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"All right, men. Get your bloody asses out of betbhin A. O'Brien’s voice boomed though the cramgledping
guarters of a three level crew car on a siding Bearald, British Columbia, at 4:30 on the mornirigg November
1885. "Come on, come on. The train will be here mnyute. This is the day they drive the last spik®'Brien’s
railroad.”

An empty bottle of Doctor Cy Girard's Ginger Brargijled past him. "It's not your bloody railroadB@en," a voice
called out. "Go back to bed."

His friend, Whitfield Seymour, muttered at him frahe next bunk, "You don't really believe they'osga send a train
for us, now do you, O'Brien?"

O'Brien pulled up his pants and hooked his bethendark. How had he managed to gain weight whdekimg harder
than he ever had in his life? He shook Seymouds $eymour was usually choleric in the morningsayDefore
yesterday Van Horne told me and he's a man of brglwHe's sending a train. We're going west forcéremony of
the last spike. Now up.” O’Brien raised his voioartclude the rest of the men. "Up, you bloody nasyup. ‘Tis the
final day of me railroad."

From a dark corner of the car came another volts.fot your railroad, you dumb mick. It's Van IHels railroad."

That did it. OBrien stomped the floor until the s&ook. "Up!" he cried. 'Tis O'Brien who haulede$tacross the
prairies and pounded steel in the Kicking HorsesPass O'Brien who dropped sweat and blood orstkel rails from
Winnipeg to the Eagle Pass. O'Brien and..." hiseasoftened "the rest of you bloody navvies."

As the men got up O'Brien rubbed the window, dagkidoy layers of tobacco smoke. Sure enough, hel cad the
two North West Mounted Police in the light of theekindled campfire. One was drying his socks akerfire, the
other, drinking coffee.

O'Brien chuckled to himself, then nudged Seymourawee a look. Ever since the strike in the sprihg,Mounties had
watched him and Seymour and the entire crew.

Seymour shook his head. "Do they think we're goéingause a strike on the very last day?"
"Ahh," O'Brien muttered, "they're just doing thgib."

O'Brien knew Seymour hated the Mounties. He cdhedn ‘rich man's police," and 'union busters.'®Btien had
talked to them, even though one of them had clulbiiadn the spring. They were ordinary men, likembelf. One was
from Montreal where he himself was born, the otlhas an Irishman like himself. One cold night O'Briead started a
campfire with some unused timber from a bridgeirNéged the two Mounties over to get warm. Seymwatked

away then, but O'Brien talked to the two aboutrtivves and O'Brien told of his wife and how he hadeave her and
their four kids in Brandon for the season.

O'Brien lit the lamp in the crew car and checkesiiaatch. Nearly five. "Let's go, lads. Mr. Van Hersaid there'll be a
train at 5 AM for us."

"And each man is to get a bag of gold," mutteregh8rir as he started down the ladder to the fiostrfbf the old
wooden car. O'Brien followed him, past the surv&yoffice, to the small kitchen where somebody tealleated some
coffee from the night before.



O'Brien and Seymour got coffee and joined the athgrthe main line. O'Brien faced west, towardttlpeahead, even
though he could hardly see the man next to himogsthe mighty Columbia, up the sharp valleys ef3blkirks to
Roger's Pass and then a wild ride down the lliewilet, across the Columbia again at Revelstokeyghrthe Eagle
Pass to Craigellachie.

O'Brien sucked in the frosty morning air. The caidburned away all uncertainty -- it was his rzéld.

He tapped the cold steel rail with his foot. Aletlvay across Canada he had laid this line of dteéhe prairies the
rails went off to infinity, in the mountains thegunded curve after curve. Steel. Spikes. The rfripehammer. The
massive engines creeping across the prairies amdodtling these wild mountains.

O'Brien pulled his watch from his pocket. "5:10,mthe train'll be here any minute."

Ten minutes passed, then ten more. No train. Seyoane up next to him. "You didn't really think fgorich men
were going to send a train for us, did you?"

It was an old argument he and Seymour had, Seymsisting that the only thing Van Horne and thesdiors of the
CPR were good at, was getting money for themséioes the Canadian government. Seymour focused aresno
"No," O'Brien would answer, "look at the rails. Tlsavhat's important, man, the rails. They joindliCanada and you
and | did it. We brought the country together. &orge Stephen raising money in England or Donald not even
Van Horne ordering supplies, but you and I, Seymgom and I. We're the railroad builders."

Another ten minutes passed. "Might as well go badked," Seymour said..

"Have faith, man. They'll be coming for us. Theytnit's our railroad."”

Seymour pointed to the two Mounties who stood lee#ie track, waiting for the train just as they evé¢And that's
why Mr. Van Horne has assigned the Mounted Pobagst to protect us, because we're such importoyle.”

How could he get Seymour to understand? The impbtitegng was the steel, not the lordly commandéthis
railroad.. Mystery lay in the steel, the unificatiof Canada, the dreams of thousands of peopleradilhead was not
only about a few rich men making themselves rictienigh God knew Seymour was right about that. Jahn
MacDonald and the Tory party in Ottawa had given@®R directors everything they asked for. Theli®was
Seymour could not see beyond the money.

O'Brien repeated the refrain: "It's our railroad."”

"It's not yours, O'Brien, and it's not mine."

