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 This paper examines the successes and subsequent consolidation of railroads in 

Humboldt County that preceded the Northwestern Pacific Railroad (NWP). Specifically, this 

paper highlights how the Arcata & Mad River Railroad (A&MR) and The Pacific Lumber 

Company Railroad (TPLC) set the NWP's fixed right-of-way along Humboldt Bay and along the 

Eel River.  It describes how the A&MR set the pace and precedent for railroads in Humboldt 

County and they cited economic reasons in order to justify railroad development southward 

towards other railroads around San Francisco Bay.  Next, it describes the history of the TPLC's 

railroad—particularly their passage below the Scotia Bluffs as a significant geographical feature 

and engineering accomplishment in their right-of-way.  This paper also examines the 

development of the NWP under the ownership of the Southern Pacific Railroad (SP) and the 

Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railway (AT&SF).   Lastly, this paper examines what ultimately 

contributed to the NWP's decline and termination (both of railroad service and its physical plant) 

between 1907 and 1998: First, it analyzes the geographical layout and composition of the Eel 

River Canyon and why this watershed was chosen as the desired and set route.  Next, it examines 

the key floods that played a major role in the NWP's demise, including the fabled floods of 1913, 

1955, and 1964.  In addition, it discusses the consequences of the major tunnel fires that occurred 

regularly on the NWP.  Finally, it discusses the chronic washouts and landslides on the NWP's 

river shelf right-of-way that were due to the geographical composition of the Eel River Canyon.  

All of these factors are accompanied by a series of events that affected each of these railroads  

over the course of their use.  It should be noted that the Eel River Canyon portion of the NWP 

(whose existence highlights the relevance of this paper to Humboldt County) had four different 

eras of official ownership: the joint creation of the NWP as a single corporate entity under 

Southern Pacific (SP) and AT&SF (1907–1926), ownership under just SP (1926–1984), a lease 
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from SP under Eureka Southern’s administration (1984–1991), and government ownership under 

North Coast Railroad Authority’s administration (1991–).  

 The two most reliable authors who produced work on the NWP are two men named Fred 

Stindt and Wesley Fox.  These sources of information can be considered both primary and 

secondary sources depending on which chapters are read. Wesley Fox's book is titled The 

Northwestern Pacific Railroad and Its Successors, and Fred Stindt's book is titled The 

Northwestern Pacific Railroad Volume Two: 1964–85. Volume two of the two-part series by 

Fred Stindt focused on the post-WWII years of the NWP. He included many pictures of the 

railroad during the final decades under SP ownership and provided an excellent chronology of 

the key events that put the NWP in its darkest days. This included the 1964 Christmas flood, the 

joint rebuild effort by Morrison-Knudsen (M-K) and Southern Pacific, the multiple tunnel fires 

that closed the line for months, and various other financial and natural disasters. Fox’s 

publication is primarily a pictorial history of the NWP; however, it does include a timeline of 

key events that occurred over the course of the NWP’s history. It is a follow-up to his original 

publication titled Northwestern Pacific Pictorial; the difference between the two is found in his 

analysis of what  

he considered to be major events that affected the railroad. Each of these sources, and many 

others, provide this paper with a backdrop of events that led to the railroad's closure.   

 There are two secondary sources that have been published that cover specific decades of 

the NWP’s history. The first is a book titled Logging to the Salt Chuck by John T. Labbe and 

Peter J. Replinger. The second relevant source is California's Lumber Shortline Railroads, 

written by Jeff Moore.  All three authors argued that the abundant redwood timber prospects 

attracted lumber companies to invest in building and operating the pioneer railroads of Humboldt 
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County. These include the original Arcata and Mad River Railroad, which at the time was known 

as the Union Wharf & Plank Walk Company (organized in 1854). Labbe and Replinger 

supported their argument by citing primary sources, such as interviews with individuals who 

worked for the railroad, periodicals published by Simpson Co. (the owner of the A&MR), and a 

secondary source titled Steam in the Redwoods (which was written by local authors Lynwood 

Carranco and Henry L. Sorensen, who also interviewed past employees that worked on the 

A&MR). Moore focused his research on both the Arcata and Mad River Railroad and the NWP 

(specifically the Eureka Southern years). Moore argued that the Eureka Southern Railroad as a 

company inherited financial stress from Southern Pacific. In addition, storms and the chronic 

maintenance spots along the NWP's right-of-way, which were worsened by intense storms and 

relaxed maintenance, contributed to Eureka Sothern's downfall and the subsequent abandonment 

of the Arcata and Mad River Railroad spur in 1993. He supported his argument by citing 

newspaper accounts, railroad magazines, and personal interviews with railroad employees. 

The historiography of the NWP, A&MR, and TPLC/PALCO post-1984 has been 

predominantly accounted for in primary sources over the last century. Primary sources have been 

preserved in the form of local newspapers such as the Humboldt Standard, Trains Magazines, 

Western Railroader news pieces, railroad pamphlets, souvenir booklets, photographs, video 

footage, and interviews. Some secondary sources can be utilized as primary sources because they 

have preserved the history of the NWP by taking the form of pictorial histories, in which color 

photographs of the different eras of the NWP can be seen.  
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Preface 

 Since the finalization of the prospective route through the Eel River Canyon in 1907, the 

Northwestern Pacific Railroad (NWP) was doomed because of a variety of factors. The initial 

conflicts were focused on the railroad's design, location, fixed route, ownership, and questions of 

a generally operational and logistical nature. Later, the company's conflicts were a bit more 

existential—they became about financially surviving the onslaught of natural disasters in the face 
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of a collapsing timber market and competition from the trucking industry on the mostly-parallel 

Highway 101. This all came to a close with the economic collapse that permanently shut down 

the railroad in 1998. Redwood lumber, lumber mills, and locals throughout Humboldt County 

attracted many companies to construct railroads.  

 Some of the predecessor railroads that existed prior to 1907 in Humboldt County 

ultimately shaped the railroad's north end route between Eureka and Willits. The first of these 

predecessors was the Union Plank Walk Company (later known as the Arcata and Mad River 

Railroad), which was incorporated on 15 December, 1854. It would set the stage for an explosion 

of railroad growth throughout Humboldt County. The Pacific Lumber Company's small logging 

road, which was built in 1885, was structured along a geologic anomaly known as the Scotia 

Bluffs, which would later become the same route that would plague the NWP's right-of-way with 

constant maintenance and disaster. The first train to traverse the newly opened NWP railroad  

 

from San Francisco to Eureka arrived in October 1914. That same train was delayed on its 

maiden voyage by a rockslide, which was a foreshadowing of the difficulties to come.  

 The rails were supposed to stay level, clear, stable, and stay in place; however, in the Eel 

River Canyon, they experienced a chronic state of disrepair. Bombardment of landslides 

occurred on a regular basis, which required the use of local crews to combat the temporary 

closures. In addition, floods of biblical proportions, one of which caused over thirty miles of 

track to be swept away in a matter of days, proved to be tremendously detrimental to the railroad. 

Furthermore, raging tunnel fires that occurred over the course of many decades plunged the 

economic future of the railroad into its most difficult era. Pieces of rolling stock can still be 
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found throughout the right-of-way between Eureka and Willits, which symbolically serve as 

standing—and deteriorating—testaments to one of Humboldt County's mighty economic icons 

and to those who once served on it with pride and dignity. 

From Fury to Fire:  Humboldt County's First Railroad   

 To comprehend the nature of the NWP's route, one must understand the history of the 

early predecessor railroads in Humboldt County. Along the walking trail of the Arcata Marsh, 

there is a plaque that serves not only as a dedication but as a marker to the site of Humboldt 

County's oldest railroad: the Union Plankwalk Railtrack and Wharf Co. (UPRT&WC). Arcata,  

 

 

formerly known as Union, was settled in the early 1850s. Imports and exports were shipped 

through Humboldt Bay's treacherous waters and went south to San Francisco. Early ventures to 

create reliable, all-weather shipping included the construction of a long wharf across the mud 

flats out to deep water. While the wharf served its purpose well, it proved to be a labor-intensive 

process to carry materials to and from the end of the wharf. 

Two men named Fernal and Yocum concluded the utilization of wooden rails and horses 

would solve the wharf's problem; thus, on 15 December, 1854, the Union Wharf & Plank Walk 

Company was integrated. The right-of-way stretched two miles from the wharf to Union.1  This 

early predecessor railroad to the NWP hardly resembled a "standard" railroad. Its earliest source 

of motive power was a white horse named Spanking Fury, and the railroad had what is known as 

                                                 
1  W.E Butler, "Our Two Oddest Roads," Railroad Magazine, September, 1934, 38.   
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a "bastard gauge." The common railroad gauges (the width of the track) of the time were 24, 36, 

42, 56½, or 72 inches. The UPRT&WC therefore earned the title because of its unsystematic 

gauge width of 45¼ inches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The site of Arcata's (then Union) first railroad, now located on the Arcata Marsh.  Note the pillars of the old 
wharf which can be still seen during low tide.  (Author's photo). 
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Map of the Arcata & Mad River Railroad (A&MR Centennial Poster, Author's Collection). 

The railroad's right-of-way and motive power did not change until 1875, when the white 

horse was replaced by an iron horse. This iron horse was a crude steam engine that was most 

likely built locally, and the right-of-way was extended by three-quarters of a mile northeast of 

Arcata. Union had been renamed Arcata in 1860, and the railroad was renamed the Union Plank 

Walk & Railroad Company. It was bought out by the newly founded Arcata Transportation 

Company, and only one addition to the road's length was constructed to Warren Creek mill (a 

total addition of 3½ miles).2  The engine was described as "an upright boiler on the car . . . with 

oscillating cylinders . . . she worked satisfactory for a number of years. Then a horizontal boiler 

was installed, [and] she ran until 1881."3  In 1881, articles of incorporation for the creation of the 

Arcata & Mad River Railroad (A&MR) were filed with the intention of running the railroad from 

the existing wharf on the bay to the north fork of the Mad River. 

                                                 
2  Stanley Borden, "Arcata and Mad River:  100 Years of Railroading in the Redwood Empire," The Western 
Railroader, May, 1954, 4.  
3  Butler, "Our Two Oddest Roads," 38.   
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Arcata & Mad River Railroad No. 1, the Arcata or more affectionately referred to as The Coffee Pot, in 

Arcata.  Lloyd Stein Collection. 

In 1953, a former skipper named Bill Kirby was interviewed by Amos Tinky on the topic 

of early motive power after the A&MR's inception. In the interview, he stated that the first rod 

engine was "a 4-ton 0-4-0 Porter tanker, with 25-inch wheels. It was named the Arcata, but 

everyone called her the Coffeepot. She amply repaid all her owners—well, she churned A&MR 

ballast for at least 47 years!"4  The Korbel Brothers bought out the railroad in 1884 as a solution 

to their much-needed outlet for their lumber mill, extended the railroad to Korbel (a total of five 

miles), and made vast improvements to the right-of-way, which included replacing the wooden 

rails with steel rails,5 which officially made the A&MR a railroad in the fullest sense of the 

word. While most railroads in the U.S. considered adding dozens to hundreds of miles of new 

track as progress, the A&MR measured its success in feet. The small but vital predecessor 

railroad proved that the utilization of railroads behind the Redwood Curtain was possible, and it 

made the process of moving product and locals both efficient and economical.  

                                                 
4  Amos Tinky, "Arcata and Mad River," Railroad Magazine, June, 1953, 39.   
5  Henry Sorensen and Lynwood Carranco, Steam in the Redwoods (Caldwell, ID:  The Caxton Printers), 8. 
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 The A&MR boomed with business, and the locals affectionately nicknamed it the "Annie 

and Mary." In addition, the Korbel brothers purchased two new locomotives: No. 3 (The North 

Fork) and No. 4 (The Eureka). In 1885 alone, the small railroad moved twenty-one million feet 

of lumber, thirty-eight million shingles, and twenty-two thousand fence posts to the wharf in 

Arcata.6  The A&MR railroad continued to prosper under the ownership of the Korbel Brothers 

well into the early twentieth century. While the A&MR railroad proved that a railroad as far 

north as Arcata could prosper, it also set a precedent which demonstrated railroads could be 

utilized throughout Humboldt County. An explosion of railroad growth transpired, with each 

new railroad piercing further south into massive redwood country and unstable geology. 

The Arcata & Mad River Railroad No. 3 in the Arcata Station on 1 May, 1922.  Humboldt Room Archive 
Photo.   

"An Ugly Looking Bluff":  Lorenzo Painter and The Pacific Lumber Company Railroad  
                                                 
6  Henry Sorensen and Lynwood Carranco, Steam in the Redwoods, 9. 



Buck, Josh 
10/03/2017 
History 490 

11 

 Development of redwood industries further south was achieved in rapid succession by 

many predecessor railroads. In 1863, the founders of The Pacific Lumber Company (TPLC, later 

PALCO) embarked on a business venture that would ultimately shape the NWP's future. The 

founders originally purchased six thousand acres of timberland lying along the banks of the Eel  

 

River in Humboldt County.7  The question for the TPLC became how to construct a right-of-way 

from the lumber mill located in Forestville north to Fields Landing (south of present-day Eureka) 

so that lumber schooners would have access to the Redwood timber, to then be shipped south. 

The TPLC's first step to building their railroad was to identify an ideal right-of-way out of 

Forestville.  They identified a geologic anomaly known as the Scotia Bluffs as the ideal route. 

This was the first mistake of many that would ultimately set the stage for the NWP's failure later 

in 1998. 

The railroad was constructed and reached north to Fields Landing. It also connected with 

the existing Eel River and Eureka railroad which ran north to Alton.8 TPLC was quick to 

discover that their right-of-way had steadily grown into a problem over the course of their first 

year of operation. The composition of the Bluffs is of blue sandstone and layers upon layers of 

clams, which reveal that sandy beaches and mudflats were once prominent where the Eel River 

water steadily flows to the Pacific today.9  To this day, if one is to hike to the Bluffs via the 

                                                 
7  Susie Baker,  “Scotia Home of the Pacific Lumber Company,” within Susie Baker Fountain Papers, ed. Humboldt 
Room Archive, 1st ed. (Arcata, CA:  Humboldt State University Library, 1967), 96: 194.   
8  Lynwood Carranco and Henry Sorensen, Steam in the Redwoods, 151. 
9  Evelyn McCormick, "Rio Dell March 16, 1957," within Susie Baker Fountain Papers, ed.  Humboldt Room 
Archive, 1st ed. (Arcata, CA:  Humboldt State University Library), 96: 120.   
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crumbling NWP right-of-way, one will find seashells embedded in the sand of the Bluffs in mass 

quantities. It is for this reason that the route proved to be entirely unreliable, as regular slides  

over the right-of-way forced TPLC crews to monitor the Bluffs with an ever-watchful eye. After 

extensive storm damage in 1886, one resident of Rio Dell detailed the state of the railroad:  

TPLC are carrying on operations in an extensive manner. The railroad has 
been refitted and placed in first-class order and work on their mill is being pushed 
ahead . . . they have arranged for the building of a large wharf at Fields Landing, and 
the piles are now being taken out. It will not be many months before they will be 
shipping large quantities of redwood lumber to the S.F. and foreign markets.10   

                                                 
10  “Pacific Lumber Co. June 18 1886” within Susie Baker Fountain Papers, ed.  Humboldt Room Archive, 1st ed. 
Vol. 96 (Arcata, CA:  Humboldt State University Library, 1967), 96: 243.   
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This detailed account made by a then resident was optimistic at best. The entire basis for their 

projection hinged on the hope that the Bluffs would stand strong and not continue to cause 

extensive damage and delays; this would simply not be the reality moving forward 

 

A typical slide is cleared at the Scotia Bluffs  by PLC employees in 1900, note that they had use shovels to 
clear the massive amounts of debris which bombarded their railroad on a regular basis. 

One citizen of Rio Dell reported to the local newspaper that "there is an ugly-looking 

bluff across the river from Rio Dell, and every winter more or less sliding occurs. Since the rains 

of the last week began, another slide is there. It is predicted that the TPLC will have considerable 
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trouble in the future with that locality."11 TPLC, having experienced much difficulty with 

maintenance of their new route, approached the founder of Rio Dell, a man by the name of 

Lorenzo Painter, with the proposition to construct a new route through his property. The 

historiography that surrounds Painter is debated, but the general consensus is that he could be 

described as a man who "loved nothing more than a hard bargain."12  Painter, who owned much 

of the flat land in Rio Dell, reportedly refused to allow TPLC to construct a railroad through the 

town unless TPLC met his steep asking price. 

