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A Book Review by Larry Benson - Veep

Stephen Ambrose's book entitled “Nothing Like It In The World” is interesting, but I found it also hard to read in places. In
fact, somewhere about the third or fourth chapter I began to skip paragraphs and read only the first sentence or so in
others.
His book published in 2000 by Simon & Schuster ($28 - $16.48 at Sam's) carries the more descriptive subtitle: "The Men
Who Built the Transcontinental Railroad 1863-1869." If it wasn't for the subtitle and the picture of men laying track which
illustrates the front of the dust jacket, a casual shopper might mistake the book to be about a trip to the moon rather than
building a railroad across the continent.
Six or eight chapters are filled with the politics and infighting which occurred in Congress and among the major players
involved. Selecting the route, the shenanigans practiced when financing construction and the forceful exercising of power
by powerful men revealed in minute detail that I found uninteresting and quite frankly boring.
Woven in between and around these revelations are some interesting paragraphs about the actual surveying, blasting,
grading, filling, bridge building and tunneling accomplished during construction. Ambrose has captured the dust, sweat,
backbreaking labor and danger experienced by workmen as they toiled to get track down. One of the most interesting
parts of the book is his description of how the Union Pacific and Central Pacific, who were racing to out-build each other
and who faced worker shortages, solved their problems by hiring Chinese laborers by the thousands. The way these
Chinese lived and worked is a highlight in Ambrose's narrative and he states that the railroad probably would not have
been completed except for these workers who were imported from the far east.
I saw somewhere that Ambrose's book made a best seller's list, probably because, like me, the American public still has a
romance with railroads and people buy books about them. While it is worth reading if your are interested in the history of
the transcontinental railroad, I would have resisted the temptation to buy a copy had I known how it was written. Rather, I
would have waited and checked it out at the library.
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