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50 interpretive signs along 
Old 40

http://www.donnersummithistoricalso-
ciety.org/pages/20MileMuseum.html

Take the Scenic Route
Donner Summit’s
Old Highway 40

The 20 Mile Museum Story
“...inexpressibly comprehensive, grand, and picturesque. After congratulating ourselves upon the safe achievement of our 
morning feat, and breathing our mules a few minutes, we proceeded on our journey. A mile brought us to a small dimple on top 
of the mountain, in the centre of which is a miniature lake, surrounded by green grass.”

What I saw in California 
Edwin Bryant 1849 upon reaching Donner Summit

"Donner Summit is grand and unique and the Donner Summit Historical Society has em-
barked on a project to highlight the history and beauty of the Summit.

"The 20 Mile Museum will consist of interpretive signs placed on private commercial 
property and along Old Highway 40. Each sign will highlight the history of the 

location, display historical photographs and quotes, tell a good story, and list 
activities for that location."

That’s how we introduced the idea of the 20 Mile Museum in 2011.

Regular readers who read to the end of the monthly Heirloom see the 
graphic to the right along with the rest of the ad here.  Those driving along Old High-

way 40 or nearby in late spring, summer, and fall, see at least some of the fifty or so 
signs like the one to the left.

The 20 Mile Museum signs are a creative outcome to some relatively recent Don-
ner Summit history.  Serene Lakes is a community, today, of about eight hundred 
forty houses. You can read about its history, “The Ice in Ice Lakes,” on our website’s 
“Story” page*. 

At the end of 2005 two developers showed up on Donner Summit in Serene Lakes hav-
ing just purchased three thousand acres, including Summit Valley or Van Norden Meadow, 
surrounding Serene Lakes, as well as the Serene Lakes themselves.  They wanted to build a 
high-end development with more than nine hundred residential units, restaurants, hotels, a 
swimming pool (one developer’s wife suggested to a resident that it would be so nice to be 
able to swim in a pool rather than the lakes), and many other components.  They wanted to 
build a tower at Pt. Mariah, for example, so people could better see the four thousand foot 

*http://www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/pages/Stories.html



Finding Your Way Through Donner Summit History
We're closing in on two hundred issues of the Heirloom: thousands of pages, thousands of pictures, and hundreds of subjects. 
You've probably begun to realize that you cannot keep all the history in your head. Even if you remember it all, retrieval is 
difficult.

Fortunately one of the choices we made back at the birth of the DSHS was to index all our Heirloom articles and pictures. 
We've diligently kept up the indices so that they are many pages long, full of alphabetized titles and subjects.  Go to our web-
site and to any of the Heirloom pages (one for each year) and you'll find links to the Heirloom indices.

One of the strengths of the DSHS is the incomparable historical photograph collection.  The collection is thousands of pictures 
and again the sheer number makes finding anything in particular, difficult.  Avoid the long URL by going to our website and 
clicking on the "photographs" link and then to the "historic photo collection link."  A third link, to the FlickR URL will take 
you to those thousands of searchable historical photographs of Donner Summit.  Have fun.

Serene Lakes pg 1      Red Mountain pg 10      Sugar bowl pg 11     Norden Store pg 17    
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Story Locations in this Issue

Find us on the the DSHS YouTube channel https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJenAxPCb47Y14agmVGI-zA
Find us on FaceBook where we place a new historical picture daily.

editor:
Bill Oudegeest
209-606-6859
info@donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

Proofread by Pat Malberg, Lake Mary, Donner 
Summit
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deep Royal Gorge.  They wanted to dredge the lakes and ex-
cavate more lakes as well as a reservoir. They even threatened 
that they could drain the current lakes if they wanted. You get 
the idea - it wasn't a good one.  

The people in Serene Lakes took umbrage at the idea and its 
various parts and began a counter campaign.  They built a 
coalition of eight different groups in opposition and devel-
oped a number of different strategies to end the proposal, the 
developers having refused to make any adjustments to their 
development ideas. The entire episode would be a good story, 
part of Donner Summit history because it includes something 
that had never been done before.  Keep reading.  For now, 
there are so many components to the story that the collating 
of all our materials and writing of the history seems daunting.

In the end a souring economy, the local and Donner Summit 
opposition, lots of publicity, and legal hurdles, all ended the 
project. One great  irony is that, here  we are the source of 
water, the developers couldn't find enough for their new com-
munity.  That's a story for anotheer time.  For our story here,  
one of the opposition strategies developed into the 20 Mile 
Museum.  

As opposition strategies were developed it became obvious 
that there could not just be opposition to the project. The 
opponents had to be for something as well.  If not, it would 
be hard to garner outside support for the opposition as the 
residents would open themselves up to the charge of NIMBY-
ism – we’ve got ours everyone else keep out. Indeed, the very 
first question the National Public Radio (NPR) posed to the 
Serene Lakes president during an interview was, aren’t you 
all just a bunch of NIMBY’s?  Fortunately the president had 
developed a list of possible questions NPR would ask.  He 
responded that the summit community was not against all de-
velopment. In fact, it wanted development along old Highway 
40, the commercial corridor. It wanted more businesses and 
amenities. It wanted more visitors.  That had been born out by 
survey done by Serene Lakes of its, at that time, six hundred 
residents.  The results of the survey were duplicated by the 
Donner Summit Area Association’s survey of the whole sum-
mit area.  The Summit population just didn’t think the whole 
proposed development fit with the small residential neighbor-
hood a mile away from the old highway, that is Serene Lakes.  
Nor was the proposal going to be good for the three thousand 
surrounding acres and the lakes.

