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The never-before-told story of one of the worst rail disasters in U.S. history in which two trains
full of people, trapped high in the Cascade Mountains, are hit by a devastating avalancheIn
February 1910, a monstrous blizzard centered on Washington State hit the Northwest, breaking
records. The world stopped--but nowhere was the danger more terrifying than near a tiny town
called Wellington, perched high in the Cascade Mountains, where a desperate situation evolved
minute by minute: two trainloads of cold, hungry passengers and their crews found themselves
marooned without escape, their railcars gradually being buried in the rising drifts. For days, an
army of the Great Northern Railroad's most dedicated men--led by the line's legendarily
courageous superintendent, James O'Neill--worked round-the-clock to rescue the trains. But the
storm was unrelenting, and to the passenger's great anxiety, the railcars--their only shelter--were
parked precariously on the edge of a steep ravine. As the days passed, food and coal supplies
dwindled. Panic and rage set in as snow accumulated deeper and deeper on the cliffs
overhanging the trains. Finally, just when escape seemed possible, the unthinkable occurred:
the earth shifted and a colossal avalanche tumbled from the high pinnacles, sweeping the trains
and their sleeping passengers over the steep slope and down the mountainside.Centered on the
astonishing spectacle of our nation's deadliest avalanche, The White Cascade is the masterfully
told story of a supremely dramatic and never-before-documented American tragedy. An
adventure saga filled with colorful and engaging history, this is epic narrative storytelling at its
finest.



TRAPPED IN THE HIGH CASCADES BY A MASSIVE BLIZZARD, TWO TRAINS ARE SWEPT
OFF A PRECIPICE BY THE DEADLIEST AVALANCHE IN AMERICAN HISTORY.“It seemed as
if the world were coming to an end,” recalled one observer. “I saw the whole side of the mountain
coming down, tearing up everything in its way.”Acres of crumbling snow were descending with
the magisterial grandeur of a dropping theater curtain. “I saw the first rush of snow reach the
track [and] swallow the trains,” another witness recalled, “and then there was neither tracks nor
trains …”Gary Krist’s The White Cascade is storytelling on a grand, exciting scale. The tale
begins in February 1910 in the midst of a blizzard sweeping across the Pacific Northwest. Two
Great Northern Railway trains, heading out from Spokane, are attempting to cross the rugged
Cascade Mountains on their way to Seattle. Near the crest of the range, they’re forced to stop;
snow has blocked the tracks and the plows are overwhelmed. The delay extends to a full day,
then two, then three. On the fourth day, the passengers—trapped on the side of a steep alpine
ridge, slowly being buried in snow—hear the sound of avalanches rumbling in the mountains.To
save them, the Great Northern Railway—under James H. O’Neill, the railroad’s supreme snow
fighter—marshals an army of men. But the storm is unrelenting. Food supplies are dwindling
when the snow shovelers go on strike. Some of the passengers are sick, some exhausted.
Others, petrified with fear, demand that O’Neill move the trains from their precarious position.
But O’Neill and his army, all but paralyzed by the weather, can do nothing.On the sixth night, a
powerful thunderstorm begins to rage. In the early hours of March 1, as harsh lightning rakes the
mountains, the snowfield above the trains collapses: An avalanche of nearly unimaginable size
engulfs both trains and sends them tumbling off the mountain and into the canyon
below.Adhering strictly to the historical record but unfolding with the urgency of a thriller, The
White Cascade resurrects this true but largely forgotten tragedy, setting its human drama
against a rich background of railroad lore, robber baron politics, and the last vestiges of the Wild
West on the brink of the modern age. An adventure saga filled with colorful and engaging history,
The White Cascade is epic storytelling at its finestAlso by Gary KristThe Garden StateBone by
BoneBad ChemistryChaos TheoryExtravaganceTHE WHITE CASCADETHE WHITE
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9 8 7 6 5 4 3For JonThe difference between civilization and barbarismmay be measured by the
degree of safety to life,property, and the pursuit of the various callingsthat men are engaged in.—
James J. HillCONTENTSAuthor’s NoteMapsPrologue: A Late Thaw1 A Railroad Through the
Mountains2 The Long Straw3 Last Mountains4 A Temporary Delay5 Over the Hump6 A Town at
the End of the World7 First Loss8 Closing Doors9 The Empire Builder Looks On10 Ways of
Escape11 Last Chances12 Avalanche13 “The Reddened Snow”14 Inquest15 Act of
GodEpilogue: A Memory ErasedAfterword: A Final Note on the Wellington AvalancheAppendix:
A Wellington RosterNotesBibliographyAcknowledgmentsIndexAUTHOR’S NOTEThe White
Cascade is a work of nonfiction, adhering strictly to the historical record and incorporating no
invented dialogue or other undocumented re-creations. Unless otherwise attributed, anything
between quotation marks is either actual dialogue as reported by a witness or else a citation
from a diary, memoir, letter, telegram, court transcript, or other primary source. In some
quotations I have, for clarity’s sake, corrected the original spelling, syntax, or punctuation.Where
there is significant disagreement among sources about the exact time and sequence of certain
events, I have chosen what I judge to be the most likely account, giving precedence to
documents created during the crisis (such as telegrams and diaries) over those created
afterward from memory (such as memoirs and court testimony). Some information comes from
newspaper articles of the time, which—in light of the rather permissive journalistic ethics of 1910
—can be more than a little unreliable. In these cases, I have done my best to separate true
reportage from the inventions of overimaginative deadline writers. Details I believe to be
apocryphal are either identified as such in the text or else omitted.Schematic Plan of
WellingtonWellington Orientation MapTHE WHITE CASCADEPROLOGUEA Late ThawSummer
1910The last body was found at the end of July, twenty-one weeks after the avalanche.
Workmen clearing debris from the secluded site, high in the cool, still snow-flecked Cascades,
discovered the deteriorating corpse in a creek at the mountainside’s base. Trapped under piles
of splintered timber, the dead man had to be Archibald McDonald, a twenty-three-year-old
brakeman, the only person on the trains not yet accounted for.Bill J. Moore was on the wrecker
crew that found him. Moore’s team was one of many that had been grappling with the hard, ugly
work at Wellington over the previous five months. For the first few days following the avalanche—
after the storm had finally tapered off and the isolated town could be reached—the men had
done little but dig for victims in the snow. Bodies were scattered all over the mountainside, some
buried as deep as forty feet. Once located, they had to be piled up—“like cordwood, in 4-by-4
stacks”—and carried to a makeshift morgue in the station’s baggage room, where they could be
identified. Wrapped in blankets and tied to rugged Alaskan sleds, they’d been evacuated in small
groups, each sled maneuvered by four men with ropes, two ahead and two behind, in silent
procession down to their mourning families.After the dead were gone, the crews had turned to
opening and fortifying the right-of-way, blasting away acres of compacted snow and timber,
laying the groundwork for huge concrete shelters to protect the rail line from future snowslides.
Temporary spur tracks had been built along the side of the ravine so that the wreckers could



begin their recovery work. Some of the train equipment, like the heavy steam and electric
locomotives, had been only lightly damaged, but the wooden mail cars, sleepers, and
passenger coaches were completely shattered. Each scrap had to be hoisted back up to the
tracks and carted off on a flatcar. The job had taken weeks. All that remained in the ravine
afterward, strewn among rocks and ravaged trees, were a few twisted metal pipes, a ruptured
firebox door, a woman’s torn, high-buttoned shoe.For nineteen-year-old Bill Moore, the
unearthing of the final victim would mean yet another funeral to attend, yet another lost friend to
lay to rest. Moore had often worked with Archie “Mac” McDonald, a fellow brakeman. The Great
Northern Railway’s Cascade Division was full of men like Moore and McDonald. Regarded as
something of a hardship post, the division was often avoided by those with the seniority to land
positions elsewhere, and it employed more than its share of young rookies. Rootless and
unattached, they had to find family wherever they could.So Moore, like many others, had found it
among his fellow railroaders. There was a good reason why railway unions were called
“Brotherhoods”; trainmen in the Age of Steam regarded themselves as a breed apart, united by
their rough and highly specialized work. In this remote, dangerous territory, where the daily battle
against the elements required the highest levels of teamwork, trust, and personal sacrifice, these
bonds were especially strong.For the men of the Cascade Division, the Wellington Disaster thus
represented the decimation of an entire close-knit community. Although newspaper reports had
given far more ink to the trains’ lost passengers (business leaders, women, and children made
better copy), nearly two-thirds of the fatalities had come from a relatively small population of
trainmen, railway mail clerks, and track laborers. Among them had been several whom Moore
considered close friends.To those who had escaped, one question was unavoidable: Why them
and not me? On the night of the avalanche, Moore had been down at Skykomish station, at the
foot of the mountains. His train—the last westbound freight to make it over the mountain—had
tied up there when the storm reached its critical stage, immobilizing all traffic throughout the
range. Had his schedule or the storm’s timing been slightly different, it might have been his train
trapped for six full days, his body entombed in snow. Such an arbitrary twist of fate was difficult
to get over. As Moore would later write: “I will never forget this as long as I live.”Others were less
inclined to accept what had happened as fate. Tragedy, they claimed, was not the ending this
story had to have. Four days before the terrible events of March 1—shortly after the two trains
had become marooned at Wellington station, just below the very summit spine of the Cascades
—the passengers and crews had received a stark portent of what was to come. A chef and his
assistant, working overnight in a railway beanery at a nearby station, had just put the next day’s
biscuits into the oven to bake. Outside, the “howling, cantankerous blizzard” that had been
raging for days was pummeling the surrounding mountains, rattling the doors of the beanery in
their frames. Sometime around 4:00 A.M., in a narrow gully high above the station, the
overloaded snowpack began to falter. Within seconds, a torrent of loose snow began slipping
down the gully.As the flow quickly broadened and deepened, it gathered momentum, fanning
out into a rolling, churning river of white headed straight for the station below. Surging onto the



