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Eyes Right

Taft, MT   -  In an earlier article, I discussed the history of the old Milwaukee Railroad’s Hiawatha Trail which passes through here.  It is now an extremely popular bicycle and hiking path which passes through the 1.7 mile Taft Tunnel before 13 miles of downhill trail from Roland to Pearson, Idaho.  The downhill section includes trestles high over valleys far below and other shorter tunnels through the sides of the Bitterroot Mountains.  Essentially every view along the trail is postcard quality.
But today, I would like to focus on the individuals who, in the early 1900’s, transformed an initial idea by members of the Milwaukee Railroads Board of Directors into an actual rail line through some of the most challenging terrain in the United States.  Essentially all who took part in the project are today nameless, but each played an integral role.

Those first involved in the process were the businessmen running the railroad who saw a need to build a new line connecting Chicago and Seattle.  No such railroad existed for very good reason.  It was deemed impossible to build due to the formidable challenge of the Bitterroot Mountains.  But the visionaries persisted, obtained funding, and commissioned exploration crews to survey possible routes.  The reports were not encouraging, but a decision was made to “go for it.”  This was not an easy decision – millions of dollars (1900 era dollars) were at stake.  It was an entrepreneurial gamble of the highest stakes.   We often tend to overlook the capitalists throughout our history who take such risks.
Once the decision to proceed was made, a team of engineers had to find means to make it happen.  There were few precedents, and speed of construction was essential for the entire project to be financially successful.  New equipment was designed, often on the fly, and had to be not only manufactured in Chicago, but also shipped on the still incomplete rails to the construction sites in the Bitterroots, often in mid-winter.
Once the design was in place, work crews had to be assembled.  Labor willing to toil in the harsh mountain conditions had to be imported from abroad (much as we are currently experiencing).  Most came from Europe.  At the height of the project, nearly 9000 men from countries such as Italy, Austria, Hungary, Montenegro, Serbia, France, Norway, Ireland, Sweden, and Japan were working.  Work camps sprung up along the line as it was being built, and where there is money and men, there soon follows saloons and brothels.  At one time, Taft, Montana was deemed the most depraved community in the nation, although the source of this label has not been identified.   Gambling, fighting, and even murder were commonplace.  
Walking this terrain today, it is easy to understand the chaotic nature of that time.  The work was incredibly dangerous and the conditions unbelievably harsh.  Amazingly, not only was the 1.7 mile tunnel successfully completed, but 10 other tunnels and 9 high trestles were also finished in just over 2 years in some of the most challenging conditions imaginable.  It had to be one of the most wildly successful construction projects of any era in U.S. history.
Just one year after trains began using the new line in 1909, the largest and most devastating forest fire in U.S. history raged through the area in August, 1910.  Over 3 million acres were burned, including several of the trestles recently completed.  Smoke from the fire darkened skies for over a week all the way from Butte, Montana to Watertown, New York.  Many of the towns which had sprung up along the rail line were burned to the ground and never re-built.  Ironically, several of the rail tunnels through the Bitterroots became safe havens for thousands during the fire.   More than one rail engineer drove a train over a burning trestle to carry passengers to safety in the tunnels.
Bottom line:  People, both native and foreign born, made this country great, and will, hopefully, continue to do so.
I thought you might like to know.
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