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Introduction:
This field guide was prepared to compile information related to Donner Pass for CSRM 
docents and others who are interested in the history of human activities and influences on 
the pass. It’s based on many years of research and field exploration, is as accurate as I can 
make it, and it’s revised annually.

However, I don’t claim to be infallible, and I don’t guarantee that everything I claim here 
is entirely accurate. The study of history is the study of both facts and truth. “Facts” are 
somewhat digital, and are either correct or incorrect. The length of Summit Tunnel, the 
years of construction, etc. are facts. “Truth” is a slippery little devil, and the meaning of 
truth changes over time. Who’s right, what the impacts are or were, what the significance 
of things are are different for different people. The truths I tell are mine. I believe them to 
be important, but you, of course, are free to disagree. I hope that the trip and the guide 
will provoke wonder, appreciation, and discussion.

I always appreciate correction of factual errors, so if you find any, please let me know.
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Prep Work
This will be a fun field trip that will likely leave you comfortably tired by the end of the 
day. There aren’t many places to stop for provisions en route, so I suggest that you bring 
water and a lunch. Because our ultimate destination is Donner Pass, with somewhat 
rugged surfaces, please do not wear sandals or open toed shoes. You don’t need hiking 
boots necessarily, but shoes with a tread and some ankle protection will definitely help.

Elevation: We’re headed up to about 7,200’, so sun exposure and thinner air may affect 
your physical abilities. Sunburn is always a concern, so wear a hat or use sunscreen. 
Dehydration is also an issue, so take water and drink it. We’ll be able to use a porta-john 
at Donner Pass near the petroglyph site east of the pass.

Weather is an important issue, because we’ll be in the mountains. NWS now provides 
pretty good spot forecasts, so if you open up your internet browser and go to http://
1.usa.gov/nUXDA4 you can get a pretty good forecast for the pass. 

I-80 is in the midst of a multi-year project to rebuild the entire portion in the Sierra. This 
year, the grade leading up to Yuba Gap is being rebuilt, and this leads to a crossover 
between Emigrant Gap and Cisco. A crossover is where traffic is diverted into the 
opposite roadway. This gives us an extraordinary chance to go up the grade in the 
westbound lane, which is significantly higher than the eastbound lane. Passengers will get  
a unique view of the site of the 2001 Gap fire area.

Big Bend: In past years, we’ve made a stop at Big Bend Visitor Center, where I used to 
work, to check out the Red Mountain lookout display and stretch our legs. I’m very sorry 
to tell you that the Forest Service let this building get damaged in March by heavy snow, 
and is demolishing it rather than repairing it. Unfortunately, it was this attitude toward 
serving the public that caused me to resign from the Forest Service in 2009. I’m very 
sorry that this wonderful resource isn’t available any more.

Tunnel 6: You might want a sweater. It’s 15-20 degrees cooler in the tunnel with a pretty 
stiff, perpetual west wind whistling through it. Tunnel 6 and the overland path leading to 
it is also wet, and you will want to avoid the water on the floor but pe prepared for wet 
socks. A flashlight, of course, is a must. Keep in mind that UPRR still retains ownership, 
and it’s considered a trespass. Neither I, CA State Parks or the Railroad Museum 
Foundation assume any liability or responsibility for anything you do on the field trip. 
The tunnel is potentially hazardous. Occasionally rocks spall off of the ceiling, but not 
often. The biggest hazard I’m aware of are motor vehicles that trespass into the tunnel, 
driving too fast in a narrow space. Don’t say you weren’t warned!

One last thing-- please do NOT collect artifacts-- spikes, square nails, fragments of 
pottery, etc. are all protected by federal law. Our knowledge and understanding of how 
the railroad was built, and who built it, are at least partially based on this evidence. Please 
leave these pieces of the past intact, to honor the events and the men who built the 
railroad.
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Auburn
Meet at Raley’s Supermarket, I-80 at Foresthill road. Let’s meet in the far (southwest) 
corner of the lot, closest to Lincoln Way and Foresthill Road.

Auburn is one of the earliest gold rush settlements. Claude Chana discovered gold along 
Auburn Ravine creek in 1849. Today, Auburn Ravine road parallels the stream from 
about the Foresthill exit to old town. The portion of the creek where Claude made his 
strike sits under today’s Interstate 80, near the UPRR trestle crossing the freeway. The 
trestle is the No. 2 (e/b) track. About a half mile uptrack from the trestle is the Nevada 
St./Conheim Amtrak stop. The first westbound Capitol of the day begins at Auburn at 
0635 on weekdays, with a return trip arriving in Auburn at 1835. Throughout the day, 
Amtrak (and other) bus service drops off and picks up passengers heading both east and 
west, which I like because I commute from here. The original passenger depot on High 
St. ceased operations years ago, but was restored and currently houses the Auburn 
Chamber of Commerce. 

