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August 2025 issue #204

Skiing To Be Restricted
In Highway 40 Area

As Defense Precaution
Sierra Sun January 1, 1942

Heidi Sproat of the Truckee Donner Historical Society was perusing old 
issues of the local Truckee newspaper, the Sierra Sun and came across 
some items related to Donner Summit. Being helpful, she passed them on.  
Most of the items she found came from the “Summit Scene” column by 
Fran Couillard who wrote her column in the mid to late 1940’s.   The time 
period included WWII. As we found columns we got an insight into life 
on Donner Summit and that progressed into an article - this article.

In the following we pull out some items of the time and print some inter-
esting parts of columns.  To that collection we add some ads that also give 
us some slices of what life was like during the war years.

With the coming of WWII life changed on the Summit with rationing, 
calls to conserve, new speed limits, and soldiers stationed to protect the 
transcontinental railroad from sabotage.  In other ways things remained 
the same in the small close community. Lots of car crashes were reported 
on Old 40 but there were crashes before and after WWII on Old 40 so 
that’s not of Heirloom interest.  There are mentions of drunk drivers (the 
fine was $100).  Speeding was a thing too.  The speed limit on highways 
had been set at 35 mph on October 1, 1942. By the following month 5,509 
people had been stopped for speeding.  To try and counter the problem not 
only were people arrested and fined for speeding, but they could and did 
have their names published. Speeders’ names could also be turned in to 
their local rationing boards and could be denied recapped tires or the loss 
of their rationing books.  Earlier in 1943 (March) rationing boards had 
the power to scale down the gasoline allowances for speeders.

Sierra Sun 4/29/43  Leave room on the buses for 
military personnel. Spend your money on war 
bonds rather than travel.



Finding Your Way Through Donner Summit History
We've done hundreds 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.
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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.
http://bit.ly/418lhxN
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Our first entry about WWII comes not from the “Summit 
Scene” column about Donner Summit but the “Sun Beams” 
column about Truckee. The war, for America, was less than 
a year old.  On September 9, 1942 the Sierra Sun noted that 
the speed limit on highways had been cut to 35 miles an hour 
and the author of the "Sun Beams" column wondered at the 
unpatriotic drivers who exceeded the limit.  The author said 
that the country may or may not have been short of rubber 
but we should be smart enough not to burn up our rubber on 
the highways.  He or she exhorted readers to cooperate.  The 
author also exhorted people to vote and help with the 
appeal for more scrap.  People probably had scrap sit-
ting around that they didn’t need, “why not take just a 
little time out right now, get it together…”  We thought 
that column was a good way to introduce what was in 
the Sierra Sun during WWII.

On January 1, 1942, not even a month after Pearl 
Harbor, the Sierra Sun reported that skiing had been 
restricted in the Highway 40 area (which for our out of 
area readers is Donner Summit).  As defense precaution 
to prevent sabotage against the transcontinental railroad 
“all railroad rights of way” had been closed to skiers. 
Skiers were warned not to come within 200 yards of the 
tracks “at any section except those designated for cross-
ings."  Emigrant Gap, which has tracks running right 
through it as well as a train station, was to remain open 
as usual.  For the Auburn Ski Club, in those days still 
down at Cisco Grove, tracks could not be approached at 
all and skiers were not allowed to ski over the tunnels 
there which was their main ski hill.  At Rainbow Tavern 
skiing was as usual (the track being way up the hill).  
From Soda Springs to the Summit Lookout station 
(presumably the weather station) the area between the 
highway and the snowsheds could not be used (that was 
a popular ski run from Donner Summit down to Donner 
Lake where people could get a car ride back up).  Ski-
ers could access the Soda Springs ski area using a fifty-
yard passage across the tracks.  That same passage was 
the access to Sugar Bowl with tractor pulled sleighs 
running on regular schedules to the Bowl.  The Norden 
Ski Hut, across the tracks from Norden and which had a 
train station, restaurant, and ski rentals in the snowshed, 
could not be accessed at all.  

