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The Railroad Era
Adventures on the Slim Princess
The crew of the Slim Princess ran the railroad without much fuss over rules. The train was notoriously known to make stops so that the crew could go hunting or fishing. One of the most outrageous stops, according to Jim Saylor, took place a short ways to the north, near the western Nevada town of Hawthorne. 

in the summer time as the train is leaving north out of Hawthorne along Walker Lake what they would do is they’d get outside of town round a curve and pass this little cut and there’s a little bit of sandy beach there and the crew if they had nobody on board would stop and do a little skinny dipping. Well this one day they forgot that they had a passenger, a female passenger, Mrs. Campbell who just happened to be the wife of the Hawthorne newspaper editor they stopped the train at their usual spot and Mrs. Campbell was kind of curious, What’s, you know, What’s the delay? So after a few minutes she decided she was gonna go investigate so she goes down to the back of the train. Nobody there. She carefully gets off the coach and walks on up to the front of the train Looks up in the cab, nobody there Looks back down the track doesn’t see anybody there so OK maybe there’s a problem up around the corner. Well as she comes through the cut, she literally catches the crew with their pants down. She sees them, but they didn’t see her the proper lady that she was, she beat a hasty retreat back to her coach seat. Well, of course the crew came back after a little bit and got under way and … when she got back home of course she told her husband all about what happened and In the next issue of the Hawthorne newspaper there was a scathing and scalding editorial about the lack of decorum on the railroad
The railroad greatly transformed travel and made Owens Valley considerably less isolated. Many local families have stories linked to the railroad like the one Big Pine elder, Donna Duckey, recalls about her grandparents. 

My grandmother was Paiute. My grandfather was from Owens Valley and he was Paiute and part Shoshone. He met my grandmother in Bodie and she was a young girl maybe 15. And she was on the train and he chased it-- on horse back and he stole her. Took her off the train, brought her to Owens Valley where they settled in Fish Springs and kept her ever since.
The years from 1924 to 1929 were the heyday of the narrow-gauge in Owens Valley. But as time went on, services and sections of the line were abandoned. Eventually, The Slim Princess became an isolated 71-mile line, its engine puffing clouds of steam into the California sky as it chugged from the one end of Owens Valley to the other. 1960 marked the end of a railroad saga spanning eighty years. That’s when the “Slim Princess,” the last operating narrow gauge train west of the Rockies, made its final run. Steam locomotive No. 9, several box cars, a caboose, turntable, water tank, and short stretch of track were donated by the Southern Pacific to Inyo County and the City of Bishop. Today these mementos may still be admired at the Laws Railroad Museum, 5 miles north of Bishop on Highway 6. You can also stop at Dehy Park in Independence to see one of the Slim Princess’s massive engines. As you drive along Highway 395, look for stop number 18 on the Eastern Sierra Scenic Byway. 

While many people come to the Eastern Sierra to experience its stunning scenery and outdoor recreation little do they realize that there is a rich history of the western frontier to enjoy as well. Whether it is climbing aboard the Slim Princess, sitting astride the miner’s four-legged friend at a Sierra pack station, or following in the footsteps of the Paiute on a trading journey high up in the mountain’s crest, the heritage of the Eastern Sierra endears it to those that come to know--in the words of one historian--“California’s last frontier.” 

Learn more about these stories and any others by stopping at the Eastern California Museum in Independence and the Laws Railroad Museum, 5 miles north of Bishop, off Highway 6. 
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