
Why Council Bluffs? 
Part Three 

Transcontinental Railroad 
 

 
 

Grenville Dodge was a civil engineer 

who moved to Kanesville in 1851 to 

survey land for the Union Pacific 

Railroad Company and other railroads 

who needed reliable maps and 

measurements. 

 

 

Future president Abraham Lincoln 

visited Council Bluffs in 1859 where he 

met with Grenville Dodge. Lincoln was 

interested in the idea of making a 

transcontinental railroad – a continuous 

railroad line connecting California to the existing U.S. rail 

network. Dodge convinced Lincoln that Council Bluffs would 

be a good starting point, and three years later President 

Lincoln signed the Pacific Railroad Act which designated 

Council Bluffs as the eastern terminus of the 

Transcontinental Railroad. 

 

After serving as a General and spy master in the Civil War, 

Grenville Dodge became the chief engineer of the Union 

Pacific Railroad in 1866. The Union Pacific was one of two 

companies working on the first Transcontinental Railroad, 

and Dodge was in charge of planning the route and finding 

ways around obstacles. 

 

The first Transcontinental Railroad was completed in 1869, when the Union Pacific 

Railroad (building from Council Bluffs to the west) met with the Central Pacific Railroad 

(building from the San Francisco Bay to the east). The two railroads merged on May 10, 

1869 in Promontory Summit, Utah with the ceremonial driving of golden rail spike.  

 

Figure 1 Sketch of Dodge's survey team in 1853 

Figure 2 G. M. Dodge in 1868 



 

It took 3 additional years of construction to build a railroad bridge across the Missouri 

River, connecting the first Transcontinental Railroad to the eastern rail system. 

 

Council Bluffs became a 

busy rail centers, with 

several railroads operating in 

the area, leading to rapid 

population growth. Only 

2,000 people lived in Council 

Bluffs in 1860 – by 1870 that 

number grew to 10,000. 

 

By the 1930, Council Bluffs 

was the country’s fifth largest 

railroad center which 

attracted many agriculture 

and manufacturing 

companies.  

 

Railroad travel became less popular in the late 20th century, and Council Bluffs 

experienced declining population and economic stagnation. Today there are several 

museums and monuments in Council Bluffs dedicated to the city’s railroad history. 

 

 

Figure 3 Golden Spike ceremony - May 10, 1869 


