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Eyes Right

Taft, MT   -  The Bitterroot Mountains are bad.   If you were around in 1805/1806, you could have asked Meriwether Lewis or William Clark just how bad.  Their journeys, both west and east bound, over the Bitterroots were perhaps the most challenging, and life-threatening, of their entire expedition from St. Louis to the Pacific Coast.
Almost exactly 100 years later, in 1905, a prosperous eastern railroad, the Milwaukee Road, decided to expand west out of their upper Midwest base to construct tracks to Seattle and the West Coast to take advantage of increasing trade opportunities.  Survey crews spent over a year in the Bitterroots looking for possible routes through wild terrain with no available maps.  Finally an option was chosen through St. Paul Pass, and construction began in early 1907.  The cost was enormous, both in terms of dollars and lives.  Initial cost estimates were $45 million; the final tab was close to $300 million – an enormous sum for those days.  There were over 9000 men working on the project, mostly immigrant labor from all over Europe and some from Japan.  It was truly a volatile ethnic soup, which often boiled over into violence.  In one instance, a group of Montenegrins beat a Hungarian foreman to death because he had allegedly killed a Montenegrin a few months earlier.
In addition to the ferocious weather (Lewis and Clark found 2 to 8 ft. of snow on the mountains at the end of June!), the railroaders had enormous engineering challenges.  One of the greatest was to construct a 1.7 mile long tunnel through a mountainside on the Montana-Idaho border.  Remember that this achievement was completed without today’s sophisticated surveying instruments and with mostly manual labor, often in the middle of winter.  In the St. Paul Pass area alone, the teams built 10 other shorter tunnels through the mountainside and 9 trestles over deep gorges.  One trestle was 850 ft. in length, crossing 230 ft. above the valley below.  Most of these trestles were built from rough wood from the same hills, but two were constructed using steel beams which were manufactured in Chicago and shipped nearly 1500 miles to the scene.  A special crane was constructed to use on the tracks to build the trestles as they inched across the ravines.

Equally impressive was the decision – a first for the time – to electrify 440 miles of the tracks, including the Bitterroot section.  Huge generators were constructed using water power to spin turbines to produce a-c current, which was then converted to d-c for use by the locomotives.  Amazingly, freight service from Chicago to Seattle began on the line on July 4, 1909, just over 2 years after construction began.

At the height of railroading in the United States, the famous Hiawatha trains raced on these very tracks carrying passengers in style from Chicago to the West Coast.  Other famous traffic consisted of “silk trains” bringing raw silk from Seattle to the East Coast.  These trains had priority over all others due to the threat of high-jacking of the high value load – nothing stopped a silk train.  Every other train had to pull over on a siding to let them pass by. 

Today the railroad is gone, but a wonderful 15 mile bicycle trail has been created on its trail bed. The “Route of the Hiawatha,” as it is called, begins just outside the eastern portal of the Taft Tunnel, the monster tunnel, and then follows the path of the rail line down a very slight 1.7 degree grade, descending less than 1000 ft. in over 13 miles.  The cost to ride is modest:  9 bucks.
The tunnel has to be experienced in person to feel the thrill of total darkness with sounds of dripping water all around.  Most bikers wear miner’s lights or carry flashlights, but it is still incredibly dark and eerie.  Trust me on this one.  You also gain an appreciation for the phrase, “the light at the end of the tunnel.”  Initially you see nothing. After about a half mile into the tunnel, you can see only a dot, which slowly grows larger as you approach the other end.  No amusement park ride can duplicate the sensation.

Once through the Taft Tunnel, bicyclists take a leisurely ride down the trail over the trestles and through the other tunnels often stopping to read the many informative signs about the heydays of the railroad (which ended operations in 1980).  At the bottom of the trail, you have the option of riding back up the mountain or boarding an old school bus (another $9) for a ride for you and your bike up a different road to the west end of the tunnel, which you have to ride through again to return to the parking lot.
If you find yourself anywhere near this part of the country, you have to treat yourself to a day on the Hiawatha Trail.  It is magnificent.
I thought you might like to know.
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