If you look carefully down 
track of the Conheim 
Station, along Nevada St., 
one of the commercial feed 
companies stores hay in a 
decrepit former SPRR 
freight depot. Nothing really 
remains from the railroad 
use, but the roofline is 
unmistakable as an early 20th 
century SP structure. At the 
site of the parking lot for the 
Conheim station, a small 
depot was located until (I 
think) the 1970s. Steve Spath, 
our District electrician, tells 
me that he used to board trains from here when he was a child. Nothing remains except 
for a set of concrete steps and a portion of a foundation wall. Fruit sheds were also 
located nearby, when apples and pears were commercially grown in the Auburn area.

Colfax
(We won’t visit here today, but it’s well worth a visit as you return home.) 

Colfax was founded by the CPRR as a railroad town, and for many years was an 
important stop where locomotives were fueled and watered, and helpers were put on and 
taken off. Today, it’s also a stop for the California Zephyr. There were substantial 
orchards in the area, leading to fruit sheds and a packing industry that faded out in the 
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The first Capitol Corridor train leaves Auburn at 0635 from 
the Conheim Station on Nevada St. This is from a 
December 09 snowy day.



1950s. There is ample evidence in the area of 
Nisenan habitation going back several hundred 
years.

The “white” settlement in this area was 
originally called Illinoistown, but renamed by 
the railroad for Schuyler Colfax. He served as 
House Speaker during the building of the 
CPRR, and Vice President during the Grant 
administration. He visited the site in 1865 to 
inspect railroad construction as a guest of 
Leland Stanford. The naming of the town for 
him is regarded as one of the more innocuous 
bribes for politicians during construction. 
Colfax was also caught up in the Credit 
Mobilier scandal in the 1870s, and though 
widely reviled, he emerged relatively 
unscathed. His statue can be seen at the Amtrak 
parking lot. 

In the early 20th century, the mainline was realigned through Colfax to get rid of an 
awkward curve. The curve existed to accommodate a large roundhouse west of the depot 
and fruit sheds. The roundhouse foreman liked to brag that it was so clean that you could 
eat off of the floor. The site is still used by UPRR for mostly MoW supplies and staging, 
and there is a somewhat hidden Wye track that can be used for turning equipment.

The small depot dates from 1905. Built in SP’s “Collanade” style, it is one of 14 still 
standing, and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. It was restored in 2006 
by members of the Placer-Sierra Railway Heritage Society. SPRR used it as a passenger 
depot until 1971, then as offices for maintenance crews until the 1990s. In the late 1990s 
it was transferred to the City of Colfax, then restored as a volunteer project. It currently 
houses the Chamber of Commerce and a waiting room for passengers, with the former 
baggage room serving as the Colfax Historical Society Museum. In the depot portion are 
photographs of the original depot and the restoration process.

Across and uptrack from the depot is Colfax’s downtown, remarkably unchanged for 
many years. Many photos from the steam days show, for instance, the Pastime Bar. Note 
the reddish former freight depot for the Nevada County Narrow Gauge (NCNG, also 
known as the “Never Come-Never Go”) railroad that ran between Colfax and Nevada 
City from 1876 to 1942. The interchange, where freight and passengers were transferred 
from NCNG to SPRR was roughly where the driveway for today’s Amtrak parking is 
located. Also note the NWPRR caboose in the small town square. It’s slated for 
restoration by the Placer-Sierra group as funds become available. Across the road from 
the Amtrak Station is an ex SP passenger car that was used by the Chamber of Commerce 
for many years. It sits vacant today.
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Schuyler Colfax statue in Colfax.



For Zephyr passengers, the Long Ravine trestle over I-80 and Cape Horn are just a couple 
of miles uptrack. Gold Run is about nine miles east.

Gold Run/Dutch Flat
Take the Gold Run exit and go toward the north (other) side of the freeway (Magra 
Road.) Follow Gold Run Road to the right, paralleling the freeway, for about a half mile. 
Look for the road that will cross the railroad tracks to the left (Lincoln Way.) Cross the 
tracks and turn right on Gold Run School road. This will parallel the tracks for about 1.4 
miles.

Virtually nothing is left of Gold Run, but it was a hydraulic mining town, part of the 
Dutch Flat mining district. As we head easterly, or uptrack, you’ll begin to see a large 
open pit off to the left. This is one of the larger hydraulic mines of the 1860s-1870s. 
Nearly 140 years after it ceased operations, the damage caused by this type of mining 
remains apparent in bare dirt with no soil development, and the acidic groundwater 
ponds. Out of sight on the right side is I-80 going through the Gold Run Hydraulic mine. 
You may have seen the bare gravel bank along the freeway in this area, west of the Dutch 
Flat exit. The image shows what this ridge looks like.

This ridge is a remnant between two 
hydraulic mines that washed away 
millions of cubic feet of auriferous 
(gold-bearing) gravel in the 
1850s-1860s. If you’ve heard 
stories about the CPRR having 
armed guards to protect a section of 
track that was being mined away, 
this is the place. We’ll park 
somewhere here and take a look.

Dutch Flat may or may not have 
been founded by Dutch immigrants 
in the early 1850s; stories vary 
between Dutch or German founders, 
but in the 1860s it was a bustling 

town with the largest number of 
voters in Placer County and a very 

lively social scene. It was also a very rich community, and some of the homes today are 
reminders of that time. Nearly any of the side roads, however, lead to the hydraulic pits—
quite a contrast from the beauty of the town itself. In the 1860s and 1870s, photos show 
the surrounding countryside as quite desolate, because virtually all vegetation was cut 
down or destroyed.