Here is the a map of the proposed development. In the cen-
ter of the green is the current Serene Laks community. The 
proposal called for four "camps:" Lake Camp,Wilderness 
Camp, Ski Camp, and Summit Camp.  The different colors 
show different categories  and densities of development.
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We should first wrap up the development story so you’re not 
in suspense before we get to the 20 Mile Museum story.  The 
first part of the story’s conclusion ended with the develop-
ers having to give up their development idea. For the second 
part, the part that had never been done before, Serene Lakes 
approached the local Truckee Donner Land Trust with the 
idea of purchasing the three thousand acres surrounding 
Serene Lakes in order to save the land in perpetuity.  These 
last prospective developers were only the latest in a long line 
over the decades - icluding one idea to make Serene Lakes the 
water supply for San Francisco - but that's also another story 
for another time.  Stay tuned.  

The Land Trust was hesitant. That’s not how things work. 
Normally a land trust sees land it wants to preserve and looks 
for money in the form of grants, donations and government 
money to buy the properties.  With the purchase complete 
they then often divest themselves of the land by giving it to a 
governmental entity. On Donner Summit that’s how Summit 
Canyon and Schallenburger Ridge became part of the Don-
ner Memorial State Park. In that “normal” situation there is a 
discreet number of players: a property owner, the Land Trust 
and its donors, and the governmental entity that will end up 
with the land. 

How, the Land Trust wanted to know, would this work with 
the Serene Lakes Homeowners’ Association's hundreds of 

members.  Besides that we were talking about twelve million 
dollars which was more than Serene Lakes might raise so that 
meant pulling in Sugar Bowl’s homeowners as well as various 
other entities.  It had never been done that way.  It would be 
too unwieldly.  

The end of the story is a good one.

Serene Lakes countered the Land Trust saying the Land Trust 
had never worked with a committed and energetic homeown-
ers’ Association.  Look at what we’d done in opposition to 
the developers so far.  The next step was the Land Trust’s.  
They put together various sources of money, including almost 
$4,000,000 from Serene Lakes (and another $4,000,000 from 
the Sugar Bowl homeowners) to purchase the entire three 
thousand acres.  This has to be put into perspective because 
the Land Trust had a point.  Sugar Bowl is a well off commu-
nity with quite a few billionaires.  Serene Lakes, at the time, 
was more modestly economically situated. It had been more 
of a blue collar community compared to other Tahoe/Truckee 
area communities.  A not insignificant number of homeowners 
had built their own houses or at least finished off the shells 
themselves.  Today that’s changing but then, Serene Lakes' 
$4,000,000 share seemed daunting. 

Summit Valley eventually ended up going to the Forest Ser-
vice. The rest of the land remains with the Land Trust.

What led to the 20 Mile Museum? 
Now, what led to the 20 Mile Museum?  That goes back to 
the coming of the freeway, Interstate 80, in the early 1960’s.  
Until then, all along Highway 40, there had been little com-
munities, ski areas, hotels, lodges, restaurants, gas stations, 
and other businesses that catered to tourists and travelers. 
Travel along Highway 40 had been a leisurely affair given all 
the traffic and its two lanes.  The many businesses provided 
travelers with rest stops, souvenir stops, and automobile 
repair opportunities.  Interstate 80 today is four lanes and 
cars are more reliable.  21st Century travelers are in a rush 
and Interstate 80 gets them where they want to go and further 
from home than before. The coming of the freeway changed 
everything for those little communities along Highway 40.

Soda Springs, Donner Summit, was one of the victims of the 
coming of Interstate 80.  What had been a vibrant community 
started a long downhill slide as businesses closed – see the 
following article and pictures.

Having been galvanized into action by the failed develop-
ment and the summit surveys, people on Donner Summit 
began looking at ways to improve commercial prospects 
along old Highway 40.  The basic problem, though, was that 
no one will build a new commercial establishment if there 
are no visitors and visitors will not come if they don’t know 

about the attractions and if there is no infrastructure to sup-
port their visits.  For example, bathrooms are important as is 
parking.

Here a trip to Europe provided an answer.  Bill Oudegeest 
and his wife were heading for Europe in 2010. They usu-
ally stay overnight in a hotel near the San Francisco airport 
to make departure day easy.  An early morning walk took 
Bill past an inlet in the bay just north of Burlingame. It was 
serendipity.  At the head of the inlet was a small sign noting 

Interpretive signs alongside the Mat-
terhorn in Zermatt, Switzerland.
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Examples of the graphics of the development opposition.

