of

16 Magliari, “The Army as Strikebreaker.”
17 “Timeline of Transition of Southern Pacific Company, 1890–1901,” Central Pacific Railroad
Museum: Stanford, Jane L., “Correspondence Regarding Railroad Travel During Strike, July 1, 1894.” The
Jane Lathrop Stanford Papers, Stanford University.
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the Panic of 1893, the strike reached California as Eugene V. Debs telegrammed a call to
boycott all rail lines running Pullman cars. The following day on June 28, the ARU
ordered a general strike against the Southern Pacific Railroad Company in its decision to
side with Pullman. Writing to Southern Pacific Superintendent and Second Vice
President, Albert N. Towne, Collis P. Huntington ordered all Southern Pacific employees
engaged in the strike to be fired and permanently blacklisted from reemployment.
Overnight, the Octopus was experiencing a wrath similar to its own, entangled by a swift
and unified ARU effort:
Southern Pacific operations ground to a halt in California. Strikers took
control of most stations and railroad yards (including...Sacramento,
Oakland, San Jose, Fresno, and Los Angeles) ...regular train operations
were discontinued and along with them, the mails, freight, and overland
passenger travel.18
Additionally, Californians long embittered with the company and its practices now had a
clearly defined enemy before them and a means with which to rally against it.19
Many railroad craft unions and brotherhoods comprised of skilled and technical
trades were openly against the ARU. Feeling the new industrial union was an
amalgamation of informal, unskilled and undeserving rail laborers, the more exclusive
craft brotherhoods sided with the Southern Pacific as they had previously before the
strike. In cities such as Sacramento, home to the Southern Pacific main shop, large
workforces of those “not eligible for brotherhood membership” flocked to the ARU en
masse, turning a Southern Pacific stronghold into a powder keg. Growing steadily, ARU
membership attracted not only rail workers, but farmers on the brink of ruin from the
Panic of 1893. Moreover, their agricultural Populist platform backed the ARU in its
mutual dissent towards California Governor Markham for activating state militia

18 Magliari, “Crusade or Civil War?” 23.
19 Sanders, Eugene V. Debs.
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guardsmen to suppress the strike in its initial wake. In Los Angeles, where craft
unionism had a stronger footing, and where the public was less sympathetic to labor, the
ARU was under constant scrutiny despite being the location of the first ARU chapter in
California. Nevertheless, Californians were enraged more so with the Southern Pacific
than the new and incendiary ARU. In Northern California, public support for the ARU
compelled Southern Pacific officials to seek federal intervention.20
Establishing an infrastructural monopoly in Northern California had ensured the
Southern Pacific a transcontinental route and ancillary paths to the pacific coastline.
However, it came at the tremendous cost of ostracizing the public and competing
interests. Challengers in the form of rail, steamship and overland routes were snuffed by
the Southern Pacific until roughly 1896. Monopoly in Northern California stifled
competition and pushed merchants and producers to pursue a combined venture that
would directly result in the San Francisco and San Joaquin Valley Railroad. Though
such an endeavor was not before decades of compounding animosity towards the
crippling Octopus. In this atmosphere, local and regional officials owed their allegiances
to the public and anti-railroad policies. As events in simmering Sacramento began to boil
over into a city-wide strike, Southern Pacific officials sought its swift suppression by
local authority. The company faced resistance two-fold, blue and white collar alike.
Most of the city’s laboring class were Southern Pacific employees, considered unskilled
and joining the ARU in droves. Secondly, local, regional and state officials were keen to
deny the railroad any more leeway, notably extralegal means of authority. For many, the
pangs of Mussel Slough were still being felt.21 Oakland’s mayor denied a request for
police action, and Sacramento officials unilaterally cited authority to its citizenry before