The article also said that “shelter facilities with rest 
rooms and other conveniences” had been installed at 
Soda Springs (which makes those people in those days 
more enlightened than people in these days where there 
is a dearth of bathrooms and “conveniences” all over 
the summit. Please excuse the editorial comment.)

Those using the Norden Ski Lodge (the Norden store 
in those days), Vanderfords (which was right across from what 
would become Donner Ski Ranch, and private clubs could “de-
train and entrain at Soda Springs” and presumably be picked 
up by automobiles for the short trip to their destinations.

The trail from the highway maintenance station at the top 
of the pass on Old 40 was closed.  That was a Sierra Crest 
Trail for cross-country skiers.

To prevent interference with cross-country travel on High-
way 40 no congestion on the road would be permitted at all.  
A twenty foot strip down the highway “must be kept open.”

Sierra Sun 7/27/44  Join the  Women's Army Corps
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The military was serious about a lot of Donner Summit being 
closed for the duration of the war.  The May 21, 1942 “Sun 
Beams” column reported “Wyoming Tourists Discover Army 
Means Business After Close Call.”  Three Wyoming resi-
dents sped past the sentry at the Donner Summit Bridge (an 
important link for the transcontinental highway).  The sentry 
had ordered the car to halt and then followed up the order 

with “twenty 
shots from a 
‘tommy’ gun 
but the car did 
not stop.  A 
deputy sheriff 
followed the 
car to Reno 
where he 
stopped it.  
The driver 
had taken 
some pictures 
of the bridge, 
“now pro-
hibited under 
army order.”  
Sentries had 
attempted to 
confiscate 
the film.  The 
driver said 
he’d thought 
the sentries 
(later in the 
article the 
number had 
increased 
from one to 
two) were try-
ing to hitch a 
ride so he did 
not stop. The 
flying bullets 
excited the 
driver so he 
kept on.

The author concluded, “Drivers should be warned to heed or-
ders from sentries in this district as less experienced men may 
have caused a tragedy.”  We’ve not run into any other stories 
like this during the  war.

The end of the article exhorted readers to “BUY A BOND” 
which was a common exhortation in other articles as well.

Just a month later the Sierra Sun ran an article, “KNITTERS 
NEEDED BY RED CROSS IN TRUCKEE AT ONCE."  The 
local Red Cross chair person had just received fifty pounds of 
yarn which needed to be knitted into sweaters for the soldiers 

immediately.  The article went on to explain the need.  The 
government provided soldiers with clothes but not neces-
sarily for soldiers stationed in places like Iceland.  Com-
manding officers had requested already 15,000 articles of 
clothing.   All women “who can assist in knitting are asked 
to” help out.  The article ended with an exhortation, FOR 
VICTORY BUY A BOND.

The July 2, 1942 “Summit Scene” column focused on the 
war effort. The Meadow Lake* rationing board noted that 
anyone caught speeding could be refused tires and tubes. 
That had taken effect the previous day.  Speeders were also 
to be considered guilty of reckless driving.  The board could 
demand affidavits from people asserting they had not driven 
faster than forty miles an hour “except in emergencies.”  
We can note here that the September 9, 1943 newspaper 
reported on the stork chasing a car on Donner Summit.  The 
couple in the car beat the stork to the hospital in Reno after 
exceeding the speed limit. All affidavits could be investi-
gated and liars liable to $10,000 fines and ten years in jail.  
The purpose of the new regulations was to save rubber and 
reduce the number of accidents.

On January 7, 1943 Otto Frederick who ran the Norden 
Store and was the Norden post master was drafted and mail 
stopped coming to Norden, instead stopping at the Soda 
Springs post office.  (We should note, for readers who are 
non-residents, that today the Norden post office, 95724, is 
just down the short hallway in the Soda Springs post office, 
95728).  Otto’s wife, Lena, Otto's wife, kept the store run-
ning during the war.