 

 The infamous Scotia Bluffs, known to some residents of Rio Dell and Scotia as the "ugly looking 
bluff" which would constantly move.  Photo was taken during TPLC's use of the bluffs in 1888.  Humboldt 

Room Archive photo. 

Existing scholarship on the town of Rio Dell written by HSU alumnus James Garrison 

describes Painter's asking price as "too high,"13 and TPLC's management was forced to consider 

an alternative route. This was the turning point that would set the stage for not only TPLC's 

                                                 
11  "Times 12 Dec 1886," within Susie Baker Fountain Papers, ed.  Humboldt Room Archive, 1st ed. (Arcata, CA:  
Humboldt State University Library, 1967), 96: 95.    
12   Fred Cook, "Alonzo Painter:  A Bad Loser" within History of Rio Dell and Scotia Bicentennial Edition (Pioneer, 
CA:  California Traveler, 1980), 47.   
13  James Garrison, Scotia and Rio Dell (Charleston, SC:  Arcadia Publishing, 2015), 23. 
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railroad but for all the future administrations that utilized the NWP's right-of-way on the same 

route along the Scotia Bluffs. The entire future of Humboldt County's railroad activity hung in 

the balance simply because of one man's greed. 

 According to one source, Painter was approached a second time after TPLC had 

miraculously recovered their right-of-way along the Bluffs. In response, Painter doubled his 

asking price and was described as "fully confident that they would have to meet his price."14    

TPLC decided to keep their existing route along the Scotia Bluffs, the railroad was never built 

through Rio Dell and Painter later fell into economic despair; he later committed suicide by 

jumping off of the Scotia Bluffs trestle and into the Eel River below.15 Despite the secondary 

source material which has the consensus that Painter asked too much for his land, not all viewed 

Painter in this light, On 26 March, 1898 a Western Watchmen article described Painter as a kind-

hearted pioneer who was the victim of false reporting.  The article reads  

It has been industriously circulated that it was due to Mr. Painter's 
prescriptive policy and exorbitant demands that drove TPL Co. to build the road 
around the base of the great cliff opposite of Rio Dell. We are told by his old and 
intimate friends that such is not the case - on the contrary, Mr. Painter offered free 
right-of-way thru Rio Dell, and only stipulated that the Co. should build a depot at 
Rio Dell and make it a regular stopping place. This, we are told, is what Mr. Painter 
maintained until his death.16 

The bias of this source is that these were friends of Painter who may have wanted him to be 

remembered not as an egregious landowner but rather a founding pioneer and caring resident of 

Rio Dell in its early years. Regardless of which story is true, the die had been cast, and the end 

                                                 
14  Freed Cook, "Alonzo Painter:  A Bad Loser,” 47. 
15  "Oct 8 1892:  L.D Painter, an Old Citizen of Rio Dell Committed Suicide Last Saturday Afternoon,"  within 

Susie Baker Fountain Papers, ed.  Humboldt Room Archive, 1st ed. (Arcata, CA:   Humboldt State 
University Library, 1967), 96: 118.    

16   "Western Watchmen March 26 1898" within Susie Baker Fountain Papers, ed.  Humboldt Room Archive, 1st 
ed. (Arcata, CA:  Humboldt State University Library, 1967), 96: 105.     
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result was the same: TPLC's hand was forced, and they turned to the Bluffs as their long-term 

solution to their dilemma. 
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A focused map of the key areas that had predecessor railroads prior to SP and AT&SF's push to acquire 
railroad trackage within Humboldt County.  Gilbert Kneiss Collection. 

 

 

A Right-of-Way to the Giants:  SP's and AT&SF 's Merger 

 Piecing together all of the predecessor railroads of Humboldt, Mendocino, Sonoma, and 

Marin Counties that ultimately made up the Northwestern Pacific Railroad Co. under SP and 

AT&SF's joint venture in 1906 is difficult to outline due to the sheer number of companies that 

were consolidated. However, historian Angelo Figone managed to compile a detailed summary 

in his new book, Northwestern Pacific Railroad Boom and Bust. The following is a brief 

summary of Angelo's findings.  

 Early railroad pioneers of Humboldt County, such as the TPLC, may have led the charge 

for the utilization of railroads in Humboldt; however, corporate giants such as AT&SF and the 

SP were looming on the horizon. Another small railroad company venture called the San 

Francisco and Northwestern Railway Company was bought out by AT&SF in 1903, and over the 

next few years, AT&SF acquired the Eel River and Eureka Railroad and TPLC's trackage to an 



Buck, Josh 
10/03/2017 
History 490 

18 

area called Camp 9; AT&SF would later push southward to the small town of Shively.17  For 

nearly fifty years, Humboldt County had continued to increase in size and population; however, 

it still lacked a railroad out of the County. With the desire to push further south in order to 

consolidate and construct the main line railroad that the county so desperately needed, AT&SF 

leveraged its capital as a large corporation to acquire many of the existing railroads in Humboldt  

County. However, AT&SF was not the only big corporation that had the ambition to pierce the 

Redwood Curtain. 

 SP purchased existing railroads on what would eventually be the south end of the NWP 

in the hope that it would be the company to develop a single consolidated railroad. SP had 

managed to acquire the trackage of both the North Shore Railroad and the San Francisco and 

North Pacific Railway Company. By 1906, SP had acquired the trackage rights of many of the 

railroads between Willits and Sausalito.18  SP essentially developed a monopoly on the southern 

end of what would eventually be consolidated as the NWP, while AT&SF held a monopoly on 

the north end. Both corporate giants had successfully acquired much trackage; however, they still 

needed to close the massive gap. AT&SF lost the opportunity to acquire a sole monopoly on the 

north end when SP partnered with a lumber baron named A. B. Hammond, who already 

developed trackage as far north as Trinidad.19  This meant that SP had acquired essential 

trackage for a possible route that could stretch as far north as Portland, Oregon.   

                                                 
17  Angelo Figone, The Northwestern Pacific Railroad:  Lifeline of the Redwood Empire Boom and Bust:   1951-

2001 (Santa Rosa, CA:  NWPRR Historical Society, 2017), 17.        
18  Angelo Figone, The Northwestern Pacific Railroad:  Boom and Bust, 17.    
19  Gilbert Gneiss, Redwood Railways: A Story of Redwoods, Picnics and Commuters (Berkeley, CA:  Howell 
North Press), 1956, 132.    
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 The two corporate giants had effectively outsmarted each other, and neither of them 

desired to spend the exorbitant amount of money on either connection. Both companies knew 

that the sheer cost of development for either of their prospective railroads (north to Portland or 

south to Sausalito) would ultimately drown the opportunity for a profitable railroad.20 It was 

proposed both companies develop an alliance to construct a single railroad out of Humboldt 

County. Therefore, on 24 November, 1906, SP and AT&SF formed the Northwestern Pacific 

Railway Company. The final major decision that both companies had to make was the ideal route 

for their prospective railroad. Although a few alternative routes were drafted, the two companies 

decided to build through the middle fork of the Eel River Canyon in order to connect Shively 

with Willits. The north end's existing trackage which stretched as far south as Shively and 

included the Scotia Bluffs already had pre-existing problems. In addition, on the south end there 

were problems as well, including an area just south of Willits named Ridge Hill. 

 In nearly every piece of scholarship on the NWP, there is an emphasis on both the Scotia 

Bluffs and the notorious one hundred miles of track through the Eel River Canyon. However, 

Ridge Hill in itself was enough to make any railroad engineer sweat, and with good reason. 

Ridge Hill has a 3 percent grade and, out of all of SP's railroads, it was one of the few that SP 

permitted to have such a steep grade. A 3 percent incline severely limited what kinds of loads 

and engines could be used on the NWP. Fortunately, the incline itself would be traversed by 

northbound trains (those without fully loaded lumber cars), which made the slope possible to 

overcome. Ridge Hill is one prime example of SP and AT&SF 's negligence to put serious 

money into rerouting the NWP, and the same route would be used until 1998. 

                                                 
20  Gilbert Gneiss, Redwood Railways, 133.    



Buck, Josh 
10/03/2017 
History 490 

20 

 

 

 

 

 

“I think I can, I Think I can…” Five SD-9E’s with a string of empties tackle Ridge Hill in Spring 1985, note 
the visible incline.  - Mike Pechner photo 

 

The Geology of the Eel River Canyon and the Construction of the NWP 

The economic despair that had gripped the United States in 1907 was the least of SP and 

AT&SF's problems as their new business venture began, thanks to the route that they had chosen. 

As described in a geological study of the Eel River Basin, "the Eel River has the highest 

recorded average annual suspended-sediment yield per square mile of drainage area of any river 
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of its size or larger in the United States."21  The massive amount of erosion that took place along 

the NWP's route was a problem from day one of construction. As a result of the terrain and steep 

grades of the hills, the construction of the railroad was no simple task. 

In total, the construction crews were required to build a total of 315 bridges and trestles 

and 41 tunnels.  The Eel River Canyon alone required the boring of thirty tunnels, and the 

geology was so unstable that the newly constructed tunnels were prone to move out of alignment 

after they been bored by railroad employees.22  Along with the rough terrain, the Eel River 

Valley and much of the right-of-way was prone to earthquakes and landslides. The unstable 

railroad subgrade (the material underneath the existing right-of-way) caused the track to move 

incessantly during the winter months. The result of the regularity in both slide and flood activity 

was that repairs were temporary at best. The Canyon's unstable geology was later cited in SP's 

petition for abandonment—particularly between milepost 166.5 in Dos Rios and milepost 268.7 

in Fernbridge, an area of the NWP that was home to 150 trouble spots as a result of  constant 

sinking of the railroad's subgrade. In SP's petition to the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC)  

 

in 1983, they wrote that "in that territory . . . the railroad constantly sinks . . . from 2 to 14 inches 

each week—and/or where slides are active above the track. Many of these locations are  

                                                 
21  William Brown and John Ritter, Sediment Transport and Turbidity in the Eel River Basin, California, 
 (Washington, D.C.:  United States Government Printing Office, 1971), 1.   
22  Gilbert Gneiss, Redwood Railways, 134.   
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relatively short (50 to 75 feet), but still required almost daily attention each winter to keep the 

track in alignment and free of debris."23  In addition to the unstable geology, the Eel River 

Canyon was subject to regular flooding, which affected the railroad even before the construction 

was 

completed. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
23  The Interstate Commerce Commission, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission, Washington, D.C.:  
 ICC, 1983, 8.    
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A map of the route from Willits to Eureka, more commonly known as the north half of the NWP or 
the Canyon route. 

 

 

Another large flaw in the NWP's design was that much of the railroad's right-of-way in 

the Canyon was constructed below the high-water mark, which immediately put the railroad in 

danger of flooding. Heavy and regular precipitation loosened the sedimentary soils of the 

Canyon and caused landslides and washouts. In 1913, the Eel River flooded and sent raging 

torrents of water downstream, which ripped the railroad's new right-of-way shelf off the 

Canyon's walls and left the tracks dangling in mid-air. The flood waters devastated the yet-to-be-

completed NWP. Whether in a state of ignorance or hopefulness, the SP and the AT&SF 

believed this route was still feasible and pushed forward with construction once the flood waters 

had receded. 
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Looking south, the Eel River revealed its true nature in 1913 during the first of many major floods in 
the Eel River Canyon.  This photo was taken at Tatu, post-flood.  Author's Collection. 

Nearly one year later, on 23 October, 1914, passengers waited excitedly at the ferry 

terminal drop-off in Sausalito, as well as in downtown Eureka, in anticipation of the NWP's 

grand-opening passenger run. The train was decorated, the passengers were well dressed, and the 

turnout for the event was impressive and well documented.24 The train made its way north, 

winding through the curves and tunnels on its way to a remote location in the Eel River Canyon 

known as Cain Rock. Unfortunately for those in attendance for the first run, a 300-yard slide 

occurred just south of McCann just before the ceremonies were held at Cain Rock. However, this 

did not stop the festivities. Warren S. Palmer (the general superintendent of SP) and his daughter 

Alice drove the golden spike into the last railroad tie at the ceremony. The tracks were not 

cleared by the time the ceremony had ended, and the train reached Eureka by midnight once the 

NWP employees had shoveled the last piles of dirt off the tracks to let the train through.25  At 

last, a lifeline for residents of Humboldt County had been established, and the public was 

ecstatic. A poem by an unknown author highlighted the feelings of the residents well: "we are 

now wedded to the universe by rails of steel, we welcome you to Humboldt County." Railroad 

employees would become accustomed to a constant battle of man vs. nature, but the maintenance 

was ultimately worth it for a time because of  the profits that were primarily gained from the 

regular shipments of timber. For better or worse, the NWP had been established. Despite the 

incorporation of its inadequate railroad structure, the next fifty years would establish the NWP as 

an economic lifeline for Humboldt County. 

                                                 
24  NWPHS (2011), The First & Second Gold Spike, Petaluma, CA:  NWPRRHS Productions.   
25  Andrew Genzoli, "Driving the Golden Spike in the Redwoods" within Eel River Country...Pioneering in 
 the Redwood (Fresno, CA:  Mid-Cal Publishers, 1972), 37.   
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A before & after comparison of Cain Rock, over one hundred years has elapsed since the opening ceremony 
photo and the photo below it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Warren S. Palmer 
(general superintendent of SP) and his daughter Alice drove the Golden spike into the last railroad tie at the 

ceremony. 

 

Steam in the Redwoods 
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 The NWP played a key role in the growth of Humboldt County and the expansion of 

lumber mills. The route remained in a state of joint ownership between SP and AT&SF until 

1927, AT&SF sold off its ownership to SP. In Humboldt County alone, the number of lumber 

mills increased from 24 to 262 between 1941 and late 1952. In a SP bulletin published in 

September 1953, it was noted that "despite terrain and occasional inclement weather, the NWP 

railroaders are handling more traffic than ever. For the first five months of 1953, business totaled 

633,655,879 gross ton-miles, an increase of 6 per cent over the first five months of 1952. And 

during 1952, net revenue from railway operations increased 29 per cent over 1951.26  

 

 

                                                 
26  "NWP Has Important Part in Right of Way of Redwood Empire" within Southern Pacific Bulletin September, 

1953, 9.    
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A supply train is in the hole while freight #182 passes at Fort Seward, a point about midway on the northern 
half of the NWP.  Author's collection. 

Evidently, the post-WWII years of the NWP provided both Humboldt County residents and SP 

with a vital economic source of revenue. However, even in SP's own bulletin, the author noted 

the unstable terrain and storms that frequented the railroad.  

James Valle, who was just a boy when his Father took him to the small town of Dos Rios 

for two weeks during his Summer Vacation in 1952, recalled his experience with the right-of-

way during the postwar lumber boom:  

I assumed that a few trains a day would pass with long, frustrating intervals, 
but I was wrong . . . we hadn't even finished unpacking when a northbound freight 
clanked into town . . . soon that train whistled off, but 10 minutes later another pulled 
up to the tank and the ritual was reenacted. The trains came in steady procession . . . . 
One day, while we were swimming in the river, I noticed two trains pull into town 
from opposite directions. There seemed to be some confusion as to which one would 
take the siding. Before the issue could be decided, two more trains arrived, 
apparently following sections! That made four trains in town at once. Then another 
showed up!  Finally, after much sawing back and forth, the traffic jam cleared up and 
Dos Rios went back to its usual somnolence.27 

    

The demand for lumber in the post-war boom resulted in the NWP's single-track railroad 

becoming congested with more trains; increases were in size, length, and frequency. Lumber was 

king, and the primary obstacle between the Redwood Empire's cash crop and its interchange 

destination in the Bay Area was a right-of-way that was not built to last. The next half century 

                                                 
27  James Valle, "Two Summers in the Eel River Canyon," Trains Magazine, June, 1999, 68.   
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would be remembered not so much for the boom in business, but for the bust, which arrived 

because of the slides, floods, and tunnel fires.    

 

Slide Activity on the NWP  

    The NWP's total Eel River Canyon mileage was especially prone to landslides that 

were due to the unstable and unpredictable geology of the route. This environmental condition 

did not change in the span of time between construction and decades upon decades of operation. 