20 Magliari, “Crusade or Civil War?”
21 “The Pullman Boycott: How it Affects the Fresno Division,” Fresno Morning Republican, June
29, 1894.
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the railroad.22 Going nowhere, the Southern Pacific and other rail companies affected by
the strike sought federal assistance at roughly the same time as the First Assistant
Postmaster General telegrammed the Department of Justice claiming interference of U.S.
mails in Chicago, Los Angeles, and elsewhere on June 28th.23
Telegrammed in kind by the Department of Justice, U.S. attorneys ordered the use
of federal marshals to break strikes in their respective cities on July 1. The same day,
Jane Stanford telegrammed ARU leader, Eugene Debs. Her private Pullman Car was
caught in the midst of strike activity between Oakland and San Francisco. In a peculiar
series of events, Debs allowed passage and protection by striking ARU and Southern
Pacific employees. Rationalizing that their issue was not with Mrs. Stanford, but the
company her husband had helped create, they ran a special train through the strike. As a
public thank you, Jane Stanford had her private car adorned with ARU banners for all to
see. Once home however, she pivoted on her display of goodwill. Disgracing Debs and
the strike, she touted the Southern Pacific was an extension of her husband’s legacy and
should be respected instead of boycotted. The boycott would test the limits of federal
authority and patience of the Commander in Chief. The injunctions issued to Attorney
General, Richard Olney by President Cleveland to send out U.S. marshals would prove
ineffectual.24
U.S. Marshal for the Northern District of California, Barry Baldwin, dispatched
his deputies from San Francisco to Sacramento, arriving on July 2. Vastly outnumbered
by the ARU and unable to reclaim the city, Baldwin called upon California Governor,
Henry E. Markham to deploy the National Guard. On the eve of Independence Day, in

22 Magliari, “Crusade or Civil War?”.
23 United States Department of Justice, Annual Report of the Attorney General of the United
States, (Dept. of Justice: 1894), XXXI-XXXIIII.
24 Jane L Stanford., “Correspondence Regarding Railroad Travel During Strike, July 1, 1894.”
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105º weather, guardsmen from Companies A and B from Stockton and Sacramento took
positions at Capitol Park against ARU strikers and sympathizers. Outside their duties to
the guard, many guardsmen were themselves ARU members and Southern Pacific
employees. Roughly a third of the laboring classes of Stockton and Sacramento were
employed by the Octopus. Consequently, the men of Company B could not bring
themselves to draw arms against fellow union members, friends, and even their families.
Mutinous behavior prolonged the strike in California trough Independence Day as the
guardsmen stood down and exchanged roles. Governor Markham then requested the
highest form of federal intervention then possible.25
On the night of July 10th, after holding the Southern Pacific yards for over a
week, the ARU fled to the Oakland facilities fearing any altercation with the U.S. Army.
Regular troops landed in the morning and alongside National Guardsmen, immediately
seized the abandoned Sacramento rail yards and depots. Under military occupation, the
strike in California was systematically snuffed out. Public support for the relatively
nonviolent strike quickly faded as episodes of vigilantism resulted in the erroneous deaths
of soldiers and citizenry. A postman, five soldiers, and an engineer aboard Train No. 4
scheduled to arrive in Sacramento on the morning of July 11th were all killed while
crossing a sabotaged trestle three miles outside the city.26 The event helped drag the
reputation of the ARU to depths lower than that of the Octopus. In short order, the union
crumbled. In Southern California, federal troops had already dislodged strikers in Los
Angeles. The general public wanted order restored with trains running regularly and the
goods they carried readily available. On July 21, Henry E. Huntington, writing as First

25 The "City Guard": A History of Company "B," First Regiment Infantry, N.G.C., during the
Sacramento Campaign July 3 to 26, 1894, including a Brief History of the Company since Its Organization
March 31, 1854 to July 3, 1894. San Francisco: Filmer-Rollins Electrotype, 1895, 15-19.
26 Photograph of No. 4 Train Wreck, July 11, 1894, Nolan Northern Pacific Railroad Collection,
Pictorial Collection of the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

58
Assistant of the Southern Pacific to his uncle and president of the company, Collis P.
Huntington, stated the strike was, as it pertained to their empire, over, the “…fight was
won.”27 Southern Pacific locomotives were running trains with Pullman cars coupled
and federal mail parcels on board. Despite the staggering numbers of those opposed to
the Southern Pacific, surely such a relatively short-lived strike and shifting public support
dispel the very notion or existence of Octopus. Or does the reverse instead ring true?

27 James Thorpe, Henry Edwards Huntington: A Biography, (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1993), 112–113.