With the soldiers guarding the transcontinental highway and 
the transcontinental railroad the army took over the Soda 
Springs Hotel. All civilians had been removed.  The mili-
tary had been staying at Vanderford’s  (3/11/43).  No reason 
was given for the change.  In addition, Elmo Moriano, who 
owned the Beacon Hill Lodge was drafted and he leased 
the lodge to a fellow from Kingvale, a few miles down the 
highway.

There were also a couple of articles detailing the removal of 
slot machines and limiting alcohol for enlisted men.  Appar-
ently officers could be trusted not to over-indulge.

April 29, 1943 Because rationing was in effect people were 
not allowed to use gas rations to drive to their summer 
homes.  According to the article this was mostly because of 
the rubber shortage. Somewhat confusingly people with “A” 

Sierra Sun 5/27/43 Note the movies playing 
in downtown Truckee.  In the old days tires 
could be recapped - adding tread to the tire.

*Meadow Lake is an old ghost town that saw its heyday in 
1867 when there was a small gold rush (see our July-October 
2014 Heirlooms). It was also the name of the township that 
included Truckee and Donner Summit in Nevada County.
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ration books could use those for vacation travel and those with 
“B” and “C” books could use their ration books to travel vacation 
homes to and from work.

With the draft pulling many men from important work there were 
calls for volunteers to pick up the duties of railroad workers.  
“Come on your days off and any days they have off" said the Sun 
on 4/22/43.  The article said that “Quite a number of highway and 
other workers have volunteered and are working and as most of 
them are experienced workers, have the swing and rhythm of using 
pick and shovel, tamping bar and spike hammer, it is just another 
day’s work for them.”  Three school teachers were working twenty 
hours a week as volunteers.  See the sidebar on page 9 for one 
volunteer’s experience to encourage others.

In May (20) 1943 Fran Couillard asked readers to “Write a line 
today” illustrated with the following.

"The essence of what we're fighting for struck a local postmaster 
like a blow in the solar plexus when a debonair young private 
thrust his smiling, expectant face in the grill of the office cage 
and asked for mail.

"There isn't any for you today," said the local P. M.

The private shoved his cap back on his head and scratched his 
hair line thoughtfully. His smile changed to thoughtful perplex-
ity. "I wonder if everything is o. k. at home," he said.

NOT: "Gee, I wish they'd write."

NOR: 'Guess they've forgotten me." 
NOR: "It's been three weeks since I've had a letter."
..JUST: "I wonder if everything is o. k. at home."

"It isn't quite fair to add that worry, too, is it folks? After all the 
boys are in uniform to see that 'Everything is O. K. at home.'

"SO-Write a line today. If you haven't anyone to write to adopt 
someone. There are plenty who don't receive a letter. Let one of 
them know that 'Everything is o. k. at home!'"

On May 13, 1943 Company C took over the Soda Springs Hotel 
from a previous company.  Fran had heard that there was some 
musical talent in the company, “hope we ‘natives’ have a chance to 
hear the boys perform before long.” Music, singing, and dancing 
in the evening, to which soldiers were invited, was apparently a 
common thing.

On June 10, 1943 we get a window on socializing and entertaining 
the troops guarding the summit. 

Beacon Hill Lodge entertained  “The Summit Scene” and 
company C at Soda Springs Saturday night, Mrs. C. A. Gates 
chaperoned a group of girls from Truckee who came up on the 
mountain to help entertain the boys. Another group of girls 

came from Blue Canyon to join in the fun. And a 
very fine time was had by all the participants."

 
One unidentified would be thief didn’t consider the 
presence of police and army guards as a deterrent to 
his thievery on Donner Summit.  He broke down the 
rear door of the Beacon Hill Lodge (next to the Soda 
Springs Hotel until it burned in the 1970’s).  “Amid 
the whistle of bullets” he escaped to the “brush of an 
adjoining hillside.”  “None of the shots, it is believed, 
took effect.”  (8/5/43)

In July (7-15-43) the story was about the wives of sol-
diers on duty at Donner Summit. 