Terminology regularly used by employees to describe the regular occurrences of damage on the 

NWP included "sinks," "washouts," and "slides."  A "sink" is an instance in which there is a soft 

spot in the railroad's subgrade (the length of which on the NWP could reach 300 feet) which 

causes the track to lower.  A washout is an instance in which water flowing over the tracks 

causes the subgrade to leave the right-of-way, this is often avoided by the installation of culverts 

which divert the water; however, when those culverts fail or if the volume of water is too much it 

causes the ballast of the subgrade to move.  A slide is an instance in which material slides over 

the right-of-way, the volume and the contents of a slide can vary (some being consisted of mud, 

others consisted of trees, boulders, etc.). 

Defective trackage material was not the source of chronic difficulty, but rather the highly 

unstable subgrade beneath the rails. The track mileage parallel to the Eel River between Dos 

Rios (Milepost 166.5) and Fernbridge (Milepost 268.7) had 150 recorded locations where the 

subgrade would constantly shift and slide (two to fourteen inches a week) during the winter 
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months.  As a result, they needed almost daily attention at any given point between those 

hundred miles.28   As a result, they needed almost daily attention at any given point between   

 

 

 

 

 

The NWP was especially prone to landslides due to the unpredictable geology and regularly wet weather 
seasons of Humboldt County.  Here, we see NCRA president Dan Hauser inspecting a slide somewhere near 

McCann on the north end of the NWP during the NCRA era.  Dan Hauser photo. 

                                                 
28  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission.    
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those hundred miles.29  Therefore, it was only natural that SP had maintenance crews on high 

alert throughout the north-end who were designated specifically to clear the right-of-way in the 

event of a slip out or a slide. Even with those crews at their disposal, the best the crews could 

accomplish was the implementation of temporary fixes.  

 

This is an example of a what is known as a "sink", which is a soft spot in the subgrade (the length of which 
could reach 300 feet on the NWP), sinks such as the one depicted above caused the track to lower.  Dan 

Hauser photo. 

                                                 
29  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission.    
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This is an example of what is known as a "washout," up and down the Eel River Canyon one will find many 
sites such as this, due to failed culverts such as the one depicted. 

During an interview with former NWP division engineer/assistant manager Bill Lynch, 

he described the sediment in the Canyon as "blue goo, blue clay” and went on to say, “we had all 

kinds of names for it . . . we had a nastier name for it. It was all stuff that had the tendency to 

move."30  One of the most unpredictable and prone areas to landslides out of the entire railroad 

was the geological nightmare known as the Scotia Bluffs. Landslides were, and always have 

been, a regular nuisance for the railroad since TPLC's use of the Bluffs. This area was a regular 

problem for SP, while the railroad made money hand-over-fist shipping outbound timber, the 
                                                 
30  Bill Lynch, "Island Mountain Escape and Rebuild of the NWP," interview by Josh Buck, November 11,  2011. 
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maintenance was worthwhile to the railroad's bankers, managers, and customers, as well as to 

those employed to maintain the railroad's infrastructure.     

 When rains start trickling down and under the "itchy old crust"31 of the Scotia Bluffs the 

earth can suddenly take the notion that it intends to move, sometimes in rather unbelievable 

proportions.  This very type of disaster occurred on the morning of 24 November, 1945. The 

inhabitants of Scotia felt the earth shake and they heard a thunderous roar - a massive landslide 

descended upon the right-of-way from 308 feet above the NWP tracks. It buried 550 feet of the 

railroad 48 feet deep under dirt, trees, and massive stumps. It was noted that the slide was so 

massive that it nearly "dammed the Eel River." Initial estimates suggested that the damage would 

take thirty days to repair, but the cooperative effort between NWP's and Morrison Knudsen's  

 

                                                 
31  "Restraining a River...Rescuing a Railroad:  It's All Dirt to Em-Kayans,” The Em-Kayan, February, 1946, 4.   
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workforces were able to reopen the railroad in only ten days.32  This job would be one of the 

many that Morrison Knudsen Co. (M-K) would be responsible for during the railroad's era under 

SP ownership. 

 A photograph of the Scotia Bluffs which crashed down onto the right-of-way on 24 November, 1945.  The 
slide was projected to be a thirty day project, however, it only ended up taking ten days to clear the slide 

which almost "dammed the Eel River."  M-K Photo. 

The financial burden of regular maintenance was not the only cost that the NWP would 

suffer. The chronic landslides, which occurred like clockwork, put railroad employees and 

passengers at great risk. As noted by the Humboldt Standard on 20 January,1953, this type of 

disaster struck. A massive landslide descended upon the Scotia Bluff tracks and knocked an 

eighty-ton locomotive off of the rails, into the Eel River below. Three railroad employees within  

 

 

                                                 
32  "Restraining a River...Rescuing a Railroad," The Em-Kayan, 4.   
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the cab could not escape in time, and they were killed.33 To this day, a monument honoring the 

lives of those three men stands in Fortuna as an everlasting reminder of the horrors that engineers 

and railroad crews had to endure. This was one of the most disastrous events to strike the line, 

and it left lasting doubts about the safety of the railroad. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top left:  
A team of divers was dispatched to the Bluffs after the catastrophic wreck in 1953. 

Bottom left:  The locomotive which was knocked from the bluffs. 

Right:  The memorial for the three men who lost their lives in the disaster, which now stands in 
Fortuna. 

Although the Scotia Bluffs had been cited as the main trouble spot of the NWP, it was far 

from the only major trouble spot. Up and down the Canyon, many mileposts were home to new 

shifting and sliding areas of the topography that (if left unattended) would render the tracks 

impassable in given time. During an interview with Lynch, he described a particularly 

problematic spot in the Eel River Canyon that he called the "201.0 slide":  

                                                 
33  "Tragedy Strikes the Scotia Bluffs," Humboldt Standard, 20 January, 1953. 
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It's the biggest mud glacier on the face of the Earth, and it always fits in the 
winter time. I had walked it two or three times . . . we would get it ready for winter 
and that was to get the drainage to where the water would not go down that mud 
glacier, and instead it would run off the side. And all I could see there was that there 
was no way that we would ever have any control over that mountain side, so I always 
had a little bit of weariness and notions about that. Here's what used to happen at the 
201.0 slide: It's a big old mudslide that goes on clear to the top of the hill there, 
something like 7,000 feet long, and I think the deepest part of it is roughly forty or 
fifty feet deep, and when it would get saturated, that old mud would flow like ice, 
like a glacier. It would get down there and it would hump that track up. We would 
get in there with dozers and shovels and work all day to get that subgrade back 
down.34 

The 201.0 slide was just one particular bad spot in the Canyon; there were many more that 

required constant attention from whole maintenance-of-way crews stationed on guard in the 

event of a new slide. Lynch also described the Berger Creek slide near Dos Rios (Milepost 

167.1– Milepost 167.35), which resulted in  a 200-foot sink area followed by a 650-foot hump 

and a second sink area which was 150 feet long. The incredibly unstable mass that the track 

rested on would move frequently, which caused the track to move out of line toward the Eel 

River - taking the tracks with it. The two sink areas alone needed weekly surfacing because the 

average recorded track movement was approximately two to three inches down and four to five  

inches out of line every single week.35   Lynch described the Berger Creek slide as "one of the 

biggest mud glaciers on the line . . . every year the roadbed would move about eighteen feet and 

you'd have to go back out there and realign it."36  Berger Creek was another area that was a 

constant headache for NWP maintenance-of-way employees because it is roughly 1,400 feet high 

and made up of about thirty acres of moving ground, which would result in humps that would 

knock the right-of-way out of alignment, and thus risked wrecking million-dollar-plus freight 

trains into the river. The rule of thumb according to Lynch was that slide activity did not pick up 

                                                 
34  Lynch, interview.  
35  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission.   
36  Lynch, interview.    



Buck, Josh 
10/03/2017 
History 490 

36 

until the rain gauge measured forty inches of rain, and then "you better start watching, because 

things are going to move."37  

 During a personal interview with former NWP brakeman John McQuigg (June 1971–

December 1972), he informed me that  

there were maintenance-of-way crews in the Canyon all the time keeping 
things repaired. The old heads told me that, as far as SP's system was concerned, it 
was the most expensive railroad per mile to maintain. I could see that just [from] the 
way the terrain kept moving . . . at Scotia Bluffs and other key spots. During the 
winter of 1971, there was a slide at Scotia Bluffs that just completely obliterated the 
railroad, so they ran work trains down there and they had to . . .  rebuild the track. 
There was just absolutely no track left, and that was a constant thing all through the 
Canyon. I caught a work train, and they were unloading ties out of a gondola car, but 
these were not good ties—they were culls from the SP, and they were split and 
curved. The maintenance crew tried their best to manage with what they were given, 
but some of them were just not possible to use. We would move flat cars with front 
end loaders, ballast cars, and we had to bring all of that in on the train because there 
were limited access roads to key points along the Canyon.38 

 

SP was not only bullheaded when it came to the maintenance-of-way of the NWP but also 

notoriously cheap, as pointed out by McQuigg. The use of "cull ties"39 meant that SP expected 

these areas to wash out and fail on a regular basis, effectively disposing of this second-hand 

worn out track material. Instead of attempting to find a new solution, they preferred to 

implement temporary fixes such as these that would save money in the short term but would 

come back to haunt them in the future. 

 Although the railroad experienced the tragedy of 1953, the landslide itself was miniscule 

in comparison to the landslide of 1983, which closed the railroad for nearly two months.  

Mudslides occurred regularly during the opening months of 1983 because of torrential 

rainstorms.  One particular slide in late January 1983 at Scotia Bluffs caused hundreds of 

                                                 
37  Lynch, interview.   
38  John McQuigg, "Working Student of the NWP," interview by Josh Buck, November 12, 2017.      
39  McQuigg, interview.   
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thousands of dollars’ worth of damage and shut the railroad down for a month.  Two months 

later  

On March 29th at the Scotia Bluffs, an even bigger mudslide than in January 
closed the North end, while mud and debris were cleared away.  During the closure 
time, the parent company Southern Pacific placed an embargo on all traffic moving 
between Eureka and Willits, stating that the tracks were unsuitable for further 
service.40   

SP later imposed a $1,200 surcharge after being forced to reopen the NWP, because the ICC 

denied the embargo. 

 The later Eureka Southern (ES) administration experienced its fair share of slide activity 

on the NWP between 1984 and 1991. During an interview with a former ES engineer John 

Kirchanski, he described multiple trouble spots. Among these was the "201.0 hump . . . it was 

large hump and would continue to buckle up, and it needed to be contoured on a regular basis. 

During the Summer it was not problematic, but in the Winter it would start to move. It was much 

like [the] Berger Creek hump, which is just east of Dos Rios—both of those would move in the 

winter."41  As evidenced by both interviews with Kirchanski and Lynch, these trouble spots were 

not fixed over the course of SP's administration, nor were they fixed during Eureka Southern’s 

years of administration. These were spots that would continue to plague the NWP all the way 

until its end in 1998, and they were testaments to the futile effort of controlling nature.  

 The NCRA administration also experienced their fair share of close encounters due to 

mud glacier activity and slides.  As described in an article from December 1997 the 'blue clay' 

which became notoriously difficult to handle during the Winter months readily provided regular 

                                                 
40  Wesley, Northwestern Pacific Railroad and Its Successors (Arvada, CO: Fox Publications, 1995), 6.    
41  Lynch, interview.  
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maintenance problems for NCRA crews.  A teacher named Sean Zwagerman witnessed this near 

Dos Rios in 1997 and recalled that  

as the southbound freight approached one such bulge--the notorious Berger 
Creek Hump- the old-timer from Dos Rios said to me, as casually as if he were 
pointing to buzzards circling overhead, 'watch this.  You'll get to see a train derail.'  
The engineer slowed the train to a crawl; he and his conductor leaned out the 
windows to watch the track ahead.  The locomotive crept up the rise, rocked heavily 
back and forth and, as the rails groaned beneath the weight, came gently to rest on 
the gravel roadbed.  Just another summer in the Canyon.42 

The underlying rock of the Canyon, too structurally poor for regular use by heavy trains, 

combined with the phenomenally high volume of annual precipitation, was responsible for most 

of the washouts and slides, which remains to this day. The Eel River Canyon route was simply 

not a practical route. If it were not for SP’s own immense wealth and the redwood industry that 

supported it for decades during SP's administration, the NWP would have shut down sooner 

rather than later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
42  Sean Zwagerman, "Northwestern Pacific's Undying Spirit," Trains Magazine, December 1997, 52.    
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A large washout just south of tunnel 40 in Loleta, this particular slide occurred fairly recently in 2016.  
Author in photo for scale.  Author's photo.   

Why Not Reroute?  The Many Chances SP Wasted 

 The regular onslaught of slide activity paired with regular flooding in the Eel River 

Canyon motivated the state of California to consider damming the Eel River as a solution to the 

ongoing problems. As early as 1953, the state of California expressed interest in using the Eel 

River Canyon to erect a dam on the Eel River. The possibility of the dam's construction 

prompted a relocation survey and an investigation into alternative routes in July 1953. The study, 
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headed by geologist Dames, presented the state of California with three main alternative routes—

namely, the "westerly of the South Fork" route, the "central route between the South Fork and 

the main Eel River" route, and the "Easterly of the Eel River" route.43  The investigation 

determined that the central route was the most feasible and that the western route would be the 

most expensive; however, the central route was still projected to cost $73.3 million. In addition, 

the two other routes that had the luxury of smoother terrain were rejected because they would 

have required several large bridges. In addition, the western route would have required extensive 

tunneling (9¼ miles’ worth) to avoid slide areas along the South Fork of the Eel River.44  The 

central route would have not only replaced 98 miles of the Eel River Canyon route but also 

would have added an additional length of 51½ miles. The central route also posed a dilemma in 

the form of having the highest elevation, which was projected to be 2,200 feet, a considerably 

higher elevation than the established route, which ascended to 1,900 feet at Ridge Hill.  

                                                 
43  California Department of Water Resources, Dame's Study: Relocation of N.W.PacR.R. in Eel River Canyon 
Including Pertinent Memorandum, Sacramento, CA:  CADWR, 1953.   
44  CADWR, Dame's Study: Relocation of N.W.PacR.R.   
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 A topographic map of the three proposed alternative routes in comparison with the NWP's existing right-of-
way (in red):  The Western Route (far left), the Central Route (black line in the center), and The Eastern 

Route (far right). (Map from author's collection) 
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From Dame's Original Plan:  As portrayed above, each of the prospective routes had a maximum grade of 
less than 1% which was one of the essential features of a prospective new line.  However, each of the 

prospective routes shown above all feature extensive tunnel and bridge projections, the central route which 
was the most likely to be chosen featured 7.0 miles of new tunneling and 450 feet of new bridging.   

Two key characteristics that remained consistent in each projected route were the fact 

that the curvature could not exceed ten degrees and that the grade could not exceed 1 percent. 

Some of the most important characteristics that influenced the location of railroads throughout 

the world were the grades and curvatures projected in preliminary surveys of prospective routes. 

Developers and engineers of route proposals strived to keep these at a minimum because the  

greater the grades and curvature, the more work that must be done to haul trains from one 

destination to the next. In response to Dame's proposals, an official letter from SP was drafted: 

we are not in a position to make this study or to prepare the estimates that 
you desire...we would be willing to at any time and during the progress of the work 
to confer with your engineers or with whomever you may select to do this 
work...however, since the date of this survey and with the advent of diesel power, 
operating and design criteria have of necessity been undergoing changes...with the 
diesel locomotive the number of cars that can be handled in a train has increased to 
the point where possibly 150 cars can be handled on the NWP. . .  These changed 
operations naturally have a bearing on the grades and other design criteria to be 
considered, and they are some of the features that should be discussed during the 
course of the survey necessary to support a reliable estimate.45   

 

Evidentially, Dame's study was not at the forefront of SP's concerns, and the idea of rerouting 

out of the Canyon did not seem practical to SP. While SP did not resist working together with the 

state of California, they did not seek to continue the study either. Dame's study was ultimately 

shelved, and the NWP's route remained in the Eel River Canyon. Two years later, a catastrophic 

flood struck the NWP and caused extensive damage throughout the Canyon. Despite the worst 

flood damage to the NWP to the date, SP remained committed to their existing right-of-way. 

                                                 
45  CADWR, Dame's Study: Relocation of N.W.PacR.R.   
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Although the recurrent flooding and unstable geology did not prompt SP to pursue alternative 

routes, the state of California did not completely abandon the proposal to dam the Eel River.    