Dutch Flat was all about hydraulic mining, but it plays an important part in CPRR 
history. It was in Dutch Flat that Theodore Judah called on Daniel “Doc” Strong, the local 
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Knife edge ridge between Gold Run and Dutch Flat. 
I-80 is on the right. View is easterly. (Google Earth 
image.)



druggist. Doc Strong knew, he said, of an unbroken 
ridge that would be perfect for a railroad grade 
across the Sierra. Judah and Strong spent several 
weeks exploring what we will follow today. They 
came back to Strong’s Drug Store and drew up 
incorporation papers for the Central Pacific 
Railroad. Alan Hardy, our best authority on Judah, 
has a photo of the Drug Store. The site today is a 
private residence across from the Museum.

Alta, and Sweet Revenge
The nice, civilized way of leaving Dutch Flat is to 
continue up Main Street. Follow the signs to Alta, 
and continue through town. Just trust the road. It 
will lead you across the tracks twice, and find its 
way to Interstate 80 at Crystal Springs. Alta today is 
a few houses, a firehouse, and a K-8 school, but 
even it has an interesting railroad connection.

During construction of the CPRR, an anonymous pamphlet, The Great Dutch Flat 
Swindle was published, probably by the Alta-Californian newspaper in San Francisco. 
The pamphlet claimed that the CP never intended to build track beyond Dutch Flat; that 
the whole railroad scheme was just a way to force people to use the Dutch Flat-Donner 
Lake Wagon road, partly owned by Charlie Crocker. When the tracks extended past 
Dutch Flat, Leland Stanford named the very first stop “Alta,” to taunt detractors of the 
railroad.
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The site of “Doc” Strongʼs store in Dutch Flat, 
where he and Judah drew up the articles of 
incorporation for the Central Pacific railroad 
Strongʼs store structure was torn down in the early 
20th century.

Dutch Flat in its heyday, when Judah and Doc 
Strong founded the Central Pacific Railroad.



The Dutch Flat road, by the way, was a phenomenal success during its short life. In 1859. 
silver was discovered in Nevada-- the Comstock Lode. The Dutch Flat road was 
essentially a straight line between the Comstock and the West’s financial center of San 
Francisco (and conveniently where the U.S. Mint was located.) It was so busy in 1865 
that only freight was carried during daylight, and only passenger coaches at night. 
Completion of the railroad caused it to be essentially abandoned, but in the 20th century 
it took on a new life as the Lincoln Highway. More on that later.

Heading Up I-80
As we head up past Baxter, we’re getting past the foothills and into serious mountains. 
Ponderosa Pine, Incense Cedar, Kellogg Oak, and a few Sugar Maples are the dominant 
flora, and this is some of the best timberland in the United States. The thick forests we 
see today are much denser than they were in the 1860s. During that time, the CP and its 
contractors (not to mention miners) grabbed all of the easy timber to build the railroad 
and associated improvements with. Considering that every tie and every stick of lumber 
for the line all the way into Promontory Utah had to be cut in the Sierra, the amount was 
staggering. 

Following completion of the line, this exploitation of the forests continued for the first 
snowsheds, built from over 22 million board feet of lumber, and untold thousands of 
cords of fuelwood for wood-fired steam engines. Railroads also provided easy transport 
to market, and this line helped cause development of the timber industry here. At Towle, 
near Dutch Flat, and later at Emigrant Gap, were major sawmills, cutting not only 
dimensional lumber, but manufacturing finished products such as fruit and vegetable lugs 
for California’s produce markets, doors and windows for cities in the Sacramento Valley 
and Nevada. Some of these mills lasted well into the mid-20th century.

Cisco/Big Bend
Cisco was the end of track in 1865 as thousands of men worked furiously to bore over a 
dozen tunnels through both metamporphic (reddish, up here) and incredibly hard granite  
(grey) rock.

We aren’t going to Cisco, largely because there’s little or nothing to see these days. Back 
in the 1860s, though, Cisco had between 2,500 and 4,000 residents and was a very busy 
and noisy place. During that time, every piece of RR equipment for the construction was 
off-loaded here and put on wagons to be hauled up to the worksite. This included 
thousands of casks of black powder, thousands of hammers and star drills, grinding 
stones, axes, fuses, shovels, picks,  crowbars, single axle carts, telegraph keys, wire, and 
dozens of other items. Then the food! Beans, salt pork, flour, potatoes for the caucasians. 
Rice, pickled octopus, noodles, soy sauce, chilis, dried fish, peas, and many things that 
I’m not sure I could stomach were trans-shipped from here, brought up in brownware jars 
from across the Pacific for the thousands of Chinese men who built the road. Thank 
goodness for brownware! It’s one of the ways that we can firmly locate the sites of 
Chinese camps on the railroad, as we’ll see at Donner Pass. 
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During this time, 
Cisco had a 400’ 
long freight 
platform. At the 
time, this was the 
western terminus 
of the Dutch Flat-
Donner Lake 
Wagon road. Built 
by Charlie 
Crocker, this toll 
road dominated 
the Comstock 
Lode traffic 
between here and 
the mines in and 
around Virginia 
City, because it 
connected directly 
with the railroad. 
It served the 
railroad’s needs, as 
well as the freight 
needs for the Comstock lode and mines in Northern Nevada and Southern Idaho.