Ducks protesting development.
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Hwy 40 Scenic Bypass
Tunnel 6

Pictures Alfred A. Hart from the Library of Congress
copyright 2010 Donner Summit Historical Society      
www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

Things to do right here

1866 – Right here.

Bam, bam, quarter turn; Bam, bam, quarter turn; bam, bam, quarter turn;  all day long, three 
shifts a day, day after day, week after week.  Chinese workers pounded away at the solid granite.  
One worker held a star bit, turning it a quarter turn as two other workers pounded the bit with 
18 lb. sledges. Four teams at four separate faces making progress only inches a day, cut through 
1659 feet of solid granite. Once a hole was drilled, it was packed with 
black powder, the fuse was set, and the workers ran.  When the smoke 
cleared, workers hauled out the rubble - all by hand – no machines. 

Imagine the courage holding a drill bit.  Imagine the confidence in your 
friends. Imagine the accuracy of the sledge handlers; imagine their con-
centration, hour after hour.

That was Tunnel 6, the longest tunnel of the Sierra Crossing.

Working the solid granite went too slowly.  They blasted a shaft straight 
down above the middle to open two more faces.  Hauling the rubble by 
hand was too slow. A steam engine was brought in to haul up the rubble.

When all four faces joined up, they were off by only two inches – after 
two years.  Amazing.

Facing granite was not the only obstacle.  The workers faced avalanches 
and heavy snows: 40 feet that first winter.  Workers didn’t see daylight 
for days at a time as they moved from their living sheds to the work faces 
through tunnels dug into the snow.

Nitroglycerine would speed the tunneling but still, work wasn’t fast 
enough.  The railroad  hauled track, railroad cars and a steam engine over the pass, over 
the snow, above here, between Donner Peak and Mt. Judah, so they could continue 
building on the eastern side – to race across Nevada, to earn pay for miles, to beat the 
Union Pacific which was coming from the east.

Pictured here, Alfred A. Hart photographs: tunnel 6 incomplete top,  “Shaft House over 
Summit Tunnel, American Peak (now Mt. Lincoln) in the distance,” and east portal of 
Tunnel 6, bottom.

Hike to the Pacific Crest Trailhead at Lake Mary and instead of going up hill try and retrace the route going downhill of the old 
Lincoln Highway.  It’s what appears to be a roadway that is now being overgrown.
 
Walk to the top, over the tunnel and see the monument there as well as the metal covering for the shaft that was used so the 
Chinese workers could work from the middle out as well as the outside in.

History

sign sponsored by:

Hwy 40 Scenic Bypass
Ice Lakes

copyright 2010 Donner Summit Historical Society      www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

History

A Good Story

Things to do 
right here

Before 1850 you drank your root beer or sarsaparilla warm in California.  
Then ice began to be imported from Alaska. No one realized there was a closer 
supply in the Sierra.  Ice Lakes got its name from the ice industry that arrived here in 1868, 
headed by B.B. Redding, who once fly fished 200 trout out of the American River in a day. 

He was also the Secretary of State of California, State printer, and RR land agent, among other things.  When the ice was 
thick enough it was incised, sawn into blocks, and floated to the ice houses on the lake shore.  There it was stored pend-
ing transport to the railroad and then San Francisco.  The industry didn’t last long though.  Although the ice in Ice Lakes 
gets to be five feet thick, the climate, snowfall and snow depth were just too much on Donner Summit (400 inches or so 

of snow a year).  The Summit Ice Co. moved to Prosser in 1870.  Note the 1866 map to 
the left shows 3 Ice Lakes which was true until the dam was built in the 1940’s.

The Dreams he had.

In 1866 Fitz William Redding Jr., from Nova Scotia, became the first settler here at Ice 
Lakes.  He built a small 12 X 12 plank cabin on the edge of the lakes just across from 
here.  He was all alone, but over the hill the railroad was coming and there was lots of 
activity.  Fitz William  must have had big plans for the 160 acres that he was aiming to 
patent (buy) from the government for $2.50 an acre.  He cut trees and readied his land 
for grazing.  He even stocked the first fish in the lakes by planting 300 fish.  He prob-
ably was surprised by the snow and he left for Sacramento spending most of the winter 
there.  He returned in the spring but he might have had trouble finding his cabin under 
the drifts of snow.  He got sick, went back to Sacramento, and died – age 20. 

•Eat at Ice Lakes Lodge.  The food is really good and the view is spectacular.
•Read more about the ice industry on the wall there or at www. DonnerSummitHistoricalSociety.org
•Walk around the lakes.

Hwy 40 Scenic Bypass
Petroglyphs

copyright 2010 Donner Summit Historical Society      www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

California must have been an interest-
ing place in pre-Columbian times. It was 
the most populated area on the continent 
and the most diverse ethnically and lin-
guistically. There were nine language 
families in the Sierra alone. 
 

Native Americans left us a record of their presence in the Donner Summit 
area: petroglyphs. The pictures to the right are Donner Summit area petro-
glyphs enhanced in black and white. Similar symbols are found in many 
places in the northern Sierra Nevada, usually on gently sloping granite 
slabs. 
 