CONCLUSION: THE OCTOPUS, REAFFIRMED
A Creature Above and Below
In 1996, the Southern Pacific Railroad was purchased by former rival, the Union
Pacific. Though the two railways hardly resembled their nineteenth-century selves in the
late 1990s, the absorption and merger with its Transcontinental competitor was a fitting
end for the Octopus. It “...created hardly a ripple.”1 Nevertheless, as Los Angeles Times
editor, Robert A. Jones wrote of the ‘96 merger in “Long Live the Octopus,” it not only
existed, but enough to define the geography of California and a part of the state’s history:
It created some cities and destroyed others. It determined which industries
would rise and which would fall. It owned governors, entire legislatures
and political parties.2
Jones includes historian, Oscar Lewis in his frustration with finding unbiased sources
from the period as the Southern Pacific permeated into every facet of life in nineteenthcentury California. Yet less than a decade after, a 2005 article in the Los Angeles Times
deconstructs the Octopus by reviewing Richard Orsi’s Sunset Limited. Clearly, whether
it be a conversation, argument, or simply a discourse the on the existence of the Octopus,
the debate remains ongoing. Why then, perpetuate it further?
In both the 1996 and 2005 articles published in the Times, the Octopus is
disambiguated and undeniably the Southern Pacific Railroad. Why would it not be?
Either asserting or refuting the company’s corruption, malfeasance, and manipulation, the
Southern Pacific is presented without equal. In the decades of graft and gilded facades,
surely every nineteenth-century railroad dabbled in extralegal affairs. What then, makes
the Southern Pacific unique? The Southern Pacific was the Octopus, proper, though not
the only octopus. By other names, competing railways were octopuses as well, though to
1 Robert A. Jones, “Long Live the Octopus,” Los Angeles Times, July 10, 1996.
2 Jones, “Long Live the Octopus.”
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a lesser extent. Cornelius Vanderbilt’s consolidation of the New York Central and
Hudson River Railroads created one of the earliest corporations. While contemporary
writers like T. J. Stiles have refuted Vanderbilt’s vindictive or ruthless reputation, voices
from the period such as the Joseph Keppler’s illustration depict the entrepreneur as the
“New Colossus,” equal in stature to the Octopus and megalithic Southern Pacific.3 In
another example, the Union Pacific was also an octopus of sorts, floating its own
construction costs before the 1872 Crédit Mobilier scandal broke. Yet in such
comparisons, one must be careful. Both the New York Central and Pacific Union
preceded the Central/Southern Pacific in its consolidated form and are therefore
anachronisms in point of comparisons. Nevertheless, they illuminate the unique
characteristics of the unrivaled Octopus conjured by the Big Four. Yet, more
significantly, the Octopus was equally conjured by the people of California.
Shifting from external to internal analysis, the major points this thesis attempts to
cover will be readdressed, specifically in how the Southern Pacific, for all intents and
purposes, “controlled” the Golden State from within. Having all eight tentacles in the
pockets or around the necks of varying interests, the Southern Pacific shaped California’s
physical and political landscape. Though so did Californians in their varying forms of
opposition as well. As the Transcontinental Route to the East, the Big Four and their
Central Pacific built from within state’s political center of Oakland, Sacramento, San
Francisco and San Jose. They entrenched their railroad in the most significant region of
the state from the onset. Immediately thereafter, they plunged their right of way south,
building into and around the San Joaquin Valley toward Los Angeles and San Diego. In
the process, the amalgamated Central/Southern Pacific altered routes, facilitated the
erection and elimination of towns and cities, and both self-interestedly and altruistically
3 Joseph Ferdinand Kepler, Artist. The Modern Colossus of Rail Roads / J. Keppler, 1879. New
York: Published by Keppler & Schwarzmann. Photograph. Library of Congress.
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promoted immigration, agriculture, commerce and development along its routes. Yet if
this thesis has shed light on nothing else, let it show that the Southern Pacific endeavor
was unique to California and intrinsically characteristic of its own accord. More than
eighty percent of all rail construction in the state was that done by the Southern Pacific.
By now it is clear that the Octopus existed in California to the extent that it was a
megalith, but as it did to lesser extents elsewhere. But by what measure was it more than
merely emblematic or sensationalist? At what point did a simple railroad company
evolve into an unwavering monopoly capable of imposing its will? In 1874, the San