"ltis."

"You don't know anything about money."

O'Brien tapped the rail with his foot. He did itngky, almost reverently. "I know about these rdil&id them."

"Then why didn't Mr. Van Horne and Mr. Smith, whitiey came through here in their polished mahoganygive us
a ride to the ceremony?”

Seymour had him there. Van Horne had told O'Briercduldn't afford to have the men idle for two days

Seymour pressed his advantage. "Too cheap, rigjety €an spend hundreds bringing Van Horne and Dddaith
here from back east in luxury, but they can't ge1@7 miles."”

"They'll come for us."



"No, they won't. Besides how would it look for twerld to see two Mounties in the background ofitipdiotograph?”

O'Brien looked at his watch. The ceremony was ss@gpdo be between 9 and 10 that morning. Now itGvas and
no train. Unless the train crossed Roger's Pdseakneck speed there would be no ceremony foahirhis men.

"I'll wire them," O'Brien said.

He did and an answer came back a few minutes |&téx're checking. We'll let you know in a few miast"
O'Brien showed the message to Seymour. "See thay RKhow we're waiting."

"And wait we will."

Minutes passed. Men drifted back to the crew che Mounties sat in the telegraph operator's shi&ti€d felt the
November cold, even though he had not noticedfdrbedawn. He paced up and down, waiting for word.

An hour and a half went by. Finally a telegraph eathsaid simply, "Train arriving later this mongji to take you
EAST."

"So much for your last spike ceremony, O'Brien,yi8eur said when O'Brien told him. "We want to gostvend they
ship us east.”

"At least we're going home," O'Brien said, "butuegs we won't be going to Craigellachie.”
Seymour was at his bitterest. "Bloody Scots, thalyeverything in this new land after their own iteege.
Craigellachie, hell. From what | heard they ought to call th& lspike Kwang Tung.' That's where a lot of Chinese

who worked in the Fraser Canyon came from and $péied a lot more blood than the Scots."

How could he keep his friend from bitterness? Hikéal west toward the Selkirks. Someplace on therctide of
those mountains Van Horne and Donald Smith wertingeteady to drive the last spike.

When he turned around, Seymour was gone, presurbabkyto the crew car. He was alone. He walked alesig the
track, but suddenly he stopped and then ran faneelbarrow, a tie bar, a spike puller and a spdrer. Alone he
worked under the cold November sky, ripping updise of rail that had shifted slightly in the matispring.

The two Mounties sauntered over. "What are yougld®i'Brien?"

"We're after having our own ceremony."

The two Mounties looked at each other, then huroiédb the telegraph shack. O'Brien shook his hd&ey were
checking with the company. Why did the Mountiesae/do what the company wanted? Often it seemech@ay
was right. It wasn’t O'Brien's railroad at all.

O'Brien pulled three dozen spikes. He grabbed &&igmer and pounded the ties back to their rigipifate. Sweat
glistened on his forehead, despite the cold daywbiied the rails back into place and drove th&espback in, all but
one. With each blow of his hammer, his essenceditbinto the steel, but somehow came right backhintg full of
power and might. Now his spirit was a whole couttrnyg. It didn't matter what the Mounties did -wias his railroad.
At ten AM he called the others. "Come on, men, evgiing to lay the last spike in the Canadian RaBi&ilroad."

Everyone gathered outside. The Mounties said, "iBhi®t official."



O'Brien winked at the men standing along the traRight you are. 'Tis just a mud slide we're rejpgi’ Then he
passed the hammer to the nearest man. "l wantaaau to take a swing on that hammer. Every maan ditives steel
on this railroad leaves a part of his soul in thiésr It's not a rich man's railroad. It's our n@ald."

One by one, the men pounded their souls into the spmall blows each so as to leave some pahteo$pike for the
next man. When someone was about to hand the hatarSelymour, O'Brien stopped him. "I want Seymaoubé last.
It's his railroad, too."

When everyone else had a turn, Seymour stood imitidle of the tracks, raised the hammer but degide@nly a
slight blow. He passed the hammer to O'Brien.

O'Brien swung the hammer. It was then a photognajolod a picture of the last spike driven on the&han Pacific
Railroad, the North West Mounted Police observhimgwhole thing to make sure nobody questioned wraikead it
was.

I

The Railway Museum in Revelstoke, British Columlibéatures the famous photo of Donald Smith drivtimgylast
spike in the Canadian Pacific Railroad on 7 Novenil885 at Craigellachie just beyond the Eagle PEss.museum
has another photo of a group of unidentified woskeho held their own ceremony the same day. Theipt®n

below this second photo states:

A number of employees near Donald, B.C., 107 1/2sreast of Eagle Pass, were waiting for a train to
take them east on the day that the last spike wasmd To commemorate the event, they staged their
own "last spike" ceremony for a photographer, whezsaera recorded two North West Mounted Police
officers among the spectators.

The description, uninterested in the men who Haklderemony, goes on to discuss how the photaletee unequal
tie lengths and the ballast peaking at track centre

Pierre Berton in his bookhe Last Spike lists the 'dignitaries' who were at the ceremony @etails the complications
of getting them there. He explains the presen@yafung man from Victoria, B.C. who had gone easight Indians.
He makes no mention of the workers from Donald,.B.C