valley floor, the powerful slide grazed a corner of the depot and twisted the entire building off its
foundation. But the beanery stood directly in its path. Hit point-blank by the rushing wall of snow,
the rough wooden structure imploded, its timbers rupturing, its roof collapsing to the ground
under the intense weight.For many hours afterward, rescuers digging at the site could find only
one of the two dead men inside, though they managed to recover several hot biscuits from the
oven.Over the next few days, as the railroad fought desperately to clear the tracks, slides began
falling everywhere. The Pacific Northwest had been inundated with heavy snows for days, and
as the weather warmed and the snowfall turned to rain, mountains across the region shrugged
off their heavy loads. In the mining country of Idaho, two huge avalanches smashed the sleeping
towns of Mace and Burke. A landslide near Seattle annihilated a horse barn, trapping six
animals inside and wedging the head of an eighty-year-old rancher under a crosscut saw. Snow
shearing off another slope swept a small house into a ravine, the two terrified men inside riding
the plummeting cabin like a bobsled for three hundred feet. And in British Columbia, a railroad
gang near Rogers Pass was engulfed by an even more massive slide, leaving scores of foreign
workers dead, some of them frozen upright in casual postures—“like the dead of Pompeii.”In the
midst of this, Great Northern Railway trains Nos. 25 and 27 sat paralyzed at Wellington, slowly
being buried under the snow. The men of the Cascade Division made Herculean, round-the-
clock efforts to release them, but, as the Seattle Times would report, “so fierce is the storm that
the attempts of this army of workmen, aided by all the available snow-fighting machinery on the
division, are futile.” The stress, meanwhile, was taking its toll: “Passengers by Sunday were in a
frantic state of mind,” one survivor would later report. “It was with difficulty that we could keep the
women and children … from becoming actually sick in bed from the long strain.”Suffering most
acutely was Ida Starrett, a young widowed mother from Spokane. Her husband, a Great
Northern freight conductor, had been killed just weeks before at the railroad’s main yards in
Hillyard, Washington. Having settled his estate, Ida was now traveling with her elderly parents to
start anew in Canada. In her care were her three children—nine-year-old Lillian, seven-year-old
Raymond, and an infant boy, Francis.Two other families were in similar straits. The Becks—
mother, father, and three children aged twelve, nine, and three—were moving back to the
warmth of Pleasanton, California, after two years of hard winters in Marcus, Washington. John
and Anna Gray, with their eighteen-month-old boy, Varden, were on their way home after an even
more difficult trip. John had broken his leg and was all but immobile in a hip-to-ankle cast. Anna
was distraught, in tears every night. “We knew we were in a death trap,” she wrote. “We were so
much afraid that terrible week and could talk about nothing else.”In desperation, some of the
passengers proposed escaping down the mountain on foot, but railroad officials wouldn’t hear of
it. “To hike out,” as one of them put it, “is to take your life in your hands.” A worker who made the
attempt was soon trying to outrun a rumbling slide racing down the mountain toward him. “He
had scarcely gone a step,” a companion later reported, “before the walls of snow on each side
quivered, then smashed together and he was caught breathless in a mass of snow.” Choking on
the viscous, powder-dense air, thrashing arms and legs to keep afloat amid the churning debris,



he was carried hundreds of feet down the mountain “with the speed of an express
train.”Understandably, most passengers elected to remain aboard the trains after that, but the
railroad’s rescue effort soon veered toward crisis. Food was running low, coal supplies were
dwindling, and the temporary workers hired to shovel snow began quitting in droves. On the
trains, fear and frustration gave way to blank despair. It seemed inconceivable to many that a
snowstorm, no matter how vicious and protracted, could bring the entire northwestern quadrant
of the country to a standstill. This was 1910, an era when, as a prominent lecturer of the day
opined, “the final victory of man’s machinery over nature’s is the logical next step in evolution.”
Modern railroads like the Great Northern—with their tunnels and snowsheds, their fleets of
rotary snowplows, their armies of men—were supposed to be unstoppable, the ultimate symbols
of twentieth-century America’s new mastery over its own geography and climate.In the end,
however, it was nature that had triumphed at Wellington. What was—and still is, a century later—
the deadliest avalanche in American history had given the story a brutal end, killing ninety-six
men, women, and children. And the toll had been as arbitrary as it was appalling: Of the three
families aboard, one perished, one was entirely spared, and the third was ravaged, seeing half
its members die.Five months later, there remained troubling questions about how and why all of
it had happened. Why, for instance, had those two trains been brought up the mountain in the
first place, given the severity of the storm? Why, once they were trapped at Wellington, had they
been left on the side of a steep slope and not moved to a safer, flatter place? Some critics
questioned whether a railroad line even belonged in a steep and slide-prone place like
Wellington. Wasn’t the practice of running trains up into that mountain wilderness an act of
supreme arrogance that made disaster all but inevitable?These were difficult questions,
especially for those who knew the full story of what had happened at Wellington. Punishments
and remedies were obvious only to those ignorant of the complex facts. As for Great Northern
railroaders like Bill J. Moore—working long hours in a place that even in midsummer could seem
eerily hostile and forbidding—they could spare little time for such recriminations. They had trains
to move, an outpost in the mountains to rebuild, an economically vital railroad line to secure
against the wilderness.And they had Archie McDonald to take care of—one last dead brother to
carry back home.1A Railroad Through the MountainsThis winter is hell of a time.—Nyke
Homonylo, trackwalkerMonday, February 21, 1910Everett, WashingtonDistrict weather observer
G. N. Salisbury delivered the bad news early Monday morning: It was going to snow—again.
Another late-winter storm, this one chilled by record-breaking low temperatures, would be
sweeping into the Pacific Northwest, bringing heavy precipitation to the entire region.In Everett,
some thirty miles north of Seattle, February’s relentless barrage of storms seemed to be making
the editor of the Daily Herald giddy: “Cold Wave Is Hieing Hither,” trilled the front-page story in
Monday’s paper. “It behooves residents to immediately saly [sic] forth to the woodpile and split a
goodly supply of fuel, for indications point to the fact that the mercury is planning to take the
toboggan.”For James Henry O’Neill, standing sentinel in his office at Everett’s Delta rail yards,
the news was cause for more serious worry. As superintendent of the Great Northern Railway’s



Cascade Division, he was the man responsible for keeping vital mail, freight, and passenger
trains moving through the entire western half of Washington State, and he knew that even a
minor storm entering his territory could easily balloon into a crisis. Just twenty-four hours earlier
—on Sunday, the purported day of rest, when he should have been at home with his wife and
baby—O’Neill had been mired in railroad troubles all day. A foot of snow had fallen in the
mountains to the east, overwhelming his track-clearing snowplows and delaying two of his most
important trains at the station in Skykomish. Today he had another train stranded at Nason
Creek with a broken-down locomotive. These all-too-typical headaches could only get
worse.After three years as Cascade Division superintendent, O’Neill had learned a lot about
adversity from nature. “Probably no other stretch of railroad in the United States at this time,”
wrote railway historian James E. Vance, “was so taxing in its operation.” The problem was simple
geography; virtually all mainline Great Northern trains entering or leaving the Puget Sound
region had to surmount one huge and unavoidable obstacle: the Cascade Mountains. On clear
days O’Neill could actually see them from his office windows, suspended over the horizon like a
perpetual taunt.Rising up precipitously from the coastal plain about forty miles east of Seattle,
the Cascades formed an enormous geological wall bisecting the Pacific Northwest from north to
south, catching moisture from every weather system that crossed them. The unhappy
consequence for those on the west side of the range was Puget Sound’s notoriously soggy
weather. For James H. O’Neill, the result was almost constant railroad chaos for seven months of
the year: floods and mudslides in spring and fall, blizzards and avalanches through the long
mountain winter. Even in a normal year, the rail lines through the Cascades—Seattle’s most
direct link with the rest of the country for everything from hat pins to harvesters—were all but
impossible to keep open.This year had been anything but normal. Snow was typically rare in the
Pacific-warmed cities on the coast, but in the winter of 1909–10 even Seattle, Tacoma, and
Everett were being savaged. With one week left before month’s end, Seattle had already
surpassed its previous record for snowy days in February. And in the high Cascades—the
snowiest region in the contiguous United States and territories—the snow season had lately
turned downright brutal. Long before Christmas arrived, mudslides had already started causing
accidents and delays throughout O’Neill’s territory. By January the mudslides had turned into
snowslides, coming down with such frequency that a wrecker train sent up into the mountains to
clear up a slide-damaged freight had itself been demolished by a slide.And now, just when the
snow season was supposed to be winding down, this new storm was hieing its way hither,
promising to make the superintendent’s long winter even longer.Thirty-seven-year-old James
O’Neill—sturdy, austerely handsome, with a chiseled, intelligent face softened by intimations of
wry humor around the eyes—had been railroading in and around the northern snow belt for his
entire career. Born in Canada in 1872, he’d moved as a child to Buxton, a scrubby Dakota prairie
town that owed its existence almost entirely to the fact that the Great Northern Railway (then
known as the St. Paul, Minneapolis & Manitoba) ran through it. His father was a section foreman,
and before young Jim had memorized his multiplication tables he could recite the makeup of