Francisco Chamber of Commerce raised issue with the Southern Pacific suppressing or
absorbing rival rail companies and charging “extortionate” rates. In 1884, the Southern
Pacific shifted from an extension of the Central Pacific into the flagship Southern Pacific
Company. And in 1894, the Southern Pacific and Pullman companies crushed the
American Railway Union. A smoldering flame of public mistrust was fanned into a
torrential firestorm of widespread opposition, but not into a singular, unified front. There
were antagonisms and oppositions to the railroad politically, culturally and manifested in
myriad forms among differing social classes. This work has been deliberately bookended
with the 1894 Pullman Strike to show the severity of Southern Pacific suppression,
reaching a breaking point during the strike. Thereafter, the firestorm of public railroad
antagonism sparked a political equivalent in Progressivism and the Southern Pacific’s
chokehold began to loosen, though examination into that history substantiates its own
thesis. The first few years following Pullman end the larger narrative and were the period
in which Frank Norris wrote The Octopus before publication in 1901.
Following the Pullman Strike, the Southern Pacific returned normalcy along its
rails but sustained uncertainty into the 1900s. The United States Strike Commission
Report of 1895 concluded that the Pullman wage cuts, a series of uniform reductions to
craft and unskilled laborers alike, were unjust. A permanent committee would be
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established to regulate “...the wages of railway servants” in response.4 In 1896, the
Southern Pacific lost its longstanding “Free Harbor Fight” against the Los Angeles
Chamber of Commerce to secure federal subsidies to convert its San Pedro wharf into a
port facility.5 It also lost revenue to the San Francisco and San Joaquin Valley Railroad
as it broke ground on a competing line in California’s interior.6 In 1897, George M.
Pullman died and his Pullman Town was made into a Chicago municipality.7 C. P.
Huntington died in 1901. His Southern Pacific was thereafter acquired by Union Pacific
executive, E. H. Harriman, who purchased enough stock to assume ownership. On
September 26, 1901, Harriman was made president and merged the Southern Pacific and
Union Pacific into a unified system.8 That same year, Frank Norris published The
Octopus: A Story of California.
In the twenty-year period from 1874 through 1894, Californians of every social
strata witnessed a veritable boom of the railroad. Across the vast landscapes of the
Golden State, an overwhelming majority of the railroad was owned and operated by first
the Central Pacific, then Southern Pacific. It operated under many auspices, the tokens of
competitors who tried and failed: California Pacific, Northern Railway of California, The
4 Grover Cleveland, “Report on the Chicago Strike of June-July, 1894,” United States Strike
Commission, Appointed by the President July 26, 1894, Under the Provisions of Section 6 of Chapter 1063
of the Laws of the United States, Passed October 1, 18888, with Appendices Containing Testimony,
Proceedings, and Recommendations, (Washington, Government Printing Office: 1895), Library of
Congress; David F. Schloss, "Report of the Chicago Strike Commission," The Economic Journal 5, no. 17
(1895): 84.
5 Deverell, 93–122.
6 Wheeler, The Valley Road, 89; McAffee, 203. *The S.F.& S.J.V. R.R. had an impressive list of
investors and stockholders, including Levi Strauss. Despite the company’s tenacious revenue generating
and building schedule, many investors ultimately pulled out and sold their shares to the Santa Fe, acquiring
the rival railroad (a familiar tune) in 1898, but not without causing a fair share of worry for the S.P.R.R.
(see also McAfee, 199–206).
7 “A City Divided: Sacramento and the Pullman Strike of 1894,” California State Railroad
Museum, 2019.
8 “Sacramento, CA,” Union Pacific Railroad,
https://www.up.com/aboutup/train_town/sacramento_ca/index.htm;
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Oregon & California, and San Francisco & San Joaquin Valley are but a few.9 In
addition to absorbing rival rails, it created its own newspapers, towns, and cities, and
destroyed others: Fresno City became Fresno, Goshen held prominence, and a third of
Sacramento’s working class were united by industry. It reshaped space and time in
accordance to industrial progress. For farmers, cheap land manifested into exorbitant
rates. For urbanites, craft specialty devolved into threatening immigrant labor and
industrial unionism. For the landed class, handshake agreements turned into front page
headlines. Frank Norris’s Octopus was a machination of creative history, but the
inescapable presence of its antagonist in the daily lives of Californians was poignantly
accurate. Regardless of whether it was altruistic or animistic, the Southern Pacific
Railroad and Company was all-encompassing in the Golden State.

