The trail leads through five tunnels originally needed to access Boulder Dam — now called Hoover Dam — with construction materials.

A relic of dam-building days becomes

a picturesque and easy excursion
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Lake Mead's man-made beauty contrasts with a brutal natural landscape.

ot surprisingly, the Historic Railroad
Tunnel Trail is one of the most popular
winter destinations in the Lake Mead
National Recreational area, an area of
almost one-and-a-half million acres. Laid
out along the only remaining intact seg-
ment of the once-active Boulder Dam
Construction Railroad system, the jour-
ney includes five historic tunnels,
sweeping views of Lake Mead and sur-
rounding country, as well as easy, grad-
ually-rising terrain and mild winter
weather.

My companion on this hike was my
daughter Charlotte, only seven years old
but already a veteran of a dozen trips
along this trail. As an infant she had
made the trip kangaroo-style in a Snugli
front pack, then graduated to a child-
carrier backpack. When she became too
heavy for me to haul, I pushed her
along in a jogging stroller. Yet today
would be a milestone for her, as she
planned to do the trail on a mountain
bike. I would be on foot and hopefully
this would keep us about even with one
another on an outing of more than five
miles.

From the trailhead parking area, we
headed out on an old auto road until we
reached a large metal gate, standing
open, about five minutes later. Beyond
the gate the trail widened, and we were
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now on a fifteen-foot-wide gravel path
that once served as the railroad bed.

Because steam trains worked best on
the level or very gradual grades, railroad
surveyors picked routes accordingly, so
trails built on abandoned railbeds are
very pleasant and easy to hike. The
entire trail would afford us outstanding
views of Lake Mead as we traveled
along the base of wvolcanic cliffs.
Although T have seen many different
moods of this lake, today it appeared as
a sheet of glass only broken by a few
small pleasure boats enjoying the cool
fall weather

As T walked along behind Charlotte, I
thought about the powerful history of
this area. It was a desolate place until
1931, when the US. Government
embarked on the biggest construction
project in the world, the building of the
Boulder Dam (now called the Hoover
Dam). In 1931 the U.S. Government and
a group of six western firms, called Six
Companies Inc., joined forces to build
three rail segments, altogether some 30
miles of standard-gauge go-pound rail,
connecting cement mixing plants, quar-
ry pits, and other facilities needed for
dam construction. When in full opera-
tion, it required nine steam locomotives
and four more that ran on gasoline, and
71 workers.

HIKES



Desert Princess, a commercial day cruiser, paddles past the Boulder Islands. Though islands are always visible, the waterline is much lower

than normal because of an extended drought.

After the dam was completed in 1935,
most of the railroad tracks were either
flooded over or dismantled, except for
the U.S. Government Railroad, the sec-
tion that we were on. This segment
originally ran from Boulder City down
Hemenway Wash to Himix, the con-
crete mixing plant located on the rim of
Black Canyon. In 1961 there was one
final delivery of a generator to be used
at the dam’s power plant. Then the
tracks were dismantled, removed and
sold as scrap in 1962.

After about a half-mile we found a
steep spur trail on our right that leads
up the left side of a large wash below
the Hacienda Hotel and Casino. This is
the east parking area where scenic heli-
copter rides, over Lake Mead and
Hoover Dam, are now offered. This sec-
tion of the old railroad is where a por-
tion of the movie “The Gauntlet” was
filmed. Coincidentally, in that part of
the movie, an assassin in a helicopter

.

As on other trails built on former railroad grades, elevation gains and losses are very gradual.
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was pursuing Clint Eastwood and
Sondra Locke, who were on a motorcy-
cle.

About a quarter-mile before reaching
the first tunnel, and down a steep
ravine to the right of the railroad bed,
we saw the massive concrete plugs
removed from the dam to install tur-
bines. They've been lying here aban-
doned for almost 70 years, I told
Charlotte, who seemed little interested
in the history lesson. She only had eyes
for the tunnel entrance. All the tunnels
are about 25 feet in diameter, 300 feet in
length — built oversized to accommo-
date the wide loads such as the pen-
stock sections and large equipment
needed to build the dam

When we reached the first tunnel,
Charlotte was a little apprehensive
about going into the darkness alone, and
stopped before the entrance to wait for
me. I headed in, and she soon ventured
in behind me walking her bike. After
making it through with no problems
she didn't even stop for me on the next
four, which came in rapid succession.
We ventured in one, out the next, and
so on until the fifth and final tunnel
About 40 feet after the last tunnel, a
barbed wire fence, bearing a sign read-
ing “RESTRICTED AREA NO TRES-
PASSING,” blocks further progress.

This tunnel happens to be directly
beneath the Lakeview Scenic Overlook,
a drive-in viewpoint located about 15
miles from the dam. However, do not
try to access the tunnel or trail from the
overlook. The climb is too steep and
dangerous.

This tunnel was sealed after arsonists
burned its timbers in 1978, but was
restored and reopened in July 2001

Although plans had been in the
works to have the trail continue past
this tunnel and go all the way to the
dam, that plan is on hold indefinitely in
the high-security climate that now pre-
vails around important structures.

After leaving the last tunnel for our
return to the trailhead, Charlotte asked
if we could come back tomorrow. I said
yes, but by the time we were back at
the car she was tired, had changed her
mind, and wanted to know a little more
about the helicopter rides.®

Jim Laurie is the director of photography for
Stephens Press and Cerca. He is himself a
dedicated hiker.
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