every scheduled freight train that lumbered past the yard where he played. Railroading and
Catholicism being the twin family religions, and Jim showing little inclination for the priesthood,
there was never much question about what he was going to do with his life. But as one forty-year
railroad veteran would later write, “Boys did not go to work on the railroad simply because their
fathers did. What fetched them were the sights and sounds of moving trains, and above all the
whistle of a locomotive. I’ve heard of the call of the wild, the call of the law, the call of the church.
There is also the call of the railroad.”When he was just thirteen, Jim O’Neill had answered that
call, abandoning his formal education and leaving home to start work as a dollar-a-day waterboy
for an extra work gang at Devils Lake. By age fifteen he was already operating out of Grand
Forks as a freight train brakeman—a notoriously hazardous job and one that, because of his
youth, he could keep only by indemnifying the railroad of all liability in case of accident. Two
years later, he got a promotion to conductor, running extra freights at three cents a mile. He was
dubbed “That Kid Conductor from Buxton” and was soon earning a reputation for keeping his
trains on time no matter what the weather.O’Neill’s education in handling the really deep snow
began somewhat later, after he was transferred to the Montana Rockies. Vaulting steadily up
through the railroad’s hierarchy, he became first a trainmaster at Great Falls and then, in quick
succession, superintendent of the Montana and then the Kalispell divisions. His swift
advancement was no mystery: O’Neill was a prodigy, a precociously shrewd manager with
seemingly inexhaustible reserves of drive and will. Never content to oversee operations from a
steam-heated office, O’Neill became known for assessing and solving problems right out in the
field, almost before they happened. And on the Great Northern Railway, the northernmost
transcontinental line in the United States, that typically meant dealing with the consequences of
snow.“I never saw more pluck, energy, and determination bundled up into one man,” a colleague
would later say of him. “I have known O’Neill to wade snow waist-deep for ten miles to get to a
slide. He is first on the scene when there is trouble and last to leave.”The description is
doubtless colored by affection—O’Neill was almost universally well liked—but his willingness to
work side by side with his men was fabled at the Great Northern. Once promoted to an office job
in the cost-accounting department at company headquarters in St. Paul, he lasted less than a
year. “I hated it,” he would later admit to a reporter. “When winter came, I found myself longing to
be out in the weather.” Before eight months had passed, he was out on the line again, battling
the snow.But that was over a decade ago. By February of 1910—facing his third winter as head
of the Cascade Division—O’Neill had already put in almost a quarter century on the Great
Northern. At thirty-seven, he was reaching an age when hiking through acres of deep snow was
perhaps better left to younger men. He also had a family to think of now. In October 1908, O’Neill
—who had made his own way through life since the age of thirteen—had finally married.
Berenice C. McKnight, a tall, doe-eyed, Pre-Raphaelite beauty fourteen years his junior, had
followed him from Montana after his promotion to Cascade Division chief. Together they had set
up house in a modest, three-story, Prairie-style home at 1713 Hoyt Avenue in Everett. And within
ten months of their marriage (O’Neill’s gift for efficiency manifesting itself in all areas of



endeavor), Berenice had already given birth to a child: Peggy Jane O’Neill, born August 3,
1909.By the beginning of November—when the first substantial snows hit the high Cascades—
O’Neill would have had precious little time for the delights of fatherhood. He was division
superintendent, responsible for the smooth running of several hundred miles of railroad, and his
duties were legion. “Fully one-half of his time,” declared an 1893 Scribner’s article about the job
of railway superintendent, “will be spent out-of-doors looking after the physical condition of his
track, masonry, bridges, stations, buildings of all kinds. Concerning the repair or renewal of such
he will have to pass judgment.” Nor did his job stop there:He has to plan and organize the work
of every yard, every station. He must know the duties of each employee on his pay-rolls, and
instruct all new men, or see that they are properly instructed. He must keep incessant and
vigilant watch on the movement of all trains, noting the slightest variation from the schedules
which he has prepared, and looking carefully into the causes therefor, so as to avoid its
recurrence.Add to this the complications of a major mountain crossing and an average of fifty
feet of snow per year, and the scope of O’Neill’s job becomes abundantly, even painfully,
clear.As hard as the superintendent’s job was on O’Neill, it can only have been harder on his
wife. A woman barely into her twenties caring for a newborn child in a strange town, Berenice
must have watched the weather reports as closely as her husband did, knowing that any
approaching storm could cause him to disappear for days or even weeks on end. The O’Neills
did employ someone to help Berenice with the baby and the housekeeping—Carrie F. Bailey, the
only live-in servant on the block—but a forty-five-year-old Irishwoman could hardly substitute for
a husband.These recurring separations must have been especially difficult since, judging from
surviving letters and other family memorabilia, the O’Neills’ marriage was one of unusually
intense affection. “Here is the most important thing in my life,” Berenice wrote on the back of one
of Jim’s studio portraits in her scrapbook. On the back of another she scribbled two lines of the
Thirty-seventh Psalm: “Mark the perfect and behold the upright, / For the end of that man is
peace.” Never shy about professing her emotions, Berenice regularly presented her husband
with notes of such unreserved tenderness that he must have lived in terror of their ever falling
into the hands of his railway colleagues.The couple had met in Kalispell, the Great Northern’s
onetime base of operations in the Montana Rockies, probably in early 1907. (In her scrapbook,
Berenice kept a photograph of the two of them taken in what appears to be the yard of her family
home. Berenice is standing in the shade of a tree, hugging a cat in her arms; Jim, looking rakish
in a white, wide-brimmed hat, reclines on the lawn behind her. On the back of the photograph is
an inscription in Berenice’s elegant hand: “The summer I met The Man.’”) As a railroad
superintendent, “The Man” would have been a figure of some standing in Kalispell, but he was a
newcomer to town, barely educated and of no family to speak of. His pursuit of the much
younger, much better-connected Berenice—a gifted painter and pianist whose father was a
prominent local businessman—would have caused some comment.Even so, O’Neill
approached the task with his usual unflagging energy and efficiency. In the sequence of
telegrams he sent to her in the summer of 1907—each one carefully preserved in that same



scrapbook—one can trace the swift and steady progress of their intimacy, beginning with a
telegram dated June 3, 1907:—TO MISS BERENICE MCKNIGHTAM ON MY WAY TO
CALIFORNIA, IF CONVENIENT WOULD LIKE TO SEE YOU. TELEPHONE ME AT THE
BUTLER HOTEL 5 P.M. I LEAVE IN THE A.M. JIM—BERENICE DEARIF YOU HAVE NO
ENGAGEMENT THIS AFTERNOON, COME DOWN ABOUT 3 P.M. AND WE’LL TAKE A RIDE.
WILL LOOK FOR YOU. JIM—BERENICE DEARTHIS IS A PEACHY DAY FOR BOATING.
WOULD YOU COME FOR A BOAT RIDE? YOU KNOW I LOVE YOU MORE THAN ANYBODY
ON EARTH. LOTS OF LOVE. ALWAYS, JIMThat the courtship was telescoped into a few short
weeks is unsurprising, considering O’Neill’s constant need to be on the road. But by the time he
received his next promotion—to Cascade Division superintendent in October of the same year—
the couple’s bond was solid enough to weather the separation. Within a year they were married
and in possession of a lease. To Berenice’s delight, Jim even managed to carve a few weeks out
of his schedule for their honeymoon, a rail trip to the East aboard his private business car—one
of the more enviable perquisites of division superintendency—festooned for the occasion with
quantities of roses and carnations.Since then, two full winters of snow had passed; at this point,
nearing the tail end of a third, Berenice had a better understanding of what it meant to be the
wife of the Cascade Division superintendent. True, the current of playful affection between them
seems to have persisted (a February 1909 telegram reads, “Berenice Dear—Expect to be in
Seattle tonight. … Have many pretty things to tell you and of course have a few big kisses left”),
but Jim’s absences must have taken a toll. To be married to James H. O’Neill was, in a very real
sense, to share a husband with the Great Northern Railway—and no number of love telegrams,
however effusive, could make up for the fact that the other partner in this threesome seemed to
be getting most of the attention.Everett, Washington, meanwhile, was hardly a town likely to
provide Berenice with much distraction. Like many new settlements in the rapidly developing
Pacific Northwest, it was viewed as a place with a big future, soon to outstrip those hidebound
cities of the East, but at the moment Everett was no Little Paris on Puget Sound. Built on a
narrow peninsula between the muddy Snohomish River and a ship-cluttered inlet called Port
Gardner Bay, it was—according to one visitor, the Reverend Louis Tucker—a place “with none of
the social graces.” Self-promoted as “The City of Smokestacks,” Everett was the quintessential
western mill town, a rough and gritty industrial center teeming with12 sawmills, 16 shingle mills,
2 flour mills. A smelter with capacity to reduce 350 tons of ore a day; a precious metal refinery,
arsenic plant, immense paper mill, the largest saw and shingle machinery manufacturers on the
Pacific coast, iron works, foundries, creosoting works, shipyards, 6 planing mills, sash and door
factories, brewery, stove works, tannery, and scores of other industries.Having been literally
hewn from virgin forest less than twenty years earlier, it was now an outpost of heavy industry
plunked down on the edge of a timbered wilderness. And although the town often spoke of itself
as a rival to Seattle—“as a terrier yaps at a great Dane”—the claim was still mostly
swagger.Everett’s inhabitants could be as coarse and unpolished as the town itself. “Sailors and
lumbermen reeled through the avenue at all hours,” wrote the ever-scornful Reverend Tucker.



That these men were likely reeling toward Everett’s infamous Market Street bordello, which drew
its clientele from mining and lumber camps for miles around, was something the reverend was
apparently too delicate to mention. The town did offer less scandalous types of amusement—
everything from The Merry Widow at the Everett Theater to Norris’s Trained Baboons at the Rose
—but most townspeople struck the reverend as too overburdened with work to appreciate much
of it.Yet Everett definitely had its appeal. The waterfront areas may have been grim, but the
O’Neills’ neat, airy neighborhood was more than pleasant. And although the seventeen-year-old
town had already endured several of the boom-and-bust cycles for which raw western
settlements were notorious, it was certainly prospering in 1910. On mild evenings the couple
could stroll with the baby a few blocks west from Hoyt Avenue to admire the rows of smart new
mansions on Grand and Rucker, homes owned by the wealthy mining and lumber barons who
had built the town up so quickly from nothing. Once there, standing on the high bluffs
overlooking the busy gull-streaked waterfront, they could look down on a vast panorama of
healthy and humming industry.By some standards, of course, that sweep of erupting
smokestacks and ramshackle sawmills and shingle mills would have been considered
irredeemably ugly. For those less sentimental about unspoiled landscape, however, there was
doubtless a rough, mesmeric grandeur to the spectacle, with the feverish glow of all-night
furnaces pulsing through columns of rising steam, accompanied by the percussion of great
industrial machines and the stark glissando whine of mill saws. Armies of men would march to
and from their factories for each of the day’s three shifts, and over the whole scene (at least
when the wind was blowing seaward from the pulp mill) would hang the sweet, sherry-wine
perfume of newly cut wood—the scent of great fir and cedar forests being transformed, log by
log, into the building blocks of a growing industrial civilization.For a railroad man like O’Neill and
his family, there was good reason for pride in the sight of all that furious productivity. It was the
railroad, after all, that had made the transformation of the Northwest possible, serving as the
essential catalyst for turning a fallow wilderness into the colossal wealth-producing machine they
saw below them. ‘All of that land,” a U.S. congressman had once remarked, alluding to the entire
American West, “wasn’t worth ten cents until the railroads came.” Unlike most places in the
world, where railroads were built primarily to connect existing centers of population and industry,
in the American West railroads had actually created those centers. Lines were run out into the
wilderness with the expectation that settlement and development would spring up in their
wake.“Railroads are not a mere convenience,” Miles C. Moore, an early governor of the
Washington Territory, had once claimed. “They are the true alchemy of the age, which
transmutes the otherwise worthless resources of a country into gold.”The results of that alchemy
were now plain to see, in Everett and throughout the West. What once had been considered an
undifferentiated wasteland—“the Great American Desert,” as easterners referred to most of the
continent west of the Mississippi River—was now a productive part of the American
commonwealth, a rich patchwork of cities and towns and farms, of ranchland and forests that
could be harvested for their timber, minerals, and coal. Thanks to the railroad, the task of