Just above this sign on the granite slab, you see a collection of petroglyphs.  
This is an extensive petroglyph site that contains over 200 rock art ele-
ments, including a bear track (see top photo). The petroglyphs here are hard 
to see but fascinating. 
 
Archeologists estimate that the petroglyphs in this area were made 1500 to 
4000 years ago. They were created by pecking through the surface of the 
glaciated bedrock using a tool called a hammerstone. Most are geometric 
shapes – wavy lines, circles, and zigzags. Human and animal forms, such 
as stick figures and deer or bear tracks, are less common. Although no one 
knows what the petroglyphs mean, many people believe they have a spiri-
tual or ceremonial significance. 
 
Ancestors of the Washo People created these petroglyphs. Like all Great 
Basin Indians, they were nomadic. The Washo traveled all over the Sierra, 
and used Donner Pass as a corridor for travel to and from Lake Tahoe. 
Adapted to life in the Great Basin and the Sierra, they made annual rounds 
hunting game, gathering and trading food, clothing materials, salt and ob-
sidian. They probably carried dried trout and pine nuts to eat and they 
would have hunted. 
 
The rock art sites are exposed to the harsh environment of the 
high Sierra.  The natural process of exfoliation (peeling away of 
layers of rock due to the freezing and expansion of water) is at 
work on Sierra granite. This leaves the petroglyphs fragile and 
vulnerable to destruction. To preserve these sacred symbols: 
 
Walk around, not on, the petroglyphs. 
Don’t make rubbings or tracings–this wears away the rock surface. 
Leave rocks, plants and artifacts where they are. 
And of course remove your trash. 
 
Someday the petroglyphs will be gone and along with them will go the tan-
gible record of the first visitors to Donner Summit. 
 
There are many good sources for information about the earliest visitors to 
Donner Summit as well as the rock carvings. A particularly good source is 
Ancient Rock Carvings of the Central Sierra by Willis Gortner. You have 
to be really lucky to see a copy since it’s out of print - but you may run into 
someone with a copy. 

Walk up to Rainbow Bridge and admire the view. 
Hike to the top of Mt. Stephens just north of Rainbow Bridge.
Watch the rock climbers on the different rock walls. The Summit is a 
desination for rock climbers.
Trace the Lincoln highway and walk the route.  It is the road cut you 
see above.  Go up through the underpass and then through the train tun-
nel - the original Tunnel 6 built in 1867 for the transcontinental railroad.  

If you are even more ambitions, go to the Summit and take the first left 
after the Alpine Skills Institute.  Go down to the turn and park.  To the 
left is a trailhead for the Pacific Crest Trail which you can take.  Turn-
offs will lead you to the tops of Mts. Donner and Judah for spectacular 
views.  From Donner you can look 1000 feet straight down to Donner 
Lake.

Things to do right here

History

Hwy 40 Scenic Bypass
The Snowsheds

pictures from the archives of the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley and Norm Sayler Collection.
copyright 2010 Donner Summit Historical Society      www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

History

A Good Story

Theodore Judah, who plotted the Central Pa-
cific’s route over the Sierra and for whom 
Mt. Judah was named, thought it was only 
the mountains that needed conquering as the 
Central Pacific headed east to meet up with 
the Union Pacific. He was wrong.  The cli-
mate needed taming too.

Snowfall on Donner Summit averages 35 
feet a year and in extreme years 60 feet can 
fall.  You don’t just push that much snow 
away - although that was the first solution.

Even as they began building over the Sum-
mit the directors of the CPRR saw the problem and they began experimenting with snow-
sheds so trains could continue to run even in heavy snows.  Ultimately more than 40 
miles of sheds would be built to shelter the trains, at a huge cost.

Solving one problem brought others. Snowsheds were extreme fire dangers because they 
sheltered spark spewing locomotives.  Lookouts, line walkers, and fire trains were main-
tained to watch and fight fires.  An army of snow shovelers worked winters to keep the 
sheds from collapsing.

The sheds also caused problems for travelers:
“The average passenger journeying over the Sierras usually utters a deep sigh of relief 
when his train emerges from the snowsheds. They have formed one bleak, uninteresting 
section of the journey, relieved only by a monotonous succession of tantalizing glimpses 
of striking scenery through the breaks and cracks in a dead wall of grimy timbers. The 
cars have filled with suffocating smoke and life has been made miserable for a time.”   
             San Francisco Call October 15, 1905

Some of the most beautiful scenery in the world to be seen from a train window, and 
along the Sierra Summit, was hidden.

Pictured here: snowsheds on Donner Summit and under constrution.  
Snowsheds often ran right up to buidings.  Here The Summit Hotel is 
seen through a snowshed. Bottom, Snowsheds at Cisco Grove.

With improvements in snow removal miles snow sheds have been removed and those that remain are constructed of fire proof con-
crete.  The fire lookouts and snow shovelers are gone as is the danger of snowshed collapse.  One legacy remains.  Many houses 
built in the 1940’s on Donner Summit were built of old snow shed timbers.  They are strong and solid.  One owner remembers 
her mother sanding the insides of the house for years to remove the “patina” that had developed on the timbers from their days as 
snowsheds.  The interior is now gorgeous.