“Many pretty young wives of the soldiers were 
seen in and around Soda Springs last weekend for 
a group of the new boys were sent to Soda Springs 

Sierra Sun 5/27/43 Share the long distance phone wires.
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Sierra Sun 5/27/43 Save rubber for the war effort by banking 
by mail instead of driving your car

and their wives, unable to find housing facilities in the 
district will have to confine themselves to weekend visits 
with their soldier husbands.”

Camp Pahatsi (7-29-43) was in full swing despite their grocer-
ies being stolen.  Camp Pahatsi was a Boy Scount camp on 
Donner Summit.

On August 26, 1943 frost was in the air.  People had left the 
summit. “Winter issues of mail order catalogs are in with 
orders for warm clothing up.”  “The natives are getting [sic] to 
‘hole in’.  Wood salesmen are taking orders. Shutters are be-
ing closed” as summer homes are being closed for winter.

The September 16, 1943 the newspaper listed people who 
bought war bonds. That would encourage others to buy. Hunt-
ing is a bigger deal so men providing for their families in the 
old fashioned way  getting  deer is a necessity instead of a 

sport this year.  Hannes Schroll, Sugar Bowl founder, just 
got married. Parenthetically the money had wanted to invest  
in Sugar Bowl was taken by the Austrian government after 
the anschluss with Germany (where Germany took over 
Austria).

In October (10-7-43) the Summit was entertaining the troops 
and the Mountain Red Cross was making things for the 
troops

In November (11/4/43) Boy Scouts were cutting Christmas 
trees on the summit, there was a Halloween party at Donner 
Summit Lodge, Company C had left and was replaced by 
Company A.  Soda Springs had been taken over by the army 
and so places to stay for winter skiers were limited.

In December of 1943 the Sierra Sun reported that 1944 was 
going to be a critical year.  There were shortages of gasoline, 
tires, and manpower.  People were exhorted to conserve 
automobiles through a three point program: reducing speed, 
dispensing with needless driving, and keeping cars in “best 
mechanical condition.”

By 1944 the war in Europe had been over since May 8 and 
the war in Japan would be over the next year.  People were 
thinking about fun again as the Sierra Sun noted December 
14, 1944: By Sierra Sue.. 

“get your head in the clouds! my friends, but keep your 
feet on the ground! This can be done at no better place 
than in the cold, clear air of the high Sierra-up 7,000 
feet. Relax those frayed nerves that jump at the drop of 
a neighbor's shoe at night. It's off to Soda Springs and 
you'll find just the right amount of relaxation-both indoor 
and outdoors depending, of course, on what kind of a 
skier you are, Scissor Bill or Snow Bunny or Cannonen.

“A bus will deposit you at the doorsteps of any of the ski 
lodges on the mountain, or a train, if you prefer will drop 
you at the summit where a short hike will bring you to 
any of the resorts. It's really worth doing without your 
car in the city if it means you can use. it on weekend trips 
to the mountains. Once you've been skiing you'll realize 
there is no thrill in any sport that can compare with the 
thrill of a downhill run on skiis [sic].”

After the war life returned to normal.  The February 27, 
1946 “Summit Scene” wrote about problems we still have.

"The Donner Trail Association meeting which was sched-
uled several weeks ago hasn't materialized as yet. We 
realize that everyone is terribly "swamped" at the present 
time but, on the other hand, if the meeting isn't called by 
the 'Powers that Was' while the thing is still hot, enthu-
siasm will dwindle and we'll be right back where we 
started. As it is people whom we have hitherto known by 
name only are writing and contacting us to find out when 
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Sierra Sun 7/1/43

arid where the meeting promised us will be held. With 
parking problems, water problems and civic improvements 
badly needed in this area of Highway 10. [sic] with public 
rest rooms and first aid station and other conveniences - 
well organization must simply be accomplished and soon. 
Our last. editorial on this subject was reprinted by many 
newspapers so we try our hand again and together with 
those who are interested (and there are many) we'll keep 
pounding and hammering away until said meeting takes 
place.”

