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ON TENNESSEE PASS 

TE.'\XESSEE PASS was once one of the 

great epicenters of big-time ·western 
railroading. Its legendary 21 miles of 

3 percent grade up and over the Continental 
Divide posed a significant challenge to 
Denver & Rio Grande Western' s steady 
stream of trans-mountain traffic. Eastbound 
trains required helpers up the grade 
and westbound trains tested the skills of 
engineers keeping their trains under control 
down the grade. It was such a burden that 
by the late 1980s D&RGW attempted to 
eliminate the problem and route all trains 
through the Continental Divide via the 
:Moffat Route instead of up Tennessee 
Pass. The Moffat's 2 percent grades and 
9,239-foot apex were seen as a significant 
improvement over Tennessee Pass' 3 
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percent grades and 10,222-foot apex despite 
the extra mileage. 

Then fate swung its hand in 1988 when 
the financially strapped Southern Pacific 
was bought at a bargain price by Rio 
Grande, controlled at the time b y the 
Phillip Anschutz investment empire. The 
transaction mostly had to do with real 
estate, and the railroads happily went along 
for the ride. The merged D&RGW' and SP 
found themselves with a transcontinental 
railroad stretching from Chicago to San 
Francisco with the key rail terminals of St. 
Louis and Kansas City, Mo., a part of the 
system. They also found themselves with 
a lot of traffic. 

Southern Pacific had long enjoyed a 
practically seamless interchange with 

Union Pacific in Ogden, Utah, but the 
1982 merger with Western Pacific found 
SP significantly cut off from UP; SP badly 
needed Rio Grande. Meanwhile, Rio 
Grande had itself extended its reach from 
Pueblo, Colo., to Kansas City on the tracks 
of once-partner Missouri Pacific, which had 
merged with Union Pacific in 1983, and 
granted the trackage rights as a condition 
of the merger. While all this was going on, 
Southern Pacific bought the former Rock 
Island Tucumcari Route between the Sunset 
Route in New Mexico and Kansas City and 
quickly gained access from Kansas City to 
St. Louis. The next move was for SP to buy 
the former Alton Route between St. Louis 
and Chicago in 1985. 

The pieces of the route formed the 

ABOVE: Second movement - Silver Creek, 
mile 290.8. The 105-car SMCHC-7, an east­
bound coal load, thunders full throttle up the 

Rtee,{fe~: ~:d~r!~i1t~fl~i~~:r ~0~~~1f;,,t~n 
eastbound coal loads use three of the new 
AC4400CWs on the point, but this train has 
been assigned only two, makin~ the climb 