conquering the West, which had begun with the Lewis and Clark expedition back in 1803, had
been brought to triumphant completion in just decades.In Washington, which had remained
unlinked to the American rail system until the mid-1880s, development had necessarily started
late even by western standards. But once that connection had been made, growth was
explosive. The population of Seattle, which in 1880 stood at less than 10,000, had by 1910
mushroomed to over 237,000—a twenty-four-fold increase in thirty years. Growth rates in some
of the smaller cities in the state—Spokane, Wenatchee, and especially Everett—had been even
more extreme. “Everything seems to have happened within the last ten years,” the journalist Ray
Stannard Baker said of the Pacific Northwest in 1903.The so-called instant civilization of the
Northwest, however, was often superficial. Even in that thoroughly modern year of 1910, much of
Washington State retained the quality of a raw frontier territory. Cities such as Seattle and
Spokane, though vibrant and on the rise economically, were still what journalist Mark Sullivan
called “towns with a marble Carnegie Library at 2nd Street and Indian teepees at 10th.” And their
main link to the rest of civilization was still a few thin lines of iron running through a vast expanse
of mountainous forest and empty prairie—a link that in winter was fragile at best.No one knew all
of this better than Superintendent James H. O’Neill. “The true alchemy of the age” couldn’t work
its economic magic unless the trains were kept running, and in the Cascade Division that was
never an easy task. That’s why the Great Northern had labored hard over the past two decades
to secure its main line through the mountains. Millions of dollars had been spent above and
beyond the original cost of construction, principally for the erection of wooden snowsheds, huge
rooflike structures built over the track in areas especially susceptible to snowslides.This work
was still ongoing. That very morning, in fact, the GN had announced an ambitious new chapter
in its efforts to fortify the line over the Cascades: “Two and a half millions will be spent by the
Great Northern Railway company this year in the state of Washington,” the Herald reported. The
focus of the work was to be a radical alteration of the railroad’s right-of-way up the west slope of
the mountains, where snowslides were typically most troublesome. The company proposed to
clean and grade a strip of land five hundred feet wide along a portion of the line, essentially
laying down an impregnable thoroughfare through the wilderness, too broad to be burdened by
onslaughts of nature like mud- or snowslides.These promised improvements, however, could do
little to help O’Neill as he sat in his office at the Delta yards, contemplating the coming storm.
Over the past three winters, he and his men had earned a reputation for their ability to handle
massive snowfalls. During O’Neill’s tenure as superintendent there had been remarkably few
major line closures on the mountain line and—unusual in those days of frequent rail accidents—
no passenger fatalities whatever. This was an impressive record—and one he would now have
to defend. Slides were already causing problems in the division’s usual trouble spots, such as
Windy Point and Tumwater Canyon. Another foot or two of new snow could only further
destabilize the snowpack. This worrisome weather situation would also be exacerbated by
another difficulty O’Neill was facing—an ongoing strike of railway switchmen (the workers who
assembled and reshuffled trains in rail yards), which had been disrupting the division’s



operations ever since the end of November.With such a bleak outlook before him, O’Neill knew
that he could not simply remain in Everett and hope for the best. Telephone and telegraph wires
were sure to go down at some point during the storm, severing communications between his
office and the field. To stay on top of the situation, he would have to head up into the mountains
himself to direct operations on the ground. And he’d have to base himself in the area most likely
to experience trouble: Stevens Pass, site of the Cascade Tunnel, the Great Northern’s narrow
doorway through the Cascades summit ridge.Unfortunately, this meant that O’Neill would be
gone from Everett for at least several days. Berenice would have to endure yet another lonely,
anxious week—lonelier and more anxious than usual, given the fact that she had just learned
she was pregnant again. Conceived in December, only three and a half months after Peggy Jane
was born, the child who was to be James O’Neill Jr. was already well on his way.But O’Neill had
no other choice. Telegrams calling for help were already pouring into the superintendent’s office
from all over the division. So he began issuing instructions to his young stenographer, Earl
Longcoy. O’Neill’s business car—the A-16, his portable office and sleeping quarters—was to be
prepared for service. Tomorrow it would be tagged onto the end of eastbound GN train No. 4.
The superintendent, accompanied by Longcoy and the A-16’s steward, Lewis Walker, would
hitch a ride on No. 4 as far as Wellington, the small station at the west portal of the Cascade
Tunnel. Along the way, he’d coordinate his team of snow-fighting supervisors: trainmaster Arthur
Blackburn, a sixteen-year veteran of the GN, and assistant trainmaster William Harrington, that
year’s designated “Snow King,” in charge of rotary snowplows. J. C. Devery, O’Neill’s assistant
superintendent, would meanwhile supervise traffic from Leavenworth, at the eastern foot of the
range. Wherever and whenever the inevitable crisis developed, O’Neill wanted to be prepared—
with all of his troops in the field, ready for battle.The military metaphor would prove to be apt.
What O’Neill would be facing in those mountains over the next long and grueling week would be
the equivalent of a campaign of war—a battle unprecedented in the history of American
railroading. Like any military campaign, it would involve legions of men in action, hard-won
victories alternating with even harder defeats, and countless individual acts and decisions that,
in retrospect, would seem foolish, cunning, incomprehensible, or surpassingly heroic. It would
be a conflict fought with the most advanced technologies of the age, against unrelenting time
pressure and under the most extreme physical and psychological hardships, for stakes as high
as they could be.As in any combat situation, moreover, the credit for success or the
responsibility for failure would inevitably fall on the shoulders of one man—the man whose
position rendered him accountable for every judgment made and every action taken. Fairly or
unfairly, this would be James H. O’Neill’s war. And now, on this cold but still deceptively calm
Monday evening, the battle’s first skirmishes were about to begin.2The Long StrawWhat has
become of Spokane’s boast that buttercups may always be found in bloom on Cannon Hill by
Washington’s birthday?Perhaps the groundhog heard it and wanted to get even with the
inconsiderate people who sneer at his power.“Coldest day of the year,” said Weather Observer
Stewart this morning.Everyone knew it, anyway, but an I-told-you-so air became general when it



was learned that the thermometer at the Government station registered 4 below zero at 7 o’clock
this morning. Until today, January 6 held the cold record for the winter, with a mark of 8 degrees
above zero.And the forecast for Wednesday is “More snow.”—Spokane Inland HeraldTuesday,
February 22, 1910Spokane, WashingtonEarly EveningTime was not going to be a problem.
That, at least, was what Lewis C. Jesseph could reasonably assume as he entered the
Havermale Island rail station in Spokane on this frigid Washington’s Birthday evening. The thirty-
two-year-old lawyer, well regarded for his meticulous preparation of court cases, had planned
his trip carefully, giving himself a full thirty-six hours to get from Spokane to Seattle to Olympia, a
distance of less than four hundred miles. Even if the train he was now heading for—the Great
Northern Railway’s No. 25, known in Spokane as the Seattle Express—ran into significant
delays, he’d still get over the mountains in plenty of time to make his connection. That would put
him in the capital early enough to enjoy a leisurely dinner, telegraph his wife, Flora, and still get a
good night’s rest before his hearing on Thursday morning. Assuming his sleeper wasn’t too
crowded or noisy, he’d even have an opportunity to rehearse his presentation once or twice
more.This was to be an important case for Jesseph. Several months earlier he had lost a suit in
the Superior Court of Stevens County in Colville, the small city north of Spokane where he lived
and practiced. He was now appealing the case to the Washington State Supreme Court, and
though he could have filed his brief on paper, he’d decided to argue the case orally before the
panel of judges. As a former city attorney for Colville, Jesseph was practiced in the art of legal
persuasion, and he was determined to use his argumentative skills to get the lower court’s
judgment reversed.Wintry weather hadn’t figured into his calculations. By late February the
Spokane region was typically well on its way to spring thaw. But as Jesseph made his way down
the steam-wreathed platform of the GN’s handsome mottled-brick station, sparse, wind-blown
snow flurries began to spiral from the dark sky overhead, swirling through the halos of the
station’s sputtering arc lights.It was just after 7:00 P.M. when Jesseph climbed aboard the sleek,
burgundy-colored cars of train No. 25. After the chill outside, the warmth of the train’s interior
must have come as an enormous relief. Jesseph’s berth was in one of the two steam-heated
sleepers—the Winnipeg and the Similkameen—located well behind the chuffing and cinder-
spewing locomotive. Built by the renowned Pullman Company and recently remodeled, these
sleepers represented the height of early-twentieth-century railroad luxury, with elegantly arched,
leaded-glass clerestory windows, ornate gas lighting fixtures, and interiors finished in polished
mahogany and plush vermilion. There was even a snug little gentlemen’s lounge at one end of
each car and an equally compact ladies’ sitting room at the other.Train No. 25 offered yet
another distinctly modern amenity. Its powerful H-class Pacific engine was also pulling (in
addition to two day coaches, a mail car, and a baggage car) a suave and stylish observation car,
where the male passengers could gather to play cards, discuss business, smoke, drink, and
swap stories without fear of offending feminine sensibilities. Overall, while not the most opulent
train on the Great Northern line (that distinction belonged to the famous Oriental Limited, which
ran between Seattle and the railway’s corporate home of St. Paul, Minnesota), the Seattle