There was no notice of a meeting being held.

“Then, last week ['Summit Scene' 1/16/47] I wrote about 
dogs and now I find several fond canine parents are crying 
because their Fido didn't get his name in print. So we add, 
with a shameful look, Red Rudolf (George's four footed 
friend). Now this Red needs a special column by himself 
anyway. He is an Irish terrier, still in the clumsy stage. He 

Sierra Sun  7/15/43

has a very Irish face, in fact we think George should give 
him a clay pipe. Well, Rudy took Red to the Sugar Bowl 
for a bit of skiing. Think I'm kidding? Red takes one look 
at the rope tow, takes a nip on to it with his teeth and 
rides to the top. Can you tie that one? I beg of George 
to take Red to the Sugar Bowl again and take along an 
excess camera man so that we can enter Red as the first 
tow riding canine in some national magazine.”

There’s also no record of an “excess camera man” memori-
alizing Red.
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Sierra Sun 5/27/43

Sierra Sun 5/20/43 Buy War Bonds
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Sierra Sun 2/12/42 Soliciting volunteers to knit clothing for the military. Note the notices for Quentin Queen and 
Ned Morehouse who had joined the military not even two months after Pearl Harbor

Personalizing helping the war 
effort to encourage others to 
join.

Mr. Nelson has been off the' farm for a 
good many years and is out of practice with 
the section tools but he still has the farmer 
idea of an eight hour day (eight hours be-
fore dinner and eight hours after) and when 
the foreman says "Six p.m. Time to quit," 
his aching bones and tired muscles give a 
sigh of relief but he sees the sun is still up 
and looks at the unfinished track work and 
thinks of the days when he could work from 
sun to sun and finish up -a good day's work 
by lantern light.

Sierra Sun 4/23/43

FOR VICTORY :: BUY BONDS

KNITTERS NEEDED 
    BY RED CROSS IN 

         TRUCKEE AT ONCE
Fifty pounds of yarn were received this morning by Mrs. G. J. E. Keetch, chairman of production for the local Red Cross. This 
yarn is to be knitted into sweaters for the soldiers and the finished garments are needed as soon as they can be finished. While the 
average soldier and sailor is adequately clothed by the government, there are exceptions. Our boys in Iceland are such an excep-
tion and can make good use of additional clothing. When a commanding officer desires such additional clothing and as sweaters 
he applies ; to the Red Cross which arranges for the garments to be knitted.
  
At present such requests by commanding officers total over 15,000 knitted articles. All women who can assist in knitting are asked 
to get in touch with Mrs. Keetch.

-FOR VICTORY :: BUY A BOND_ 

In the Army— 
Quentin Queen, for the past three years employed on Donner Summit at Norden Store and Ski Lodge, is now with the Army at 
Camp Grant, Illinois, according to word from there.

In Ármy
Ned Morehouse, who five years ago was employed at the Sierra Sun, is now a first lieutenant and an official photographer for the 
U. S. Army.

Sierra Sun 5/13/43
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Donner Summit Ads

Sierra Sun 12/20/47

Sierra Sun 1/9/47

Sierra Sun 6/19/47
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Sierra Sun 2/27/47 This ad shows the popularity of bus riding.

Sierra Sun 12/21/44

Sierra Sun 6/25/42
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Sierra Sun 3/26/42 Greyhound helping the war effort.

Sierra Sun 3/26/42  Taking the bus saves "vital 
materials" for the war effort.
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On February 13, 1947 the war had been over for two years and life was coming back to normal.  Fran Couillard decided to head 
for Sacramento instead of “battling around” the summit looking for news about which to write. Automobiles were not as ubiqui-
tous in those days and like most people, Fran took the bus.  What was bus riding like in those days?

