
Union Pacific – Harriman Dispatch Center
Graphics combine history and present-day 
operations within the national dispatch center 
operated by Union Pacific Railroad.

Large photographic murals have backlit inset 
panels as well as backlit copy blocks.

As the nation’s track miles and train traffic 
increased, timed train-meets became increasingly 
inefficient and dangerous. It was obvious that 
trains needed to be dispatched from centralized 
locations. The telegraph, improved for long-distance 
use in the 1840s, provided the answer.

The earliest recorded use of telegraph to control 
train movements was in September 1851 on the 
New York & Erie. Superintendent Charles Minot’s 
westbound train was waiting for a scheduled east-
bound train to pass. Noted for his impatience, 
Minot telegraphed to the next station to “Hold 
the train for further orders” so that his westbound 
could proceed. He then sent orders to the crew 
of his train to proceed against the scheduled 
traffic. Over the objections of the train crew, Minot 
safely moved his westbound train against the 
scheduled traffic. 

Within a few years, railroads throughout the U.S. 
were using telegraph to control train movements. 
In 1910, a monument was erected to recognize 
Minot’s contribution to railroading at the site where 
it occurred. Interestingly, that site was Harriman, 
New York, named in recognition of the area’s most 
famous summer resident, E. H. Harriman.

Harriman pioneered the development of railroad 
pension plans, retirement plans, employee clubs, 
hospital and medical departments, and education-
al resources for employees and communities. He 
established the first rail pension plan well in 
advance of the federal Railroad Retirement Acts.

During his tenure, freight car capacity more than 
doubled and the average trainload increased from 
277 tons to 548 tons. Business volume increased 
166 percent, while freight rates dropped as much 
as 17 percent, proving Harriman’s argument that 
heavy equipment, powerful locomotives and strate-
gically placed track will make a railroad successful.

Union Pacific Railroad Company was created by 
an Act of Congress signed by President Abraham 
Lincoln on July 2, 1862. The Pacific Railroad Act 
directed Union Pacific to build a railroad westward 
from Council Bluffs, Iowa, to connect the nation 
East to West. Central Pacific Railroad was 
instructed to build eastward from Sacramento, 
California. The two railroads would meet on May 10, 
1869, at Promontory Summit, Utah, for the nation’s 

“Great Event,” the driving of a golden spike to 
complete the transcontinental route. All of America 
anticipated the moment when the last spike was 
driven, a feat confirmed with a simple telegrapher’s 
message: “Done.”


