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This is a continuation of the snow  
shed story from last month about 
the building of the transcontinental 
railroad through the Sierra Nevadas.   
Ed. 
 

 As the weather warmed, the snow 
began to melt, and water ran through 
cracks in the shed walls, seeping into 
the ground and loosening posts and 
braces, weakening the whole structure. 
Finally, the hard-packed snow between 
shed and hill thawed, expanding in the 
process, and pushed the snowsheds 
completely out of line. Occasionally, 
the swelling snow toppled whole sec-
tions of shed over into the canyon. 
 The railroad men tried to meet the 
trouble by sending crews to shovel 
snow from one side of the shed to the 
other, to equal the pressure. This didn’t 
help much. The engineers decided it 
would be necessary to rebuild the entire 
structure, using a flat-roof design. The 
work was done in ensuing summers, 
each wrecked portion of the shed being 
replaced as the Sierra knocked it down. 
The new flat-roof shed was braced to 
carry tremendous weights of snow, and 
wherever there was space between shed 
wall and hillside, the roof was extended 
into the hill, so that snow could not 
pack between. 
 The new sheds stood up to the 
snow. There were a few corrections to 
be made; clearance had to be increased 
as locomotives grew bigger but these 
were handled over the years in the 
course of normal repairs. The sheds 
stood intact, one great “barn”  

over the track, for more than fifty years 
before the railroad dared pull them 
down in places and leave the less trou-
blesome sections of track to its new 
snowplows. 
 And how the public howled! Train-
men and railroad officials usually en-
tered the damp, sooty darkness with 
distaste, but they were rather proud of 
the way they were whipping the moun-
tain winters. They could do without the 
scenery. 
 Not so the travelers. Hardly had the 
first snowsheds been built when the 
outcry began. Passengers wrote letters 
to the newspapers (“provoking, to say 
the least,” was one comment) and the 
newspapers editorialized, criticizing 
“the railroad barons” for shutting out 
the magnificent mountain views. The 
railroad men made some effort to over-
come the objections. In portions of the 
sheds they installed eye-level windows,  
four-foot squares of planking, remova-
ble in summer, and elsewhere they 
spaced the planks a couple of inches 
apart, to save lumber and incidentally to 
give the passengers a sort of dickering 
notion of the grandeur outside. In the 
higher mountains, they could not spare 
even a lick; here the planks had to be 
fitted tight, lest whole drifts creep in 
through slits in the walls. 
 Ranging from hundreds during nor-
mal operations to thousands during 
construction peaks, snowshed employ-
ees developed a hierarchy all their own. 
At the top were the minor officials, 
running and maintaining the road under 
orders from division headquarters at 
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November Meeting 
 

 The November meeting was held 
on November 15 at 7:00 pm at the 
Woodmen of the World Lodge in 
Greer. The program for the evening 
was our annual model night. Mem-
bers brought models that they are 
passionate about and shared them 
with the group. We had everything 

from N scale to live steam.   Every-
one enjoyed seeing a variety of 
models. 
  
December Meeting 
 

 December 20th will be our annual 
Christmas dinner meeting. Thanks 
to Jim and Donna Hopkins for 
providing the ham. The Chapter will 

provide drinks, plates, tableware and 
some condiments. Please bring a 
side dish and/or a dessert to share. 
 

Mark your calendars for the fol-
lowing events: 
 

December 14 – Santa Train on the 
Greenville & Western Rwy. 
 

December 20 - CRHA/NRHS 
Regular meeting, Woodmen of the 
World Lodge, Greer, 7:00 pm. 
 

December 21 – Santa and Mrs. 
Claus will be at the Museum. 
 

December 25 – Christmas Day - 
Museum will be closed. 
 

January 1 – New Year’s Day – Mu-
seum will be closed. 
 

January 6 – Director’s Meeting – 
Taylor’s Library. 
 

January 11 – Train Show - Lake 
City, SC. 
 

January 18 – Train Show Infinite 
Energy Center. 
 

January 25 & 26 – Train Show - 
Kennesaw, GA. 
 

February 7 & 8 – Train Show – 
Easley, SC. 
 