Her bus was loaded with “ski kids” heading home and Fran said it was a “great experience.”  The kids were noisier, tireder, 
and hungrier than you’d never seen the like of.  She was pressed in between nap [sic] sacks, ski poles, ski boots, coke bottles,  
cookies and stuff.  The main topic of conversation was hunger which is natural following a day of hard skiing.  They shared one 
T-bone steak, Coca Cola, cookies, crackers, a can of tomato soup, and bubble gum.  At Baxter, on old highway 40, the kids col-
lected the myriad of Coke bottles and spent 15 minutes turning them 
all in for the deposits which were spent on two hamburgers shared 
among them.

Mechanical troubles ensued and “the rumbling of the bus’ insides 
competed with the rumbling of the stomach of the kids.”  At Auburn 
everything was switched to a better bus which had no luggage com-
partment.  Everything was “dumped unceremoniously” in the new 
bus that was more like a streetcar.  Onto the mess fell all the kids in 
“such ungraceful positions as only tired kids can assume.”  Heads 
lolled on sleeping bags and banged against windows. Unbooted feet 
“hoisted toward the ceiling.  

In Sacramento Fran disembarked noting that the “whole kit and 
kaboodle were peacefully sleeping and showed no signs of ever 
relieving the kinks in their respective necks.”

		  Bus Travel from Donner Summit

Sierra Sun 9/2/43  Leave room on the bus for soldiers and 
sailors.
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Book Review

By 1882 people were beginning to pay more attention to 
American scenery.  Prior to that “intelligent Europeans” 
had been reluctant to think there was much civilization 
in the New World.  They sneered at Americans who were 
“rude and crass…”  The Civil War brought with it a “new 
and more serious attitude.”  People started visiting, crowd-
ing “every nook and corner of our country with keen and 
competent observers…” People saw with “amazement and 
pleasure” ”the wonder scattered profusely by the hand of 
Nature, and the no lesser marvels brought by the energy of 
man.” Here we included some of that wonder from Don-
ner Summit in 1882.

“It is the purpose of the present volume to bring together 
intelligent and animated descriptions of the more pictur-
esque and sublime phases of scenery in our great country, 
interspersed with episodes of travel and adventure, and 
glances at some of the great industries.

The book moves across the country on the train with lots 
of illustrations and evocative prose which gives the reader 
a feeling for the America of 1882. 

The writers took a stage ride to Lake Tahoe. “After the stage has been toiling up-hill for two or three hours over a dusty road 
partly strung across a precipice,”   Tahoe is described, “Beautifully clear as the water actually is in the shallows — the boats 
floating upon it seeming to be suspended in the air as we look down upon them from the landings,” but Tahoe is out of our 
purview.

The writers leave the train for a trip to Donner Lake, “a crystal sheet of water lying in the lap of the hills,”  This brings up the 
Donner Party tragedy which is related mostly correctly.

Sportsmen and lovers of Nature will love Donner Summit.  “There are the many lakes   There can be no more perfect scenery 
than that of the western slope of the Sierras.”

You can see how the prose could make Americans want to go off and explore their land,

" The railway winds along the edges of great precipices, and at sunrise the shadows are still lying deep in the cañons 
below. The snow-covered peaks above catch the first rays of the sun, and glow with wonderful color. Light wreaths of 
mist rise up to the end of the zone of pines, and then drift away into the air and are lost. The aspect of the mountains 
is of the wildest and most intense kind, for by the word intense something seems to be expressed of the positive force 
there is in it, that differs utterly from the effect of such a scene as lies passive for the imagination. This is grand ; it is 
magnetic ; there is no escaping the wonder-working influence of the great grouping of mountains and ravines, of dense 
forests and ragged pinnacles of rock."

This also shows the writers’ good taste.