9 United States Congress. “First Annual Report of the Statistics of Railways in the United States
to the Interstate Commerce Commission for the Year Ending June 30, 1888” (Washington, Government
Printing Office: 1889), 93-95. [Courtesy of California State Railroad Museum Library].

AFTERWORD

“The subject has so many interrelated facets that one desiring to unfold its intricacies has
difficulty in deciding how and where to begin and an equal difficulty in determining where
to end.”1
—James F. Doster
“The Southern Pacific, for one, has warehouses literally crammed with historically
significant documents. Unlike the Missouri Pacific, which developed a model recordsmanagement system...the Southern Pacific resembles many sister roads in that its materials
are largely unorganized and, at times, badly scattered...Unquestionably, bulk is a nearly
universal problem that confronts railroad historians.”2
—Roger H. Grant

James F. Doster, in his 1954 Historian article, “Writing Railroad History,”
presents the intrinsic nature of railroad scholarship prevalent for more than sixty years—
an overwhelming amount of source material upon which to base one’s focus. Roger
Grant’s nearly identical, “The Writing of Railroad History” affirms Doster’s thesis: the
issue still persists. For example, the archives at Stanford University house nearly threehundred boxes containing Southern Pacific archival materials, which each comprised of
roughly fifteen-hundred pages. Many of these archival boxes are “under construction”
and yet to be digitized or available electronically. Budding historians and railroad
scholars are tasked with untangling the unseen Octopus if they wish to contribute to its
history. Many of the Southern Pacific’s daily operations, correspondences and other
seemingly monotonous ephemera remains unseen by the public eye.
This is not to say these sources are simply unavailable or inaccessible, but that
they are challenging to locate and, in some cases, exist only as originals without duplicate

1 James F. Doster, “Writing Railroad History,” The Historian 16, no. 2 (1954): 169.
2 Roger H. Grant, "The Writing of Railroad History," Railroad History, no. 148 (1983): 9-10.
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or digital reproduction. William Deverell and Richard Orsi have both expressed a need
for further scholarship on the middle-management and “rank and file” employees of the
Southern Pacific, of which “...we know virtually nothing.”3 Surely, the accounts of these
specific Southern Pacific employees exist, but presently they have yet to surface. This,
for obvious reasons, it equally exciting and aggravating for students, scholars, and writers
alike. The inclusion of these sub-histories was done in a manner to avoid becoming
extraneous, but ultimately proved beyond the scope of an already ambitious pursuit and
seldom appear. There exists such a plethora of sources on nineteenth and twentiethcentury railroads that the present rate of publications on the topic will increase as more
rise to surface.
This thesis was undertaken partly with the intention of navigating said amount of
material. After perusing books on nineteenth-century railroads and the West, the
Southern Pacific Railroad illuminated more brightly than others. Its past is undoubtedly
illustrious, arguably more so than other railways of the era. Historians and writers have
seen something similarly captivating, for much has already been written on the Octopus.
However, I felt compelled to, if nothing else, offer a contemporary analysis of its larger
than life allegory and the extent to which it held true. Confining research—or at least
writing—to the twenty-year window between 1874–1894 helped to downsize the source
pool, notwithstanding a history of California compounded by explosive growth
surrounding its second constitution. To convey the Octopus fully, a thorough history the
Southern Pacific and its actions as they occurred simultaneously occurring with key
moments in the state were crucial. The Octopus is equally a story of California in
addition to itself, notably during the Pullman Strike.

3 Deverell, Railroad Crossing, 180.
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To an extent, this thesis is the amalgamation of various interests into a singular
work. California history, history of the “Iron Horse,” the Transcontinental Railroad,
westward expansion, and nineteenth-century labor are of personal interest. Without
trying to interject interests beyond their organic or obvious inclusion required to progress
the narrative, I remained cognizant to the possibility of interjecting bias or writing in a
manner that was tendentious. That is to say that the sources should tell their own story. I
feel more or less confident that such is the case here, however there will always be a
semblance of bias. The question this thesis seeks to answer, affirming the existence of
the Octopus equally within the Southern Pacific and minds of Californians, requires bias.
My aim was to contribute something able to stand on its merits in the time of its
publication. By no means is this an attempt to cover the gamut of Southern Pacific
history. Even in confining the story of the Southern Pacific to California, just one of the
many states it operated in, a complete history would have required a substantially greater
length to encompass its totality.
This work follows after other theses on a similar topic that are incredibly well
written. They have been included in the bibliography for reference. These works, two
from USC published in 1932 and 1934, and one from Fresno State in 1971, were all
published pursuant to a master’s degree and examine the Southern Pacific in their own
unique way. It is my hope that this thesis can be presented in a similar spirit. It is a
singular drop in the bucket of sources on the topic but presented to offer a contemporary
perspective on a long running train trope. Lastly, in offering something for future writers
on the railroad, consider this: Deverell’s and Orsi’s sentiments on accounts by Southern
Pacific employees are still valid. There is presently very little if any scholarly work on
“rank and file” and middle management laborers. This has also been expressed by
Roland De Work in his recent work on Leland Stanford and the railroad, American
Disruptor: The Scandalous Life of Leland Stanford. There is also little on what these
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men may or may not have done during the Pullman Strike in California. Finally, there is
also a void in research examining John R. Robinson’s 1894 Octopus. Norris’s own has
been thoroughly dissected, but nothing as of yet has been undertaken to save Robinson’s
from “...disappearing from general public notice.”4 Histories of the Gilded Age,
California, and nineteenth-century railroad have been written extensively, but the
opportunity for further works is as golden as the gleaming steam engines of progress, the
state their tracks netted, and the era in which their presence spun the wheels of
modernity.

4 Carpenter and Love, “The Other Octopus,” 9.
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