Caboose Renovation 
 

 Work continues on the Caboose 
renovation although who has taken 
a short break for the Holidays. 90% 
of all the welding had been done. 
All wood and insulation has been 
removed from the walls and ceiling. 
 We have started applying a rust 
converter to the corroded metal to 
help minimize further corrosion. We 
will be removing the window frames 

from the caboose in preparation for 
the installation of the new frames.  
 We need to investigate the doors 
and door frames to see if any may 
warrant replacing. 
 If you would like to help with the 
renovation, please contact Duane 
Heard at 810-623-7444 or Dave 
Winans at 864-963-4739. 
 
Santa Claus Coming to the Depot 

 

 Santa and Mrs. Claus will be at 
the Hub City Railroad Museum on 
December 21, from 11 to 1. See the 
attached flyer about the event.  We 
will have donuts and cider for adults 
and candy canes for the children.  
  
Election of Directors   

Congratulations to all the Directors 
for 2020.  These include Bob 
Klempner, Lee Dobbs, Marv Ha-
vens and Pat O’Shields for the 
NRHS. CRHA Directors that were 
elected are Steve Baker, Marv Ha-
vens and Lee Dobbs. 
 

Officers for 2020 
 

 The NRHS officers for 2020 are: 

Wanted—Articles for the Carolina Conductor 
 Submit an article of 200 words or more with some photos and captions and see them in print. Every one of us has some 
unique railroad experience that would make interesting reading for our membership . Your editor always needs  more 
contributions of local railway history and news.  

Continued on Page 3—President 
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Bob Klempner – President, Lee 
Dobbs – VP, Marv Havens – Secre-
tary & Treasurer.  
 The CRHA officers are: Steve 
Baker – President, Duane Heard – 
VP, Dave Winans – Secretary, Marv 
Havens – Treasurer. 
 
Red Caboose Award   

Congratulations to Marv Havens 
who is the 2019 Red Caboose Award 
winner. 
 
Visit the Museum 
 

 We have been loaned a steam 
locomotive bell from the Chapman 
Cultural Center, which will be on 
display until early January. Stop by 
and see the bell and see if you can 
make it ring. Thanks to Coleen Pret-
tyman with the Chapman Cultural 
Center for this loan.  
 The Hub City RR Museum is 
open from 10 to 2 on Wednesdays 
and Saturdays. 
 Also a small display has been 
added about the head on collision 
that occurred in 1941 on the South-
ern Rwy. We were donated the fire-
man’s wallet and some paperwork by 
his daughter. 
 
November Minutes 
 

Minutes of the November Directors’ 
meeting are attached to the email. 
 
Thanks, 
Dave Winans 
864-963-4739 
dwinans4739@charter.net 

Continued from Page 2 —President 
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Sacramento, and the Olympian train-
men—conductors, engineers, firemen, 
and brakemen. Few of the trainmen 
lived in the sheds, since they operated 
from division points. But they deigned, 
sometimes, to have to the more hum-
ble maintenance workers as their trains 
passed through, and they even shared 
a meal, occasionally, in the railroad 
restaurants at the mountain depots. 
 These little stations spaced ten 
miles or so apart and built right into 
the snowsheds, housed day and night 
telegraphers who operated signal de-
vices, passed orders to the train crews 
as they came through, sold tickets on 
demand, and handled freight. General-
ly, there was a section 
house, where the foreman 
lived with his wife and chil-
dren. This too was built 
within the sheds, and it in-
cluded a bunkhouse and 
cookhouse for the half-
dozen section laborers, Chi-
nese at first, later Mexicans. 
These gandy dancers were 
at the bottom of the snow-
shed social scale. 
 Those railroad men 
Who had families, telegra-
phers, maintenance men, 
and others, lived generally in 
railroad houses, either under 
the sheds or connected with them by 
covered passages. Mountain mothers 
got their groceries by train from Sacra-
mento, or, where demand was suffi-
cient, from a stationary commissary 
car. Children had their vacations in the 
winter; schools operated in spring, 
summer, and fall. Youngsters from the 
smaller communities went to class 
through, the snowsheds by train. 
 Not all of those who worked in the 
snowsheds lived in houses. Many of 
the maintenance men lived in “outfit 
cars”—condemned freight cars or old 
coaches moved from siding to siding 
as work demanded. Some of them 
were fitted with doors and windows 