Our Native Land 
Glances at American Scenery and 
Places
1882`
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"A moonlight night, however, with wild witchery, 
lends the greatest magic to the scene, surpassing 
the sun glare of daylight and the stronger colors 
of evening. To stand on any commanding point of 
the mountains when the moon is at the full, and the 
sky is clear, reveals a charm in the nature of the 
lofty rocks at variance with their aspect at any other 
hour."

"Two hundred and forty-four miles from San 
Francisco we reach the station of Summit, at the 
great height of seven thousand and seventeen feet 
above the sea, and thence the descent is made into 
the Sacramento Valley. The down grade is now one 
hundred and sixteen feet to the mile, and the train 
in many places, as it wheels around sharp curves, 
pitches and plunges wildly, alarming the more timid 
souls, who every moment expect to be dashed over 
a precipice. But the road is splendidly constructed, 
the engineer watchful and experienced, and the 
cars are solidly built, so there is but little danger in 
this headlong ride down the Sierra-sides, though it 
almost seems like challenging Fate."

"There are charming spots within a short distance 
of the road, among which are Kidd's Lakes, which 
pour into the south branch of the Yuba River, and 
gorge of that river whose striking bluffs are called 
the New Hampshire rocks. Should we be beguiled 
into visiting all the picturesque spots lying within 
easy distance of the road on the western slope of the 
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Sierras, our journey to San Francisco, though ap-
parently drawing to an end, would be prolonged for 
weeks."

"The old emigrant-road, which occasionally edges on 
the railway, is not wholly deserted yet. The capacious 
wagons, with their arched roofs of white canvas, 
loaded ten feet high with furniture and stores, are 
now and then seen toiling along at a pitifully slow 
rate, a small herd of cattle following, and the young-
sters of the family running a long way ahead, and 
skirmishing among the bordering woods for squirrels, 
or anything else to shoot at."  

"In spring, when the farmers and stock-raisers of 
the Sacramento Valley are taking their herds into the 
more luxuriant mountain-pastures, and at the begin-
ning of winter, when they are retreating before the 
early snows into a safer region, the road is lively with 
traffic, but not with such traffic as was known be-
tween the years 1850 and 1860. At frequent intervals 
the old taverns are found, their ample apartments va-
cant, the windows and doors out, and  the bar rooms 

only remaining. This is an example of the survival of 
the fittest for the lonely red-shirted dispenser of bad 
whisky, though he has the house to himself still finds 
custom for the fiery stuff which fills his decanter."
"At various points along this portion of the road 
are saw-mills and shipping points for lumber. One 
of these is Blue Canon, through which runs a wild, 
brawling torrent called Cedar Creek, a place of bold 
and striking beauty. The traveler, looking in any 
direction, has a splendid view before him of great 
hills, heavily timbered with pine, and broken into 
sharp peaks, upon which the snow remains all the 
year round. How thick the pines are, and how they 
streak the steep embankments upon which they have 
planted themselves like battalions of infantry ! What 
an air of deep gloom and mystery they have ! Upon 
some an emerald - green moss has grown in rings and 
irregular patches — a moss having the appearance of 
an ostrich-feather, which makes a striking contrast to 
the dark green of the prickly foliage, and the dull red 
of the bark. In the distance the pines are blue, and at 
night they are intensely black."
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"As the train continues westward we leave Donner Summit 
and environs and head to San Francisco, said by the inhabit-
ants to comprise a larger proportion of wealth, beauty, and 
intellect, than the same area in any other city. San Francisco 
is undoubtedly very charming. Its people are lavish in their 
hospitality and in all their expenditures ; the hotels are pal-
aces ; the places of amusement are numerous and liberally 
conducted."

Lower Cascade
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Making History Colorful

Today, due to advances in computer graphics technology, there may be a solution to 
the color limitations of our historical black & white images. Computers are remark-
ably adept at manipulating photographic images. Algorithms developed for Artifi-
cial Intelligence (AI) and machine learning have been adapted to image technology 
to give almost magical resultssuch as the colorization of black & white images. 
Algorithms are “trained” by looking at millions of color and black & white versions 
of photos to “learn” how to add back colors to a black & white image. The algorithms learn how to find a sky and make it blue, 
find a face and make it flesh colored, find a tree and make the leaves green. They develop highly sophisticated models that can do 
amazing transformations. Amazingly this technology is now available on desktop computers. 