Express did provide a distinctly civilized environment in which to cross the bleak emptiness of
central Washington State.Jesseph had barely settled himself into his seat when a familiar figure
appeared in the aisle beside him: John Merritt, an old friend who was also, by chance, the
opposing lawyer in Thursday morning’s supreme court case. Despite a more than twenty-year
difference in their ages—Merritt was in his late fifties, looking somewhat stooped and overweight
these days—the two had become cronies in Spokane years ago, when Jesseph was in law
school. Upon hearing that Jesseph was planning to argue the supreme court case in person,
Merritt had decided to do likewise, and had by coincidence booked the same train.At exactly
7:30 P.M., after the conductor’s requisite cry of “All aboard” and two long blasts from the engine’s
whistle, the Great Northern Railway’s Seattle Express pulled away from the Spokane station,
right on schedule.Passing under the station’s tall, Italianate clock tower, the train veered slightly
to the north and almost immediately crossed a bridge over the Spokane River. Below, barely
visible in the evening gloom, was the rushing, partially frozen torrent of the city’s celebrated falls,
around which, just a scant few decades earlier, Spokane Indians had pitched their tepees. But
here, as in Everett across the state, the railroad had performed its quick transforming act, and
the bunchgrass prairie around the falls had long since given way to broad avenues and
multistory office buildings. Far from the old frontier town of some eighty ranchers, fur traders,
and prospectors it had been in 1879, Spokane was in 1910 a busy modern metropolis of
104,000 souls, with half a dozen daily newspapers, numerous theaters, electric streetcars, and
even its own fifteen story skyscraper—the headquarters of the Old National Bank, not quite
finished but already magnificent on its prominent corner of West Riverside Avenue. As No. 25
began picking up speed, clattering through the outlying districts west of the city center, Jesseph,
Merritt, and the other passengers could look out on what had rapidly become the largest
metropolis between the Twin Cities and Seattle.Even a large western city, however, had little in
the way of an electrified urban area in 1910, and it was not long before the lights of downtown
Spokane were left behind. The exterior darkness soon turned the train windows reflective,
redirecting the passengers’ attention toward the gaslit interior of the cars, toward one another.
There would be, by the time the train’s complement was full, about fifty-five passengers aboard—
a mix of men and women, children and adults, leisure travelers and those on personal or
professional business. Lawyers were the largest contingent; in addition to Jesseph and Merritt,
there were three other attorneys aboard. The passenger list also included two real estate men,
an electrician, a civil engineer, a clergyman, and the inevitable three or four “drummers” (the
ubiquitous traveling salesmen of many a Rotarian’s joke and many a mother’s cautionary tale to
her daughter).Ida Starrett, the recent widow from Spokane, was already on the train, with her
three young children seated around her and her elderly parents sitting nearby. The other families
were also aboard—the Grays, the Becks, and a young streetcar motorman with his three-year-
old daughter. There were also several women traveling alone: a whitehaired grandmother named
Sarah Jane Covington, who was coming home from a visit to Spokane; Libby Latsch, the head
of her own hairaccessories company; and Nellie Sharp, a young, newly divorced freelance writer



working on a travel article.Mrs. Covington, a petite sixty-nine-year-old of a somewhat intellectual
bent, was well known in her home city of Olympia for her charity and reform work. Some weeks
earlier she had traveled to Spokane to care for an ailing son. Melmoth A. Covington’s illness had
started innocuously enough: one day he’d received a minor scratch on the wrist from a pet cat.
But the wound had quickly become infected, and within three days he was in the hospital, his
arm grotesquely swollen. Mrs. Covington had arrived in town just in time to witness her son’s
harrowing treatment: “Two or three Drs. worked over him,” she later wrote to her daughter. “They
injected serum in his breast and that made him extremely weak; then they cut three gashes in
his arm, which was swollen very much. … When I first saw him, they were spraying it with stuff
that burned and smarted so as to make him holler out.”Yet Melmoth had recovered steadily. His
mother, feeling comfortable enough to leave him, was now heading back home, after nearly a
month away from Olympia. And although she was not a confident traveler, she could reassure
herself with the thought that she would soon be reunited with her husband, in plenty of time to
celebrate their fifty-first wedding anniversary on March 3.Not far from Mrs. Covington on the
sleeper Winnipeg sat Edward W. “Ned” Topping, a curly-haired, powerfully built twenty-nine-year-
old salesman from Ashland, Ohio. Employed by his father’s family business—the Safety Door
Company, a manufacturer of hardware for barn doors—Ned was ostensibly traveling cross-
country in search of new markets. But he actually had another, sadder motive for being on the
road. The previous August, his wife, Florence, had died in childbirth. After watching their son
grieve for months, Topping’s parents had decided that he needed something to distract himself
from the loss of both a wife and an unborn daughter. So they had sent him on this trip west,
taking his twenty-two-month-old son, Bill, into their own care until his return. And although the
idea behind Ned’s trip was to get his mind off matters back in Ashland, his letters indicate that
he was thinking about little but home and family.“Mother,” he wrote while on the train, “I am so
glad that your trip to Akron was so successful & that the doctor found nothing wrong with little
Bill. I’d like to have seen him acting up on the train. I suppose the Durrs”—the child’s maternal
grandparents—“thoroughly enjoyed your visit, for I know how they like to see him and I’ll be
anxious to hear from your own lips the story of the trip.”Since his departure from Ohio, he’d
apparently had news of his younger sister’s engagement: “I can hardly believe that Ruth is
wearing a ring,” he continued, perhaps thinking of his own wife’s ring, the stone of which he
himself now wore in a setting made after her death. “I know she must be very happy. I’m glad,
exceedingly so, and further believe she has made a wise choice. She will have a new life now
entirely.”The subtext in all of this was clear: Despite being surrounded by novelty—the sights and
sounds of a strange, new territory very different from the place he had left behind—Ned Topping
was yearning for nothing so much as further reminders of home: “I hope father and the rest will
get busy pretty soon and write me, for letters do come so good way out here.”The person with
perhaps the oddest reason for being aboard the Seattle Express that night was Mrs. Nellie
McGirl—or, as she now preferred to be called, Miss Nellie Sharp. Recently separated from a
husband in Oakland, Nellie had been staying in a Spokane hotel with a friend—Mrs. Herbert



Tweedie, whose husband also seemed to be out of the picture—planning the next step in their
lives. The two women had decided to spend a few weeks researching a travel article about the
lingering traces of the old Wild West in Washington and Montana, with an eye to selling the
piece to the popular magazine McClure’s. From Spokane, one of them would head east to cover
the cowboys and homesteaders of the great Montana plains; the other would go west to
interview the loggers and fishermen of the more temperate Washington coast. In the interest of
fairness, they had drawn straws to determine who would take which territory.Nellie, a decidedly
stout twenty-six-year-old of ebullient good humor, had drawn the long straw. As winner of the
contest, she had chosen what seemed the more desirable option: heading west to the coast. So
Mrs. Tweedie had packed her friend onto the Seattle Express that evening. Their plan was to
meet again in Spokane after a few weeks in the field—their notebooks brimming with fabulous
tales about their escapades—and begin assembling the article. Whether or not they’d be able to
get the story published in a prestigious magazine like McClure’s, the project would be a new
beginning for them, the start of a bright new chapter in their lives.This, at least, was what Nellie
Sharp had planned for herself. And as the porters on train No. 25 began preparing the Pullman
cars for the night, pulling down the cunningly stowed sleeping berths, it was unlikely that Nellie—
or any of the others aboard—was anticipating any greater adventure than that. Traveling
hundreds of miles over a mountain range was far from the weeks-long ordeal it had been just
decades earlier. America at the beginning of the twentieth century was a population on the
move, alive with what William Dean Howells once called “the American poetry of vivid purpose.”
This kind of journey was a routine affair in 1910, something undertaken for the most
commonplace reasons: to visit a son or daughter, to consult on a local engineering project, to
sell a few loads of “patented safety door hangers.”At Wenatchee, one of the last stations before
the foothills of the Cascades, Henry H. White boarded the train. A salesman for the American
Paper Company, White had been away on business and was now returning home to the
Fenimore Hotel in Seattle, where he lived with his wife. A plainspoken, sometimes pugnacious
man, he was, by his own admission, “not of a disposition to anticipate trouble,” but rumors of a
severe snowstorm ahead were worrisome to him. Though White had been crossing the
Cascades monthly for the past six years, this was only his fourth trip on the Great Northern’s line
through Stevens Pass, and he had never made the trip during such a bad storm.Even so, as
White climbed aboard the sleeper Winnipeg and found his berth, there was no palpable sense of
alarm on the train. News of the storm, while perhaps disturbing for some, didn’t trouble those
familiar with the railroad’s operations in the Cascades. As Lewis Jesseph was later to write: “We
knew that the Great Northern Railway had constructed many snowsheds to protect the right-of-
way from the slides and that the rotary snowplows could clear the exposed track.” The splendid
cocoon of a Pullman sleeper would in any case have seemed all but impermeable to those
carried within its portable environment of safety and comfort.“About eleven o’clock we retired,”
Jesseph wrote, evincing a sense of trust that was probably shared by most of those aboard. By
morning, they knew, the train would already be approaching the coast, with the storm-tossed



