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Ride Along with the Slim Princess
From the beginning, the Slim Princess hauled precious metals, along with zinc, sulphur, marble, and salt from mines along the Eastern Sierra and Nevada border. Salt, had been traded since the days of the Paiute. 

And vast fields of exceptionally pure salt were found on the far side of the Inyo Mountains at a place aptly named Saline Valley. It was there for the taking; unfortunately an 8500 foot mountain range stood in the way.

In 1911, White Smith, an enterprising borate teamster, organized the Saline Valley Salt Works, and began construction of the world’s steepest tramway. To connect the salt fields with the railroad stop on the shore of Owens Lake shore, cable was strung up and over the mountains. Although the beginning and the end of the tramway were roughly14 miles apart, it took over 54 miles of cable to connect the intricate system of wire and towers. Gondola buckets swung up to 700 feet above the rugged mountain canyons carrying workers, salt, and supplies to and from Saline Valley where temperatures regularly reached 120 degrees. According to local legend, many a new hire quit the job once he learned that he had to ride the ore bucket to work. 

When the great Depression came along, the marginally profitable operation shut down and this chapter of mining history came to a close. But before the last run, Big Pine resident Lillian Nelson went on the ride of a life time. Her story comes from the Eastern California Museum oral history collection; the interview took place in 1990.

I think I was about 7 years old and my father—he had to know everything about everything that was going on … he found out that this…tramway… was going to be closed down so he asked permission to go on the last ride in the bucket. So I was like a leach to my Dad, so here I am ended up in the bucket with him…. Oh man and when you would get to those towers and it hit the towers that bucket would just [clang noise] like that. My dad looked down at me and said “You scared Lily?” and my fingernails went clear into his leg. “No Pa I’m not scared.” We got out over there and we had dinner in the mess hall where the miners ate. … And I was thinking, oh my God , why don’t we just stay here? We don’t have to get back into that bucket again.

Besides minerals and ore, the Slim Princess also shipped livestock and agricultural products to market. Jim Saylor, former caretaker of the Laws Railroad Museum, located five miles north of Bishop, has studied many records of the trains’ history over the years.

In 1910 they shipped 100 tons of honey out of this valley on the narrow gauge One local grower of potatoes, Mr. Don Tatum … would load 12 narrow gauge box cars with hundred pound sacks of potatoes a day for 21 straight days, that is over 5000 tons of potatoes from one grower. 
The Carson and Colorado railroad provided a means of moving goods to market, and as you will hear next managed to do so with a distinctly rural character.