 This sign sponsored by Sugar Bowl

20 Mile Museum brochure available 
on the DSHS website on the "Bro-
chure" page, in the brochure rack at the 
Lamson Cashion Donner Summit Hub, 
at the general store in Soda Springs, at 
the State Park, and the Welcome center 
in Truckee, as well as other high qual-
ity institutions.

that Liberty ships had been built there during World War II.  It was a simple thing but 
that sparked an idea.  There appeared to be only one place needing a landmark sign 
in the area of Bill’s discovery, but he knew that Donner Summit was the most histori-
cally significant square mile in California.  There were a million stories.  There could 
be a million signs on Donner Summit telling the many stories. That of course had to 
be tempered to prevent sign pollution.  The idea percolated across the Atlantic and to 
Zermatt in Switzerland.  There, a walk alongside the Matterhorn – more serendipity.  
There were signs along the path telling the history of different spots.  The steel sign 
stands looked very doable.  See page 4.

Back at the hotel, the Gornergrat Kulm, elevation 10,000, with a spectacular Matter-
horn view out the window, Bill pulled out his computer and emailed back to the board 
of the Donner Summit Historical Society. Being able to do something like that was 
still amazing in 2010.

The result was the 20 Mile Museum, the name of which shows the DSHS didn’t 
fully recognize the possibilities.  We’d thought twenty miles would be plenty, but the 
outdoor museum stretches from Newcastle to downtown Truckee and comprises about 
fifty signs. We can wonder, parenthetically, whether this might be the longest museum 
in the world, being a little more than seventy miles long.  In any case, each sign tells 
the history of the location, gives a good story, and lists things to do right there.  It has 
proved extremely popular with some people even chasing all the signs down in order 
to photograph them – even though a picture of each is on the DSHS website.

What it Took
Coming up with the 20 Mile Museum was serendipitous and in retrospect, easy.  
Implementing the 20 Mile Museum was more difficult.  We brainstormed the topics 
for the first twenty-six signs we thought we could handle, up from suggestions of “let’s 
just start with a couple.”  With the signs identified, each had to be designed and then 
manufactured. Manufacturing was done in New York at Fossil Graphics.  Design was 
at the DSHS design studios.  Permission from private property owners had to be ob-
tained.  For signs on the County right of way, permits had to be obtained from Placer 
and Nevada Counties.  Here, the counties were very happy to accommodate the project 
and as years went by and more signs were added, they made amending the permits 
easy.  The stands had to be designed (see the next page) and volunteer and paid weld-
ers tapped for manufacture. Each had to be painted.  Aluminum was cut for the recep-
tacles into which the signs would sit.  With the signs designed and manufactured, and 
the holes dug, concrete was poured around aluminum receptacles, everything plumbed 
straight, and the sign stands installed.

Little things were learned along the way.  There have to be plugs for the receptacles 
to keep dirt and rocks out when the signs are stored in winter. Someone had to make 
them.  Another lesson is kind of humorous.  When the aluminum receptacles were 
placed in the holes they first must have their bottom openings sealed with duct tape.  
Otherwise when the concrete is poured it works its way into the bottom of the recep-
tacle and eventually fill it.  It’s frustrating to come back after the concrete had dried to 

 Below, left to right: Tunnel 6, Ice 
Lakes, Petroglyphs, Snowsheds
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Design of the Stands.  

Each stand is made out of hard steel with the cen-
ter of sign 36” off the ground.  The signs are at 45 
degree angles to the ground.  A 24 gauge galvanized 
steel sheet sits on the frame, made of 1” square steel 
1/8” wall tubing, with the sign and UV plastic cover 
sitting on top.  The post is 2” X 2” 1/4” wall square 
steel tubing.

The aluminum receptacle sits below ground level so 
the sign can be removed in winter and so it does not 
affect snow removal machines.  A locking bolt will 
secure the sign.   Receptacles will be plugged when 
the signs are removed.

install the sign and find the receptacle filled with concrete.

Who Pays?
The idea of the signs was maybe the easiest part.  Then there 
were all the component parts, see above.  The biggest piece 
of the puzzle was how to pay for the project.  Sign stands 
today cost a couple of hundred dollars. Then there’s $75 for 
powder coating.  The signs themselves cost about $315 each.  
Design is free. Labor is free.  Here the community stepped 
up and continued to step up as new signs were added.  Each 
sign is sponsored by someone, some group, or some entity. 
Sugar Bowl stepped up sponsoring five signs right away and 
convinced their charitable arm to contribute another $5,000 
for maintenance.  There were some interesting sponsors too.  
A second-third grade teacher at the Expeditionary Academy in 
Truckee, Julie Brisbin, enlisted her kids two different years to 
get two signs going, one for the petroglyphs and the other for 
McIver’s Dairy in Truckee.  The Rotary paid for those signs.