mountains far behind it.9:00 P.M.Berne, clear and calm, no new snowCas. Tunnel, snowing light,
east wind, 10° aboveWellington, strong wind, snowing, 20° aboveScenic, snowing medium hard,
blowing hard, 18° aboveHandled freight and passenger traffic with rotary protection and without
any unusual delay.—J. C. Devery,assistant superintendentCascade Division Operations
DiaryWellington, WashingtonToward MidnightThe situation was under control. Twelve hours after
his arrival on the mountain, James H. O’Neill could safely say that much. Yes, there had been
some small problems—and at least one situation on the west slope that had resulted in
significant delays—but his men were taking the storm in stride. From his temporary command
post in the tiny station at Wellington, high in the mountains, O’Neill could look out on a railway
line that, if not quite running smoothly, was at the very least running—a victory in
itselfUnfortunately, however, victories never lasted very long in the Cascade Division. No sooner
was one train dragged over the mountains than another was on the way to take its place—a
procession that never ended, day or night. Though there were still some reactionaries in the
country who opposed nighttime and Sunday operation of trains, railroading in 1910 was
emphatically a twenty-four-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week proposition. To a modern railroader,
the idea of any kind of downtime for a mainline rail system would have seemed almost
unbelievably quaint.So the superintendent knew that it was far too early to celebrate. The snow
had begun in earnest a few hours earlier and was now coming down as thick as he’d ever seen
it. Although storms in the Cascades rarely lasted more than twenty-four or thirty-six hours,
O’Neill understood that there was still plenty of time for trouble to erupt.Surprisingly, the only real
problem so far had been caused not by snow but by the extreme cold. That morning, after
bidding his wife and daughter good-bye and boarding his business car for the trip to the
mountains, O’Neill had felt the temperature plummet. By the time he reached the station at
Scenic Hot Springs, a small resort on the west slope, it had fallen to ten degrees above zero—
cold enough for ice on the tracks to start playing havoc with stopped trains. And this was exactly
what had happened. Overnight, an extra-long westbound freight train had become immobilized
by ice and hard snow while standing halfway onto the passing track at Scenic. An attempt to pull
the freight free had succeeded only in dislocating the drawbar of one of the freight cars. The train
had broken in two with its back end sticking out onto the main line, blocking traffic in both
directions and delaying no fewer than three first-class trains.Arriving on the scene and conferring
with his trainmaster, Arthur Blackburn, the ever-efficient O’Neill had quickly organized a team of
seventy-five to one hundred shovelers to keep the train’s undercarriage free of the drifting snow.
Then he’d ordered up a spare engine to extricate the damaged freight car, reconnect the two
halves of the train, and pull it completely off the main track. The maneuver had required some
complex railroading, but within a couple of hours the job was done. Traffic had begun moving
again. Leaving Blackburn in charge at Scenic, O’Neill had reboarded his business car and
continued up the hill.It was already midday by the time he’d arrived at Wellington. Ordering his
business car left on a sidetrack, O’Neill had made his way to the depot and established himself
in the station’s small telegraph office. And ever since then, he’d been hovering over the



operator’s shoulder, receiving reports and issuing instructions by telegraph and telephone up
and down the line. As trains passed through the station on their way east or west, he would take
time to consult with the engineers and conductor of each, asking them about conditions,
weighing their impressions against his own encyclopedic knowledge of the division and its weak
points. O’Neill understood from long experience that if he was to have any hope of keeping his
trains on time, he’d need every bit of intelligence he could get.O’Neill’s principal focus was on
the deployment of his fleet of Cooke rotary snowplows. These state-of-the-art snow-fighting
machines were heavy, reinforced railcars, each with a huge bladed wheel attached to the front.
Propelled by one or two trailing locomotives, a rotary would lumber along the tracks at a top
speed of ten miles per hour or so, the rotating blades of its fanlike wheel slicing into drifts as high
as thirteen feet, throwing the snow in high, parabolic arcs to the edge of the right-of-way.
Rotaries were difficult to maintain, awkward to operate, and gluttonous of coal and water—and
they certainly weren’t pretty—but they were effective: A fleet of half a dozen could normally keep
a division’s worth of track free of snow and open for traffic.O’Neill currently had four of the
division’s five rotaries operating, and he needed every one of them. Earlier in the evening he’d
issued an order that all first-class trains (i.e., high-priority, time-sensitive trains such as those
carrying passengers and mail) should be directly preceded over the hill by a rotary. With the
wind blowing so hard on the west slope, a newly plowed track could be clogged by drifts within
an hour or two; a train without a snowplow escort could easily bog down—and the last thing
O’Neill needed was a train full of passengers marooned on an exposed mountainside, slowly
being buried under windblown drifts of snow.So far, at least, this plan was working well.
Eastbound trains No. 2 and No. 26, under the protection of snowplow X800, were at that very
moment climbing in procession up the west slope toward Wellington. Another plow, the X801,
was waiting at the western edge of the mountains, ready to accompany No. 44, which had just
left Everett. Westbound train No. 1—the Oriental Limited—had passed through Wellington about
an hour earlier and was being preceded down the mountain by rotary X807. And O’Neill’s fourth
rotary, the X802, was heading off to meet westbound No. 25, the Seattle Express (the train
carrying Jesseph, Topping, and the others), which was now approaching Leavenworth, at the
eastern edge of O’Neill’s territory. Overall, traffic in the Cascade Division was in remarkably good
shape.But there was one more train approaching the Cascades that O’Neill was worried about
more than all the rest: No. 27, the Fast Mail from St. Paul. This was the highest-priority train on
the line, rushing mail cross-country from St. Paul to Seattle in a mere 47.25 hours. Inaugurated
the previous September, the Fast Mail had quickly become a key (and extremely profitable)
element in the GN network, part of a nationally crucial relay system designed to move mail from
New York to the West Coast in just three days. In order to maintain this schedule, however, the
Fast Mail had to travel significant stretches of its route at speeds in excess of sixty miles per
hour. The penalty for late arrivals in Seattle was heavy, and if they occurred too frequently were
likely to cause the U.S. Post Office Department to take the lucrative contract to one of the GN’s
all-too-willing competitors.In the first month of its existence, the Fast Mail had turned in a brilliant



performance: From its first run on September 27, 1909, until October 30, it had racked up a
perfect record of thirty-four consecutive on-time arrivals, often making up significant delays
inherited from the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul Railway, the line relaying mail to the GN from
Chicago. One St. Paul-to-Seattle run had even been made in 44 hours and 35 minutes—a
blistering pace by all standards of the day. “The Fastest Long-Distance Train in the World” was
how one journalist from the Brooklyn Standard Union had described it. “It runs like a scared
cat.”Then November arrived and the Fast Mail’s record took a sudden and decisive turn for the
worse. It ran hours late on November 2, 14, and 22. On December 5, the Great Northern’s
“hottest train” gave its worst performance yet, arriving a full 12 hours and 45 minutes behind
schedule. The main trouble, of course, had been heavy weather in the Cascades.Now, on the
night of February 22, the Fast Mail was threatening to fall short of even that dismal December
record. Thanks to delays coming through the Montana Rockies, the train was roughly six hours
late already. Getting over the Cascades under current conditions would probably put it even
further behind schedule.So O’Neill faced a conundrum. There were currently two important first-
class trains heading west into his territory, but only one rotary—the X802—available to serve
them. Should he hold the Seattle Express at Leavenworth until the Fast Mail caught up with it? If
he did so, he could send the rotary ahead of both trains, giving both a newly cleared track as
they made their way up the east slope of the mountains. Doing so, however, would also mean
putting the Seattle Express, a train nearly as time-sensitive as the Fast Mail, several hours
behind schedule.Alternatively, O’Neill could release the Seattle Express promptly upon its arrival
at Leavenworth and, without waiting for the Fast Mail, send it up the hill with the X802 ahead of it.
Assuming that the mail train wasn’t too far behind—and that the snow wasn’t drifting too quickly
—the Fast Mail would still have a relatively clean track ahead of it; but those were two significant
assumptions. The fierce winds on the west side of the summit might soon work their way over to
the east. Did O’Neill really want to take that kind of chance with his highest-priority train?There
was also a third option, one that O’Neill dreaded even to consider. If conditions on the hill turned
critical—if a heavy snowslide came down or another train got iced up on the main line—the
superintendent could always request permission to send trains over the line of one of the other
GN-affiliated railroads connecting Spokane with the coast—namely, the Northern Pacific or the
Spokane, Portland & Seattle. These lines also ran through the Cascades, but their crossings
were located far south of the Great Northern’s always dicey route through Stevens Pass. The
SP&S line, for instance—also known as the North Bank road—followed a route much less
vulnerable to the depredations of mountain snowstorms, tracing the north bank of the Columbia
River across the range. If any route remained open during the storm, that would probably be the
one.The inevitable drawback of detouring trains over either line was that it would put them many
more hours behind schedule, and there was no reason—yet—for such a drastic measure. If
nothing else, it was a matter of pride. To reroute the trains now, because of something as normal
as a late-winter snowstorm, would be to admit defeat even before the battle was truly under
way.O’Neill, however, was a careful man, and this storm was beginning to look like a bad one,



even by Cascade standards. Just an hour earlier, when the Oriental Limited had come through,
O’Neill had asked its engineer, J. C. Wright, what he thought of conditions. Wright, a fourteen-
year veteran of the Cascade Division, had given O’Neill something to think about: The storm,
he’d said—at least right at the top of the mountain around Wellington—was quite simply the
worst he’d ever seen.It was snowing heavily, very heavily … [as if] somebody was plucking a
chicken; it was falling out there so fast that you could not see very far, like looking across the
canyon you could not see, on account it was just a dense fall of snow.—Alfred B. Hensel,mail
clerkWednesday, February 23, 1910Leavenworth, Washington1:30 A.M.Most of the passengers
had already been asleep for hours when the Seattle Express pulled into the Leavenworth station.
A small, picturesque mountain town sitting at the foot of a virtual wall of craggy, snow-covered
peaks, Leavenworth was a Great Northern division point, where crews were changed and
locomotives could top up their supplies of coal and water. It was also the point at which the really
difficult terrain began for westbound traffic. Helper engines were added to the front or back of
Seattle-bound trains here; the extra horsepower would assist them on the steep grades and
sharp curves ahead. After Leavenworth, the line would enter a slotlike opening in the Cascades
massif, following the Wenatchee River up a twisty canyon between brooding, steep-sided peaks
of six to eight thousand feet. The effect was like entering a gargantuan maze, and on a slick, ice-
covered path heading straight up. Even a relatively light passenger train would need the added
help to get through.It was snowing but calm at Leavenworth as the helper engine was attached
to the front of the Express and a few more passengers boarded. Conductor Joseph L. Pettit,
coming on duty for the night, took charge of the train. In an era when train conductors were
fabled for their arrogance and imperiousness, Joe Pettit was a notable exception, by general
consensus a kindly, avuncular man. Tonight, though, even he could be excused for being less
than cheerful. Pettit knew what the weather was doing in those mountains up ahead. It was going
to be a rough trip, and it was he, as conductor, who would have to deal with disgruntled
passengers if they ran into heavy delays.The train idled, steaming in the cold night while its crew
awaited orders. They weren’t long in coming: superintendent O’Neill had decided he could not
afford to wait until conditions improved. Time was simply too valuable to waste. So he chose to
release the passenger train and let the Fast Mail catch up as it might. According to the latest
reports, the mail train was making good time from Spokane, and since the wind had not yet
picked up on the east slope, the line up to Stevens Pass was clear. There was no reason, then,
to delay the passenger train.At about 1:30 A.M., O’Neill conveyed his instructions to the
dispatcher: Pettit and the crew of the Seattle Express were given the goahead to proceed.Before
the Express could leave, however, one of its passengers—a Mrs. Blanche Painter—stepped
down from the train to the station platform. A milliner from Everett, she had been on her way
home on a through ticket when she decided quite suddenly to stop over in Leavenworth to see
some friends. Though she would later claim that the impulse was spontaneous, it was certainly a
strange hour for an unannounced visit, and even finding a hotel room at 2:00 A.M. would have
been difficult in a small town like Leavenworth. Nevertheless, Mrs. Painter did detrain, intending