 In January 1962, another study was published by a geologist named B. G. Scott, who was 

from the Northern Branch Design Section. He prepared a theoretical route plan that utilized the 

existing right-of-way in the Eel River Canyon but the grade would have been elevated so that the  

rails would rest above the reservoir surfaces. However, Scott's plan was seen as undesirable 

because the grade would still have been located in the highly unstable Eel River Canyon and was 

therefore not accepted as a valid proposal. 
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 As portrayed here in this handwritten estimate based on Dame's original estimate the central route 
was projected to a cost $73,300,000. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
As portrayed here, Dame's study was later revisited in 1964, however, the cost of maintenance and 

adjustment for inflation increased the cost of the central route from a projected $73,300,000 to a whopping 
$135,400,000.   

However, in 1964 Dame's plans were once again revisited as a potential reroute scenario, 

and the numbers were adjusted based on inflation and the higher rates of construction costs. The 

projected cost for the desired central route had since increased to a whopping $135.4 million.46 

                                                 
46  State of California Department of Water Resources, Brief History and Economics of the Operation of the 

Northwestern Pacific Railroad:  North Coastal Area Investigation, Sacramento, CA:  CADWR, 1962.   
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The projected costs were too much, and SP still did not desire to reroute the right-of-way out of 

the Eel River Canyon despite the unstable topography. When the 1964 flood wreaked havoc over 

the Eel River Canyon (and the NWP's right-of-way by extension), the state of California 

promoted erecting a dam in order to prevent future disasters by implementing flood control 

measures. However, the future of the projected dam projects came to a halt years later when 

Governor Ronald Reagan effectively killed the final proposal in 1969 for a dam at Dos Rios. 

Official legislation was later passed in 1972, which prevented the construction of dams 

entirely.47  If completed, it would have meant two things: the Round Valley would have been 

flooded, which would have destroyed both the town of Covelo and the Indian reservation in the 

Round Valley (a blatant act of racism), and the NWP would have officially needed to be 

rerouted. Between 1919 and 1969, the NWP had incurred an estimated $75 million in operating 

costs from the regular maintenance in the Eel River Canyon alone.48  Ironically, SP was 

notoriously cheap, but they had the capital, revenue, and resources to fund their regular 

implementation of temporary fixes on an otherwise-doomed railroad. However, their revenue 

stream was affected drastically by the catastrophic 1964 flood.    

Hell and High Water:  The Flood Damage on the NWP 

The largest amount of destruction that occurred to the NWP was due to the regularity and 

severity of the major floods during the winter months in Humboldt and Mendocino Counties. 

This was particularly evident in the floods of 1913, 1955, and 1964. The right-of-way that runs 

between Scotia and Dos Rios through the Eel River Canyon was destined to flood because of the 

nature of the right-of-way design. In 1909, the waters flooded as high as the stakes placed by the 

                                                 
47  Will Parrish, "The Reservoir Stops Here," Anderson Valley Advertiser, accessed on November 11, 2017, 
 http://theava.com/archives/48734 
48  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission. 
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surveyors. Despite the fact that the survey crew had witnessed firsthand the problems of the 

rising waters, the railroad was constructed regardless.49  As depicted in a photo album titled 

N.W.P.R.R. Willits to Shively, which contains photographs that were taken after the storm of 31 

December, 1913 (one year before the railroads completion), a torrential rainstorm and the 

ensuing flood caused dozens of washouts, many tunnel closures from slides, and a knockout 

blow to pier three of the Island Mountain Bridge crossing, which was overturned by the raging 

water of the Eel River. In one particularly striking image, sediment can be seen sitting atop the 

highest point of the soon-to-be-completed Cain Rock Bridge's piers. The engineers in charge of 

the railroad's construction were not dismayed despite the fact that the flood had caused major 

damage to the unfinished railroad. This proved to be a costly mistake because extensive damage 

would result from heavy rains every year and the later major floods of 1955 and 1964. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                 
49  Ray Matheson, The History of Alderpoint (Eureka, CA: Matheson Publishing, 1998), 42-43. 
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The flood of 1913 delivered a knock-out blow to the Island Mountain bridge pier and pushed it over.  
Author's collection.   
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A particularly striking image, this photo was taken in the wake of the 1913 flood at the soon-to-be 
constructed Cain Rock Bridge.  Note the silt which sat atop the bridge pier, which revealed just how high the 

Eel River had risen.  Author's collection.   

 

The year of 1955 brought record flooding to Humboldt County and caused extensive 

damage to both the railroad and local shippers. The Eel River crested well above the high-water 

mark and swept through the towns of Scotia and Rio Dell, and TPLC lost over a million feet of 
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lumber.50  The NWP was hit hard in many places, including the Scotia Bluffs. Whole sections of 

the right-of-way were ripped away, and washouts were the rule, not the exception. On 9 

December, 1955, the NWP was officially closed because of the rising flood waters and major 

slide activity at the Scotia Bluffs. Storm after storm barraged the North Coast, and by 23 

December, 1955, the company town of Scotia (the home of the Pacific Lumber Co.) suffered a 

loss of over a million feet of lumber, which was swept into the raging Eel River. Derby Bedorf, a 

spokesman for TPLC, described his experience with the flood: "I went through the flood in '37. 

The water came up to the floor of the pavilion then. This time it took the whole pavilion."51  On 

29 December, 1955, a press release in the Humboldt Standard revealed that there was heavy 

damage to the NWP along the Eel River Canyon. At the time, it was estimated that it would cost 

"roughly $1,600,000" to repair the NWP. It was noted that the particularly bad points were at 

Scotia Bluffs, Fort Seward, Alderpoint, Island Mountain, and Dos Rios. Flood waters rushed 

through railroad tunnels at depths of two or three feet, but there was no major damage to either 

the tunnels or NWP's steel bridges. 

Every NWP employee (including engineers) were brought in to combat the massive 

amount of damage and to restore the vital lifeline that Humboldt County desperately needed in 

order to bring additional supplies for those affected by the flood. Because the railroad and local 

highways were closed, an embargo on perishables and livestock was implemented in Humboldt 

County that lasted as late as mid-January.52  The tracks at Scotia Bluffs were strewn about like 

ribbons, yet SP was not deterred by the damage. C. E. Neal, who had been hired by the NWP in 

1954, was the division engineer when the 1955 flood ripped apart the railroad. During my 
                                                 
50   ...And High Water!  Pictorial Review of Northwestern California's Disastrous Christmas Flood 1955 (Eureka, 

CA:  Pacific Logger Publications), 17.     
51  "Million Feet of Board Lumber Swept into Eel River at Scotia,"  Humboldt-Standard,  23 Dec, 1955.   
52  "Trucks Arrive with Express" Humboldt Standard, 3 January, 1956, 9.   
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interview with Lynch (a lifelong friend of Neal's), he recalled that Charlie Neal and George 

Morrison presented a plan to the SP executives in San Francisco. Once they had presented, D. J. 

Russell (the acting president of the SP at the time), turned to SP vice president J.W. Corbett and 

stated firmly, "give them what they need and let's get it back to work."53  That's exactly what 

happened next. Neal worked diligently to restore service to the NWP in a timely fashion with the 

help of employees of both NWP and M-K. Although badly damaged, the railroad was reopened 

within forty-five days for freight service, and service was restored once more at the cost of $3.62 

million (including loss of revenue).54 A Ukiah newspaper released an update from then Vice 

President and General Manager George L. Morrison which read as 

while repairs at Scotia Bluffs have been completed, the line from Scotia Bluff 
to South of Dos Rios still has many places where the water-soaked earth is settling.  
In many spots, the river bank has been undercut by the rushing waters, requiring 
temporary re-alignment of the track.  The sinking areas make it necessary to 
constantly work on the track, after the passage of trains, to maintain it in a safe 
condition for restricted speed.55   

                                                 
53   Lynch, interview.    
54  "Thank You for Your Patience" Ukiah News, 16 February, 1956.  

https://www.newspapers.com/image/4989465/?terms=northwestern+pacific+railroad, 6.   
55  Ukiah News, "Thank You for Your Patience."  
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Despite the great effort made by the workers, the flood of 1955 should have been a wake-up call. 

The Eel River had managed to break all previously known records and had taken a costly toll not 

only in cost of repairs but also in the cost of lost business during the forty-five-day shutdown. No 

effort was made to alter the route out of the Eel River Canyon in the wake of the 1955 flood, 

which was a 

mistake that SP 

would regret 

less than ten 

years later in 

1964. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The flood of 1955 hit both the NWP and the Pacific Lumber Company hard and caused extensive damage to 
both.  Here, we see the Pacific Lumber Company's drying yard with many stacks of air-drying lumber which 

were picked up and moved by the raging Eel River.  And High Water Photo.   

The NWP had managed to recover over the course of the following decade, and nearly 80 

percent of the lumber transportation business remained in the hands of the NWP as of 5 October, 
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1962.56  The trucking industry had not managed to have a great effect on the railroad up until this 

time, and the railroad was described as a key factor to the lumber industry. R. E. Foley, who 

prepared a document in response to the state of California that proposed to dam the Eel River in 

response to the regular flooding of communities in Humboldt and Mendocino Counties, 

advocated that the railroad was a vital necessity. The utilization of a dam on the main stem of the 

Eel River below the confluence of Outlet Creek would have resulted in rerouting the one 

hundred miles of track in the Eel River Canyon. The total estimated cost of the reroute was $130 

million and "truck transportation could not economically, nor physically perhaps, provide the 

necessary transportation to support the area served.57  The bias of this particular source is that 

Foley was an advocate for the railroad to remain in place and to continue to provide both jobs 

and transportation for those in Northern California. What Foley could not have known was that 

just two years later, California would experience its worst flood on record and that same one 

hundred miles of track that could have been rerouted would be stripped away from the Eel River 

Canyon's walls like discarded shoelaces. 

 Bill Lynch was hired out by the NWP as a division engineer in September 1964. When 

asked what his first month of the job was like, he responded with "I got so sick of hearing about  

the 1955 flood from everybody I talked with, but that whole railroad, that whole river, I could 

see treachery from the minute I saw it."58  While the 1955 flood caused the worst amount of 

damage to the NWP to that date, it was nothing compared to what was to come in December 

1964. Just prior to the flood, Lynch and SP officials toured the NWP on an inspection tour on 

                                                 
56  R.E Foley, J.M. Haley, R.A. Williams, Memorandum:  Brief History and Economics of the Operation of the 
Northwestern Pacific Railroad (San Francisco, CA:  Southern Pacific Co.), 5 October, 1962, 6.      
57  R.E, Foley, J.M. Haley, R.A. Williams, Memorandum:  Brief History and Economics, 5 October,1962, 4.      
58  Lynch, interview.   
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September 17, 18, and 19 in the business car Sunset. Lynch recalled that when the round trip 

concluded in Novato, then acting president of the SP, D. J. Russel, turned to then vice president 

of the NWP, C. E. Neal and Lynch, and stated "I have never seen the NWP in as good of 

condition as it is now. There are only two rough spots in that Canyon and I can hardly believe it, 

I know you'll fix those, you guys have done one real job."59  Lynch continued by stating "the 

NWP really was in the best condition it ever was just prior to the flood, I know that for a fact."60  

It was called a “thousand year flood,”61 and it was caused by a steady and warm rainfall during 

the Christmas season, which resulted in a massive runoff of melted snow from the mountains.62  

The torrential downpour caused the six local rivers (the Eel, Mad, Trinity, Smith, Klamath, and 

Van Duzen) to rise dramatically. On 21 December, 1964, Lynch was at the remote Eel River 

Canyon location known as Island Mountain. In an interview that I conducted on 12 November, 

2017, Lynch recalled what it was like to be in the Canyon on that fateful day: 

It was a very interesting time . . . because I had gone up there by motorcar . . . 
I got to Island Mountain, and we had a washout. That was probably the luckiest thing 
that had ever happened on the NWP in my lifetime. Because there was enough time 
left in the day to get on the telephone, because the radio didn't work and the 
telephone lines were still operating. I got a hold of H. B. Fowler, who was the 
trainmaster in Eureka at the time . . . and I said 'High . . . we're in bad shape up here 
at Island Mountain, the water is up in the truss of the bridge already.' High told me 
that they had a train up on the Scotia Bluff, but they backed it off . . . so that is the 
greatest thing that ever happened on the NWP, there was not a train in the Canyon . . 
we should have had about four. I called the men who had come with me to fix the 
culvert off the job, and we spent the night at Island Mountain. It was a good thing we 
did, because the next morning when we went out, there was about eight hundred feet 
of track in the river. That kind of made me feel like we better not run any trains or let 
anyone know that we were going to be open, because we were going to have a little 
bit of work to do. Just about that time the Claxon in the train order office at Island 
Mountain went off, and that Claxon was the fire detector for tunnel 27. I went out 

                                                 
59  Lynch, interview.    
60   Lynch, interview.    
61  Lynch, interview.   
62  Greg Rumney and Dave Stockten, The 1964 Flood of Humboldt and Del Norte (Charleston, SC: Arcadia 
Publishing, 2014), 7-8.   
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there to see why it was going off . . . there was only half of the truss bridge there . . . 
the other half was in the river . . . I thought to myself, well that don't look to good . . . 
I don't think we are going to run a train until the 4th of July. I was standing there 
looking at the rest of that bridge as it floated away. Here's a story I've always liked to 
tell . . . we just re-decked that bridge about a year before, [so] it had fifty-five-gallon 
water barrels on it, and they were full from all the rain. I watched that deck break 
loose from that truss as it rolled over in the river, and so help me that deck broke off 
and floated down the river.63 

 Lynch and his fellow men were forced to escape the Eel River Canyon on foot, and he 

barely got home in time to celebrate Christmas. The railroad grade had been built well below the 

high-water mark and was no match for the torrential current of the raging Eel River. Contrary to 

many published works on the NWP, the waters never did reach tunnel 27 or match the railroad  

grade at Island Mountain, which was eighty-four feet above the normal river conditions of the 

Eel.   

                                                 
63  Lynch, interview 
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Top:  The waters of the Eel River had only partially receded when this photograph of Tunnel 27 at Island 
Mountain was taken. This photograph reveals just how high the river had to reach to sweep the bridge away. 

Note the rails which are strewn against the mountain's side... 
Bottom:  A before & after shot of Island Mountain bridge...the rails on the bridge, under normal conditions, 
stood 84 feet above the Eel River. The photo on the right shows the single remaining girder span, with one 

lying on the river's shore below. Note the man inspecting the girder... 
 

Areas such as South Fork were completely overwhelmed with water, which rose over 

twenty-one feet above the rail bed. The water that flowed by the Scotia Bluffs reached a height 

taller than the headlight of a locomotive sitting on the tracks. Bank slumping and landslides 

contributed to a record sediment load to streams throughout the Eel River basin, and the result of 

all the sediment being moved so quickly was catastrophic damage for both communities along 

the Eel and the NWP.64  The track, nearly every railroad station, the living quarters, and three 

major bridges were either carried away by the raging waters or were left a mangled mess by the 

debris that slammed against them. Lynch recalled the sound of "thunder"65 roaring not from the 

sky above but from the raging waters below, because massive boulders were slamming against 

each other as they headed downriver. Slides that were made up of tons of mud and rock crashed 

down onto the right-of-way, and in some areas the flood waters reached a height of twenty-one 

feet above the rail bed.66  California had experienced the worst flood in its recorded history and 

the railroad was in for a nightmare.  One NWP employee in an interview conducted in 1997 

recalled that  

everything was floating down the river: trees, cattle, houses, you name it . . . A 
month before, I'd been working on the Island Mountain bridge, and I wrote my name 
on one of the girders when we finished the job. So here comes something down the 

                                                 
64   William Brown and John Ritter, Sediment and Turbidity, 25.    
65  Lynch, interview.   
66  Southern Pacific Co. "The Christmas Week Storm Disaster on the SP and NWP," 8.    
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river, and I knew right away what it was, and there was my name on the side of it: it 
was the Island Mountain Bridge!67 

 

A railroad which had taken many years to create was wiped away from the walls of the Eel River 

Canyon in a matter of days. California had experienced the worst flood in its recorded history, 

and the railroad was in for a nightmare.     

