SINS OF OMISSION: A FOOTNOTE TO THE CHAMPAGNE PHOTOGRAPH, 
DEPICTING THE JOINING OF THE TRANSCONTINENTAL RAILROAD AT
PROMONTORY SUMMIT, UTAH, MAY 10, 1869

20,000 ghosts haunt the pose of the assembled dignitaries,
Chinese immigrant laborers, who shoveled
20 pounds of rock over 400 times a day, who could construct
10 miles of track in less than 24 hours, who excavated
15 tunnels through solid granite in the Sierras,
14,000 feet up the mountain during frigid winters, living
in caverns dug beneath the snow—expressly prohibited
from entering the frame, as if a 2000-mile railway
could be conjured up magically out of thin air, 
a curtain falling, then rising, 
leaving nothing but the silent prairies,
nothing but a darkening eclipse moving over the desert. 

In the center of the photo are two white men
shaking hands, surrounded by other white men, 
one of them holds up a bottle of champagne,
another two long-stemmed goblets—
a scene of triumph—a celebration of 
crowning human achievement,
the grainy image in black & white,
union of East & West, 
one long, uninterrupted ribbon of destiny, 
a bullet fired from Omaha, Nebraska across
the bloody geography of nationhood
all the way to the Pacific Ocean.

Some say: Only Americans could have built this 
engineering marvel, but it was the 
the Chinese from the West,	
the Irish immigrants and Mormons from the East
who answered the call, taking up shovel
and pickaxe for the glorious cause,
while the Lakota, Shoshone, and the Cheyenne were forcibly
alienated from their ancestral homelands, 
the millions of bison carcasses
rotting in the furnace of the American sun.
Eventually, 1200 bodies of Chinese workers
were retrieved, 20,000 pounds of human remains repatriated to China.