As soon as the tunnels were complete, Cisco was essentially abandoned, though there 
was a station and a small hotel there for many years. The hotel burned to the ground in 
the 1940s. For many years, the Cisco Station was housed in a very large, double-wide 
snow shed. Natural and artificial lakes south of the station provided water for steam 
engines, and in a few places, remnants of the pipelines that carried the water can be 
found. In fact, up over the ridge are a few small bodies of water named “SP Lakes.” 
Hmmm.

There were actually two Ciscos. The Cisco on the CP line was Upper Cisco. Lower 
Cisco, with its own businesses, bars, hotels and ephemera, was located roughly where the 
gas station and café are today. It was at the junction of the main Dutch Flat road and the 
cutoff to Upper Cisco, along the South Yuba river.

About 2.5 miles from Cisco is Big Bend Visitor Center. The Forest Service has unwisely 
decided to tear it down after some minor snow damage. Since I was responsible for 
building the center, and lived here for thirteen years, this is personally very distressing to 
me. I won’t be discussing it on the trip, but here’s some historic background on this very 
special place. 
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Alfred Hart photo 1257, circa 1865. The view is to the north, with 
the railroad tracks in the foreground.



Big Bend is famous in California history as the site of the winter camp of the Stephens-
Townsend-Murphy party, who were the first group to cross the Sierra with covered 
wagons in 1844. Members of the Stephens party made it to Big Bend in late November  
but were stopped by deep snows, and were trapped here until March 1845 when they 
were rescued by others from the group who managed to make it to Sutter’s Fort for help.

Unlike the Donner party, who lost almost half of their group to starvation and madness, 
everyone in the Stephens party survived. In fact, due to two births along the way, their 
number actually increased during the journey to California. 

One of the births was at Big Bend in early December 1844. Elizabeth Yuba Murphy grew 
up to be a lovely woman, living for a time in Chico. Elisha Stephens, the leader of this 
group, settled in San Jose (Stevens Creek was on his ranch,) moving to where Bakersfield 
is in 1862. He was bitter when the transcontinental railroad was finished because the 
CPRR did not invite him to ride a train across the pass that his group first found feasible 
to cross.

Slightly east of the FS station, there are rust marks from covered wagon tires in the 1840s 
and 1850s. The smooth granite here is somewhat unique on the trail in that the 
topography forced people to really only come on one footprint, so there is a concentration 
of evidence of wagon travel across the area. You can see the large expanse of nearly bare 
granite from Interstate 80 between the Cisco and Rainbow Road exits. 

Across old 40 from Big Bend is evidence of the DFDLWR and Lincoln Highway behind 
a three-bay garage. As you travel up 80 and pass the Kingvale exit, glance over at the 
large CalTrans facility about a half mile east of the exit. This is the largest CalTrans 
station in California. There are 24 bays (with heated floors!) for snowplows to keep 80 
open in the winter, as well as a barracks for winter workers and a kitchen that’s open 24 
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Big Bend Visitor Center, 
February 2008. The historic 
plaque marks the Overland 
Emigrant Trail. Big Bend is also 
the site of the 1844 winter camp 
of the Stephens party, the first 
group to cross the Sierra with 
covered wagons.



hours per day during snow season. By the way, the heated floors aren’t for worker 
comfort, but to keep ice from freezing the equipment to the floor.

Snow!

When Theodore Judah surveyed the line, he vastly underestimated the amount of winter 
snows. Additionally, Sierra “cement” is wetter and heavier than snow in most other areas. 
Since the 1860s, snow has been a major challenge to railroading across Donner, and it 
remains so today. 2010-11 was one of the heaviest winters for snow in nearly a century, 
and it was the first time that UPRR brought out rotary plows in over a decade, except for 
training runs.

For many years, most of the line above 5,000,’ (roughly from Emigrant Gap nearly to 
Truckee) was enclosed by tunnels or snowsheds. Railroaders called it “railroading in a 
barn.” Exhaust fumes choked train crews and passengers. Sparks from smokestacks set 
sheds on fire. Even without fires, maintaining wooden sheds was very labor intensive and 
expensive. One of the most scenic views in the world was largely blocked.

Early snow removal technology looks ridiculous to us today, but enterprising people were 
experimenting with different solutions to an important problem. Relatively quickly, the 
rotary plow, flangers, and Jordan Spreaders were developed and their technology remains 
in use today. 

© 2009-2011 Phil Sexton. All rights reserved.

1920s era postcard showing a steam engine E/B above Big Bend.



As snow removal technology improved, most of the sheds were removed. Today, less 
than one mile of concrete sheds remain, near Crystal Lake, west of Cisco, the sheds at 
Norden, and the west portal of the big bore under Mt. Judah..

