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Junction East Slide Path 
More than 100 avalanche paths streak 
clown the mountains along the Rogers 

Pass route across the Selkirk Mountains. 
These slide paths are often of impressive 

dimensions. This dry snow avalanche 
descending Junction East avalanche 

path started at an elevation of 2320 m 
and came to rest on the valley floor 

1200 m below. It travelled a distance of 
2850 m at speeds up to 240 kin/hr. 
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Locomotive No. 30 
Like a ghost lurking in a darkened recess, locomotive No. 30 is sho wn here 
shrouded in snow, immobile and lifeless. 
Although the exact history of this photograph is a mystery, it was probably 
taken inside the engine house at the first Rogers Pass Station circa 1887. Snow 
avalanches occasionally could reach this station. Likely, an avalanche had come 
down near the building and blasted it with the fine powder snow frequently 
blown in front ofasnowslide. 
In 1899, an avalanche destroyed the station. Dubs and Company of Glasgow, 
Scotland built this 4-4-0 configuration engine in 1882. The Canadian Pacific 
Railway never used No. 30 in Rogers Pass. The locomotive was probably in 
transit when it had this brush with disaster. Canadian Pacific Corporate Archives 
Photograph M1282. 



February 1, 1899 was not a unique day in the history 
of Revelstoke, British Columbia. The Revelstoke Herald 
featured a front page story on a disaster which had struck 
Rogers Pass in the nearby Selkirk Mountains the day 
before: 

"A Terrible Accident — Seven Persons Killed, One Seriously 
Injured — A Most Shocking Affair — A Snowslide Sweeps 
Away The Station And Round House At Roger's Pass and 
Buries Eight People Alive — All The Bodies Have Been 
Found Except One..." 

This was not the first time human life had been lost in the 
pass; it would not be the last. 

Visitors view the raw wilderness of the Selkirk ranges 
in the Columbia Mountains with mixed emotions. On 
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one hand, the sheer mountain walls, snow-fed glaciers 
and dark rain forests represent some of the most striking 
mountain terrain in the world. On the other hand, the 
Selkirks form a nearly invincible barrier to transportation. 

In a century of searching, surveyors have located only 
one likely route across the central Selkirks: Rogers Pass. 
Without this pass, all railways and highways would have 
to take a lengthy detour northward around the moun­
tains by following the Big Bend of the Columbia River. 
Instead, men have accepted the Selkirks' challenge and 
have pitched forces against the arsenal of avalanche, 
forest fire, tangled forest and steep terrain that guard 
Rogers Pass. 

The story of transportation in Rogers Pass is a contin­
uing saga of man against the mountains. 
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No Man's Land 
There is no evidence that prehistoric people ever lived 

in the central Selkirks. The rugged mountains and harsh 
climate made settlement impossible. Deep winter snows 
restrict populations of game animals so Indians could not 
rely on them for food. Avalanches were a threat to 
travellers much of the year. The prehistoric relationship 
between men and the land was a simple one: it was no 
man's land. 

With the dream of tying Canada together in a con­
federation and the desire to build a transcontinental 
railway, a new relationship developed with this land. The 
mountains the Indians had wisely avoided now stood 
out as barriers to be conquered by the railway builders. 

The 1860s, 70s and early 80s were times of feverish 
surveying activity in the western mountains. In 1871, 
British Columbia joined Canada with the understanding 
that a transcontinental railway would soon be constructed 
to link it to the east. Heated debate preceded the decision 
about where to locate the new line. If it was built too 
far north (perhaps through the Yellowhead Pass 250 km 
distant as shown on the map inside the front cover) would 
the United States dominate our southern boundary? If it 
was built to the south through the Kicking Horse Pass, 
how would the Selkirks be crossed? No feasible routes 
had been found. 

The search for a pass which would open up the central 
Selkirk Mountains had intrigued surveyors for years. 
Unlike many other areas in the mountains, the Shuswaps 
and other Indians of the district had little knowledge of 
the Selkirks and explorers were truly in unknown terri­
tory. In 1865, Walter Moberly found a route through the 
adjacent Monashee Mountains he called Eagle Pass, and 
probed up the Illecillewaet River in the Selkirks. The 
next year his assistant, Albert Perry, pushed farther up 
the Illecillewaet and although optimistic at the possibility 
of locating a pass at the head of this valley, turned back 
before its existence could be confirmed. 