and kerosene lamps and were parti-
tioned oil like bunkhouses; others were 
equipped for cooking and eating, or 
for storing tools, and there was a tank 
car for water. The foreman lived in 
isolated grandeur in his own private 
car; often his wife shared his quarters 
and moved by train with the gang. 
 Snowshed men were immigrants, 
for the most part. One gang had a 
foreman born in Scotland and carpen-
ters from Italy, Switzerland, Germany, 
England, and Sweden. The cook invar-
iably was a Chinese, and he was im-
portant. One named Frank was re-
nowned throughout the Sierra. Work-
ing with the same rough materials as 

the other cooks, Frank could and did 
turn out meals fit for the patrons of a 
fine restaurant—assuming, of course, 
the hearty fare of working men. But he 
would grow despondent after a few 
months of isolated mountain living, 
and one day the gang would find him 
missing, gone off to the glories of San 
Francisco’s Chinatown. His replace-
ments, and some were good as railroad 
cooks went, never could satisfy the 
men, who would grumble at their 
meals and complain to the foreman. 
One cook they trussed with rope and 
tossed on a passing train to get rid of 
him. The boss would fire one substi-
tute after another, until finally Frank 

would show up again, broke and in-
scrutable, anxious to get back to his 
hungry wards. 
 Living in a world of perpetual twi-
light, working in surroundings that at 
times became eerie indeed, the men of 
the snowsheds developed a long leg-
end. No one knows who started the 
crosses. Wherever one of their fellows 
died, the railroad workers marked the 
spot with a cross, sometimes planted 
in the ground, sometimes formed of 
two strips of tin nailed to a snowshed 
post. The sacred sign was supposed to 
put the ghost of the dead man to rest; 
otherwise he would haunt the scene of 
his death and lead other workmen to 

tragedy. The superstitious 
avoided the crosses, refus-
ing to go near them at 
night. 
 Downhill trains coast-
ing, the sound of their ap-
proach muffled in the 
sheds, frequently killed un-
wary railroad workers in the 
early days. Men fell to their 
deaths from the 24-foot 
roofs, while more sensa-
tional disasters, derailments, 
collisions, and explosions, 
killed others. Freak acci-

dents, like a boulder falling 
from a hillside and smashing 

unannounced through a shed wall, 
took their toll. Old-time railroading in 
the snowsheds could be a dangerous, 
sometimes a spectacular, business, and 
never more so than the day in the 
1890’s when a circus train was derailed 
deep within the sheds. Wooden cars 
broke open and some of the animals 
went free. 
 The story, related by the late train-
master John Lord, who was a brake-
man on the scene, became a snowshed 
classic. While circus and railroad work-
ers cleaned up the wreckage, a Mexi-
can trackwalker was hiking along the 
ties a couple of miles down the line, 

Continued on Page 6 - Longest House 

A snowshed with an early Central Pacific locomotive. 



© DECEMBER 2019                                                                                                                                                                       PAGE  5 

 

unaware that anything unusual was 
afoot. It was broad daylight outside, 
dusk inside the sheds. I the trackwalk-
er moseyed along on his routine in-
spection. Gradually, he became aware 
that he was not alone in the sheds. A 
noiseless shadow was moving toward 
him. The man stopped and looked. 
The shadow began to take the shape 
of a huge lion. The trackwalker didn’t 
believe it was a lion until he saw the 
mane and the twitching tail and the 
glowing eyes. Then he stood still and 
trembled. “Mother of God!” he whis-
pered and crossed himself. 
 The lion came within a dozen feet 
before the trackwalker screamed in 
fright. At the sound the beast stopped, 
as confused and frightened as the man. 
The two of them, trackwalker and lion, 
stared at each other a full minute. 
Then, with a wail of terror, the track-
walker turned and ran in the direction 
from which he had come. His flight set 
the lion in motion; the beast turned at 
the same moment as the man and, un-
able to get out of the sheds, galloped 
full speed in the opposite direction. 
The trackwalker reached a section 
house and collapsed, sobbing out his 
story. The lion, so Lord said, ran all 
the way back to the derailed train and 
crawled, tail between its legs, into the 
wreckage of its cage. It was weeks be-
fore the last runaway monkey was 
combed out of the snowshed rafters. 
 From the time the first snowsheds 
were erected, fires were yearly events. 
Sometimes they originated outside, 
from an adjacent forest fire. In one 
case a freight train collision caused a 
blaze, and sparks from locomotives 
were blamed for others. Frequently the 
evidence pointed toward arson: the 
first major fire, which destroyed 4,000 
feet of snowsheds while they were still 
being built, was started by a discon-
tented railroad employee. 
 To avoid fire, many schemes were 
hatched. A roof covering of galvanized 
iron did little good and was aban-