What Can Go Wrong
Actually lots can go wrong.  The first iteration of sign design 
didn’t work out.  Two  signs have been stolen, one twice.  A 
large rock was smashed through one.  A car ran off the road 
below the Donner Summit Bridge and took out another.   
Despite caps on receptacles in winter, someone filled two 
receptacles with pebbles and sand, jamming it all down so 
the signs couldn’t be installed.  Cleaning the receptacles out 
was tedious.  A vehicle apparently made a three point turn 
into another sign at the Eagle Lakes exit from I-80.   At the 
beginning someone put bumper stickers on some signs with 
disparaging comments about a local resident.  That stopped 
when a witness told the local general store owner about it and 
she figured out who was who.  She called the vandals down to 
the store for a talk and that ended that.  Another lesson about 
snow was learned up on Roller Pass between Mt. Lincoln and 

Mt. Judah.  The sign stands are too heavy to haul long dis-
tances so up there we left the stand but took down the sign 
in winter.  One winter there was rain on snow encasing the 
stand in ice.  As the winter went on the glacial action of the 
snow and ice tore apart all of the welds on the sign. Now 
we have a removable top that slips over the steel post onto 
which the sign is attached. That top gets hidden in winter.  
One sign went up on the knoll behind what everyone calls 
ASI or the old Sugar Bowl Academy building opposite the 
Lamson Cashion Donner Summit Hub.  Someone came up 
with a sledge hammer and changed its shape.  Now there’s a 
more rigid receptacle epoxied to the rocks. It’s the best sign 
– see the picture on the next page.

Annually
Annually the signs are pulled up in October and stored at 
Donner Ski Ranch, Sugar Bowl, and the Nancy O Glass 
studio. In spring, after snow melts, the signs are pulled back 
out and re-installed.   It’s at that point we discover what’s 
transpired over winter.  Some snow removal equipment 
operators are very enthusiastic in their work and scrape the 
ground. Of course that scrapes up receptacles too – see the 
pictures on page 9.  So over time some signs have been 
moved to less hazardous locations.  Some have begun to 
fade and so have been reproduced allowing us to change the 
text to reflect changes over the last thirteen years.

Page 6 shows the brochure that lists all the signs.  You 
can pick it up at the general store, the brochure rack at the 
Lamson Cashion Donner Summit Hub, Nancy O Glass, the 
visitor’s center at the state park, or the welcome center in 
Truckee. Then you can also go out discovering the stories 
of Donner Summit’s unique and rich history.  The signs are 
also on our donnersummithistorialsociety.org website.
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Our Favorite Sign 

Since 2011 twenty-six signs  have been added to the collection and two stolen, one twice, leaving about fifty signs.  Each 
additional sign is sponsored by another family or group.  For each, permission for placement was obtained from landowners , 
Placer or Nevada County, or even the Town of Truckee.
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Original sponsors
Bill and Diane Zuendt
Pat and Don Malberg
Sugar Bowl
Castle Peak Vacation Rentals
The James Family
Hutchinson Lodge and the Sierra Club
Clair Tappaan Lodge and the Sierra Club
The Hall Family
Sarah Meyerholz
The Leathers Family
Gateway Mountain Center
Soda Springs general store
Boreal/Soda Springs
The Hoelter Family
Mark Himelstein in memory of Margie 
Powell
Summit Restaurant
Tom and Louise Burns
The Pelletrados Family
The Powell Family

What Can Go Wrong 

In the top picture overenthusistic snow removal machines have found one of the 
aluminum receptacles into which a sign fits.  The machine has grabbed it and bent 
it over.  In the second picture the machine has pulled the receptacle and the con-
creete out of the ground. In both the holes needed re-digging and new receptacles.  
The bottom picture shows one of the caps put on the receptacles to prevent dirt and 
rocks from fillinig the receptacle during winter sign storage.  This is quarter inch 
thick steel.  These need regular replacing. The box to the right shows the inventory 
of replacement caps.
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Hwy 40 Scenic Bypass
Red Mountain

Historical pictures courtesy of hte Norm Saylor Collection at the Donner Summit Historical Society
copyright 2010 Donner Summit Historical Society      www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	“The	view	from	the	look-out	station	is	something	grand.”		
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 																										August	8,	1889	Sacramento	Daily	Union

Fire!		Fire	at	Cascade!	Call	Cisco.

Snowsheds	solved	one	problem	and	opened	up	an	industry	of	snow	shovelers,	mainte-
nance	workers,	carpenters,	line	walkers	and	fire	lookouts.		24	hours	a	day,	high	on	Red	
Mountain,	lookouts	scanned	the	snowsheds	from	Donner	Summit	to	Nyack	looking	for	
fires.		Steam	engines	emitted	sparks	that	lodged	in	the	sun-
dried	pitch	filled	lumber.		Fire	could		“spread	with	lightning	
like	rapidity	along	the	line	of	sheds,	as	if	it	were	a	train	of	
powder.	The	long	line	of	sheds	acts	as	a	huge	chimney	with	
a	powerful	draft,	and	not	much	time	is	required	for	a	small	
blaze	to	develop	into	a	fire	of	ugly	proportions.”		San	Fran-
cisco	Call,	October	15,	1905	

On	spotting	a	fire,	the	lookouts	called	Cisco	and	Cisco	
telegraphed	the	fire	trains	which	were	always	ready	to	go.		
Each	had	an	engine,	pumper,	tender	and	tank	cars	and	could	
direct	three	streams	of	water	at	once.			