It is difficult to imagine the hardships these early 
surveyors had to endure. Nearly two decades later Sir 
Sandford Fleming would travel this same territory 
explored by Moberly and Perry. His description of bush-
wacking in the Illecillewaet Valley holds true to this day: 

"The walking is dreadful, we climb over and creep under 
fallen trees of great size and the men soon show that they 
feel the weight of their burdens. Their halts for rest are 
frequent. It is hot work for us all. The dripping rain from 
the bush and branches saturates us from above. Tall ferns 
sometimes reaching to the shoulder and Devil's Clubs 
through which we had to crush our way make us feel as if 
dragged through a horsepond and our perspiration is that of 
a Turkish bath. We meet with obstacles of every description. 
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The Devil's Clubs may be numbered by millions and they 
are perpetually wounding us with their spikes against which 
we strike. We halt frequently for rest. Our advance is varied 
by ascending rocky slopes and slippery masses, and again 
descending to a lower level. We wade through Alder swamps 
and tread down Skunk Cabbage and Prickly Aralias, and so 
we continue until half-past four, when the tired-out men are 
able to go no further..." 

Rogers Pass, Eastern Entrance 
As inhospitable as this terrain may seem, it is actually the tamest route 
across the Selkirks. The mountains on either side of the Rogers Pass are 
an impenetrable sea of barren ridges and glacier blocked valleys. 
Parks Canada Photograph 615-314-26 

The Railway Pathfinder 

Major A.B. Rogers 
This studio portrait does not do justice to the rough-hewn surveyor 
who discovered the pass that now bears his name. Glenbow-Alberta 
Institute Photograph NA-1949-1. 

The rails had stretched across the prairies and were 
aimed at the lieart of the mountains awaiting a link 
between Calgary and Vancouver. At great risk the 
Canadian Pacific Railway made its choice. On the advice 
of one of their surveyors, a rough-edged character named 
Rogers, a line was laid out up the Bow River Valley 
and across the Continental Divide through the Kicking 
Horse Pass. Beyond lay the mysterious Selkirks. 

Railway surveyor, Major A.B. Rogers, was a deter­
mined man. He had studied Moberly's reports and he 
knew his chances of discovering a pass through the 
Selkirks were good. If he found the pass the C.P.R. 
would name it after him and give him a bonus of $5,000. 

SNOW WAR 3 



The reward of immortality on the map was a great 
incentive. 

In 1881, Rogers's crew struggled up the Illecillewaet 
Valley past the point where Albert Perry had turned 
back 15 years before. Above the headwaters of the 
Illecillewaet River he glimpsed a narrow pass at the 
summit of the Selkirks. By that time he was out of food 
and had to retreat quickly back to the Columbia River. 
But he knew the long-sought pass had been found and 
the next year completed his explorations from the east. 

Thus, by 1882, the battle lines were drawn. The 
"Railway Pathfinder" had discovered Rogers Pass and 
within three years steel rails crossed no man's land. 

"The Men Are Frightened" 
The construction of Canada's first railway across the 

Rocky and Columbia mountains was a bold move 
requiring courageous leaders. William Cornelius Van 
Home, who joined the enterprise in 1882 as General 
Manager of the C.P.R., was a tower of strength during 
this period. Van Home had decided that the railway 
must cross the Selkirks by the shortest route and he 
was prepared to back up his decision with action. 

In 1883, James Ross became the C.P.R.'s Manager 
of Construction in the West. By the autumn of 1884 
the track had crossed the Rockies and he wintered on 
the doorstep of the Columbias. Early in 1885, ascending 
the Beaver Valley on the east flank of the Selkirk Moun­
tains, the steel approached Rogers Pass. 

Construction of a railway to and across Rogers Pass 
was a formidable undertaking. Roaring mountain streams 
had carved deep notches into the side of the Beaver 
Valley. These streams had to be spanned by major 
bridges at Mountain, Surprise, Stoney and Cascade 
creeks. These high bridges became favourites with 
photographers of the day. 