Though flangers and Jordan spreaders have been mechanically improved, they do the 
same work they did in the 19th 
century. The rotary plows used 
today date from the 1920s, 
though they have been 
converted from steam power 
to diesel electric power. 

Rotaries are very expensive to 
operate, and since Union 
Pacific took over in 1996, it’s 

very rare to see a rotary in service, and 
the huge storms of past years are rare 
today. Many people feel that the 
effects of climate change have resulted 
in decreased snowfall in the Sierra. 
Though the winter of 2010-11 had 
very deep and long lasting snowfall, 
long-term trends indicate an overall decrease in annual snowfall in the Sierra. This may 
have serious consequences for recreation, irrigation, fire danger and the overall ecology 
of the Sierra and California over time.

© 2009-2011 Phil Sexton. All rights reserved.

Multiple engines forcing a bucker plow into the snow near Norden, late 19th century

Screw type rotary snowplows were tested on 
the line in the 1870s. They were spectacular 
failures. The screw plow above actually packed 
snow on the rails, which derailed the plow.



Soda Springs/
Norden
Remain on I-80 until the 
Soda Springs exit. Leaving 
the freeway here, go up the 
road for about one mile 
and turn right at the 
blinking yellow light. 

This is Soda Springs road. 
Cross the tracks and notice 
the overflow parking area 
on the left for Soda 
Springs Ski area (a sign 
says LOT 3.) Turn left into 
the lot.  We’ll stop here 
and do some orientation, and 
then we’ll take a portion of the Dutch Flat road for a couple of miles. This is an unpaved 
and dusty road, so if you don’t want to be in the dust, you can double back and head up 
east on Donner Pass road to the turnoff just before  Sugar Bowl Academy, right at the 
pass.

The blinking yellow light marked the north terminus of the Soda Springs road. If you 
know where the turns are, you can follow this road all the way to Foresthill. The large 
building just before the light is now condos, but historically was the Soda Springs Hotel. 
The actual Soda Springs are several miles south, and were owned by the Railroad. Mark 
Hopkins had a cabin there, and there was a hotel. Today the area is called “The Cedars” 
and is privately owned and not accessible to the public. 

In the late 30s, Soda Springs and Norden were both stops for SPRR’s famous snow trains. 
You could come up to ski at Soda Springs Ski Area (California’s first downhill ski area) 
across the tracks, and then return to SF by train for a fare between $4.25 and $5.50. Skis 
could be rented and fitted on the train for a slight extra charge. The train made stops at 
Emigrant Gap, Cisco, Soda Springs Hotel, Norden, and Truckee. Service ended at the 
beginning of WWII and unfortunately never resumed.

Today, Soda Springs and Norden share a post office, but they were two separate 
settlements. Around the Norden sheds was a small city of SPRR housing, all connected 
by wooden sheds so that people could go between buildings in deep snow. The residences 
and turntable were removed in the 1980s, leaving behind only the large concrete shed. It’s 
not a staffed station anymore, but in its heyday, there was a kitchen, housing, a turntable, 
dispatcher, and the people necessary to keep the trains running. The concrete sheds are 
mostly quiet today, but in the winter, snow removal equipment sometimes refuels from 
tanks in the shed.
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Westbound Rotary plow in the 1950s.



We’re going to the 
pass on a portion of 
the 1860s Dutch Flat-
Donner Lake Wagon 
road. There’s a few 
chuckholes and lots of 
dust, but it’s a nice 
route, and you’ll be 
able to see the west 
portal of tunnel 42 
(2.2 miles.) We reach 
pavement at three 
miles, where our route 
crosses Mt. Judah 
road, which leads to 
Sugar Bowl Lodge to 
the right.

Though Google maps 
calls this “Van Norden 
Lake Road,” actually it 

is the DFDLWR and the Lincoln Highway. Until the developers of Royal Gorge build out 
this area, it’s also a very pleasant and somewhat unknown road.

When this was the Dutch Flat road, you probably would have seen the dust from wagons 
traveling the road from quite a distance. Though the forest is denser today than it was in 
the 1860s, it’s easy to be here and see many of the same things that teamsters and railroad 
workers would have seen. They would likely recognize this road today.

When you reach the paved road, continue across for about a third of a mile, past the 
lefthand curve and many cars. Park on the 
right before you get to the tin building. Don’t 
park in the lot for Sugar Bowl Academy, and 
don’t park in front of a no parking sign.

Center Shaft and Tunnel 6
Behind the tin building, which was the gas 
house when the main building was a highway 
maintenance station, is the now-covered 
center shaft of Tunnel 6. You probably know 
the story of drilling a center shaft to speed up 
progress on the tunnel. You’ve probably heard 
that the first steam engine in California was 
cannibalized to turn into a steam hoist to lift 
rock out of the shaft. Let’s go take a look.
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Steel cap on the center shaft of Tunnel 6. In 
the background is the old fuel house of the 
1930s Department of Transportation yard, 
now “Sugar Bowl Academy.”