to complete her journey the next night. Luggage in hand, she left the Express and headed
toward the depot—with no idea of how monumental a decision she had just made.Meanwhile,
final preparations were under way for the train’s departure. At 2:15 A.M. rotary X802 pulled out of
Leavenworth, its fan blades spinning, making easy work of the light snow cover on the tracks.
The express followed a short time later, carrying its cargo of sleeping passengers. The time was
2:30 A.M. For better or worse, they were heading up into the mountains.3Last MountainsNo sun
can penetrate these forests. The very life that is there seems a hushed, awed life. … In the
presence of such savage loneliness, one feels how like an acorn’s fall and rotting man’s death
would be.—Hamlin Garland“Western Landscapes”To pioneers of the Oregon Trail in the mid-
nineteenth century, they were known as the “Last Mountains.” Rough, precipitous, and densely
timbered, they erupted from the western plateau like a final geological insult, one last obstacle
between exhausted emigrants and the fertile, temperate river valleys of the coast. After the
arduous two-thousandmile journey from their starting point in Missouri, westering travelers might
have thought that they’d endured just about every hardship the continent could possibly serve
up. Then came the Cascades.“The crossing of the Rocky Mountains … was insignificant in
comparison to the Cascades,” wrote an early western journalist of a trip over the Oregon Trail.
Few passes penetrated the range, and those that did were swathed in dense, junglelike forests
that made any progress agonizing. With little grass to graze on, hungry livestock would eat the
poison laurel leaves and die. The danger from rockslides, floods, and avalanches, moreover,
was relentless. For would-be settlers transporting their worldly possessions on wagons and
oxcarts, these obstacles were all but insurmountable. Many early pioneering groups chose
instead to stop at a place on the Columbia River called The Dalles, disassemble their wagons,
load them onto rafts, and then brave the perilous rapids of the Columbia gorge in order to get
through the range.Not that the Cascades are particularly lofty. Compared to the giants of the
Rockies, most Cascade peaks are of relatively modest height, at least on paper. As a very young
and complex mountain system, though, the Cascades are steeper and more rugged than the
Rockies, riddled with blind canyons that end at sheer, towering cliffs. Worse still, the Cascades
are, as one writer has put it, “restless with the restlessness of youth. They break off in hunks and
slide down canyons; they toss off their mantles of trees and sling them down roaring rivers. … It
is as though the hundreds of peaks in the Cascade chain remembered the exciting period only a
few million years ago when they first boiled up out of the retching earth and threw themselves
against the northwest skies.”Even this forbidding terrain, however, couldn’t hold back the tide of
Manifest Destiny for long. Good land lay beyond those mountains, and by midcentury it had
been declared free for the taking. Thanks to the massive territorial gains of the 1840s—the
annexing of Texas, the winning of California, the Southwest, and the Colorado plateau in the
Mexican War, and the signing of an 1846 treaty giving the United States control of the Oregon
Country—the nation had increased in size by roughly 50 percent in a single decade. Vast new
territories had to be settled, requiring that obstacles to travel be neutralized as quickly as
possible.This need was especially urgent in the Pacific Northwest. By the early 1850s new towns



were sprouting up all over the Oregon and Washington coast. If these settlements were to grow
into the New Yorks and Bostons of the West, the Cascades would have to be overcome. So
travelers began to search for alternative routes to bypass the Columbia River bottleneck.
Primitive trails and wagon roads were hacked out of the mountain wilderness, cutting across the
mountains wherever a usable pass could be found. But these flimsy connections—slow,
hazardous, and virtually useless in winter—could provide only a limited solution. It soon became
clear that what was needed to tame this area was the technology of the iron horse.The dream of
a railway connection to the Northwest was as old as the railroad itself. As early as 1835—five
years after the first few miles of track had been laid in the East—an Oregon pioneer named
Samuel Bancroft Barlow was already mentally projecting those tracks northwestward, writing
treatises in support of a railroad line to the Columbia River. Asa Whitney, a prosperous New York
entrepreneur, took up the cause ten years later, petitioning state and federal governments for
permission to build a railroad from Michigan to the Pacific. By the 1850s, even Congress was
convinced, realizing that the sooner the West was linked to the rest of the country by rail, the
sooner America’s dreams of an ocean-to-ocean civilization could be achieved.The sum of
$150,000 was therefore appropriated to fund surveys of four possible railway routes to the
Pacific. They included the northern route originally proposed by Asa Whitney plus three others,
spaced at rough intervals like horizontal stripes across the western half of the country. Also,
since the Pacific surveys fell under the jurisdiction of the War Department, led by a regionally
loyal young southerner named Jefferson Davis, a fifth, deeply southern route was belatedly
added to the list.In charge of “The Northern Pacific Railroad Exploration and Survey” (the
Whitney route) was one Isaac Ingalls Stevens, a young army major who had served honorably in
the Mexican War. Having campaigned actively for his friend Franklin Pierce in the latter’s
successful presidential bid in 1852, Stevens was due for a political plum. He was granted two of
them. Not only was he given command of the northern railway survey, he was also made the first
governor of the newly organized Washington Territory.By the summer of 1853, Stevens had
already assembled his reconnaissance party and divided it into three. One group, under his own
leadership, was to focus on surveying the northern plains westward from the Mississippi River.
Another team would head toward the Rockies and the Bitterroot Mountains of Montana and
Idaho. To the third group—led by another army major, a moody and irritable young Philadelphian
named George B. McClellan—would fall the hardest part, the Cascades. “The amount of work in
the Cascade Range and eastward … will be immense,” Stevens warned the future commander
of the Union armies in the Civil War. “We must not be frightened [by] long tunnels or enormous
snows, but set ourselves to work to overcome them.”It was not the kind of task to which
McClellan was well suited by temperament. Showing the same distaste for action and effort that
would later cause Abraham Lincoln such consternation, the prickly young major conducted the
shoddiest of surveys in the Cascades, often relying on questionable testimony from local Indians
to substitute for the hard work of actual exploration. Unsurprisingly, every pass he considered
turned out to be too steep, too rocky, and/or too snowbound for train tracks. Pronouncing himself



“thoroughly disgusted with the whole concern,” he quarreled repeatedly with Stevens and with
his own subordinates, though he did finally admit, grudgingly, that one particular pass, the
Snoqualmie, might just be railworthy. Even so, he remained unconvinced that any truly
practicable route existed through the northern Cascades—a doubt he had no qualms about
expressing directly to Secretary Davis.As matters played out, the results of the northern survey
would prove to be largely academic. The always partisan Davis eventually selected the route he
had probably chosen even before the surveyors took their first steps west: the southern route
from New Orleans through Texas and Arizona to California. Not that it mattered. By the end of
the 1850s, with the slavery issue turning critical and North-South tensions rising, the idea of a
transcontinental line was soon eclipsed by the more pressing matter of civil war.Paradoxically,
the start of the War Between the States proved less of a hindrance to railroad advocates than
might be imagined. With southern opponents suddenly and decisively engaged elsewhere,
plans for a line to the Pacific could go forward without much regional stonewalling. The first
Pacific Railroad bill, approved by Congress in July 1862, did authorize a centrally located line
from Omaha to Sacramento, but the second nod went to the Pacific Northwest. On July 2, 1864,
the Northern Pacific Railroad bill was signed into law by that former railroad lawyer himself,
Abraham Lincoln, mandating that the nation’s second transcontinental line extend from Lake
Superior to Puget Sound. And although one arm of it would follow the well-trodden Columbia
River Gorge through the Cascades to Portland, the main line to the coast would run through the
relative terra incognita to the north of the river, right through the high Cascades.The Last
Mountains, though, had not in the meantime become any less problematic to cross. The
Northern Pacific quickly sent several groups of surveyors out to the northern Cascades, but
none turned up anything close to an easy pass. After reviewing their reports, the chief engineer
of the project reluctantly found himself in agreement with the now nationally prominent George
McClellan: “There is no place to cross the mountains north of Snoqualmie Pass where a great
deal of money would not be necessary both in first cost of construction and in subsequent
operation.”It ultimately took over two decades (not to mention a bankruptcy or two), but the
Northern Pacific did finally put its line through the mountains—at Stampede Pass, a close
neighbor of the Snoqualmie. It was hardly an ideal route (in the very beginning the line was
forced to include a stretch of track at the ridiculously steep grade of 5.4 percent), but it did get
the job done. Upon completion of the NP’s Cascade line in 1887, trains could finally reach Puget
Sound on a fairly direct route from the East, giving the Washington Territory what it had been
seeking for decades—“the entering wedge,” as one newspaper had put it, to “open our great
oyster, the world of enterprise and prosperity.”But while the Northern Pacific connection did put
parts of Washington on the grid of the American railway network, it still left vast portions of the
territory underserved—including Seattle, which was stranded at the end of an inconvenient
branch line from Tacoma. The city that would eventually become the region’s giant was therefore
still without direct connection to the East, almost forty years after its founding.Fortunately, the
person who would finally give the city its own transcontinental was even then hatching plans to