When the rain finally stopped, the NWP faced the worst damage the railroad had ever 

seen. One report made by the Humboldt Standard on 2 January,1965 read, “some one-hundred 

miles of flood-ravaged NWP track requires reconstruction . . . Eureka Newspaper photographer 

Neil Hulbert hiked the NWP . . . Hulbert observed mudslides, roller-coaster sections of track and 

a damaged trestle."68 Over thirty miles of track were swept away by the raging Eel River flood 

waters, and repair time was estimated at a minimum of six months. Constructing the railroad 

under the high-water mark cost SP millions of dollars in repairs. The local highways had been 

drastically affected as well, but they reopened sooner, so the competition from trucking cost the 

railroad business revenue. The massive logging industry, critical to the generation of revenue for 

the entire state of California, now relied on the speedy recovery of the highways. The NWP had 

suffered its worst financial blow to date and the employees had to rebuild what took so long to 

construct. In a press conference, the vice president of the NWP and general manager stated,  the 

timing is about right in terms of years that are concerned; this was indeed a thousand year flood. 

In one of our pictures there is a tree that remains stuck in one of our bridges that was nine-

                                                 
67  Zwagerman, Sean Zwagerman, "Northwestern Pacific's Undying Spirit,"  Trains Magazine, December 1997, 32.    
 
68  "One-hundred Miles of NWP Track Ravaged by Flood Waters," Humboldt Standard, 2 January, 1965.   
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hundred sixty-seven years old."69  Although SP was accustomed to spending large amounts of 

money on maintenance, the real damage suffered by the company was due to the amount of time 

it took to bring service back. Large businesses that relied heavily on the railroad had to look for 

alternative forms of transportation to move their timber out of Humboldt County. This marked 

the first of many problems in customer traffic along the railroad that occurred because of how 

popular the utilization of trucks for transport would become. 

 SP faced the burden of rebuilding the railroad in a timely manner, and a plan was soon 

created accordingly. As described by Lynch, "we had help from Humboldt County to get that 

railroad back because we were their lifeline. Highway 101 was down; there was no way in and 

out of that County."70  The trouble with the reconstruction of the railroad at the time was that the 

parent company, SP, did not learn from their mistake of placing the tracks below the high-water 

mark. Instead of thinking a new plan through, SP focused on simply reopening the railroad as 

quickly as possible. Lynch, who had only been home for three days after escaping the Canyon, 

was told by C. E. Neal (the vice president of the NWP) to meet him in Willits the next day. Neal 

made Lynch his right-hand man, and Lynch was assigned by Neal to oversee the rebuild process. 

The reconstruction was too big of a task to be carried out by local railroad employees alone. 

Therefore, Neal told Lynch to hire out M-K once again to assist with the construction process. 

Lynch described what Neal told him and his own thoughts on the matter as follows:  

[Neal told me not to] go to a cheap contractor, [but to] get M-K in there and 
tell them that the most we are going to pay them is 13 percent plus cost, because we 
are going to put this back together, and we are going to try and get it done by 
summer. I remember thinking 'I don't think so . . . ' we knew we had two major 
crossings on the Eel River out . . . we had considered ourselves lucky after the first 

                                                 
69   NWPHS (2011), Movies & Slides From Charles E. Neal VP & General Manager NWP Storm Damage 
December 1964, Petaluma, CA:  NWPRRHS Productions.    
70  Lynch, interview.   
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couple of days because during the initial flyover we saw that South Fork Bridge was 
still standing strong and proud. Two days later, half of the bridge went into the river 
because the pier went out, so we had all three major Eel River crossings in the 
river.71   

C. E. Neal took personal charge of overseeing the railroads reconstruction. Having worked for 

the NWP for thirty-nine years, he had handled many obstacles that had been thrown his way, but 

he had never handled anything of this magnitude before. Despite the daunting task at hand, Neal 

coordinated a massive effort to reopen the railroad as soon as possible. There were only two 

helicopters that operated regularly in the Eel River Canyon during the rebuild process, one of 

which belonged to M-K. The other was assigned to Neal and Lynch. Neal was gone for three 

months during the rebuild, so Lynch was left to survey the Canyon regularly in the helicopter. He 

stated that he "got more helicopter time than most helicopter pilots . . . a helicopter was the only 

way to do that job: it was the only way to get from spot to spot because there were no roads to 

those remote locations, and the track was all washed out."72 Neal and Lynch worked together to 

hire nearly a thousand men, who were forced to make nearly thirty-five miles of trails just to get 

supplies in to begin reconstruction.73 Lynch described the hiring process as follows:  

We hired an awful lot of railroaders and anyone else who wanted a job and 
offered them a place to live and set up camps for them, and that's why it went so fast. 
We had good, experienced help, and I was surprised we could find so many in that 
area, but when I got to thinking about it, it made sense, because all the jobs were lost 
due to the flood! We had a group from Weott, and let me tell you when you've got 
people that want to work, you can't stop them, give them what they need and get out 
of their way. Especially lumber guys! They said that the largest employer in 
Humboldt County at the time was welfare, and they were about right. That was how 
bad off they were . . .74 

                                                 
71  Lynch, interview.   
72  Lynch, interview.    
73  Lynch, interview.   
74  Lynch, interview.   
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The NWP had established itself as both a lifeline and a cornerstone of Humboldt County's 

economy. When the railroad went out of service in the wake of the flood, the residents of the 

county went to one of the few places in which they knew they could find work. It was decided 

that reconstruction would occur from both ends of the damaged railroad at the two worst points 

that were the most accessible: Scotia (the north end) and Dos Rios (the south end). Camps of 

workmen were placed throughout the Canyon at South Fork, Spyrock, Eel Rock, Dos Rios, 

Island Mountain, and eventually Kekewaka as the repair process progressed.  Those crews 

included a local Scotia resident by the name of Quentin Barry Jeffers, whom I interviewed on 26 

May, 2015. Jeffers recalled working his way from Shively to the South Fork Bridge for five 

months as part of a repair crew. He stated that  

the roadbed [was] flat, so we had to fill in gaps of the bed that were anywhere 
from five to twenty-five feet deep by filling it in with ballast (gravel), which was 
very challenging. We would dump the gravel and then lay the track and then tamp 
the gravel, which means you take a shovel full of gravel and put it underneath the rail 
ties, which raises the road bed about half an inch at a time. We did that until the rail 
bed was level, and then we would lay roughly ninety-foot long pieces of track on top 
of the ties, and then we would pound the railroad spikes into those ties. As soon as 
we had a section ready, they would bring the train down farther, and we would start 
the whole process over again, and we did this for miles. Very hard work. It was 
probably similar to what guys did when washouts occurred in the past . . .  except 
there was no track! Work was six days a week, nine hours a day during the week, 
and eight hours on Saturday . . . it was good pay at the time, or at least we thought it 
was75 

Camps of workers similar to Jeffers’s crew littered the railroad between Scotia and Dos Rios, 

and they spent months repairing and replacing the damaged NWP track between Outlet crossing 

and Stone. Work continued as the crews relayed and tamped ballast, installed new culverts, and 

installed new piers, trusses, and spans on the three major crossings that had lost their bridges. 

Ironically enough, despite the fact new bridges and piers were in the midst of being erected, quite 

                                                 
75  Quentin Barry Jeffers, "Track-gang Work After the 1964 Flood," interview by Josh Buck, 26 May, 2015.   
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the opposite was happening with the track itself. Dozens of miles of track had been tossed into 

the Eel River, and Lynch recalled his experience with the situation: 

we fished whatever we could out of the Eel River...we only got about a mile 
of new rail, which was secondhand from another SP route.  We salvaged most of it, 
we drug it back out of the river, took it apart, if the rail was bent we got rid of it, if it 
was straight we used it.  We got it back out of the river with cranes, for the sections 
of swinging track we had to get a guy in there with half a stick of powder under each 
joint bar on the end and then you'd get back out of the way and set it off...let me tell 
you, it was an experience.76    

 This highlighted just how far SP was willing to go to save costs.  Instead of the utilization 

of new rail they preferred to use the same rail which had been ravaged by the flood. The 

construction crews worked constantly under the watchful eye of Neal and Lynch, and as the 

months drew out, a definitive completion date was decided upon. However, Lynch recalled that 

as the deadline rapidly approached there was trouble in South Fork: 

Two two-hundred-foot trusses went into the river off the South Fork Bridge 
because the pier went out . . . it was $750,000 to replace that one bridge pier. But 
there was an even worse problem: I was told by the project manager for the South 
Fork Bridge, 'hey, there's one thing we have overlooked here. We can't land that 
bridge on that new pier until we get a twenty-eight day cure on that concrete. We 
won't have it up by then . . . ' and oh my God, I realized that we were going to miss 
the projected completion date by a month! So I proposed the idea that we put a false 
bed on it and land that bridge, because it would not have any weight on it but itself. 
Well, Charlie Neal was there and he got on the phone with Harry, the chief engineer, 
and ran it by him, and he said 'Charlie that's good thinking, we'll do that!' And that's 
how we made the deadline, otherwise it would have been another twenty-eight days 
and the reopening ceremony would have been ruined.77 

Remarkably, on 16 June, 1965 (after 177 days), the railroad was reopened at the expense of over 

$10 million. In celebration of the achievement, a second golden spike ceremony was conducted 

at South Fork (about thirty miles from Cain Rock, the site of the original ceremony).78  It was the 

same iconic gold spike that had been used at the first ceremony, and it was driven into the track 
                                                 
76  Lynch, interview.   
77  Lynch, interview.    
78  Fred A. Stindt, "One Golden Spike Two Ceremonies," The Northwesterner, 2014, 23. 
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by both Don H. Clausen (U.S. congressman) and B. F. Biaggini (SP president). The re-driving of 

the golden spike was a symbol of the amazing work that the construction crews had done and 

how they had managed to effectively pull off one of the most colossal repair jobs on any railroad 

in history.   

The turnout for the event was immense—over three thousand people were in attendance 

to watch the first freight train carrying lumber roll past on its way south. TPLC's Scotia band 

played "I've Been Working on the Railroad" as the lumber train thundered by, after which the 

crowd consumed 1,500 chickens, 3,000 servings of ice cream, 1,600 pounds of macaroni salad, 

and 6,000 cans of beer, plus gallons of soft drinks.79  When asked about his opinion of the 

rebuild process, SP President Biaggini stated, "because of the area's urgent need for rail service, 

there was never any question as to whether or not the NWP would be rebuilt, despite damage so 

extensive that it might otherwise have driven the enterprise out of existence."80  Biaggini's 

words, while meaningful at the time, highlight the foolishness of SP's decision. Instead of taking 

the opportunity to find a viable reroute, SP rebuilt on the existing right-of-way. In addition, 

Lynch stated that, "the brilliant people who run the railroad . . . those who put things together as 

fast as they could with what you've got [in order to] to get the trains on there and your customer 

base back. Because nobody will pay you for a full boxcar, you don't move, so that's what we 

did.”81 While the railroad was reopened quickly compared to how long it took to build in the first 

place, it still cost the SP dearly in terms of losing valuable customers. SP and NWP had offered 

reduced rates on lumber shipments that were trucked out of the county to the nearest railroad, 

                                                 
79  "NWP is Back in Business!"  Southern Pacific Bulletin, July 1965, 2-3. 
80  "NWP is Back in Business!," 2-3. 
81  Lynch, interview.   



Buck, Josh 
10/03/2017 
History 490 

64 

thus enticing the use of trucks.82  Lynch confirmed this and said, "the business never came back 

on the NWP . . . we were hauling at least two hundred cars out of Eureka a night before the 

flood, and after we had the railroad rebuilt, the truckers never gave the business up."83   

 Reliable customers had begun to rely on the trucking industry, which was only a small 

headache for the railroad then, but it would become a full-blown migraine within the next twenty 

years. During an interview with former Eureka Southern engineer John Kirchanski, he explained 

that floods continued to wreak havoc on the NWP during his employment from 1984 to 1986:   

It was the Valentine's Day storm of 1986, [and] we had gone from Willits to 
Fort Seward with a load of empties and changed crews and were dead heading back 
to Willits. The Eel River was rising rapidly, and I had No. 30 and twenty to twenty-
five loads, and we were getting torrential downpours. The railroad was washing out 
in front of us and it was washing out behind us. It was very stressful—I could 
literally see the railroad disintegrating in front of me. The No. 30 had something 
wrong with the switchgear in the cab, and it started to fry and it was smoking up the 
cab! We just had to keep going and we made it, but later that same day the railroad 
started to wash out again, and Bell Springs had many serious washouts, and Spyrock 
was messed up. Bell Springs looked like . . . well, let's just say they should have 
never put a railroad through there. We got through with the loads. The next day, after 
that last train of ours, we took a hi-railer out to Dos Rios and went through the 
tunnel, and we were looking at the river and it was really high. We were thinking 
that we were going to be back to work in a matter of a days, a week tops. We were 
watching the river and all of a sudden Vernon Creek just disintegrated before our 
eyes. The cats had to come in and dig a whole new right-of-way because there was 
absolutely nothing left—the tracks were just hanging there. That was when we 
realized that we would not be back to work for a while. It wound up being about 
sixty days.84 

The geography of the NWP ensured that any chance of a abnormally wet rain season would 

result in catastrophic damage on a consistent basis. Even under the best conditions during the wet 

season, the NWP was susceptible to problems that any other railroad would have found 

                                                 
82  "NWP is Back in Business!," 2-3. 
83  Lynch, interview.   
84  John Kirchanski, "Engineer Work on the Eureka Southern," interview by Josh Buck, 11 November, 2017.   
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intolerable, but for maintenance-of-way employees, the consistent flooding and ensuing 

problems associated with it were just part of their average work year.   

The Chasms of Flame: The Tunnel Fires of the NWP 

On top of the fact that the railroad faced hardship from regular flooding and washouts, it 

also faced crippling tunnel fires. Each fire presented its own unique set of problems, the first of 

which occurred in June 1955. A passenger train headed north towards Eureka approached the 

432-foot tunnel between Alderpoint and Fort Seward. The engineer quickly stopped the train 

when he realized that tunnel 33 was ablaze, and word was sent for help. As described in an 

article from the Eureka Times-Standard shortly after the fire, the tunnel continued to burn for 

five days. The stubborn blaze resisted control despite the fact that over one hundred firemen 

were brought in to fight the fire twenty-four hours a day. To make matters worse, both ends of 

the tunnel collapsed after burning for two days, and the blaze showed no sign of stopping. Next, 

the men attempted to "bash a hole" through the east end of the tunnel in hopes of creating a draft 

to allow the fire to burn itself out.85  When that did not work, the men attempted to dig into the 

top of the tunnel, and they were finally able to put the fire out after four days. What had begun as 

a minor blaze had become a major problem, and it was one of the worst incidents to occur on the 

NWP to the year of 1955. The tunnel closure resulted in a four-week repair time and halted all 

activity in the Canyon for the duration of the repairs. The tunnel fire cost the NWP $675,000 (not 

including the loss of revenue), and the line was later reopened on 27 July, 1955.   

 On 20 July, 1961, barely more than five years later, a fire started within the railroad's 

Puerto Suello tunnel. The tunnel, which is almost 1,400 feet in length, is located on the south end 

of the NWP in the outskirts of San Rafael. The initial estimate for repairs amounted to three-
                                                 
85  "Fire Continues in NWP tunnel Near Alderpoint" Eureka Times-Standard, 02 July 1955, 1.    
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quarters of a million dollars, which was deemed too expensive upon reflection by the railroad 

board. In turn, the railroad applied for abandonment from the San Rafael station to the far end of 

the tunnel itself.86 M-K was once again hired by SP to rebuild the tunnel. It was estimated 450 

feet of the tunnel had caved in at its south portal and about 150 feet had collapsed at its north 

portal. M-K was forced to utilize two different repair methods: a "cut and cover" method at the 

south end (a job that required workers to dig as deep as 75 feet to uncover the buried tracks 

below), and traditional mining methods at the north end (which involved driving through loose 

rock and earth that had caved in and fallen on the tracks).87 This particular tunnel fire caused 

SP's first flirtation with abandonment on the NWP as a result of  the costly repairs associated 

with tunnel fires.   

Although repair work was lengthy and expensive, SP did not learn from its past mistake. 