doned. Then came “telescope sheds.” 
At one-mile intervals, 100-foot sec-
tions of shed were removed and re-
built on wheels so they could be 
pushed inside the main structure in 
summer to provide fire breaks. The 
telescopic sheds stopped many confla-
grations. 
 Very early, fire trains were sta-
tioned at mountain sidings, each one 
consisting of a locomotive and two 
tank cars, with pumps, hose, and noz-
zles. The engines always had steam up; 
crews stood by around the clock. 
From the begin-
ning the crews 
maintained a 
proud boast—not 
once did they back 
away from a fire. 
The fire trains car-
ried a distinctive, 
shrill whistle, 
which was sound-
ed continuously 
enroute to a fire. 
Audible for miles 
through the still 
canyons, it warned 
all other traffic to head for the nearest 
siding and clear the main line. 
 To spread alarms, a lookout station 
was established in the 1870’s on Red 
Mountain, whose 7,841-foot Signal 
Peak overlooked most of the snow-
shed area. Here, in a crude hut on a 
bald peak, two men were stationed 
during danger periods, with binoculars 
and maps and a telephone so they 
could report instantly the location of 
the merest puff of suspect smoke. 
 Despite all these protective 
measures, the history of the snow-
sheds is thick with reports of costly 
fires, one of which even entrapped and 
destroyed a train, although no lives 
were lost. It was a mammoth fire in 
the summer of 1889 that ushered in 
the railroad’s most disastrous season. 
The blaze broke out at Cascade, six 
miles west of Summit, on a windy day. 

The fire trains arrived to find the 
flames far out of control, eating up the 
snowsheds with furious speed. The 
sheds provided the fire with a natural 
flue, and the blaze roared along the 
track for a mile and a half before the 
wind died. 
 The CP officials surveyed the ashes 
of 8,000 feet of snowsheds, charred 
ties, and twisted rails, and decided to 
take a chance. They had some new 
snowplows on order, and they thought 
they might be able to do without the 
sheds. So, they sent the railroad into 

the winter with the whole stretch na-
ked and vulnerable, 8,000 feet of po-
tential trouble. 
 The Sierra took full advantage of 
the opening. That winter of 1889–90 
was memorable in the mountains; be-
fore it ended it had almost ruined the 
railroad. The weather hit first in the 
valleys, where torrential rains caused 
washouts, landslides, and floods. 
Meanwhile it was snowing in the Sier-
ra. The mountain route was free of 
trouble during the autumn months, 
but the railroad men, watching the 
snow pile up, began to have misgiv-
ings. 
 By the first of January, it was four-
teen feet deep at Summit. The next 
day, the Sierra mustered its real 
strength and blew up a tremendous 
blizzard. The wind roared with hurri-
cane force, filling the air with snow. 

Continued on Page 6 - Longest House 
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There was even a turntable inside the snowshed structure. 
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Prodigious drifts spread over the tracks 
at Cascade, where the sheds had 
burned. Six hundred men with shov-
els—the vanguard of a winter army—
were unable to keep the line clear, and 
one of the vaunted mechanical snow-
plows was sent to the scene. 
 Like almost all railroad equipment 
of the time, this plow had a name—
The Cyclone. It was pushed by locomo-
tives, while its own engine operated a 
ram like screw designed to bore into 
the snow and push the drifts aside. 
During the first hours of the blizzard, 
The Cyclone spent most of its time 
inching along that single mile and a half 
of unprotected track at Cascade. 
 Meanwhile, one of the old bucker 
plows, with six locomotives and three 
carloads of men with shovels, had start-
ed out to clear the track westward from 
the end of the sheds near Blue Canyon. 
Two miles out it stalled in a drift, and 
the blizzard locked it tight. The bucker 