take train tracks where none had ever gone before—straight through those same northern
Cascades that had given the early pioneers such trouble. Soon to be dubbed the Empire Builder
of the Northwest, he was a man who would change the fate not only of Seattle but of the entire
northwestern quarter of the United States—and one who would eventually play a critical role in
the events unfolding at Stevens Pass in the late winter of 1910.Give me enough Swedes and
whiskey and I’ll build a railroad to Hell.—James J. HillHe was, according to one of his own
biographers, “the shaggybearded, barb-wired, one-eyed son-of-a-bitch of western railroading.” It
was a description that even his staunchest admirers would have been hard-pressed to
contradict. James J. Hill—conceiver, builder, and eventual éminence grise of the Great Northern
Railway—was by all accounts intimidating and irascible. Physically, he was a great wolverine of a
man: thick-necked, burly-chested, with stocky arms and legs that over-clever journalists were
wont to compare to railroad ties. His bluntfeatured face was framed by a thick, domed forehead
and a matted snarl of steel-gray beard. But his most arresting feature was his piercing left eye—
his one good eye, the right having been blinded in a childhood archery accident. The angry flash
of that eye was to be—over the course of a long and stupendously productive life—a much-
feared phenomenon in the highest business and political circles in the land, the bane of
countless railroad underlings, business rivals, and more than a few presidents (of banks, of
railroads, of the United States). In an age that saw the likes of J. Pierpont Morgan, Jay Gould,
and Andrew Carnegie, James J. Hill more than held his own.Born poor in the Ontario backwoods
in 1838, Hill had come to the United States as a young man with little except a few dollars in
savings and an almost diabolical capacity for toil. Once established in St. Paul, Minnesota (a.k.a.
“Pig’s Eye” in those early days), he had worked his way up the frontier economic ladder from
steamship clerk to prominent local capitalist, mainly by investing his extraordinary energies in
any and every business that seemed to have a profit in it. Combining a healthy opportunism with
an intimate knowledge of the western frontier’s infrastructure needs, Hill soon made a small
fortune in such stubbornly unglamorous businesses as warehousing, freight forwarding, and the
wholesaling of everything from coal to apple cider.As the economic potential of the railroad
became glaringly obvious, however, Hill quickly turned his attention to that most capital-intensive
of industries. Partnering with four other men, he managed to assume control of a small, St. Paul-
based railroad that had fallen into bankruptcy after the Panic of 1873. Before long, Hill was
hatching big plans for his new acquisition. Like Asa Whitney before him, he saw both wisdom
and profit in opening up the great northwestern wilderness with a railway line from the upper
Midwest to the Pacific—a modern-day Northwest Passage that could also provide a link to the
markets of China, Japan, and the rest of Asia.Principal among Hill’s many challenges was the
fact that the Northern Pacific had already realized a version of his dream with its own line from
Minnesota to the coast. This meant tough competition for every potential traveler and carload of
wheat or lumber the territory could produce. Unlike the NP, moreover, Hill’s Pacific Extension
would have to be built without the generous land grants and subsidies that the US. government
had provided to the earliest transcontinentals. Running as it did north of the NP line and south of



the Canadian border, it would also have even harsher and more barren territory to traverse,
including the worst of the high, dry plains of western Dakota and eastern Montana. So
tremendous were the risks that early critics began referring to the entire plan as “Hill’s Folly”—a
railroad that would likely end up carrying nothing but buffalo bones.
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WILLIAM H FULLER, “"The Reddened Snow". “The last body was found at the end of July,
twenty-one weeks after the avalanche. Workmen clearing debris from the secluded site, high in
the cool, still snow-flecked Cascades, discovered the deteriorating corpse in a creek at the
mountainside's base.” So begins the prologue of The White Cascade: The Great Northern
Railway Disaster and America's Deadliest Avalanche. Is such shock value entirely appropriate
for a “work of nonfiction, adhering strictly to the historical record and incorporating no invented
dialogue or other undocumented re-creations” as stated in the author's introductory note? I think
that it is indeed appropriate, for it sets the tone of the disaster which is the subject of this book.
And whoever said that a history must be a boring read? The White Cascade is anything but
boring!Krist does not limit himself to recounting the facts of the avalanche itself. Though it swept
two entire railroad trains and, officially, 96 people to their deaths, an accounting of the event
alone would hardly consume 258 pages of text. The reader learns quite a bit about the unusual
weather conditions in the Cascade Mountains during the winter of 1909-1910; a great deal about
James H. O'Neill, superintendent of the Cascade Division of the Great Northern Railroad; a bit
about James J. Hill, creator and still de facto generalissimo of the road by 1910; operation of
rotary plows, the railroad's heaviest artillery in its war against snows so deep that wedge plows
are vanquished; how a switchmen's strike may have inadvertently contributed to the disaster;
and how both coroner and court juries as well as Washington state supreme court justices
reacted in the aftermath. (The reaction of the railroad company itself was, as might be expected,
the same as that of any contemporary big business or industry, which is far more concerned with
denying culpability and in defending its capitalistic pro-investor profits than in indemnifying the
victims of its malfeasance.)I have but two nits to pick with The White Cascade. First is the
physical binding of the book. While the book is technically “hardbound,” the covers remind me of
nothing more than those of The Little Golden Book series that I read as a child more decades
ago than I care to admit. I have seldom seen a book more cheaply bound than this one! The
historical topic deserves a much more professional presentation than the binding and the covers
afford it. The second nit is that the proofreader was asleep when he or she should have been
studying the first several chapters. There are several instances where auto-correct software
came up with some peculiar wording that should have been easily caught and corrected. The
best (or perhaps worst) example is a passage explaining that temporary workers were hired
directly off skid row, but we are told that, instead, they came from Skid Road! Fortunately, such
errors disappear from the text after about the first quarter of the book and do not bedevil us for
the entire trip.The White Cascade is unlikely, in my view, to go down as great literature or even
as a penultimate milestone of historical revelation. Nevertheless, Krist has done an admirable
job of bringing to life an event that shocked the nation in the early days of March 1910, and we
are reminded that man is perhaps not quite the master of Nature that he fancies himself to be. I
found the book a fast read and, as such, fully worth the investment in time that I devoted to it. I



have no qualm in recommending it to readers interested in railroading, in the Great Northern
Railroad specifically, or in more or less forgotten tidbits of American history.”

Debra Berkner, “Riveting!. I thought I'd give this book a try, mainly because so many in my family
worked for The Great Northern. I also live in the Seattle area and I'm familiar with the area the
avalanche occurred in. Honestly, once I started "The White Cascade," I couldn't put it down.
The writing is excellent and you find yourself experiencing this tragedy as if you were there. It is
also an excellent history lesson about The Great Northern and railroads in general. I highly
recommend it!”

Carrie, “More than just a disaster story.. This is a fascinating book about a subject I knew nothing
about. I went into this book knowing nothing about mountain railroading, the Great Northern
railroad, avalanches, or the Cascade Mountain range. I learned a great deal about all of those
topics.The book is well organized and easy to follow - we learn about the Cascades, the history
of railroading in the Cascades, the backgrounds of some of the key passengers and railroad
employees, the conditions that led to the trains' being stranded, and the conditions that
ultimately caused the avalanche. This is followed by a description of the various civil lawsuits
that faced the Great Northern railroad after the avalanche, some of the subsequent safety
measures put in place as a direct result of the avalanche, and details about the lives of the
people who survived and the families of those who didn't.I am giving the book four stars
because I felt that it dragged a little bit. The lead-up the avalanche itself took up more than half of
the book. The background is necessary to understanding why the trains were stranded in such a
hopeless position, but it did get pretty dry in a few spots.However, that being said, it is still,
overall, an interesting thriller, and it is a lot more than just a disaster story. It is a disaster story in
the context of rapidly changing times in a rapidly changing area. It's got a little bit of everything:
labor relations, changing attitudes towards railroads, the role of the railroad tycoon, the
beginning of a regulatory environment for an industry that previously operated unchecked, and
even, to some extent, a look at how women and foreign laborers were perceived. All of this was
interspersed throughout the story, compensating for some of the dry spots in the book and
making me really excited to get back to the book once I put it down.Also - two recommendations:
1.) Bookmark the pictures in the middle of the book and go back to them - they are all clustered
together and if you look at them all and read the captions, there are some spoilers. 2.) Google
the old Cascade tunnel and the Wellington snow shed when you are done with the book - there
are some interesting pictures of it as it stands today, and it is interesting to view 1910 structures
as they exist today.”

Ebook Library Reader, “No happy ending here, emotional and spiritual.. Rarely have I read a
book so well researched.From the opening pages describing the scenes after the disaster,this
sets the stage for what is to come.Hugely detailed through out you can relive the minute by



minute ,hour by hour senario as the prospect of doom slowly descends upon passengers and
railway men alike.The main player being the worst storm in American history,one can only look
on as tragedy overwhelms man's attempt to rescue over 100 men,women,and children from the
two stranded trains trapped in immense snowdrifts on the mountain.From letters and diary's
found on the bodies the situation facing the passengers can be compared to the drama yet to
come in the Titanic tragedy.Overall a deeply moving account of a generally forgotten disaster
that should be better known.”

Andrew Stevens, “The White Cascade. This book tells the story of a forgotten disaster that
happened in 1910. In the worst weather Washington State had seen in years a train gets trapped
on the Cascade Mountains. The story has been thoroughly researched and is brilliantly told. You
feel you are trapped on the train, or out there digging. A first class read that I would recommend
to anyone.”

lynnbradley, “... gift but all reports were that it was an excellent read -this from someone who
doesn't suffer fools lightly .... given as a gift but all reports were that it was an excellent read -this
from someone who doesn't suffer fools lightly when it comes to railroad lore.”

papa46, “Five Stars. good book”
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