SP Promotional photo of the Norden Ski Hut circa 1938, when ski 
trains were in service. The ski hut was located inside the wooden snow 
sheds.



The shaft has been covered with 
this plate of steel for over a 
decade, but look around. You’ll 
see very rotten iron rail that was 
a grille over the shaft. This 
allowed exhaust gases to vent 
from steam engines. Some 
people believe that these are 
remnants of the first rails laid by  
CPRR. You’ll also see studs 
with rusted nuts. These were the 
anchors for the steam engine. 
There was a hoist house here, so 
the engine and shaft were 
covered with a roof and walls, 
very important during winter, 
which is not only snowy, but 
incredibly windy and cold here.

Now we have a choice. I’d like to 
take people out to the east portal of 
Tunnel 6 from above, where we can 
find some sites of buildings used 
during construction. 

I’d also like to take people down to 
the petroglyphs past Rainbow bridge 
and walk up the old road to China 
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(above.) Portion of Hart 196 stereograph 
showing the center shaft of Tunnel 6. The shaft 
and steam hoist was inside the barn structure on 
the right.
(left.) Tunnel 6 interior, winter 2008. The 
humongous icicle comes from the center shaft. 
When this tunnel was in use, the snow crews 
used plows, sledgehammers, saws, shotguns 
and explosives to remove ice buildup from the 
tunnel. The freeze-thaw cycle fills the tunnel floor 
with solid ice. Detonation cord was laid inside the 
rails and blown up to loosen the ice for removal.



Wall. We can do both if you’d like to spend 
the time, or we can split the group in two 
and have some drivers walk from one 
location to the other if they’re willing.

Tunnel 6 Upper
Walking southeasterly from the center shaft, 
we’re walking toward the east portal of 
Tunnel 6, but also crossing the divide 
between the Pacific Slope and the Great 
Basin. The South Yuba will eventually flow 
into the Sacramento River and into the 
Pacific Ocean. The Truckee River flows into 
Pyramid Lake and evaporates. This fact 
illustrates the stunning achievement of the 

Big 4 in building the Pacific Railroad. The completion of the Summit Tunnel and Suez 
Canal, which both opened in 1869, shrank the globe dramatically and made travel and 
commerce much faster and less expensive. The railroad remains one of the great 
democratizing events in world history.

We walk across rounded and discolored granite, decomposing under our feet. This is due 
to the harsh exposure here, summer and winter. Because we’re at the very top, and there’s 
little or no tree cover, winter weather is absolutely horrible here. Finding our way down, 
we’ll notice some flat pads that, when we examine Hart photos from construction, had 
crude buildings on them. Here’s where the surveyors did their calculations, where the 
engineers scratched their heads as the tunnel was being built. In winter time, this is one of 
the worst places on the planet, with nightly winds over 100 mph and blinding blizzards. 
One of the RR histories talks about four men who, during a snowstorm, started from one 
building to the other, less than 50 yards. Only three arrived. After a few hours, the fourth 
man staggered to the door. He had become lost and disoriented in the blizzard, and had 
nearly succumbed. In another story, an entire barracks full of Chinese was buried by an 
avalanche, taking the building full of people down the hill. Their remains were not found 
until spring.

Look around the flat areas we walk to. If you look carefully, you’ll see a lot of tiny pieces 
of debris, or what an archaeologist would call lithics. Some of this is from the 20th 
century, such as clear and brown glass (soft drink and beer bottles,) fragments of snow 
disks, aluminum cans, etc. In a few places, you can find fragments of brown clay pottery, 
square nails, squashed rusty objects that may have been chimney remnants, dark green 
glass, and other items. In July 2011, a Sierra Club group I was with found pieces of 
Chinese rice bowls, a remarkable find after all this time. If and when you find these 
artifacts, feel free to pick them up, photograph them, share them with others, and then 
return them to where you found them.
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This marker is inconspicuous, but it sits right 
at the actual pass on the Dutch Flat road 
route. It was an attempt by E Clampus Vitus 
to re-name Donner Pass in the 1970s.



This whole area is an 
active archeological 
site and all of these 
artifacts are protected 
under Federal law. 
More than the legal 
stuff, however, is the 
karma associated with 
places like this. These 
remnants of the past 
have stories to tell. 
They witnessed and 
felt the building of the 
Pacific railroad, and 
have survived over 145 
years of searing summer 
heat and dismal winter 
cold. They were used by 
men who worked harder than we can even imagine to bind the continent together. By 
leaving this evidence in place, you honor the men who gave sweat, effort, and in many 
cases, their lives for us today.

Inside the tunnel, look for evidence of how it was built. Star drills were pounded with 
sledges, drilling 24 inch or deeper holes, packed with black powder (or in some cases, 
filled with nitroglycerin,) had a clay seal put over the powder. A fuse was inserted and lit, 
and the workers ran as fast as they could. Suddenly, BOOM! If the powder didn’t fire like 
a cannon, it cleaved the rock. Today, you can see many half round marks where the rock 
was drilled and split. The granite is so hard, the holes look like they were made yesterday.

From here we can wander on down to the DFDLWR route and walk toward the east 
portal of Tunnel 6, or we can return to vehicles and come up from the bottom. Your 
choice!