could move neither forward nor back, 
despite all the efforts of the shovelers; 
snow was falling faster than they could 
move it. The track was blocked. 
 When word came through, the offi-
cials sent their newest plow—The Ro-
tary—to rescue the bucker. The Rotary 
soon came to a slide that had covered 
about two hundred feet of track with 
snow fifteen feet deep. Backing off, the 
new plow attacked with a rush and 
cleared the entire distance in one great 

push, emerging with only its cab win-
dows broken. 
 The Pacific Express had been fol-
lowing the rotary through the sheds to 
Blue Canyon, but the sight of the 
blockaded bucker plow was enough—
the officials ordered the train held in-
side the sheds at Cisco, where there was 
a crude hotel for the passengers. The 
Rotary went on, freed the bucker, then 
became hemmed in and blocked the 
track while it slowly worked its way out. 
 The blizzard stopped, and traffic 
was resumed. But only briefly: on Janu-
ary 16, an even greater storm blew up. 
Almost immediately, a bucker plow 
stalled near Blue Canyon with two of 
its locomotives off the rails. Two days 
later, the crew was still trying to dig out. 
Eastbound trains that had left Sacra-
mento three days before had not yet 
reached the snowsheds, normally only a 
few hours away, and the bucker plow 
ahead of the foremost train was buried 

in a slide. 
 Another bucker 
had become bogged 
in drifts between 
Summit and Truck-
ee, and still another, 
going to the rescue, 
stalled a few miles 
away. The railroad 
began importing 
shovelers from 
wherever it could 
find them. But the 
high winds and the 

drifts made progress 
impossible. By this time eight passenger 
trains were snowbound in the moun-
tains. Many passengers, some of them 
in a bad way, were escorted to stations, 
where provision was made for them to 
sleep, but many others found them-
selves too far away and were forced to 
remain in the trains. Men on snow-
shoes were detailed to pack provisions 
to them. 
 One of the snowbound passengers, 
John J. Jennings of the World, had 

been dispatched from New York by 
Joseph Pulitzer to meet Nellie Bly on 
her much-publicized journey around 
the world. She was due January 21 at 
San Francisco on the S.S. Oceanic, hav-
ing traveled more than 21,000 miles in 
68 days without missing a connection; 
Jennings’ job was to escort her across 
the continent to New York, via Central 
Pacific, on the last leg of her trip.  
 Stuck in the western mountains, 
Jennings made the best of a bad situa-
tion and reported on the snow block-
ade instead, wiring from Emigrant Gap: 
The Nellie BIy escort corps is snow-
bound here. We have made no progress 
for fifty hours. Could not get word to 
you before. This is the third day of the 
storm and snow is coming down in 
flakes the size of soda crackers. There 
is a strong wind and heavy drifting. … 
There was ten feet of snow on the track 
in front of us until the rotary plough 
(which came from Cascade last night) 
started through it at noon today. Two 
twelve-wheel ninety-five thousand-
pound engines and one ten-wheeler are 
behind the plough. The fan is eight feet 
in diameter and said to be able to make 
six miles an hour through eight feet of 
snow.  
 The plough procession left the 
sheds with a World reporter on the 
pilot just behind the rotary. The bank 
was attacked bravely, and the start was 
a magnificent one. Fifteen hundred 
horsepower was behind the big whirl-
ing plough and the snow flew in cir-
cling, sparkling spray for fifty feet in all 
directions. The engines quivered at eve-
ry bolt, and a path eight feet wide was 
visible in the wake of the engines.  
 At fifty yards, the plough bumped 
hard against the snowbank and a shiver 
went through the twelve-wheeler. She 
fairly lifted from the rails, fell back, 
then made a lunge forward and was fast 
in the snow. Ice on the rails caused the 
trouble. 
 This was repeated again and again, 
Jennings reported, until finally word 