The inside of the tunnel had been lined with massive redwood timbers that acted as supports for 

the tunnel's inner lining. A solution to the apparent risk associated with the outbreak of future 

fires on the NWP would have been to employ the use of sprayed concrete (also known as 

shotcrete) over the top of the redwood timbers or to use roll-down fire doors on all portals of 

NWP tunnels. However, SP forwent the use of shotcrete and only utilized fire doors on select 

tunnels throughout the NWP's right-of-way. When asked about the topic of tunnel fires Lynch 

stated, "you could drop all the doors you want on any tunnel fire you'll see . . . and it won't stop 

the fire! You can't smother a tunnel fire—it's got too much air in it, and it will bring in air from 

the open end! Tunnel fires are one of the worst things in the world!"88  The Puerto Suello tunnel 

fire was expensive to repair; however, it was readily accessible. A tunnel fire in the Eel River 
                                                 
86  Fred A. Stindt, The Northwestern Pacific Railroad Vol. 1: Redwood Empire Route (Kelseyville, CA:  Fred A. 
Stindt publications), 1964, 58.   
87  "Burned Tunnel Under Repair on Rail Route," The Em-Kayan, October, 1996, 12.   
88  Lynch, interview.    
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Canyon posed a much more serious threat, as the Canyon lacked many roads for emergency 

crews to drive on. 

Tunnel 27 (located at Island Mountain in the Eel River Canyon) posed a major threat to 

the NWP.  Unlike highways, where one might have an alternative route to take in the event of a 

closure, the NWP's service was disrupted every time an incident occurred. Island Mountain 

tunnel was a vital link for the railroad since its creation because of its centralized location. The 

tunnel itself is roughly halfway down the railroad and was considered a marvel of engineering 

because of the grade of its rail and the length of its bore into the mountain. Island Mountain itself 

is a broad, steep-sided peak that rises some 4,100 feet and is skirted by the sheer-walled Eel 

River Canyon.89  The tunnel was, and still is, notoriously difficult to get to by any means other 

than rail, which proved to be disastrous. In the afternoon on 9 September, 1978, an NWP 

employee found the tunnel engulfed in flames. Bob Simonson, a former NWP yard switcher 

employee who worked the south end regularly, was in Willits the day the fire broke out. He 

recalled that he was "instructed to be ready to drop everything on the arrival of a special train 

with fire retardant materials and [to] take it to Island Mountain . . . in spite of all the efforts, the 

tunnel fire effectively shut down the northern division for several months."90   Every tactic 

available was used in the attempt to stop the fire, but even after sealing both ends of the tunnel, 

the blaze continued for fourteen days.  The cost to fight the fire alone was $1.2 million dollars, 

and despite the firemen’s best efforts, their endeavor  to extinguish the flames before 

                                                 
89  "Morrison-Knudsen at Work to Reopen the NWP's Fire Ravaged Island Mountain Tunnel," Pacific News, 

August, 1979, 13.    
90  Bob Simonson, The Accidental Rail (Santa Rosa, CA:  Northwestern Pacific Historical Society, 2013), 75. 
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catastrophic damage could occur ultimately failed.91  After the fire had burned itself out, they 

found that the damage was worse than anyone could have predicted.   

M-K construction crews were hired to estimate the cost of repairing the tunnel, and they 

were forced to bring heavy equipment into the remote area. The extent of the damage and the 

types of materials that needed to be used could not be determined by M-K until they were able to 

enter the tunnel itself. Because of this, M-K provided an estimate of three months for repair time. 

However, once M-K entered the tunnel, it was determined that the repair process was going to be 

a daunting six-month task at the minimum. Knowing this, SP was placed in the middle of an 

extraordinarily difficult financial decision. 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

                                                 
91  Allen Tacy, "Northwestern Pacific Railroad Island Mountain Tunnel Fire," Western Railroader, 1980, 3.  
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A member of the fire crew watches the south portal of tunnel 27 belch plumes of smoke from its 
portal.  M-K photo. 

 

 

 

 

 

A
n M-K 
crew 

works 
the day 
away 
inside 
tunnel 
27 at Island Mountain, construction crews who cleared the debris within the collapsed tunnel were promptly 

followed by crews who sprayed the interior walls with shotcrete to prevent further fire incidents.   

 

After months of repairs, the NWP officials released a shocking statement. On 28 March, 

1979, the San Francisco Chronicle published a grim article titled "Burned Out Railroad Line 

May Be Closed Permanently." The article read,   

Officials said yesterday they may abandon the 168 miles of railroad between 
Willits and Arcata in Humboldt County. No final decision has been made and 
reconstruction work in the tunnel continues, but unexpected delays and doubled costs 
in the tunnel repair promoted the firm to think about closing the railroad. If 
approved, it would be the largest single rail abandonment in California history.92  

 

                                                 
92  "Burned Out Railroad Line May be Closed Permanently," San-Francisco Chronicle, 28 March, 1979. 
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The cost of repairs proved to be a stumbling block that was almost too large to overcome. Rail 

service in Humboldt County served as a crucial economic base for many of the local businesses; 

if the north end of the NWP were abandoned, it would have resulted in the loss of hundreds of 

jobs. Abandonment meant potential economic crisis for the railroad, the timber industry, the 

local pulp mills, and any new potential business.  Humboldt County had struggled for a reliable 

transportation network since its founding, and the local populace did not want to lose it. The idea 

that the railroad could be closed became a main concern for both local and state officials and was 

the cause for much debate. Newspapers, such as the Eureka Times-Standard, monitored the 

possibility of SP's plan to abandon the railroad and published articles that highlighted the NWP 

as a "vital link."93 Entire trainloads of cut lumber ready for export sat in the Eureka yards for  

months, and the railroad’s productivity stagnated. This forced customers to look for alternative 

forms of transportation to move the timber and other exports to market.   

 In order to officially abandon the railroad, SP had to abide by the nation's federal 

investigative department known as the ICC. At the time, any proposed abandonment had to be on 

public file for at least four months before the railroad could submit a petition with the ICC.94  

Local businesses were forced to begin investing in long-term contracts with truckers to move the 

timber south to the Bay Area. After many petitions were put forward by cities, such as Eureka 

and Willits, SP agreed to rebuild the tunnel despite the outrageous cost involved. The rebuild 

process was not simple, and work proceeded on a twenty-hour-a-day basis six days a week. 

Camps were established at each portal of the tunnel, and repair work officially began in 

November 1978. M-K utilized backhoes, crawler drills, low-profile mining "muckers," and front-
                                                 
93  "NWP Vital Link for Humboldt County,"  Eureka Times-Standard, 1979. 
 
94  "Northwestern Pacific Threatens Abandonment" Pacific News, April, 1979, 24.    
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end loaders, which all worked to remove the material from inside the collapsed tunnel. Teams of 

men followed closely behind and sprayed shotcrete along the inside of the tunnel in order to 

prevent the possibility of another fire.95 The total cost to repair the tunnel exceeded $12 million, 

which was roughly twice as much as the original cost estimated by M-K.   

Even after the tunnel had been repaired, the railroad faced economic hardship in its drive 

to regain business. In an interview with authors of Progressive Railroading, then SP President D. 

K. McNear stated,  

we took immediate steps to rebuild the tunnel...but it wasn't until we had been 
working a couple of months that we discovered the full extent of the damage and the 
cost of the project...because it was taking longer and costing more than the 
engineering reviews had forecast, we considered the possibility of abandoning the 
line north of Willits as one of several alternatives before us.  After carefully 
examining all of the alternatives, we decided to continue with the tunnel work and 
resume normal train operations.96 

McNear's statement did not hold any water, and the SP railroad commission once again filed for 

abandonment after the Island Mountain tunnel had been reopened. Historian Sean Mitchell, 

argued that the Island Mountain tunnel fire was a major turning point for the NWP and that the 

railroad simply "could not survive after the events at Island Mountain."97  Mitchell's assessment 

was correct, after the extensive and lengthy repair work to the Island Mountain tunnel, trucks had 

taken over much of the transport business. In 1981, the NWP lost $6.4 million in revenue and, to 

make matters worse, a nationwide recession was taking place as well. The lumber market fell 

into a slump and export for the NWP dropped dramatically. The tunnel closure had cost SP 

nearly 75 percent of its business on the NWP.  That loss of business in conjunction with the 

                                                 
95  "NWP Reopens California Tunnel," Progressive Railroading, October, 1979, 89.   
96  "NWP Reopens California Tunnel," Progressive Railroading, 90.      
97  Sean Mitchell, "Fire in the Mountain:  The Beginning of the End for the Northwestern Pacific Railroad, Part II," 

The Humboldt Historian, 2015,18.   
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unstable geology and weather conditions of the Eel River canyon posed a major economic threat 

for the NWP from the tunnel rebuild forward.      

A "Terminally Ill" Railroad:  Southern Pacific's Final Years 

In August 1983, Forbe's magazine released an article which detailed SP's    

plight over the past decade, SP's president Ben Bijaggini reported that, "the financial 

performance of the SP railroad during the 1970s concerns us...during that decade we experienced 

little growth in physical volume, and our income declined.  At the same time, Union Pacific and 

Santa Fe, our primary competitors, have had substantial increases."98 One of the U.S.'s major 

economic powerhouses was in trouble, SP was losing revenue on many fronts to its competitors 

throughout the U.S. The sale of redwood timber, the cornerstone of the NWP's regular freight 

traffic was being outcompeted on two fronts in the post-1964 flood years. Locally, by the 

increase in trucking traffic in the wakes of disasters which shut the railroad down for long 

periods of time such as the 1964 flood and Island Mountain tunnel fire in 1978. Those disasters 

allowed for thirty-five trucking companies in Humboldt County alone to "solicit service"99 away 

from the NWP, by extension SP. A major advantage which local trucking companies had was 

that they did not have to pay for the repairs to the increasingly effective California highway 

transportation system in and out of Humboldt County (SP had to pay for repairs on the NWP 

themselves).  

 A second advantage which truckers had, was that in 1978 there was a substantial 

enlargement of the Redwood National Park, which effectively eliminated redwood timber cutting 

                                                 
98  James Cook, "Doomed?," Forbes Magazine, 57.   
99  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission.   
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areas for two of the NWP's largest shippers, the Louisiana Pacific and Arcata Redwood Co.100 

The elimination of vital timber sources nearby the NWP motivated shippers to move their 

prospective logging sites to areas which warranted the use of trucking as their main commodity 

for transportation. I interviewed, Teri Brown, daughter of Mel Brown, who was an independent 

trucker who lived and worked in Humboldt/Del Norte Counties. On the topic of what business 

was like for her father during his career, she noted that  

my Father [Mel Brown] had three trucks over the course of his business, the 
first of which he bought in the fifties. In order to pay for that first truck he sold his 
house in Salem, Oregon and moved to Arcata because the timber industry was just 
booming in Humboldt County; he believed that he could make a living in town.  
Initially, he wouldn't have any work during the winter months due to the incessant 
rains and muddy roads.  However, as the mid-seventies rolled around he became able 
to work year round because the roads became better and the weather got better as 
well.  He was usually headed north, there was a mill called mill A which he would 
haul logs to quite a bit.  Our standard of living improved as business picked up, for 
example, when I was a child we would have potato soup, which I loved, but the real 
reason we had it every Friday was that we did not have much money.  That changed 
later, in the seventies when I was a teenager, we just did not have potato soup 
anymore on Friday nights because business picked up for my Dad, suddenly we were 
going out to eat on Fridays instead because we were able to afford to go out to eat.101    

The progression of Mel's workload increase was in line with the influx of trucking opportunities 

provided in the wake of the 1964 flood.  Jobs for truckers were becoming more steady and 

frequent for those in Humboldt County, however, this was not good for SP's NWP.  Even more 

problematic activity was happening on the national front for SP, there had been increase of 

popularity of Canadian spruce and southern pine which captured the eastern markets of the U.S. 

thus putting SP's railroads in northern California and Oregon in a slump.102  All of these factors 

would later be cited as reasons for abandonment in SP's draft of intention to the ICC for the 

abandonment of the north end of the NWP in 1983. 
                                                 
100  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission.   
101  Teri Brown, "Growing up in Humboldt County," interviewed by Josh Buck, 4 December, 2017.      
102  Cook, "Doomed?", 58.   
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Teri Brown and Irene Brown pose with Mel Brown's logging truck in Arcata in the 1970s which carried 
impressive loads such as this regularly over the course of his career.  This was a particularly "awesome load" 
which was worthy of taking out the camera to take the picture.  Loads such as this became more rare because 

of the expansion of the national forests which affected both the NWP and local truckers such as Mel.  Teri 
Brown photo. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mel Brown and his daughter Teri Brown standing with Mel's Kenworth logging truck in front of his rented 
garage on K street in Arcata.  This was the only truck out of the three that he bought new, the other two were 

bought used (this truck was bought in the 1970s).  1971.  Teri Brown photo. 
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A
s 

portrayed 
in the 
table 

above, the number of carloads and freight revenue decreased every year since 1972, between 1979 and 1980 
alone there was net income loss of nearly 2 million dollars, nearly half of what was made prior to the Island 

Mountain tunnel fire in 1979.  In addition, it should be noted that the cost of operation maintenance increased 
every single year between 1972 and 1982.  This reflects the use of temporary fixes in the Eel River canyon by 

SP, those fixes were not designed to be long term, therefore, the price increased. 

 
As portrayed in this table, between the years of 1972 and 1982 the use of the trucking industry in 

Humboldt, Del Norte, and Mendocino counties increased dramatically, 38.5 percent in 1972 to 64 percent in 
1982. 
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compan
y was in 
a slump during the 1970s and its competitors growth in traffic was cause for concern.  Forbes Magazine chart. 
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of SP's 
main 
sources of revenue, however, as the 1970s progressed they began to lose the market to imports of cheaper 

wood from Canada which would be used on the East Coast.  Forbes Magazine chart.   
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Meanwhile, the NWP was still susceptible to regular damage from washouts and rain 

storms. The combination of the increased size of individual shipments after the fire repairs and 

the regularity of derailments due to slide activity brought the speed of transit to a crawl. On 13 

February, 1983, a bulletin from SP was released which read, 

 in 1974, the last profitable year, NWP moved more than 49,000 carloads of 
freight. In 1982, it handled only 16,000 carloads and had a $10.2 million loss.  
Robert A. Sharp, SP vice president for pricing and market planning, said, ‘‘we 
simply cannot maintain the status quo.  SP Transportation Co. cannot afford 
continued losses of this magnitude . . . we continue to spend large amounts on the 
railroad . . . yet we do not generate sufficient revenues to cover day-to-day 
operations.103   

The continued burden of operating the NWP in the Eel River Canyon proved to be non-

profitable, and SP neared the end of its patience. Coming hot on the heels of Sharp's press 

release, a massive mudslide shut down the north end of the NWP on 29 March, 1983, and SP 

enabled an embargo that lasted for two months, during which local shippers approached the ICC 

to investigate their reasoning for the embargo. The ICC investigation found that SP had wrongly 

imposed the embargo, and after extensive dialogue SP agreed to reopen the line on one 

condition: a $1,200 surcharge would have to go into effect on traffic moving to and from on the 

north-end route. Sharp attempted to justify the surcharge in a press release in the Press Democrat 

on 18 May,1983 and stated, 

truckers, do not have the multi-million dollar expense of repairing roads after 
storms...we have made manpower cuts as business declined; consolidated duplicated 
facilities, functions and services; eliminated other facilities altogether, and repeatedly 
pleaded with shippers to once again use the railroad...despite this, the railroad's 
operating costs have increased, revenues have dropped drastically and annual losses 
have continued to grow larger...we have been forced to conclude the NWP is 
terminally ill.104 

                                                 
103  The Press Democrat, 18 May, 1983.   
104  18 May, 1983, The Press Democrat.     
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Local shippers refused to pay the excessive surcharge. Humboldt County presidents and 

managers of key local shippers who had continued to utilize the NWP—such as Lee Hoskins (the 

president of Crown Redwood Co.), Henri Appy (the plant manager of Simpson Timber Co.), and 

Stanley Parker (the traffic manager of TPLC)—all petitioned the NWP’s surcharge and drafted 

letters that detailed their irritation with the sudden increase in shipping cost on the railroad. The 

general consensus among all of those involved with drafting letters of discontent was that the 

surcharge would devastate their businesses. Appy, who represented not only Simpson Timber 

Co. but the A&MR as well, was very specific when he wrote that, “the imposition of the 

surcharge on the remainder of our shipments, coupled with curtailment of service, which will 

likely result, will be devastating . . . we will be forced to divert other traffic to trucks, which will 

not only be more expensive but also will create service problems.”105  Despite public outcry from 

residents of Humboldt County, politicians, and shipper managers, the SP implemented the 

surcharge on 18 July, 1983. The NWP's route through the Canyon paired with the lengthy 

closures of the floods, landslides, and tunnel fires had effectively doomed the NWP under SP 

administration.  The effects were instant, local shippers refused to ship on the NWP once the  

surcharge was implemented, the exception being one to two refrigerated cars from Humboldt 

County Creamery a week. 