i 1 ~~\~nf,:2ff6~f a~~~b n~w T ~~n~ieu~1!~ 

~~~~!1~n:~~~:~~a~~i~ ~i!I i~e~a1f ~t~reri;7-
coming Pando s10ing. 

!9~~l a~E~~I~;nf?o~rt~~i\~~~~gu~e:rer :::. 
The use of four mid-train helpers cut in sf cars 
deef is standard practice on all eastbound 

f~! f:ti~}t~!'fe~~-e~:~a~~~id~i~:~~n~ 
in sets of two, three, or four to shove almost 

~1~a~!~~~;~h~~t~v~~s t~:~ Jei~c!~~~~l~~g 
of the pass, this helper set wif return light to 
Minturn. 

ABOVE RIGHT: The two-unit rear helper rounds 
off the 35,200-hp effort to lift the train to the 
10,222-foot summit of Tennessee Pass. This 
helper was added to the rear of the train at 
Glenwood Springs. Although not common 
until the later years of hauling coal, Minturn 

~:~fle~~i~i~~ne!~?r~ ~~e~~!1d~~as~~~ia 
coal trains an assist up the 1.4-~rcent Glen-

~0~nt~~.nfr!~~~~~~t m9;~~~ a~~r:;rivi~ 
er sets .up the pas~. This. configuration of re!P­
ers, using four mid-tram and two rear units, 
was standard practice on all eastbound coal 
loads using the powerful 4,400-hp ACs. 

ABOVE: Third movement - Stillwater, halfway between Belden and Pando, mile 
291.7. Eastbound Train RVKCM-5, with four tunnel motors in charge, heads up the 

~,~~:r;;~~Hihe ~~~~~~~~~1~o~;:~~ ~i~=i~f~~ :~~~t~trst~~t ~~~~n 
the 3 percent grade at full throttle. At Pando, 1.5 miles ahead, the engineers will 
throttle back on the 1-1.7 percent grade to keep the speed in check. 

LEFT: The three-unit swing helper thunders by looking railroad east. The use of 
three units was determinect by the train master based on this particular train's ton­
nage and head-end power. Too much or too little helf'Acr':wer would make train 

~:~~~~Pic:S~:~c~cr~iofJ~~(~l:h1t:r:~~~~f~werfu A s. Note that the helpers 



RIGHT: Fourth movement - Silver Creek, 

~~l~e~~o~ t~ainr~~c~~d:g~~-~~~~ sti~n~ 
percent grade below Pando on its way back 
to Minturn. At this time, there were normal-

~i~tu~0E~h~~;ee~;~h';e~!/;!~9n~t~~ 
crew a day's pay; normaJly, one or perhaps 
two shoves were worked m a day. 

"Central Corridor," and by 1989 it was 
obvious Tennessee Pass \VOuld be handling 
more traffic. Also, a major consideration 
was that double-stack trains could not 
traverse the Moffat Route due to the 
numerous height-restricted tunnels. The 
few tunnels on Tennessee Pass had been 
enlarged in anticipation of such a need. 

On top of the transcontinental traffic, 
the U.S. Geneva Steel works in Provo, 
Utah, reopened. It shipped large amounts 
of steel and took in massive amounts of 
eastern coke and Yiidwest taconite. Those 
,vestbound empties were often backhauled 
loaded with Utah coal sold on the spot 
markets out east. Adding to the mix was 
that lumber and other loads coming out 
of Oregon and northern California were 

fr~~v~~~~-~i~ig1°~:T~~tr~u~~v:~~;~\~~~:~~~aN~~~~ry~i~g~ t~~J~~~n \~i~a~~Pc urs 
were inserted abou? two-thirds of the way into the train and ahead of one-half of 3ieir Fon­
nage rating. 

}~o~~~~1~c~r~e~~~:~e~tintLlr~e:;eI~r;i~1g r~~eh~~~-c~i1~:j:~~~~~;~~~ :iro~'.~~ 
cated 18 miles east of the pass. 

ABOVE: Seventh movement - Mitchell, mile 283.5. Just before sunset, the westbound 

~n~Gr~~~t~Ati~n~~ ~~!r0t~ ti,rt~~k7t's0 {O5~1~~tra:~~1e~;:i~h~~ntynt~r rt~Zh\~~~ 
down the 3 percent grade. The westbound taconite trains heading for the ~eneva Steel Works 
near Salt Lake City were the only Tennessee Pass trains to use distributed power operation. 

routed via the Central Corridor rather than 
the Sunset Route. That made Tennessee 
Pass unavoidable and flush with traffic. 

In the 1990s, there v.-ere anrvhere from 
20 to 24 movements every 24 hours on 
Tennessee Pass. Almost all eastbound trains 

required a helper set to get up the pass; coal 
trains needed two helper sets in addition 
to the head-end power. That meant three 
helper sets and a dozen helper crews were 
stationed at Ylinturn at the foot of the 3 
percent grade. Minturn was also the away-

LEFT: Eighth movement-Mitchell. The howl­
ing sound of dynamic brakes has filled the 
still evenJx?- air for the last ei~ht minutes, and 

~h: ~~~helfi~J~~~~ A;~~~~u~Al't ~':a0di~~ 
up this westbound manifest. At night, it was 
possible to see an eerie, bright orange glow 

~id~~l~he dA(4!:1JocbWsk!s1~h;e:~e~~J~f ih: 
descent is converted into intense heat. 

BELOW LEFT: Ninth movement - Mitchell. 
The headlight of SP 8492 illuminates a path 
for the westbound CHROM-6 as its four SDs 
and 82 cars of manifest freight head down the 
3 percent grade of the pass. 

BELOW LEFT: Tenth movement - Mitchell. 

~fs vaa~l!(n oJ11~e !~tit~~~r:O~fn~~Ji~a~i~ 
brakes as the westbound SHARC-8 dro~ 105 

::reru;J:~~~atlh~~~~(: ~~i~~ta~e itch-

BELOW LEFT: Eleventh movement - Mitch-

~~ar~f nri~l(488-ip~2~ss ~~~t~~~~~e;~y~ 
SNHVC-8 blasts its way into the first curve at 
Mitchell. The 105 cars of coal are powered 
by the standard three ACs on the point. four 
mid-train, and two on the rear. 

BELOW: Twelfth movement - Mitchell. The 

~~r-urn~f i~~n~~~rhavae"~o~~~~~~~!~~ 
er fur the return trip to Minturn after having 
both cut out at Tennessee Pass siding. The 