Continued on Page 7 - Longest House 
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Early bucker type snow plow. 
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came from a nearby section house that 
dinner was ready, whereupon the shov-
elers went off and left the plow stuck in 
a snowbank. “The prospect of getting 
out of here for some days is very dole-
ful,” the reporter added. “Nobody 
knows when the road will be cleared. 
We have twenty feet of snow on the 
sheds and all the way from twelve to 
twenty feet on the tracks. Beyond us, 
everything is snowbound.” 
 Seventeen miles up the mountain, at 
Cascade, in the depot that had been 
built toward the middle of the burned-
out section of shed, the lone telegraph 
operator, 28-year-old John Coghlan, 
had come down with pneumonia during 
the storm. He had tapped out his plight 
on the wire, and now was very sick. 
Railroad workers told Jennings it was 
impossible to get to Cascade to achieve 
a rescue. The snowbound reporter took 
over this bit of human interest and 
browbeat railroad officials by wire and 
in person until they gave in. A rescue 
party on snowshoes was sent from 
Summit, and Coghlan was carried out 
to safety. Jennings was able to report to 
his paper: ‘If his life is saved, The 
World has done it,’ was what the train-
men said.” Jennings finally found a 
miner who was willing to guide him out 
of the drifts toward his rendezvous in 
San Francisco. Borrowing undersize 
snowshoes from the miner’s wife, he 
walked all night through snow some-
times as deep as his waist, sometimes 
up to his armpits, or so he said. At any 
rate he finally boarded an engine, made 
his way to the valley, and met Nellie Bly 
in time to join her for the trip east. 
 In the mountains, meanwhile, some 
of the snow fighters were talking of 
striking. They were being paid $2.50 a 
day, and they wanted a dollar more. 
There were nearly 4,000 of these men in 
the Sierra now, 500 of them needed to 
pack in food and supplies for the rest. 
The railroad had sent agents to the wa-
ter fronts and skid roads of Sacramento 
and San Francisco to hire snow shovel-

ers; men and boys representing nearly 
every nation on earth signed on. They 
included, according to a contemporary 
account, “ex-convicts, bums and toughs 
of every description.” 
 The blizzard let up for a while, but 
the blockade continued. Men and plows 
did what they could, and then the storm 
resumed and obliterated their work. On 
January 25 the snow turned briefly to 
rain; this froze, and the tie-up was 
worse than ever. On January 26, snow 
on the tracks at the unprotected Cas-
cade depot measured 25 feet deep. In 
some places outside the sheds, the rail-
road reported, it had reached the enor-
mous depth of 500 feet. The weight 
threatened to crush the sheds, and the 
shovelers were put to work clearing the 
roofs. 
 Supplies were running short in the 
railroad settlements. Trains came as far 
as they could with food, and men 
packed or sledged it the rest of the way. 
But they could carry only limited 
amounts, and there were thousands of 
mouths to feed. Heating became a seri-
ous problem: wood was waterlogged or 
buried in snow. Kerosene for lamps 
could not be had. Panthers and coyotes, 
driven toward civilization by the snow, 
howled around the depots and the 
snowbound trains. 
 All the livestock, and there wasn’t 
much, was slaughtered, even milk cows 
and the snowshed horses. Somehow 
depots were kept 
warm, but they soon 
became holes stinking 
with sweat, tobacco 
smoke, and the odors 
from red-hot stoves 
upon which the men, 
according to the cus-
tom of the time, spat 
tobacco juice. When 
food arrived, the hun-
gry workers tore it 
from the backs of the 
packers, sometimes 
wolfing down raw meat 