 The NWP continued to operate over the course of the next few months, but the effects of 

the surcharge still gripped the NWP harshly. Shippers were simply not interested in opting for 

the use of rail service, because the cost of the surcharge would have affected their own bottom 

line too much. Then the SP commission received a disturbing call on 11 September, 1983. 

Tunnel number 12, which is located near Longvale (just north of Willits), was reported to be on 

                                                 
105  ICC, Before the Interstate Commerce Commission.     
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fire. As a result, the railroad was inoperable north of Willits.106  This fire proved to be the final 

nail in the coffin for SP, and instead of rebuilding the tunnel, SP abandoned the north end of the 

railroad. All employees who were affected by the closure were laid off, and the ICC was brought 

in to argue against the north end’s closing. A U.S. district court later ruled that SP had quit 

service without ICC approval and ordered SP to reopen the NWP north of Willits.107  Ultimately, 

SP was forced to bow in submission to the ICC, shippers, and the local government 

representatives of Humboldt and Mendocino Counties. SP found itself in a state of economic 

despair with no way out of their decrepit railroad, service resumed under court order in March 

1984. After extensive legal battles between the state of California and SP administration over 

abandonment for the north section of the railroad, a new set of challenges would shape the 

decade.  

The End of an Era:  The Eureka Southern is Born 

   In the wake of the loss of shippers, many NWP employees went to work on the south 

end of the NWP or left the area entirely. This was a bold move for many NWP employees 

because upward mobility on the corporate ladder was entirely based on seniority. The only way 

to acquire seniority was to work on the railroad longer than those one was working with, leaving 

the NWP meant that those employees could find work elsewhere, however, their seniority would 

be back to where they had started when they first started working for the NWP.  Many 

employees had high hopes that a new deal could be struck, and while many left, some stayed and 

hoped for a miracle. 

                                                 
106  Wesley, Northwestern Pacific Railroad and Its Successors, 6. 
107  "Abandonment Items," Trains Magazine, 1983, 18.  
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An ex-employee of SP named Bryan Whipple proposed to reopen the north end of the 

railroad under a lease.  The future of the railroad from that point on, depended on the economic 

factors that the NWP would face in the coming years. SP was no longer interested in running 

freight from Eureka to Willits, and SP's board of directors determined that a lease was their best 

bet. Whipple successfully acquired the rights to lease the NWP between Willits and Eureka, and 

he renamed the stretch of railroad as well. Whipple proclaimed that the now–short line railroad 

would be called the Eureka Southern Railroad (ES).  Despite the daunting task of maintenance, 

the railroad's condition, and the overall decline in profit, Whipple remained optimistic about his 

venture. The railroad was officially opened under the ES's administration on 31 October, 1984, 

and they began business on 1 November, 1984.  Railroad power and rolling stock were in short 

supply for Whipple, and his solution was the acquisition of four ex-Conrail GP-38s as the 

primary motive power on the ES.108  Kirchanski (former ES engineer) described the four GP-38s 

as 

good engines, but they were very used and the two ex-Penn central had dynamic 
brakes, but their grids had been burned bringing them out west, so they didn't work. 
But aside from that they were good engines. The loads that they wound up carrying 
were heavy, but with two of them heading a load, they could make track speed and 
the engines could handle it all right. Most of the runs I did were from Willits north to 
Fort Seward, and then we would swap crews at Fort Seward, and they would haul 
north to Eureka.109  

                                                 
108  Don Bain, "Eureka Southern Inaugurates Willits-Eureka Freight Operations" Pacific Rail News 

 February, 1985, 8.   
109  Kirchanski, interview.  
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shly painted Eureka Southern GP38's trundle down the line in the glow of the early morning 
sun one mile south of Eel Rock on 29 January, 1985. This was a special mixed train which was 

run as a prelude to the North Coast Daylight. 
In order for business to once again become successful, Whipple had to find a way to 

appease the customers that had opted for trucking instead of rail transport. Whipple tried many 

different tactics to attract shippers to invest, which included general rate reductions, new 

guidelines and the elimination of the $1,200 surcharge tax (although a $200 charge on freight 

remained). Redwood lumber shipments had mostly gone to the local trucking industries in 

Humboldt County, but ES was able to secure most of the shipments of green Douglas fir trees 

and offered reduced rates for other shipments, such as wood chips, rocks, and sand.  
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The Eureka Southern won a contract to haul rock materials from the company's quarry at Island Mountain. 
This rock train was the result of the company's aggressive marketing tactic in the hopes of the revitalization 

of customer interest.  Burr Wilson Photo 
 

 

Kirchanski explained that,  
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it was a short line . . . and we essentially had to rebuild our customer base 
from scratch. There was no union, and there were no benefits to speak of. Everyone 
there was ex-NWP except for me—I was ex-SF. The main thing was [that] we were 
a reduced crew, a two man crew. It was a rough and ready railroad, so you had to be 
ready for that, as opposed to the old days, where you had a five man crew. In the 
beginning we had about fifty employees, significantly fewer than SP had in even [in] 
1983, certainly not enough for maintenance-of-way. Regular shipments were pretty 
close to what was carried during the old NWP days: westbound [shipments were] 
lumber, boxcars full of plywood, and flat cars full of lumber, inbound we would haul 
empties but also propane because we had a dealer in Eureka. Later on, we started 
hauling boulders from the Island Mountain quarry, which was a subsidiary [that was] 
going to the jetty in Eureka. That turned out to be a good source of business, but it 
was problematic because those cars which were filled with the rocks were very 
heavy. They were short wheel-based cars, and they wound up causing stress cracks 
on the Van Duzen Bridge, and we wound up with a 10 mph slow order in 1986. 
Everyone was really anxious to get the car loads out because we were not profitable 
unless we had thirty-five cars or more a day. Originally the railroad was only running 
on the main line about four days a week, [but] it really needed to be running five to 
six days a week with thirty-five loads outbound for it to be profitable and we reached 
that, but it was marginal at best. One of the reasons why we never got to be 
profitable long term was because several of the big shippers like TPLC never 
shipped as many cars as they promised when the railroad was being formed. The 
biggest shipper was the Eel River sawmills at Stone, and they rarely gave us eight or 
nine cars a day.  TPLC at best maybe shipped four to five cars a week, and that was 
very disappointing.110   

 
 By the summer of 1985, Whipple was making headlines not only in local newspapers, 

such as the Eureka Times-Standard, but also in regional magazines, such as Pacific Rail News 

and CTC Board. Don Bain, a writer for Pacific Rail News who was positive about the ES's 

outlook, wrote that "barring tunnel fires, major floods or landslides, which have all challenged 

the existence of the line in the past, the future of Eureka Southern appears to be bright."111 But  

there would be no such luck for the ES, as the unstable geology of the Eel River Canyon and 

another tunnel fire would occur once again. 

                                                 
110   Kirchanski, interview. 
111  Don Bain, "Eureka Southern Inaugurates Willits-Eureka," 10.    
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 Whipple needed a remarkable boost in car loadings to stabilize the economy of his new 

short line railroad through the Redwood Empire. However, shipments became a problem for the 

back burner as critics of ES voiced their opinion—namely, politicians in Eureka, such as Eureka 

City Manager Robert Stockwell, who argued that Whipple would never be able to keep up with 

the maintenance costs. He said, 

We sincerely wish Mr. Whipple all the luck in the world.  We are dealing 
with SP, not Whipple.  Our concern...is that the ICC not let SP off the hook.  
Whipple has said repeatedly that if he can get two or three years of good winters 
under his belt, he can make it.  There is nothing in the history of the North Coast that 
says there will be two or three good winters.  What has been going on for 40 years 
isn't going to stop now.112 

Individuals such as Stockwell were right to be concerned; Whipple did not have the funds to 

keep up with the trouble spots that had always plagued the right-of-way, and his short line 

railroad would never move lumber like SP did at the height of its prosperity during the postwar 

boom. SP had wished to abandon the north end of the line multiple times and had cited exactly 

what Stockwell feared: the wet weather conditions and unstable geology of the Eel River 

Canyon. 

 

 

 

                                                 
112  Harre W. Demoro, "Mr. Whipple vs. the Eel" Trains Magazine, May, 1985, 19.    
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Dick Stephenson captured this gorgeous shot of a North Coast Daylight excursion trip on 18 May,  1985. 
Eureka Southern No. 31 and ten passenger cars idle patiently at South Fork as passengers board for their 

return trip home to Eureka. 
The North Coast Daylight (NCD) excursion train, while popular, did not generate the 

revenue necessary to justify the expenditures associated with keeping it in stable financial 

condition. Great Western Tours (GWT), the company originally responsible for the excursion 

service, struggled to generate revenue from the service, for the forty-nine-dollar fare was too low 
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to cover all costs, and the meal service that was offered was losing about one dollar per meal as 

well.113  The demand for tickets steadily rose, but the cost made GWT extend the running season 

of the NCD by three trips in hopes of generating extra revenue. This plan, however, had its 

consequences. The last planned run of the train was 16 November, 1985, but as explained to me 

by Kirchanski, "on the very last run we headed out, and just before Woodman Creek tunnel there 

had been a large rockslide. It didn't block the tunnel, but it certainly blocked us, so it was a big 

rock slide, and we thought maybe we could dynamite it. Well, we couldn't do that, so we had to 

shove back to Willits. That was the end of that.114  This was a disaster, as GWT did not have the 

funds to pay all of the passengers back. Instead, half of the passengers were given vouchers, and 

none of the rest received a refund in full; the GWT later went into further financial decline and 

filed for bankruptcy.115  Further financial trouble occurred with NCD's administrative financial 

holders, all of which went bankrupt. A man by the name of Jerry Kits stepped in to assume 

control of the excursion service under the new company called the North Coast Daylight 

Incorporated (NCDI). Unfortunately for the ES, the NCDI was unable to acquire $7 million for 

the liability insurance, and the 1986 season for excursion service was ultimately cancelled. The 

NCDI was later dissolved, and the ES later filed for bankruptcy the same year.116  Maintenance 

had once again proven to be the main variable that determined the success of the NWP, 

regardless of who was in charge. The railroad had proven that the excursion service could be a 

success, and it would have been on any other railroad with a fine grade, but unfortunately for 

fans of the NWP, beauty necessitated cost. 

                                                 
113  Stanton Hunter, "Eureka Southern's Rocky Road to Northern California," Passenger Train  Journal, August 

1988), 34-35.    
114  Kirchanski, interview.     
115  Hunter, "Eureka Southern's Rocky Road,"34-35.    
116  Hunter, "Eureka Southern's Rocky Road," 34-35.     
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 A man by the name of Jerry Gregg became interested in keeping the ES alive after seeing 

firsthand how well the 1985 season had went. By May 1987, Gregg had secured cars for the 

excursion run, but the high cost of purchase along with his hope to capitalize on his venture 

resulted in a $150 fare, almost no food for passengers, and little to no advertisement.117 The 

excursion train had a small turnout as a result: four of the five runs carried fewer than one 

hundred passengers. To make matters worse, another tunnel fire broke out in tunnel 11 (just 

north of Willits), and the 600-foot tunnel was completely engulfed in flames. In an interview 

with Desmond Cowan (former firefighter for California Department of Forestry), he detailed the 

tunnel fire at tunnel 11: 

1987...we got a report of a fire on the tracks just north of Willits...they had a 
crew that hiked into it and our officer parked the engine and we walked in on the 
tracks. Willits is really hot and dry during the Summer...we brought engines down 
and we did what is called a simple-hose-lay. There was about twenty of us there that 
day and we carried breather apparatuses' (bottles of air)...you could see the glow of 
the fire, the timber supports were just lit up. There was a lot of fire...the timbers are 
just creosote, they are all just oil candlesticks. There was a ton of fire in the most 
interior portion of the tunnel, there was no doubt that the fire originated on the inside 
of the tunnel itself. They knocked the fire down a little bit, but it wound up having to 
be sealed. Crews bulldozed both ends and the tunnel was shut down for quite a 
while.118   

The ensuing closure lasted thirteen days, ES solved the issue by implementing a "shoofly" bend 

around the hillside that originally housed tunnel 11. The first train to travel northbound from 

Willits after the repair work was a North Coast Daylight excursion.119  

 

                                                 
117  Hunter, "Eureka Southern's Rocky Road," 34-35. 
118  Desmond Cowan, "The Worst Kind of Fire You Can Be In," interviewed by Josh Buck, 4 December,  2017. 
119  "Tunnel Troubles," Trains Magazine, 1987, 10.        
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The first train to pass over the newly completed shoo-fly around burned out tunnel 11 was the northbound 
Daylight on 15 August, 1987.  Trains Magazine Photo. 

Fire trouble was not restricted to the tunnels during ES's administration, as explained to me by 

Cowan, 

the railroad was in pretty poor repair at the time, there was a lot of fires 
related to the locomotives and their poor spark arresters. I remember whenever we 
got called out for fire in the Eel River Canyon I would see metal shavings on the 
turns. It seemed like for a while it was a regular occurrence, they were pretty much 
garden variety brush fires, nothing major. . . the areas we had to get to were difficult 
to access due to the remoteness, it's just a web of roads. I've had thirty years of 
experience in the fire service, if you put me in front of a fire I can make a decision to 
get to work right away. Sometimes the most difficult part is actually the access to the 
incident, it could be difficult to find the proper access to those fires in the Canyon.120   

ES's engines had spark arrestors which needed to be cleaned out regularly because carbon would 

build up in the exhaust outlets and cut loose; which effectively defeated the arrestors regularly. 

The steel shavings Cowan found on the curves of the right-of-way were the result of major wear 

and deterioration of both the rails and the wheels of the engines.  The descend from Ridge Hill to 

Longvale required braking on sharp curves of the rather sudden slope. During the SP era of the 

NWP there were flange lubricators which shot a thick, black grease onto each wheel on severe 

curves to prevent such deterioration. However, the ES engines did not have the lubricators, 

therefore the rail and engines became the wear point (which resulted in metal shavings, thus 

                                                 
120  Cowan, interview.   
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possibly creating sparks). Those sparks resulted in a regular outbreak of fires on the NWP which 

was cause for concern to both the California Department of Forestry (CDF) and the general 

public of Humboldt and Mendocino Counties.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above:  As depicted here, there is a steady incline between Eureka and Willits, however, the grade increased 
quickly between Longvale and Willits. - Eureka Southern timetable, Author's Collection.   
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The 1987 season came and went with little improvement, and ten weekend excursions were 

planned for the 1988 season. An author for Passenger Train Journal noted that  

with the Eureka Southern's freight revenue on the rise, and ticket sales for the 
Daylight remaining strong, it seems as if the future of the North Coast Daylight may 
finally be more stable. Hopefully the train will continue to provide passengers an 
opportunity to see some of Northern California's most rugged scenery, and give 
residents of the North Coast a rail service that they can be proud of.121                 

To make matters worse, fires continued to be a problem in the Eel River Canyon, to the point 

where an open letter to the public was issued by ES's management in July 1990. Several changes 

were implemented in operation procedures to reduce the risk of fires, which included cleaning  

 

the spark arresters on the locomotives before each trip, the installation of screens over the 

arresters, a private contractor was hired to eliminate weeds, and general brush clearing was done 

regularly.122 ES did not manage to break away from its decline, and by September 1990 it was 

announced that it was "lights out" for the North Coast Daylight excursions after the FRA ruled 

ES's former NWP track was unfit for passenger service.123  Kirchanski said, "I loved working out 

there. There was no future there, [and] that's why I went back to AT&SF, but I loved to work 

there, that was a great job!  Even if we got up to thirty-five to forty cars daily, I don't think we 

could have made enough money, simply because that Eel River Canyon was just too terrible to 

run a railroad through."124  It was not Whipple's poor business planning that killed his venture 

but rather the nature of the NWP's route which had doomed his plan from the start. Whipple 

                                                 
121   Hunter, "Eureka Southern's Rocky Road," 34-35.    
122  "An Open Letter to the Public From the Eureka Southern Railroad," Ukiah Daily Journal, 14 July 1989.   
123  "Lights Out," Trains Magazine, September, 1990, 11.    
124  Kirchanski, interview.    
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simply did not have the capital that SP once had to maintain the NWP, and without the massive 

amount of money, a short line railroad from Willits to Eureka was not possible in the long term.   

