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IF YOU LIVED DURING THE DAYS OF COVERED WAGON TRAVEL, 
you would have kept time by noting where the sun was located 
in the sky . High noon varied from place to place as the earth 
revolved around the sun, and a flexible approach to time didn’t 
make much difference to people who often rose at sunrise 
and retired at sunset . But when railroads came to the West, it 
literally changed the face of time .

 This was because two trains might be traveling on the 
same set of tracks going in different directions . If both trains 
were moving toward one another—with the conductor on 
each train measuring time based on where each train had 
come from—it could result in confusion for passengers 
waiting for trains or, far worse, a deadly head-on collision on 
the tracks . When time was measured locally by noting the 
location of the sun, this was the sort of accident that every 
railroad worker feared most .

 American railroad managers wanted to come up with a 
way to standardize time measurement in order to schedule 
trains so that passengers could travel safely . Working together, 
railroads decided to introduce time zones or regions with 
consistent time measurements .

Measuring Time
Before the introduction of time zones, people measured time 
in several different ways . One early timepiece was the “water 
clock .” Follow the steps below to make a water clock and 
investigate how it works!

Materials:
 • Paper cup
 • Clear container to collect water  

  (a 2-liter soda bottle works well)
 • Thumbtack
 • Masking tape
 • Markers
 • Water
 • Timing device (the timer on a cellphone will work)

Follow these steps: 
1 . Use the thumbtack to poke a small hole in the bottom of 

the paper cup, in the center . 
2 . Over a sink or covered surface (this will be messy!), put 

water in the paper cup .
3 . Enlarge the size of the hole so that the water drips from the 

cup at an even rate . 
4 . Place the cup on top of the clear container . Make sure that 

the opening of the container is narrow enough to keep the 
cup from falling in .

5 . Place a long strip of masking tape vertically, from the top of 
the container to the bottom . 

6 .   Time one minute and mark the water line on the tape . After 
this point, use a timer to mark the tape at intervals of your 
choosing (5 minutes, 30 minutes, 1 hour) . 

7 . As you mark the clock, observe it in motion . What do you 
notice about the clock? How is it different from other 
clocks that you have used? 

 
How Far is an Hour?
November 18, 1883 became known as “The Day of Two 
Noons .” On this day, every clock at each railroad station was 
reset as noon was reached within each new time zone . 

 This new approach to standardizing time created just five 
zones: Pacific, Mountain, Central, Eastern, and Atlantic. The 
time zones were named after the railroads that operated in 
that part of the country . Before this day, there were over 50 
time zones because there was no standard for telling time . 
People set their clocks based on their personal observations of 
the sun as it crossed the sky .

 
Could you use your water clock to set train schedules? 
Why or why not? 
Find more activities like this at www .washingtonhistory .org/
education/history-at-home/, or on the Society's  smartphone 
app—just search the app store for "WA State History Museum ."

History at Home:
It's About Time 
From the WSHS Audience Engagement team
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Available at bookstores, 
online at wsupress.wsu.edu, 
or by phone at 800-354-7360

Burlington Northern
A Great Adventure, 1970–1979

Earl J. Currie
Burlington Northern formed from the merger of 
four railways and began transporting immense 
amounts of low-sulfur coal. Soon, their lines 
handled the hightest tonnages of any railroad line 
in the world, past or present.

Rails Northwest 
Hardbound / ISBN 978-0-9961225-6-6 / $45

Transformation of a 
Railroad Company
Burlington Northern, 1980–1995

Earl J. Currie

During the 1980s, three major events improved BN's 
railway earnings and radically transformed 
corporate objectives, standards, work methods, and 
technology. This volume explores initiatives and 
strategies BN employed to reach the era's ambitious 
goals, as well as the cost of such profound change.

Rails Northwest 
Hardbound / ISBN 978-0-9961225-8-0 / $40

Tahoma and Its People
A Natural History of Mount Rainier 
National Park

Jeff Antonelis-Lapp
A science educator presents a natural and 
environmental history of Mount Rainier National 
Park and the surrounding region, exploring geology, 
archaeology, indigenous uses, climate and glaciers, 
alpine and forest ecology, rivers and watersheds, 
keystone species, threatened wildlife, geological 
hazards, and current resource management.

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-373-6 / $27.95

An Eye for Injustice 
Robert C. Sims and Minidoka

Edited by Susan M. Stacy

During World War II, the U.S. government forcibly 
relocated thousands of West Coast individuals with 
Japanese ancestry to Idaho's Minidoka War 
Relocation Center. Articles, papers, and speeches by 
scholar Dr. Robert C. Sims expose this national 
tragedy and the resilience of those who suffered. 

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-376-7 / $21.95

Boosting a New West
Pacific Coast Expositions, 1905–1916

John C. Putman
Focusing on marketing campaigns as well as 
exhibit choices, Putman explores the cultural and 
social meaning of Portland, Seattle, San Diego, and 
San Francisco fairs, detailing biased racial attitudes, 
perceptions of the cities, and local leaders’ 
attempts to shape a new western identity.

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-381-1 / $34.95

Teaching Native Pride
Upward Bound and the Legacy of Isabel Bond
Tony Tekaroniake Evans
Native and non-Native voices convey the inspiring 
story of a federal program at the University of 
Idaho. Director Isabel Bond developed a unique 
curriculum celebrating the region’s Native American 
heritage. Her dedication helped many students 
break cycles of poverty, isolation, and 
disenfranchisement.

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-379-8 / $27.95

Echoes of Exclusion and Resistance 
Voices from the Hanford Region

Edited by Robert Bauman and Robert Franklin
Hanford Histories Volume 3

Four scholars draw from oral histories to focus on 
experiences of non-white groups whose lives were 
deeply impacted by the Hanford Site. Each group 
resisted segregation and discrimination, and 
challenged the region’s dominant racial norms. 

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-382-8 / $29.95

Legacies of the Manhattan Project
Reflections on 75 Years of a Nuclear World

Edited by Michael Mays
Hanford Histories Volume 2

Covering topics from print journalism, activism, 
nuclear testing, and science and education to 
health physics, environmental cleanup, and kitsch, 
essays collected by the Hanford History Project 
illuminate facets of the Manhattan Project earlier 
scholars left unexplored and reveal how its legacy 
lives on.

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-375-0 / $32.95

Saving the Oregon Trail
Ezra Meeker’s Last Grand Quest

Dennis M. Larsen
At age 75, a still adventurous Ezra Meeker trekked 
east over the Oregon Trail with oxen and a covered 
wagon, and became a national celebrity. A part of 
the pioneer’s story no one has previously told, his 
extraordinary preservation efforts were crucial to 
saving the trail.

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-374-3 / $28.95 

Lewis and Clark Reframed
Examining Ties to Cook, Vancouver, 
and Mackenzie

David L. Nicandri
Foreword by Clay S. Jenkinson
Nicandri examines the expedition beyond the 
Rocky Mountains, placing curious and seemingly 
inexplicable aspects into a broader historical 
context, and demonstrating how earlier explorers 
and fur traders influenced the American captains.

Paperback / ISBN 978-0-87422-380-4 / $32.95

This activity is adapted from Washington State Historical Society’s 
History at Home, a series of online lessons designed to serve families 
engaged in remote learning during the pandemic .

TOP: Washington State Historical Society, 2010.227.1.11. 

ABOVE: Map from the  National Atlas of the United States. U.S. Government 
Printing Office.




