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- The Governor Stanford:
It’s No. 1

This exhaustive history of the Governor Stan-
ford locomotive was undertaken in an attempt to
sort out the conflicting statements about the engine
in the many books and articles written about the
Central Pacific Railroad. The authors consulted
contemporary newspaper accounts and other histor-
fcal documents.

By Chuck Anderson and Karen Bartholomew

No, the old steam locomotive Governor Stan-
ford—once a fixture in Stanford University’s mu-
seum—was not the first railroad engine in California
or the first to cross the Sierra. Nor did it pull Leland
Stanford’s train to the Gold Spike ceremony at Prom-
ontory, Utah.

These myths for many decades have surrounded
the little engine that stood in the Leland Stanford
junior Museum from 1916 to 1963. But finally the
real story of the Governor Stanford’s many unsung
contributions to California railroad history may soon
be widely known. The locomotive is awaiting a
University decision that would make a new state
railroad museum in Sacramento its long-term home.

The Governor Stanford, built in late 1862 and
put into service in 1863, was the first locomotive of
the Central Pacific Railroad, which built under great
financial, political, and geographical odds the western
portion of the first transcontinental railroad. During
construction the Governor Stanford, as Central Pacif-
ic No. 1, hauled supplies to the end of the rail line,
pulled passengers and freight, and drew special excur-
sion trains. In fact, it was at the head of the rail-
road’s first excursion, first scheduled passenger train,
and first revenue freight train. After more than two
years of mainline service, as more powerful engines
were purchased, it was moved to the Sacramento depo
and yards for switching and fire-fighting duty.

Three decades later it was retired. University
cofounder Jane Lathrop Stanford—widow of the
railroad’s first president for whom the engine was
named' —rescued it from possible scrapping for even-
tual display in the University museum,

Only the Governor Stanford and one other
early CP engine still exist. The other is the smaller
and younger C.P. Huntington, named for Collis P.
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Huntington, one of Stanford’s railroad partners. The
Central Pacific is gone, at least in name. It was leased
to Southern Pacific in 1885 and in 1954 was merged
altogether into the mammoth SP transportation
empire.

Despite an apparent belief by many that the
Governor Stanford is not very significant, Sacramen-
to rail historian Denny Anspach feels otherwise.
“Only two pieces of rolling stock remain today from
the transcontinental railroad, the C.P. Huntington
and the Governor Stanford,” Anspach said in an inter-
view. ““That’s the importance of the Governor Stan-
ford.”

Mid-1800s locomotives credited with the land-
mark accomplishments turned out to be brief candles.
None has been preserved. Gone are the Sacramento
Valley Railroad’s Sacramento, believed to be the first
locomotive in the state; CP’s /dafhio and Tamaroo,



Taken in 1863 or 1864—the first or second year the engine was in service—this is the
oldest known photograph of the Governor Stanford. Filigree, a trademark of
Norris-made locomotives, supports the bell and the headlight shelf, although

the light had not yet been installed. The photo, taken by Alfred A. Hart, CP’s
official construction photographer, is from the Southern Pacific Collection.
At left: The engine as it appeared on display in the Stanford museum.
Sometime during its years of service a diamond smokestack had
been installed and the filigree had disappeared.

which together pulled the first train over Donner
Summit; and CP’s Jupiter, which carried Leland Stan-
ford and his party to Promontory.

Though without such heroic accomplishments,
the Governor Stanford has its role in history. Its real
importance comes from its symbolic status as a herald
of the 1,776-mile rail line that linked East and West.
Technologically, completion of the “Pacific Railroad”
from Omaha to Sacramento in 1869 was akin to land-
ing a man on the moon a century later. And the
Governor Stanford helped to start it in California long
before the Union Pacific Railroad began the eastern
link from Omabha.

Leland Stanford, California governor from
1861-63, and three partners, Huntington, Charles
Crocker, and Mark Hopkins, organized the Central
Pacific. They became known, of course, as The Big
Four, although the engineering brains belonged to
Theodore Dehone Judah, who as CP chief engineer
surveyed the seemingly unconquerable Sierra Nevada
mountains and planned the route. It was Judah, a
champion of an east-west railroad as early as the
1850s, who first called together a meeting of poten-
tial financial backers in Sacramento. Out of this
meeting emerged The Big Four.

Aside from the obvious possibility of financial
rewards, there were two main objectives: 1.) make it
easier and cheaper for settlers to move west and
freight to be carried, opening the new territories for
development; 2.) link the remote West—and the
hearts and minds of its residents—to the Union rather

than the Confederacy during the Civil War, then
raging.

Ground was broken on January 8, 1863, at the
Sacramento River levee. But the CP had no tracks or
rolling stock. They had to be shipped from eastern
factories, either around Cape Horn or carried
through Panama.

Locomotives were difficult to come by because
of the North's need for war materiel, and prices were
half again as high as they had been two years before

California State Railroad Museum officials are
planning a million-dollar exhibit in the museum’s new
history building in Sacramento that would be built
around the Governor Stanford locomotive when state
and University officials agree on a formal document
lending the Stanford-owned engine to the state.

A life-sized diorama would depict a mountain
construction camp on the transcontinental railroad,
according to Stephen Drew, the museum’s curator and
acting director. Visitors would view a film about the
history of California railroading, then the screen would
rise to reveal the Governor Stanford display. Visitors
would then walk through the “construction camp” to
get to the rest of the museum, The building is planned to
be opened in 1980. Stanford will insist on a dignitfied
exhibit in a high-quality museum, says Edward Shaw,
University associate provost. He said the university also
will retain its right to recall the locomotive for
ceremonial uses or longer-term academic purposes.























