The	views,	at	the	lookout	2000	feet	above	you,	are	spectacular	in	every	direction.	
Pictured	here	are	the	panorama	of	the	snowsheds	at	the	end	of	the	19th	century	(the	
black	line	is	the	snowsheds),	the	building	at	the	top	of	Red	Mountain	circa	1910,		
the	building	today,	and	a	close	up	of	the	snowsheds	in	modern	times.

History

Things to do right here

The	telephone	was	invented	in	1876;	within	a	year	there	was	on	Red	Mountain.		

Red	Mountain	is	named	well.		When	you	look	at	it	from	a	distance,	it’s	the	red	
mountain	top	with	the	radio	antennae.		Sixty	five	million	years	ago	Red	Mountain	was	an	island	in	the	Pacific	Ocean.	Plate	Tec-
tonics	put	it	where	it	is	today.

•Indeed	the	360	degree	views	from	Red	Mtn.,	2000	feet	above	you	here,	are	grand.	The	3	mile	hike	is	long	and	steeply	uphill	the	
whole	way.		The	trail	leaves	from	the	back	of	Indian	Springs	Campground,	just	down	the	road	from	here	on	the	right.
•Walk	the	old	Highway	40	between	the	east	and	west	bound	freeway	lanes	along	the	river.	
•Walk	the	old	Lincoln	Highway	on	the	south	side	of	the	freeway	and	up	the	hill.	The	intersection	there	with	the	road	going	east-
west,	is	the	old	Lincoln	Highway	(1913).

A Good Story

 This sign sponsored by Sugar Bowl

Red Mountain
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Hwy 40 Scenic Bypass
Sugar Bowl

copyright 2010 Donner Summit Historical Society      www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org

History

A Good 
Story

Things to do right here

When Bill Klein, who would trans-
form skiing himself, invited Hannes 
Schroll to Donner Summit from Yo-
semite in 1937, the ski industry was 
about to change.  Hannes was a dare-
devil champion skier whose yodels 
as he tore down mountains could be 
heard for long distances.  He was 
enthusiastic when he saw the Sugar 
Bowl.  “We have to develop this,” he 
said.  The “Sugar Bowl” is perfect for 
skiing.

His family money disappeared just as he was talking to his mother about send-
ing it from Austria so he could buy the land.  It was the Anschluss and Hitler 
had taken charge of Austria and Hannes’ money.   Hannes turned to his Yosemite 
friends and they in turn turned to their friends and Sugar Bowl, the first California 
ski area built as a destination resort, was built.  It included the first chairlift in the 
state and the second in the nation.  The single seater (as opposed to the quads of 
today) ran to the top of Mt. Disney (3200 feet) in 6 minutes (today’s quad takes 
3 minutes).  There was a lodge designed by a famous architect, rope tows, a skat-
ing rink, and ski jouring.  Skiers arrived by train and were transported to the Bowl 
first by horse drawn and then by tractor drawn sleighs.

Take the road into the Sugar Bowl where the sign says Judah Lodge.  Come in for refreshment at the bar or have a meal in the 
historic Lodge at Sugar Bowl (built in 1939).  The food is great and the historical pictures are interesting.  Find out about the 
lodge, William Wilson Wurster the architect, and how the wagon trains climbed over Donner Summit on Roller Pass.

Hannes Schroll was larger than life.  At the 1936 Mt. Rainier 
Olympic Trials,  “I heard a yell high above me...like an eagle 
swooping down on a rabbit [it was] Hannes Schroll... yodel-
ing at the top of his lungs! He jumped the first terrace like a 
deer going over a rail fence.  Then he jumped another- and 
landed on one ski.  His body was leaning over like an open 
jack-knife, and he was swinging his ski poles to keep from 
somersaulting. He must have skidded a quarter mile on that 
one ski, whooping and yelling all the time.  As  he passed 

me, his hat sailed trough the air, and he whooped even louder  he was that glad to get both is 
skis back on the snow.  Before he stopped,  he’[d]  passed No. 41, who had taken off ten min-
utes before.” Rotarian 2/1936

Walt Disney was an initial investor in Sugar Bowl.  One day his daughter wanted to ski.  Hannes took her up Mt. Disney, put her 
on his shoulders, and skied all the way down. 

 This sign sponsored by Sugar Bowl

Above, the Sugar Bowl Sign

This sign for the petroglyphs below the Donner Summit 
Bridge was stolen twice and so, given the cost and risk, 
not replaced again.



What was Donner Summit like 
before the Interstate’s arrival?

The genesis of the 20 Mile Museum had to do with the revitalization of Donner Summit’s 
economy and not primarily for history. We were just using history.  Therefore, following 
“The 20 Mile Museum Story,”  we thought something about what Donner Summit was 
like before the coming of the Interstate ended the tourist careers of the little communities 
along Highway 40 would be interesting.