like animals. 
 Everywhere in the mountains the 
snow crushed buildings, injuring their 
occupants. The railroad towns looked 
as if they had been bombarded by hos-
tile artillery. At sidings all along the line, 
except within the sheds, strings of 
freight cars were stove in. 
 But at last the weather expended its 
fury; the storm stopped. The railroad 
was completely tied up by a barrier of 
snow such as no man had seen in the 
Sierra. The railroad men set to work 
again, but they scarcely seemed to make 
a dent in the snow. General Superinten-
dent J. A. Fillmore, on January 28, re-
leased a summary of conditions, saying: 
A few trains are blockaded between 
Blue Canyon and Shady Run. Eighteen 
hundred men with picks and shovels 
are cutting away snowbanks twelve to 
fifteen feet deep; snow on the sheds at 
Summit and Tunnel 13 is from fifty to 
two hundred and fifty feet deep. 
 On January 30, the men and plows 
finally were able to free the snowbound 
trains; the passengers, who had come to 
believe their tiny coaches might become 
permanent homes, uncramped their 
legs. The road was cleared barely in 
time. Emigrant Gap was entirely out of 
food, and the other mountain towns 
were close to starvation. Trains carried 
in provisions during the next ten days, 
and then a new blizzard came up and 
clogged the route again. It was the Sier-
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    New rotary type plow used on the CP over the Sierras. 
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ra’s final effort, though, and a feeble 
one. The railroad men made short work 
of clearing away the snow. 

 With spring, there came slide after slide 
as the deep snow loosened and dropped 
down the mountainsides. Thaws flooded the 
rivers. When the weather had done its final 
damage and the railroad had returned to 
normal, the officials who a year earlier had 
decided not to replace their burned snow-
sheds changed their minds with notable 
unanimity. They rebuilt the 
burned section at Cascade, 
strengthened and added to 
the remainder. Within a few 

years they valued their forty-mile investment 
at around $3,000,000—a lot of money in 
those times. 
 In the old days, the line over the Sierra 
was a single track. In the early 1920’s, the C 
P, by now the Southern Pacific, completed 
double-tracking the entire route and, retain-
ing faith in the snowsheds, double-tracked 
the sheds as well. It was only then that the 
railroad began to do without snowsheds in 

the least vulnerable locations. 
 Not that winters became milder; not 
that the Sierra gave up the fight. There was 
a time a slide at Tunnel 6 carried a repair 
gang over the bank; four men were dug 
from the snow injured, and the body of a 
fifth was found 1,000 feet from the track 
the following April, when the snow melted. 
Once the crack Overland Limited was 
smashed by a slide; another time it was the 
old Pacific Limited, which had 200 feet of 

snowshed wrapped around its cars by an 
avalanche. Occasionally the Sierra dreamed 
up something new, like filling a tunnel with 
ice or covering the track with three feet of 
mud. 
 It was the development of modern snow 
fighting equipment that spelled doom for 
the giant snowsheds. In place of the forty 

miles of shed the railroad used to maintain, 
there are now fewer than five, some made 
of concrete, scattered where the drifts grow 
deepest. The longest stretch, about three 
miles, runs down the side of Donner Peak. 
 To care for the sheds, which once re-
quired hundreds of men, the road now em-
ploys only eighteen or twenty during the 
winters. The fire trains are gone; Red Moun-
tain lookout is abandoned. Locomotives are 
diesels now. The big cab-in-front Mallets, 
successors to the series of steam engines 
which started with the old wood-burners, 
were the last steam-propelled locomotives 
seen in the mountains. The railroad settle-
ments have become quiet, almost deserted. 
Many remain only as signboards alone; the 
right of way, for the double-tracking and 
modern signal equipment have long since 
eliminated the need for telegraphers. To 
fight the snows, the railroad now relies on 
six big rotary plows, which cut swaths as 
wide as seventeen feet as they send the 
drifts flying. Flangers and spreaders follow 
the rotaries, leaving the tracks clean as a 
whistle. 
 Nowadays, when a blizzard arises, the 
railroad men move on it like a mechanized 
army. Radio equipment keeps them in 
touch. The rotaries and the sheds still stand-
ing have enabled the railroad to cope with 
many snows as deep as those of the last 
century. But the men who maintain the 
mountain route have not relaxed their vigi-
lance, for they have learned they must be 
prepared to expect anything of the Sierra, 
any time. 

Check out the CRHA: 
www.hubcityrrmuseum.org/carolina-railroad-

heritage-association 
www.facebook.com/groups/crhainc/ 

Check out the HCRRM:  
www.hubcityrrmuseum.org 

www.facebook.com/hubcityrrmuseum/ 
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 The cab forward locomotive was de-
veloped to put the crew in front of the 
exhaust. 

 Crews used this breathing apparatus 
when on conventional locomotives. 


