
THE 

CENTURY BUILDERS
In the dangerous and declining railroad industry of the 1940s, the family of a 

blue-collar foreman and his band of colorful workers struggle against changing 
times and new technologies which threaten to decimate their town.

A limited television series developed by
KELLY LYNCH



Generations, working classes, and technologies collide, 
as a railroad foreman confronts changes which threaten 

to decimate an entire town.



Before boys dreamt of becoming astronauts or soldiers, they idolized the railroad engineer. Their trains 
were the rocket ships and magic carpets of their day, playing a vibrant and vital role in each day of 
American life and placing the railroad at the center stage of every community. 

It’s the late 1940s. Fresh from victory in Europe and Japan, millions of Americans are eager to pursue 
the newly conceived American Dream. For many, their way of life is on the verge of transformation.

Nowhere is this more true than in the industry that won the war on the homefront: the railroad.  As 
the central nervous system to the “Arsenal of Democracy,” the railroads have been the preeminent way 
to travel for a 100 years. Like the engineer, railroads have woven themselves through the fabric of our 
culture, becoming the stuff of legends, song and history books. 
 
If the 20th Century was the railroad’s “Golden Age,” THE CENTURY BUILDERS is about its end – and the 
towns, jobs, cultures, dreams and people that vanished with it. The death of the industrial revolution is 
near. Of the 1.6 million railroad jobs in the era, more than 400,000 will disappear in the blink of an eye. 
All of this really happened.
 
Striking a tone between Road to Perdition and October Sky, with idiosyncratic characters and 
relationships from the likes of Mad Men and Shawshank Redemption and mixing themes from It’s a 
Wonderful Life to Matewan, THE CENTURY BUILDERS will explore one of the most theatrical eras in the 
history of American history and a genre that remains unexplored in modern cinematic storytelling.

“And the Iron Horse, the earth shaker, the fire-breather...shall build an empire and an epic.”
- Ralph Waldo Emerson

A COUNTRY IN TRANSITION



At its core, THE CENTURY BUILDERS is about how people endure, adapt and resist change. It is a 1940’s mini-
series best envisioned as a blue collar Mad Men, where the setting of Fifth Avenue is traded for a rail yard. 

Our characters share the story with the steam locomotives, which look, feel and move like the dinosaurs in Jurassic 
Park. The railroad is inherently cinematic and the daily tussle between man, machine and landscape is as dramatic 
as the conflict brewing between families, employees and a community’s resistance to change.

Our story follows LAWRENCE SULLIVAN, a man charged with overseeing the railroad’s fleet of steam locomotives. 
Sullivan is burdened with the crisis between traditions and technology when his company opts for “dieselization” - 
a transition to cheaper, efficient and modern diesel-electric locomotives. Caught amidst these rival technologies are 
the hundreds of boilermakers, pipefitters and enginemen Lawrence is responsible for, to say nothing of the endless 
businesses, jobs and citizens which depend on Lawrence and the railroad itself. 

Against the threat of strikes, breakdowns and estrangement from his family and employees, Sullivan must keep the 
railroad moving, starve off cutbacks and come up with a plan to keep the town alive.

THE STORY



David Plowden



“As a machine of vision and an instrument for conquering space and time, the train is a mechanical double for the 
cinema and for the transport of the spectator into fiction, fantasy, and dream. It is a metaphor for movement.” 
-Lynne Kirby

THE CENTURY BUILDERS occurs primarily within an expansive railroad yard; a massive, circular structure called the 
roundhouse; along the company’s route; and around the homes and businesses of local residents.  
 
As a period piece, THE CENTURY BUILDERS will present the past in a colorful and gritty fashion. While certain 
aspects of life on the railroad may have seemed glamorous at first blush, the work was back-breaking, dangerous 
and most of all essential.

The look and feel of the THE CENTURY BUILDERS exists in a world somewhere between the striking flourishes 
of Edward Hopper, O. Winston Link’s hyper-real black-and-white railroad photography and Jack Delano’s 
documentary-style Kodachrome portraits of the home front during World War II. 

The series will take advantage of its moody setting, the earthy patina of iron and wood and the near constant 
presence of cinders, smoke and steam, with evocative cinematography in a gritty setting comparable to Peaky 
Blinders.

THE SETTING



O. Winston Link



Road to Perdition

Matewan

Peaky Binders

Coal Miner’s Daughter

It’s a Wonderful Life

Road to Perdition



Roundhouse interior, Jack Delano Locomotive servicing, O. Winston Link

Railroad station interior, Jack Delano
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“THE PEOPLE, YES...”

LAWRENCE SULLIVAN, 58- Weathered by 
decades of commitment to his job, Lawrence is 
guilt ridden by long choosing career over family. 
He sees an opportunity to finally connect with 
his son by employing him on the railroad – an 
opportunity that will be soon be on borrowed 
time. 

ELIOT SULLIVAN, 20 - Denied another year of 
college, returning home was never part of Eliot’s 
plan and neither was working for the railroad. 
Is the rough-and-tumble railyard any place for a 
college kid with big city aspirations?

SARA SULLIVAN, 45 - As wife, mother, station 
agent and telegraph operator, Sara is the eyes 
and ears of the railroad line, but the job of saving 
the railroad and its employees may be a bridge 
too far. 