Donner Pass- McGlashan Point
Let’s talk about names. This is Donner Pass, not Donner Summit. The word pass is the 
appropriate one here. A pass is the low point on a ridge that allows us to cross from one 
side to the other. Summit denotes a mountain top, which this is certainly not. However, 
locals refer to this area as “Donner Pass.” “Donner Summit” is where I-80 crosses the 
Sierra a couple of miles north. On the old highway, drive across the pass and park in the 
viewpoint just past the bridge. This is McGlashan Point, and has a world famous view of 
Donner Lake.

On the north side of the bridge, the two prominent peaks are Mt. George Stewart and Mt. 
Elisha Stephens. Stephens was the Captain of the Stephens-Townsend-Murphy party, the 
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The rectangular pattern of rocks here indicates that a building was 
here in the 1860s. With careful searching, iron and glass fragments 
provide conclusive evidence.



first group of emigrants to cross the Sierra here in November 1844, two years before the 
Donner party. 

George Stewart was an English Professor at Cal Berkeley for many years, and from the 
1920s to the early 1960s wrote several books about the Emigrant Trail, the Donner Party, 
and even Donner Pass. A lesser-known work that I recommend is Storm, a late 1930s 
novel about a storm that rips into California, coming across Donner Pass. The narrative 
takes the reader to San Francisco, Reno, Sacramento, and of course here to Donner to 
examine what happens when a big storm lets loose, affecting people’s lives, cutting off 
communications, and of course, affecting the railroad. 

When I left the Forest Service, I was working on a revision to the Overland Emigrant 
Trail map, and our research indicated strongly that the Stephens route to cross the pass is 
north of old Highway 40, essentially under the powerlines you can see. The conventional 
wisdom is that they crossed roughly where the railroad is, but the emigrant diaries 
describe a landscape that is not present where the railroad is. If you have questions, we 
can discuss the details.

Let’s walk downhill to the Petroglyph site. If you need to drive, there’s limited parking in 
a gravel lot just past where we want to walk around.

The Donner Pass Petroglyphs have been here between 2,500 and 4,000 years, and are the 
earliest evidence of human activity in this area. The style and age of the glyphs put them 
in the Martis period, named for the people who used this area then. The Martis left no 
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Most people call this “Rainbow Bridge” but itʼs actually named the Pioneer Bridge. It opened 
in 1924. Norman Raab, who engineered this bridge, was a descendant of pioneers who 
crossed this pass with covered wagons in the 1850s. Note the SPRR snowsheds in the 
background. Truckee (eastbound) is to the left. China Wall is just off of the right edge of the 
photo. McGlashan point is the hill just past the bridge.



written or cultural record except for petroglyphs, arrowheads, and other basalt and 
obsidian lithics. They did not call themselves Martis. We call them that because the first 
objects to define their civilization were found nearby in Martis Valley, south of Truckee.

Nevertheless, today’s Washoe tribe claims a kinship, and they regard this as a quasi-
sacred place. Occasionally, tribal elders will have ceremonies at the petroglyph site. What 
do the ‘glyphs mean? We don’t know. When I worked here, we brought out a Washoe 
Cultural specialist (William Dancing Feather) and his mother, a shaman named Hetta. 
She did a blessing here and we talked about what they might mean. In her opinion, this 
was mostly doodling by women and children who stayed here while men traded and 
hunted on beautiful summer days. Stop for a few moments and imagine the scene here, 
without cars, without planes, without the railroad.

Ask me about why you cannot see the Lake from the glyph site. Let’s talk about an 
alternative. Ask me about the nearby pictograph site, on the way to China Wall. I dare ya!

China Wall
Let’s walk over to this grand, dry laid, engineering marvel. During its practical life from 
1866 to 1993, the wall supported hundreds of thousands of trains carrying millions of 
tons of freight and millions of passengers, and it still could today. The latest rumors we’re 
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Looking south on old US 40 toward Mt. Judah. China Wall is the dark object in the 
center of the frame.Tunnel 7 is to the right of China Wall. Near the road in the center-
left view is the Martis petroglyph site. This was the view in April 2009.



hearing from UPRR is that 
they would like to re-track 
the route in a few years, 
but we also hear other 
people associated with the 
railroad saying that there’s 
no way they would re-
track this. Advantages to 
re-tracking would include 
the scenic value for 
passengers, and increased 
efficiency for the railroad. 
The big bore through Mt. 
Judah is single track, and a 
bottleneck for the railroad. 
Disadvantages would 
include a very high 
maintenance cost, 
particularly in winter. 
SPRR de-tracked China 
Wall and about 3.5 miles 
of the No. 1 track in 1993. 

Take a close look at China 
Wall. If you’re able, walk up to the wall. Touch the rocks, consider the joints. Consider 
for a few moments the hundreds of men crawling over this area, quarrying waste rock 
from the tunnel excavations. Look carefully and you can find quarry marks on some of 
the stones.