 As explained in an interview with Dan Hauser (former mayor of Arcata and former 

NCRA executive director), Bryan Whipple having purchased the railroad, unfortunately had little 

to no capital to maintain it. With no shipping customers thanks to the railroad's previous and 

ongoing problems, Whipple could never dream of turning a profit. Not only did Whipple not turn  

 

 

a profit, the railroad actually became bankrupt due to the lack of customers. At this point, the 

railroad's main goal became paying off the creditors, and they did this in any way possible.  

Logging rights were sold, branch railroads were sold, and the railroad slowly started to make a 

small amount of money back.125  Of course, the money that was being collected from these sales 

ventures was being used to pay off creditors rather than maintaining the railroad itself. Slides 

clogged many essential culverts neighboring the tracks in the Eel River Canyon and other 

problem spots along the right-of-way in the coming months. With no funds to fix these issues, 

the small problems began to become large ones. It was officially announced in Trains Magazine 

in March, 1992 that the North Coast Railroad Authority would officially buy the short line 

railroad between Willits and Eureka to the relief of ES's administration, which had been bankrupt 

for five years.126     

One Last Breath:  The North Coast Railroad Authority (NCRA) 
                                                 
125  Dan Hauser, "Saving a Doomed Railroad," interview by Josh Buck, 12 November, 2014.   
126  "Eureka Southern Sold," Trains Magazine, March 1992, 18.   
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 Then, a ray of hope shone for the first time in nearly two decades for the railroad. The 

National California Railroad Association (NCRA) was created by Dan Hauser and Barry Keene 

to bail the railroad out of bankruptcy. Hauser explained that the NCRA asked the state of 

California for a lump sum of money so that it could repair the railroad, which in turn would have 

been used to bail it out of bankruptcy. However, California's governor at the time vetoed the  

 

request, and the funds were no longer obtainable. By 1992, the NCRA had raised the money 

themselves to bail the railroad out of bankruptcy, and the railroad was then run by the old 

railroad buffs.127  Bailing the railroad out of bankruptcy was a monumental feat, but they still 

faced the problem of gaining the capital required to maintain and repair the railroad itself. This 

forced the NCRA to turn to outside companies for the capital required to do so. In an interview 

with John Woolley (former president of the NCRA), he explained that the companies included, 

"Simpson Lumber Company, Louisiana Pacific Company, and other local shippers. However, the 

new capital came with a price: the shippers wanted a large discount to ship their materials by rail, 

so subsequently the NCRA was losing money on their own investment plan.”128   

 Having met many workers of the railroad personally, one thing is certain: these men were 

extremely good at running the railroad. However, they were not as thorough when it came to the 

business of paper pushing and logistical organization. The south half of the NWP (Schellville-

Willits) was leased to the California Northern Company (CFNC) in 1993 by SP. However, the 

lease from SP only lasted for three years before CFNC began to look to the NCRA for a way out 

of their lease agreement. Effective 1 July,1996, the NCRA bought out and recovered the entire 
                                                 
127  Hauser, interview.   
128  John Woolley, "The Final Years of the NWP," interview by Josh Buck, November 14, 2014.   
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south end of the former NWP for $27 million and put the full north and south end of the NWP 

into public hands. CFNC’s management team was relieved by the outcome of the NCRA's 

purchase of their lease from SP, as they had found that the line was a  

 

"maintenance headache."129  For the first time since SP's original lease to the ES, the NWP was 

once again under sole ownership. However, the NCRA would find out the hard way, like the ES, 

that without major capital at their disposal, the regular maintenance of the NWP would be very 

difficult.  

 

 

 

 
                                                 
129  "Northwestern Pacific to Return," Trains Magazine, 21 August, 1996.  
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NCRA director Dan Hauser (middle with green shirt and tan jacket) poses with No. 3844 for the inaugural 
run of the newly acquired south end of the NWP in 1996.  Dan Hauser photo.   

Hauser attempted to reach out to FEMA. He submitted an application to repair past storm 

damage, but because of inexperience and a lack of working capital, the NCRA and the railroad 

workers themselves did not keep high-quality records. Because of this, FEMA sent in two 

auditors who, upon auditing the books, decided that the NCRA did not qualify for funding.130  

By the end of the year in 1996, the railroad was breaking even, but they still were not making an 

abundance of excess money. The excess money they did have was used for much-needed 

preventive maintenance in the Eel River Canyon. Hauser described the time as 

 extremely stressful and that every week he would count box cars from the 
second story window of his house in Arcata, to see if he would make payroll for the 
month.  It was a very scary time.  Trains were restricted to a max speed of 25 mph.  
This prolonged the amount of time it took to get from Eureka to Island Mountain, 
where trains would switch loads with a Willits bound train.  Making the trip twelve 
hours total from Scotia to Willits.131   

Hauser had every reason to be afraid of what was to come for the railroad as a result of these 

restrictions. But the restrictions would be small fry compared to the future problems of the 

coming year. Warm and torrential rains once again inundated the NWP, and storms closed the 

line north of Willits and caused $5 million worth of damage, which included twenty landslides 

along thirty miles of track, and to make matters worse, tunnel 37 near McCann collapsed.  

                                                 
130  Hauser, interview.   
131  Hauser, interview.   
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Tunnel 37 near McCann collapsed during the storms of 1996, Dan Hauser (right) is pictured here surveying 
the disaster area.  Dan Hauser photo. 

Sean Zwagerman wrote an article  reported in a Trains Magazine article that detailed the damage 

to the NWP from the storms of 1996.  It read as, 

since the trains weren't running, the company could not afford overtime pay; 
repair crews worked only 40 hours a week. The solution—keeping the line through 
the Eel River Canyon closed from December 28 until March 12—only worsened the 
problem, sending the railroad further into debt from lost business. Just another 
Winter in the Canyon...though the track gangs have scarcely had time to scrape last 
winter's mud off their shoes, the National Weather Service is predicting another wet 
winter in northern California, with the possibility of the worst flooding in a decade. 
At times NWP's survival seems so tenuous that every car making it from Eureka to 
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Schellville becomes a symbol of perseverance, overcoming an impossible landscape 
one more time.132  

To further complicate the situation, the NCRA experienced difficulty with their GP9 locomotives 

on 10 July, 1997—two of which (No. 3844 and No. 3825) rolled away and slammed into No. 

3850 in the Willits yard. To this day, the No. 3844 and the No. 3850 sit in the Willits yard in a 

state of decay, the front end of 3844 still noticeably smashed in. The lack of motive power made 

tackling Ridge Hill especially difficult due to the 3 percent grade. The NCRA did not have 

anywhere near the funding to rectify the 3 percent grade of their mainline at Ridge Hill, and their 

business suffered because of it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
132  "Northwestern Pacific's Undying Spirit," Trains Magazine, December, 1997, 51.   
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To this day, No. 3844 and No. 3850 sit in the Willits Yard in a state of decay, note the smashed in end of 3844 
pictured above.  Author's photo.     

 

By 1998, Hauser requested a new operator and demanded a request for proposals. A man by the 

name of John Darling stepped up. Darling became operator by making promises of capital that he 

could not keep. All employees would now work for Darling, and this proved to be a drastic 

mistake. While Darling was a competent operator in the beginning of his term, his actions later 

reversed the good the NCRA hoped to accomplice.  

 The year of 1998, like the year of 1964, brought torrential rainfall, but this time it was in 

the form of an El Niño event. Little did anyone know that the final train to run in the Eel River 

Canyon was destined to make its appearance in February, 1998. Train engineer Nick Mitchell 

and conductor Gary Kittleson were headed south near Island Mountain during a horrific storm 

when a major washout occurred farther up the railroad from their location. The resulting washout 

forced the two men to leave their load of lumber behind and not a minute too soon; after back 

tracking, a second washout occurred north of them and cut off all access by rail to the cars left  

behind.133  A great number of miles of railroad were once again wiped out, which caused distress 

internally for the NCRA. With nowhere to run the railroad, Darling laid off all maintenance 

crews.134  This was a horrible idea on Darling’s part, for this cost dozens of men their jobs, and 

without their help the railroad continued to deteriorate even further. The NWP’s office staff, 

including Executive Director Hauser, later quit on 28 July, 1998, asserting that "the beleaguered 

railroad is broke . . . NWP is $6 million in debt to contractors and suppliers, most of it from $23 

million in storm damage from winter storms in 1993, 1995, and 1997."135  The 1997 El Niño 

                                                 
133  M.W. Jones, "El Nino-spawned Storms Slam California" Trains Magazine, May 1998, 21.   
134  Hauser, interview.   
135  "Northwestern Pacific" Trains Magazine, November, 1998, 23.    
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storms had delivered the critical blow needed to fully suspend operations in the Eel River 

Canyon once and for all—the north end route was officially doomed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictured above:  The last train that ever rolled through the Eel River canyon was left behind during a storm 
in February, 1998.  It remains in the canyon just south of the Island Mountain bridge, a rusting testament to 

the once mighty NWP Redwood Empire Route.   
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   The NCRA had ultimately failed to preserve the working condition of the railroad and paid the 

ultimate price. The Eel River Canyon was deemed unsafe to use despite the NCRA having 

completed its goal of scraping together enough funding to fix the flood damage. The south end of 

the NWP still faced reopening, due to the funding for storm damage repairs was held up. Hauser 

explained that the repairs that were conducted in 1998 had been completed, but  

"they were done quickly and sloppily."136  Inspectors for the FRA then turned to the railroad as a 

whole, and the entire NWP was shut down for safety reasons and an unbelievable track record of 

unreliability and dangerous events. Based on the evidence at hand, it would be shortsighted to 

make the conclusion that the NCRA failed simply as a result of their poor business management. 

The odds of running a successful operation were stacked against them, and like the ES they 

simply did not have the capital to maintain the NWP's route. 

 On 26 November, 1998, the entire NWP south of Willits was shut down temporarily by 

the Federal Railroad Administration. Despite the economic conditions and state of repair of both 

ends of the railroad, individuals such as William Ray were optimistic about the railroad’s return 

to full service. Ray, who wrote the Mendocino County Railroad Society Newsletter, wrote that  

There seems to be no sympathy and intent from Caltrans to assist this vital 
alternative to road transport...The NWP thus remains in a state of paralysis unless 
and until Caltrans and the California Transportation Commission are 
convinced...Nevertheless, happy holidays to all of you!  May the NWP prosper and 
shine beyond our wildest expectations in 1999... Next year, when the NWP has 
recovered, there will be too much traffic-freight, excursion and commuter trains!137 

As made evident by Ray's writing, the county residents who lived in between Humboldt and 

Mendocino expected the railroad to make a full recovery in the same way one would expect the 

                                                 
136  Hauser, interview.   
137  William Ray, "Hard Travelling For the Railroad" Mendocino County Newsletter, 1998, 1.  
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recovery of a local highway. However, for the north end this never occurred, and it has left many 

long-term economic consequences that have affected our local population to this day. 
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This photo captured by B. Douglas Jensen reveals just how close the maintenance crews were to 
repairing the NWP in 1998 when they ran out of money for repairs.  If this last stretch of track would have 

been repaired in time, it is likely the railroad would have remained open longer. 
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The south end of the NWP was still in the midst of delay for reopening because the 

funding for storm-damage repairs was held up. More ties were needed on the south end to meet 

Class 1 track standards; however, one train did run to pick up 28 empty freight cars that were 

still stranded on the south end.138 NWP employees who did not give up on their jobs had worked 

on the NWP for no pay since December, 1999 and would finally receive a paycheck when the 

state of California’s Office of Emergency Services released the $296,000 owed to the NCRA, 

which only allowed for partial compensation of crews.139 A man by the name of John Williams 

was given a lease by the NCRA, and he brought the southern end of the railroad back to life a 

few years later. Williams reopened the railroad as far as Windsor and hopes to reopen as far as 

Willits. According to John Woolley (the former executive director of the NCRA), Williams 

convinced the state of California that the Southern railroad repair system was applicable for 

repair from funding from a measure known as prop 42. A California ballot measure of the early 

1990s that did end up being used for the reopening of the railroad; the measure contributed 

$42,000,000; all of which went in the repair of the railroad as far north as Winsor.140   

 For the north end between Willits and Eureka, however, this was—and still is—the end 

of the railroad for the NWP's north end. According to Dan Hauser, “it is doubtful that the Eel 

River Canyon will ever be reopened, due to deterioration. Removing and restoring will be 

millions of dollars."141  After so many lawsuits from organizations such as Californians Against 

Toxins (CATS) and Friends of the Eel River Canyon (FERC) it would be next to impossible to 

                                                 
138  "Northwestern Pacific," Trains Magazine, February 2000, 25.    
139  "Northwestern Pacific," Trains Magazine, April 2000, 21.    
140  Wooley, interview.   
141  Hauser, interview.    
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find compromise with those opposed, even if the funding was available.142 Against all odds, the 

NCRA is still meeting regularly and has maintained a stable board since the closure of the 

railroad. Leading into the early 2000s, the reality of the railroad never seeing traffic again began 

to set in, even with the most dedicated of members. However, despite the organization’s 

extraordinary perseverance, the future of the NCRA and the north end is in jeopardy. In July, 

2017, the State Transportation Commission called upon the NCRA to draft a proposal for 

abandonment of the north end.143   

 When asked what he believes it would take for the north end to be reopened former 

NCRA director Woolley stated that,   

If we can figure out the engineering techniques to make approximately nine 
certain hotspots along the railroad workable and reliable, one will have accomplished 
the first leg of what is a three legged stool of major issues.  Secondly, the NCRA 
must find a way to appeal to the environmentalists that oppose any idea of the 
railroads reopening.  Next, the NCRA must find an export worth reopening the 
railroad for, and determine a total dollar amount to bring to the state of California in 
terms of damage and repairs.144   

In other words, it will be nothing short of a miracle if the railroad is reopened. Until these 

changes are accomplished, the overgrown railroad tracks will remain nothing more than evidence 

of Northern California’s railroad history. 

 In conclusion, the NWP's route was doomed since its inception in 1907. The Eel River 

Canyon route which was chosen by SP and AT&SF was simply not a route which could be 

utilized well for long term. The continued use of pre-existing right-of-ways in Humboldt County 

                                                 
142  Hank Sims, "CATS, Friends of the Eel File Lawsuit Against Railroad Authority," Lost Coast Outpost,  July 
2011, https://lostcoastoutpost.com/2011/jul/20/cats-friends-eel-file-lawsuit/. 
143  Hank Sims, "State Transportation Commission Raises Eyebrow at North Coast Railroad Authority 
 Finances, Asks Perennially Beleaguered Agency to Prepare 'Shutdown Plan," Lost Coast Outpost, July 
 2011, https://lostcoastoutpost.com/2017/jul/3/state-transportation-commission-raises-eyebrow-nor/ 
144  Wooley, interview.   



Buck, Josh 
10/03/2017 
History 490 

105 

for the NWP's right-of-way led to the continued use of areas such as the Scotia Bluffs which 

simply should have never had a railroad built on them in the first place. The unstable geology 

which led to slides and washouts in conjunction with the recurring instances of natural disaster in 

the form of regular flooding and tunnel fires resulted in nothing short of economic disaster over 

the course of the NWP's lifetime. The only way that the railroad remained open long term was 

under its parent company SP (as a subsidiary road) however, even with the economic backing of 

SP's capital, the maintenance which was implemented was temporary at best, thus delaying the 

inevitable. When later leased to Bryan Whipple during the ES administration era, Whipple found 

out that without major financial backing that the route was not profitable. Even when the state's 

government stepped in, in the form of the NCRA and reopened the railroad, they too found out 

that the NWP's route was not manageable and that the cost of maintenance was too high. Each 

one of the men highlighted in this paper, who either worked or administrated for the NWP under 

the SP, ES, or NCRA eras all of have one common theme. They all remember the regular 

maintenance and disasters which occurred during their respective years of employment. As 

Kirchanski stated "I loved working out there. There was no future there but I loved to work 

there..."145   
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