~~e0~d~~ ~~:i~ ~~1kobeh!! i~~~~~~r:~~ic!~-
(NO PHOTO) Thirteenth movement - Mitch­
ell, 2:35AM. The next eastbound is Train ARSG-
9, a 105-car loaded coal train powered by a 
3-4-2 configuration of ACs. 

(NO PHOTO) Fourteenth movement- Mitch­
ell, 3:05AM. Westbound Train CHROM-7 now 
descends through Mitchell after meeting the 
ARSGC at Tennessee Pass siding. 

from-home terminal for crews coming west 
from Pueblo and coming east from Grand 
Junction, Colo. 

Railfans from all over the country, and 
all over the world, descended on Minturn 
during the period to catch the action. The 
sight, the sound, the smell, and the feel 
of 40,000-horsepower trains weighing 
as much as 16,000 tons windin g up the 
relentless grades past towering granite cliffs 
was railroading at its grandest. Standing 
trackside as one of these thundering 
behemoths cra'\vled by was an event never 
to be forgotten. 

Then fate swWlg its hand again. In 1996, 
nion Pacific merged with Southern Pacific 

and its already-absorbed Rio Grande. UP's 
alternate Sherman Hill, at 8,014 feet with 
0.82 percent grades, spelled the end for 
Tennessee Pass. Late in the afternoon on 
August 23, 1997, the last through freight, a 
westboWld Geneva taconite train, traversed 
Tennessee Pass, and it was all over. 

Tlla t spectacular era in railroading is now 
long gone and the track has sat empty for 
23 years. But on August 10 and 11, 1996, 
the former Rio Grande over Tennessee Pass 
,,:as still a busy place. Over the course of 24 

BELOW: Fifteenth movement - Mitchell. The 
four-unit Train ARSGC swing helper returns 
toHrd~_urn running on the heels of Train 

{NO PHOTO) Sixteenth movement - Mitch­
ell, 4:40AM. Having helped Train ARSGC down 
to Kobe, 1,085 vertical feet below Tennessee 
Pass, the rear helper makes the return to 
Minturn. 



ABOVE: Seventeenth movement - Mitch­
ell. Daily westbound hotshot Train KCOAF-9 

~~k;!a~e~a~~ t~!~7ti i~~ t~~~nSg,se ~~~~ 
ing back 33 loaded autoracks at 20 mph. 
This 2,410-ton train will make it from Pueb­
lo to Minturn in seven hours. 45 minutes, 

~u~~Waf~a~~QtF!a~na ~:,:~=~~l;~~~t~h~ 
~~u~u~h~tn~a~fi~si1 N~r~~ik hs~itll!r~vi~ 

~a2a~fe~i~ ~g~ i:~~~j~ itR~a~~~~e~aJ:~ 
mous "Ford Fast; a regular daylight train over 
the same route in the 1970s and 1980s. The 
eastbound counterpart of empties was the 
~l~~;~s~~;n~~lh:i~~und that wasn't reg-

RIGHT: Minturn, milepost 302. The Minturn 
helpers get a rest at its 7,817-foot elevation 
home base waiting for the next eastbound. 
At the moment, there are two four-unit sets 
and two single units in waiting. A two-unit 
set is on its way to Glenwood Springs to meet 
an eastbound coal train for a rear-end help to 
Minturn and then up the pass. 

RIGHT: Eighteenth movement - Belden, 
mile 295.1. Eastbound Train EUCHQ-7 works 
its way through Eagle River Canyon on the 
2.3 percent grade main track with the Beldne 

:!~!~~it :~ee i~e~h~~gee b~r~~~~~~~i~~cl~r: 
empties, with two mid-train ACs helping to 
lift the 5,154-ton train up the pass. Both the 
head-end and swing units are in the Run 6 

~~ri:~tro'~i~~~~~~~:a~~to9~~~/t 25 mph on 

hours starting at 3:00PM on the 10th, there 
were 21 train movements w ith 14 through 
trains and seven light helper movements. 
It w as the last hurrah for one of the great 
s tages of w estern American railroading. 
The photos show how it all played out. □ 

JEFF Sl.\4l.EY is retired after 37 years working 
as a cartographer for the Defense M apping 
Agency and the U.S. Geological Survey. 

LEFT: Twenty-first movement - Mile 292.4. 

~;:R~ciiff i\h~e~?~~~JW~fn R~NtVl:J'. 
This 105-car taconite monster weighs in at 
13,727 tons and is taking full advantage of 
all the dynamic braking available from a 
2-2-1 power configuration to keep the train 
within its special 15-mph spe:ed limit on the 
descending 3 ~rcent grade. This train was a 
daily sight on Tennessee Pass although the 
exact time of its running, like most trains, was 
almost random. 

ABOVE LEFT: Eighteenth movement -
Belden. With the fiead-end of the train now 
attacking the 3 percent grade and a 12-de­
gree curve at Redcliff. the two-unit mid-train 
helR;ir is about to ~oin the lead units in the 

:~~ t~~s ~~j~hw?ir ~e ~~~; t~h~cia~tp~af cfr~~s~ 
climb to Pando. 

ABOVE: Nineteenth movement - Deen Tun-

r~! t:~~u~~th6€1~r }~6~ia%eru~0H~i~~~!~~ 
the 242-foot Deen Tunnel on the 3 percent 

~aJ,;d}~~~i~i~· !i fg%n~~i~j~sh 
slower than the uE3rade speed limit. This 

Pci~i~~~J~u~tr~ s~~~n;:r3~7nt~na;~~i;~ 
downgrade. 

LEFT: Twentieth movement - Si lver Creek, 
mile 290.8. Westbound Train ATARC-10 is 
back on the descending 3 percent grade after 
passing through Pando. This 5,600-foot, 104-

~ah!~~rn of ~ca~ fu~h~iisRtb"::~~ ~1n5:~~at~: 
North Fofk Branch. Southern Pacific attempt­
ed to keep its Rio Grande tunnel motors as-

~Pt'tl~ e~~Jifi~f~u~l~~~u;o~~a~;e~~a;;~~: 
Positive Traction Control; however, an EMO 
lease unit without this feature has found its 
way into the consist. 
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