MARCUS MORROW, 48 - An African-American 
locomotive hostler, Marcus chose to serve 
inside the bustling, greasy roundhouse over the 
Pullman Company’s white linens and first class 
trains and is paternally protective of his craft and 
his engines.  

KELSEY CATALAN, 26 - Hired on during the war, 
Kelsey remains one of the few remaining women 
in the railyard and must confront uncomfortable 
truths that keep her in Spencer.

BRUCE HELLER, 63 - Vice president of the 
Central Ohio Railroad, Heller’s cutthroat plan 
to modernize the railroad obscure his true 
motivations.

STEPHEN YOUNG, 52 - Contemptuous engineer 
known for mistreating equipment and people. 
Young’s behavior risks a catastrophic incident 
that nearly destroys the roundhouse.

Diverse and desegretated years ahead of most American companies, the railroad holds something of value to each of its workers - 
including the women, immigrants and minorities that make up the ranks of THE CENTURY BUILDERS. The men and women below 
are the primary cast of characters, though Spencer is populated by a dozens of distinct supporting players.
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The world of THE CENTURY BUILDERS unfolds in the pilot episode, where the deep connection between the 
community and the railroad is vividly illustrated in the opening scenes. Lawrence is called to save a train that has 
stalled on the mainline and later honored at a town festival sponsored by a suspicious new company. He learns 
of the railroad’s plan to discontinue steam via a letter from headquarters, but doesn’t tell anyone out of fear of 
inciting panic. Upon Eliot’s unexpected return home, Lawrence offers him a job.

In episodes 2-3, we learn the ropes of the railroad with Eliot as our guide as he encounters the best and worst the 
job has to offer. Lawrence hires Young into the roundhouse rather than see him lose his job after rescuing his train. 
A local coal mine closes, heightening fears about the railroad’s own relationship with the unions. Representatives 
from respective steam and diesel manufacturers visit the railroad to win them over. 
 
Episodes 4-5 give rise to antagonistic forces that thwart Lawrence’s influence just as Eliot begins to rise in the ranks 
of the shop. Spencer discovers and responds to the railroad’s planned shops closure. Eliot performs an important 
task on the company’s most famous train and meets Vice-President Heller, who previews a dark future for the town.  
 
Episodes 6 and 7 show Sara leading a plan to justify keeping Spencer open while Lawrence and Eliot are shunned 
by the railroad workers. The company supports a public competition between the 
railroad’s newest diesel locomotives and a celebrated steam engine, bringing 
national attention to the town. Heller attempts to sabotage the race and days later 
uses a wreck to rapidly shut the shops down, citing safety concerns.

Episode 8 concludes the series as some residents struggle to move on, though 
some don’t survive the transition.
 

 

SHOW & STRUCTURE



While THE CENTURY BUILDERS highlights the life and death of an American industry and its workers, 
the means to tell the story are within reach for a capable production. Environments, equipment and 
railroads still exist that could easily accommodate the project. Collaborations with partners in the 
tourist railroad industry would help bolster a marketing campaign and engage a built-in audience for 
whom the era already appeals.
 
Online streaming platforms have thrived with period pieces like Stranger Things, Peaky Blinders, 
The Tudors and The Man in the High Castle, among others. With its hyper-real time period, unusual 
environment and relevant characters and story lines, THE CENTURY BUILDERS will carve out a niche 
among audiences seeking both escapist entertainment, gripping drama and nostalgia. 

PRODUCTION & POTENTIAL

“End of the Line,” Canadian Broadcasting Company documentary on the end 
of the steam era, featuring interviews with crews and others: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qg9_TnwrCXw 

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=evXH5IpAsTM

“Rocky Mountain Express,” The Stephen Low Company’s IMAX feature 
documentary on the building of the Canadian Transcontinental Railway: 
https://youtu.be/BdsGWMfzQFk?t=6s

CINEMATIC REFERENCES





Inspired by his family history and a lifelong 
connection to railroading, filmmaker KELLY LYNCH 
has developed THE CENTURY BUILDERS after 
a decade of producing award-winning work in 
the film and railroad industries. His grandfather, 
Lawrence “Red” Lynch, was a roundhouse foreman 
for the once prestigious New York Central Railroad 
until 1963.
 
After formal training at the New York Film Academy 
in Los Angeles in 2005, Lynch has been employed 
by NBC/Universal, CBS/Paramount, The History 
Channel and others in a variety of production capacities. Lynch also pursued directing and film 
production at Columbia College Chicago and later taught directing, producing, cinematography and 
film theory for several years at Huntington University.
 
In 2005, Lynch was named one of the under-35 leaders in railroad preservation by TRAINS Magazine 
and his film and photo work was recognized by the Center for Railroad Art and Photography in 2009.

Since 2007, Lynch has worked as a freelance marketing consultant and filmmaker under Lynchpin 
Creative in northeast Indiana. He also serves as the Vice President of the Fort Wayne Railroad Historical 
Society, which restores, maintains and operates the same type of historic railroad equipment central to 
the story line of THE CENTURY BUILDERS. 

ABOUT THE FILMMAKER
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