George Lamson

Here is the under-
pass on the Lincoln 
Highway, opened 
in 1914 to save 
driving across the 
tracks and through 
the snowshed.  It 
continued in use 
until 1926 when 
the Donner Sum-
mit Bridge was 
completed. Today 
the underpass is 
a repository for 
graffiti. 

Note the wooden 
snowsheds. Even-
tually they will 
be replaced with 
concrete structures 
and/or removal 
with the advent of 
better snow clear-
ing machinery. Right: underpass today from the other side 

with bridge in the background.
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Odds & Ends on Donner Summit

This is part of a series of miscellaneous history, “Odds & Ends” of Donner Summit.  There are a lot of big stories on Donner 
Summit making it the most important historical square mile in California.  All of those episodes* left behind obvious traces.  As 
one explores Donner Summit, though, one comes across a lot of other things related to the rich history.  All of those things have 
stories too and we’ve been collecting them.  Now they’re making appearances in the Heirloom.  

If you find any "Odds & Ends" you'd like to share pass them  on to the editor - see page 2

*Native Americans; first wagon trains to California; the first transcontinental railroad, highway, air route, and telephone line, etc.

As you are perambulating in the 
forest on Donner Summit keep an 
eye out for old markers.  Here are 
some Emigrant Trail markers just 
down the east side of Coldstream 
Pass.  The picture to the right and 
bottom left are by George Lamson.  
The fellow at bottom right is Art 
Clark.

There are many kinds of Emigrant 
Trail markers along the Emigrant 
routes.  For more pictures look at 
our picture index on our website.
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Take the Scenic Route:
Donner Summit’s
Old Highway 40

50 interpretive signs along Old 40
http://www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/pages/20MileMuseum.html

Download brochures at:
http://www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org/pages/brochures.html
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Learn secrets 
of the Sierra
as you hike with 
local historians.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:
info@donnerpartyhike.com

donnerpartyhike.com

  October 4 & 5, 2025

DONNER 
PARTY HIKE

Saturday:
Scenery
Illustrated history hikes
Lunch at Sugar Bowl
Donner Party chautauqua
Reprise of Stephens Party

Sunday (optional extension)
The Donner party

Explore Donner Summit with local historians on illustrated* interpretive 
walks and hikes. You’ll discover why Donner Summit is the most 
historically significant square mile in California. 

SATURDAY HIKES- Choose from one of eight hikes ranging from 3.5 to 6 
miles with varying degrees of difficulty. Explore the trails, see petroglyphs 
and the China Wall. Stroll through meadows or discover hidden Sierra lakes. 
Price includes guided hike, hamburger lunch, afternoon chautauqua about 
the Donner Party, and presentation of 1844 Stephens Party’s 2025 reprise.

Saturday Hike: $65 per hiker ($75 after September 19)

SUNDAY WALKING TOUR—Learn about the grueling mishaps of the 
Donner Party and the archaeological finds that remain. Then, it’s on to 
Donner Memorial State Park to view the Murphy Cabin Site and Pioneer 
Monument. Price: $20 additional ($85 total - $105 after September 19).

REGISTER TO SECURE YOUR SPOT IN TIME - Tour size is limited. 
donnerpartyhike.com

*We bring along lots of old photographs

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

PRODUCED BY DONNER SUMMIT HISTORICAL SOCIETY a 501c3
www.donnersummithistoricalsociety.org.

Register 
early to save
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info@donnerpartyhike.com
www.donnerpartyhike.com 
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On the previous page is 
information about the 
2025 Donner Party Hike 
event.  On this page the 
after lunch entertain-
ment.
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