You can drive along old Highway 40 all the way from Sacramento to Truckee, with one 
short section where you have to get on the freeway.  It’s a fun drive as you go through 
little communities.  As you move up the hill, though, the communities become fewer and 
smaller until there are no more on the grade after Gold Run. The coming of the freeway 
took away their reasons for existing.  Automobiles became more reliable and faster.  The 
freeway was four lanes instead of two so people could race up the hill around trucks.  
People didn’t need to rest as often or fill up with gas as often. Water stops were no longer 
needed to conquer the long uphill grade.  We should note, parenthetically, that there used 
to be little ski areas, rope tows, all along Highway 40.  The Auburn Ski Club got its start 
near Baxter on Highway 40, for example.  Those “mom and pop” ski areas are gone 
now in favor or large resorts but also because the rain/snow line has moved up the hill 
more than a thousand feet. There’s not enough snow at the lower elevations even if there 
weren’t detachable quads waiting up the hill with nice restaurants and black diamond 
runs.

As you drive along old Highway 40 above Gold Run look closely and you’ll see the 
remnants of the old days.  When you get to Cisco Grove which is where you can hop off 
the freeway and continue on Old 40 again, you cross the river. Just after the right hand 
turn look left and see the stone buildings (below).  There’s a 20 Mile Museum sign there 
to explain their significance.  Continue on and look right and left.  You’ll see foundation 
remnants of the little community of Cisco Grove.  The Gould Family used to own most 
of the land and they bulldozed the buildings after the freeway came so they could save on 
taxes.  Later they donated the land for Gould Park, which includes the stone buildings.  
In other areas entities serving the tourists have burned down, like Beacon Hill Lodge or 
Vanderford's, or been repurposed, like the Soda Springs Hotel or Donner Summit Lodge.

To take that journey into the old time, pick up our Historic Route 40 brochure which has 
turn by turn directions for taking the old road from Roseville to Truckee (right).  There 
are also lots of pictures of what you’ll see on the way.  The brochure is on our website. 
It’s quite large so you won’t be able to print it but there is a text only version.  You can 
find the actual brochures in the brochure rack at the Lamson Cashion Donner Summit 

Hub.

On the next two pages you will find stylized 
maps of Donner Summit showing the vari-
ous businesses and ski areas along Highway 
40.  The first one is a slide from a Power-
Point presentation used to get a Transit Oc-
cupancy Tax grant from Placer County and 
then later for a presentation to the Nevada 
County Board of Supervisors.
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The Beacon Hill Lodge sat 
one lot west of the Soda 
Springs Hotel. This ad is 
from 1946. It burned in the 
1970's

Left, Crampton's sat where 
the westbound Rainbow exit 
from I-80 is today.

Soda Springs Ski 
area touts itself as 
the oldest ski area in 
California. This ad 
is from 1953. Note 
the separate business, 
Buek Ski Shop which 
does not exist..

Trailsyde Lodge 
no longer exists. 
Ski Hi no longer 
exists. Donner 
Summit Lodge 
is now employee 
housing for Sugar 
Bowl.

Kingvale Lodge is Sugar Bowl employee housng today.
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Classified ads from "Crampton's Lodge News" 
in 1947.  These are all Donner Summit ads.  The 
second ad, for Berman's notes the "Truckee 
Trail" which was Highway 40. Cramptons was 
razed to build the freeway.

The House of Vanderford sat oppo-
site Donner Ski Ranch. This ad is 
from 1946. Note the other busi-
nesses. The House of Vanderford 
burned down long ago.

Right: Sierra Sentinel ad 
1958

Rainbow Tavern is not open 
to the public.  Cisco Grove is 
gone.

The Ski Inn does not exist
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Winter traffic on Highway 40.

Highway 40 at the Norden Store

In front of the Soda Springs Hotel.

What Was It 
Like Before 

I-80?
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Parking on Highway 40

January 18, 1940

Highway 40 at the Soda Springs Hotel in 1938.

San Francisco Examiner  1/28/58

Editorial note:  Of course only a few people would 
like Donner Summit to return to the days before 
I-80. Likewise only a few people think that today 
there are too many people and we need to keep 
people out.

Most people would like to see a modest increase in 
the local economy with that increase set along old 
Highway 40, Donner Pass Rd. leaving the residen-
tial areas residential.
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Traffic on Donner Summit today 
is much different from before the 
freeway.

Interstate 80

Traffic Today on Old Highway 40
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   Just for Fun - Old Time Traffic

Traffic on what would eventually become Donner 
Pass Rd./Highway 40/Lincoln Highway.  This 
is the Dutch Flat Donner Lake Wagon Rd., built 
by the rairoad as a toll road to facilitate building 
the railroad.  Above is Upper Cisco, above where 
the gas station is today.  To the right is the Dutch 
Flat Rd. near Cisco.  Traffic was heavy until the 
coming of the railroad and then it was abandoned 
until the route became the Licoln Highway.
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