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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Saline Valley Salt Tram was built in 1911 and 1912 to carry salt from 
Saline Valley to Owens Valley. In its 13% mile length it rose from an ele 
vation of 1100 feet at the east terminal to 8500 feet at the crest of the 
Inyo Range and dropped to 3600 feet at the west terminal.

The double-cabled tramway was divided into five sections, three on the east 
slope and two on the west. Each section was in effect a separate tramway 
at each end of which was a control station where both the carrier wires and 
the traction wires terminated. The carriers, which were suspended from 
wheels that ran on the carrier wires and attached to the traction cable by 
friction grips, passed through the control stations on rails. At each 
control station a 75-horsepower electric motor supplied power to the endless 
traction cable through a grip sheave eight feet in diameter. Power was 
obtained from a three-phase line that paralleled the tramway. The maximum 
horizontal angle, about 30°, was at control station one at the head of Daisy 
Canyon, while the verticle angle was as much as 40 in places.

The carriers weighed 800 pounds and held about 700 pounds of salt giving 
the tramway a capacity of 20 tons per hour. Unlike most tramway buckets, 
they were cylindrical in shape, and the suspension was designed so that they 
hung horizontally regardless of the angle of the carrier.

The tramway required for its operation two men at each of the terminals, 
two men at each of the four control stations, and four "line riders" who 
performed lubrication and other maintenance work. All stations were con 
nected by telephone. At the loading terminal carriers were dispatched at 
the gong and were automatically released when the carrier reached the end.

The construction of the tramway required one million board feet of lumber 
and six hundred tons of iron, which had to be transported over rough, 
inaccessible, precipitous mountain country. Grades of up to 25 percent 
required a team of eight horses to move 5000 pounds of equipment.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The salt deposit in Saline Valley was discovered in 1864. Its potential 
value, (contained less than one percent impurities) was known to the 
early miners but lack of transportation delayed its development.

The salt deposit was first worked on a small scale in 1903 and 1904 by the 
Saline Valley Salt Company. Transportation required a two-day roundabout 
journey by wagon across the Inyo Range by way of Waucoba Canyon, a distance 
of only 12 miles. The death of the president, J. L. Bourland, in 1905 
brought an end to this phase of the salt development.

Several years later the Saline Valley Salt Company made a thorough study of 
the transportation problem. Building a railroad was impracticable, so an 
aerial tramway and a pipeline through which the salt could be pumped as 
brine were considered. The tramway was chosen because it provided a means 
for shipping supplies into Saline Valley in addition to shipping the salt 
deposits out. ' ;

In 1911 the Trenton Iron Works, a subsidiary of the American Steel and Wire 
Company, began construction. Other tramways that had been built were longer 
and had greater capacity, but the Saline Valley line had steeper grades 
than any other in the United States.

The construction of the tramway exhausted the Saline Valley Salt Company 
financially, and in 1915 the operation was leased to the Owens Valley Salt 
Company. This company produced salt until 1918 when it, too, went out of 
business. Between 1912 and 1918 several tens of thousands of tons of salt 
were produced.

The Taylor Milling Company acquired the Saline Valley plant and produced 
some salt in 1920. After five years of inactivity the Sierra Salt Company 
was formed; and in 1926 salt was produced once more. Trucks were used to 
haul the salt to Keeler over the newly built Saline Valley road until the 
tramway was overhauled in 1929. The plant was last operated in 1930, and 
in 1935 the Sierra Salt Company went into receivership.

Most of the structures within easy access of roads, including both terminals, 
have been carted off by wood gatherers and junk collectors. The stout 10 x 
10 timbers are especially prized. However, many of the towers still remain, 
Some with steel buckets still clinging to their steadfast cables higK over 
deep canyons.

(continued)



Desert Magazine - "The Purest Salt in the World" (pp. 27-28)
"The Most Spectacular Aerial Ride in the World" (pp. 19-21] 
"Salt in California" (pp. 116-118)

Palm Desert, California, August, 1959.
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State Liaison Officer recomme,ndation:

In compliance with Executive OrderXL593, I hereby 
nominate this property to the Nation'al Register, certify 
ing that the State Liaison Officer has been allowed 90 
days in which to present the nomination to the State Re- 
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I hereby certify that this property is included in the 
National Register.
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a Statement of Significance (cent*)

Besides being the steepest tramway in the United States, the 

Saline Valley Salt Tram is one of the most scenic, historic, best 

preserved, oldest, and largest of its kind remaining today.
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