) The first wagon trains, the first transconti-
HlStOry nental railroad, and the first transcontinen-
tal highway crossed Donner Summit. So
did the first transcontinental airway.

When airplanes were new, pilots flew by the “seat of their pants™ flying
only when they could see. Pilots wanted to fly all the time though, and
people wanted airmail, so the Federal Government developed airways
and entrepreneurs improved airplanes.

The first transcontinental airway went right overhead here.

The 1920’s saw great improvement in flying. Planes began to carry ra-
dios (only receivers were required initially) and guidance devices. Radio and lighted beacons
were set up to guide pilots and emergency landing strips were placed at regular intervals.

To the left above you, on top of Signal Hill (the top of Donner Ski Ranch) there is still a beacon
that rotated showing pilots the summit. Below the beacon were two lights oriented east-west in
the direction of the official airway. Above you to the right was airway station #15 with “SF - SL
157 painted on one side of the roof and “Donner” on the other.

Airway stations were placed at regular intervals all the way across the country along the trans-
continental route. They provided up to the minute weather information, tracked traffic and pro-
vided communication.

The station on Donner Summit was commissioned in 1931. It was
decommissioned in 1952 when planes moved to more advanced
technology, more powerful radio beacons, and flew higher, making
the beacons irrelevant.

The Donner station was not a preferred assignment due to the winter
isolation of 40 foot snowfalls. Personnel had to travel miles over the
snow to get to the train station so they could go to Truckee for mail
or supplies. More hardy operators skied the whole way down to
Truckee.

A Good Memory

“We occasionally had dinner with Marie |Fitzpatrick, pictured above in front of the station’s view of Donner Lake| who was very
gracious...the station... was quite cozy, which was good considering the incredible winds that hammered it. The rope line that
served as a handrail was also a comfort when accessing the place. My Mom and I were sometimes a bit silly after dinner on our
way down and we would start running and laughing on those rocks, grabbing the rope in time to stop us from a bad fall.”

Pat Malberg, Lake Mary, remembering visits to the station

s 2 Make your way up the rock and look for the old foundation.
ngs tO O rlg t ere Hike up to Lake Mary for a picnic.
Follow the Pacific Crest Trail north for lakes and great views.

Top pictures courtesy the Norm Sayler Collection at the Donner Summit Historical Society
This sign was sponsored by Don & Pat Malberg Bottom picture courtesy of Mark McLaughlint
Copyright 2011 Donner Summit Historical Society  www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org
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