Today, we view the wall for its beauty and grace. We marvel at the achievement here. 
This wall was and is one of the engineering marvels of the world, constructed by hand in 
a furious race to build as far and as quickly as possible. These stones were put in place 
over 140 years ago, yet they remain capable of supporting thousands of tons of weight. 
The men who built this line would recognize the wall today. It exists to inspire us, yet it 
was built in great haste. There was no time for grace or aesthetics, yet here it is, a thing of 
beauty, delicate in its own way, a huge intrusion into the wilderness that oddly blends in 
and complements the natural setting.

Lincoln Highway
The nation’s highway history is inextricably linked with Donner 
Pass. The Lincoln Highway was the nation’s first route across the 
country suitable for automobiles, and the crossing under the tracks 
was the first separation of grade built for automobiles. In fact, this is 
the road that brought my grandparents and my mother (age 4 in 
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Detail from Hart 199, circa 1866 The view is toward the west 
from the top of Tunnel 7 (now with a concrete roof.) A wagon is 
traveling east on the Dutch Flat Wagon Road.
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(above) China Wall is to the left in this view from Windy Point. In the center is the 1913 
Lincoln Highway alignment, under Tunnel #7. (below) detail of intricate masonry on China 
Wall.



1921) to California. If route 66 is called the ‘mother road,’ then the earlier Lincoln 
Highway is the ‘father road.’

The Lincoln Highway didn’t involve very much new road construction; instead, it was 
primarily existing routes with common signing. Across the Sierra, the first Lincoln 
Highway route was the Dutch Flat road. Here at Donner Pass, there is an important part 
of this highway (and railroad) history that’s overlooked by many people.

In 1912, when the highway was designated, the road crossed through a snowshed at the 
east end of tunnel 6, and down the Dutch Flat grade. With a tunnel on one side and a 
snowshed on the other, motorists could not see trains approaching, and there were 
fatalities as a result. To help with this, the very first separation of grade (underpass) for 
automobiles was build close to China Wall. A new route was built down to intersect the 
Dutch Flat road. Much, much safer!

The next time you’re in the 
Museum, take a look at the 
mural next to the snowshed in 
the Sierra scene. If you look 
carefully, you can see the 
“new” Lincoln Highway route 
that wasn’t built until 1912! I 
guess I bear some of the blame 
for this, even though it was 
created before I came to work 
for Parks. I supplied some of 
the reference photos used for 
the mural. Sorry about that!

In spite of thousands of years of 
human influence and 

modification, the pass remains much as it was before human influence. Its beauty and 
rugged character still challenge and inspire many people. Due to the fame of the railroad 
and the infamy of the Donner party, people from all over the world come here just to 
connect with our common heritage.

We hear occasional rumors that Union Pacific will re-track this original route within the 
next few years, to ease congestion over the hump. Whether this actually happens, of 
course, is up in the air. It was de-tracked partially due to cost, and partly due to being 
very labor intensive to maintain in winter. Regardless of what actually happens, today we 
can stand in the footsteps of the brave people who built the railroad, and in doing so, 
changed a nation. If Charlie Crocker or James Strobridge or Leland Stanford were to 
show up today, they would recognize the scene.
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Circa 1915, a vehicle travels under the railroad on the Lincoln 
Highway This is the nationʼs first separation of grade for autos.



So, What Does This All Mean?
Donner Pass is, at least in my opinion, the most historic square half mile in California. 
Across this pass or nearby, people have crossed from the Great Basin to and from the 
Pacific Slope for thousands of years. John C. Fremont, Elisha Stephens, and Caleb 
Greenwood were some of the first American pioneers who created a route through here 
just in time for the Gold Rush of 1849. The Donner party actually reached this pass 
before they turned back and suffered tragedy. Thousands of years before this, Washoe, 
Martis, and Nisenan people left their mark with petroglyphs, projectile points and 
bedrock mortars that are commonly found on the landscape.

In the 1860s, the Central Pacific built a railroad that would be difficult to build even 
today, coming right through this place. It was, and is, an engineering marvel. Between 
1867 and 2003, the railroad carried people and merchandise, connecting California to the 
United States at a time when the rest of the Union was at the Missouri River. The route 
east created opportunity for farmers in California, opening markets to the east. It allowed 
people who came west during the Gold Rush to realistically return or visit home for a 
short visit in just a few days, rather than months.

Throughout the 20th century, and continuing today, California’s fresh fruits and 
vegetables cross the Sierra in refrigerator cars and feed much of the nation. During World 
War II, this route was vital for the transport of troops, munitions and materials for the 
Pacific Theatre. Portions of the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were 
carried across this route, as well as presidents, kings, and commoners.
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Looking east from above the east portal of Tunnel 6 at Donner Pass. Visible is the concrete 
cover over Tunnel 7, the “new” Lincoln Highway route to the left, Donner Lake, and clouds 
over Nevada.



Because of the efforts of thousands of men and women who came before us, starting with 
Native Americans, continuing with American emigrants, railroad builders, people who 
dreamed of good highways, the people who started the ski and tourism industries in the 
Sierra, our lives are easier today. The Donner route continues to be the second most 
heavily used corridor in and out of California, and is one of the great wonders of the 
world.
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