At Mountain Creek, Ross's forces built a trestle which 
stretched across a gap in the valley wall for 331 metres 
and stood 50 metres above the mountain torrent. A few 
kilometres farther up the line, a bridge was constructed 
which towered 64 metres above its footings. The Stoney 
Creek Bridge was heralded by the engineers of the day as 

the highest such structure in the world. 
Forest fires plagued work crews as they marched up 

the slopes of the Beaver Valley. Then, later in the year, 
the weather became excessively wet, changing mud to 
quagmire and creeks to torrents that ate away at the 
newly-placed bridge foundations. Ross's efforts to speed 
up the work became bogged down and several times he 
despaired. 

To compound his problems a new and unfamiliar 
force struck the work crews. Each year a prodigious 
quantity of snow falls on the Selkirks. In many places 
this load rests uneasily on the steep inclines and at inter­
vals becomes unstable and careens down the mountain 
walls in sudden avalanches. An avalanche or snow slide 
is an awesome natural force able to snap trees like 
matchsticks as it speeds down slopes at velocities up to 
325 kilometres an hour. The Indians had respected 
these snow spirits of the Selkirks and stayed clear. James 
Ross and his men challenged the elements...and the 
"white death" struck his camps! 

"The men are frightened", wrote Ross on February 
19, 1885 to Van Home. "I find the snowslides on the 
Selkirks are much more serious than I anticipated, and 
I think are quite beyond your ideas of their magnitude 
and danger to the line". Already seven men had been 
buried in slides and two killed. 

Ross gained the summit of Rogers Pass on August 17, 
1885 after six months of trial by avalanche, forest fire 
and rainstorm. But his problems were not over; there 
still remained the troublesome descent of the west side 
of the pass to the Columbia River. 

Laying out a good line down the Illecillewaet Valley 
was complicated by avalanche paths and steep grades. 
The line entered the head of the valley on the north wall 
but had it continued down the valley on that wall it would 
have traversed several dangerous avalanche slopes. 
Crossing to the south wall of the valley was the answer 
but that crossing involved so steep a descent in so short 
a distance that the grade itself would be a danger to 
human life. 

Ross solved the problem by constructing an intricate 
series of loops in the track, lengthening it by five kilo­
metres and carrying the railway safely down the south 
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side of the valley. 
From Rogers Pass, Ross pushed the line to the Col­

umbia River and out of the Selkirks. Crossing the 
Columbia River at what would become the site of 
Revelstoke, the line entered Eagle Pass and crossed the 
Monashee Mountains. On November 7, 1885, Ross's 
forces met the end of steel from the Pacific. Canada's 
first transcontinental railway became a reality with the 
driving of the last spike 48 kilometres west of Revelstoke 
at Craigellachie. The Selkirks had been crossed and the 
Rogers Pass subdued — or had it? 

No sooner had the railway line been completed than 
it had to be abandoned to the overpowering forces of 

winter. Throughout the winter metres of snow buried the 
line and avalanches tore sections of newly-laid track 
from the grade. In one place snow 12 metres deep was 
measured on the track after a slide. An elaborate and 
costly defence was clearly required to protect the line 
from snow and its devastating effects. 

The next year construction started on 31 snowsheds 
to protect the line from the worst slide paths known. 
These sheds were constructed of heavy timbers and the 
sides were sloped with rocks and earth so that a slide 
would pass over them without damage to the track. The 
total length of the sheds was over 6.5 kilometres and 
they cost the railway a fortune to build and maintain. 

William Van Home 
Staring directly at the camera, 
William Van Home confidently 
stands in the centre of a group of 
C.P.R. officials photographed at 
Stoney Creek in 1894. A big man 
with a confident air, Van Home 
looked and acted like a leader. 
Glenbow-Alberta Institute 
Photograph NA-1023-1. 
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Construction Train, Rogers Pass Summit 
Laiden with ties, this work train is shown at the summit of Rogers Pass. Construction 
of the C.P.R. across the Selkirks took place at a furious pace throughout 1885. 
Although the line was completed that summer, snows/ides closed the line during the 
winter of 1885-1886. Snowsheds were constructed in 1886 and the line began normal 

operations. The C.P.R. built 17 Shed where the work train is shown in this 
photograph. Grizzly Mountain (L) and Mount Rogers (R) of Hermit Range dominate 
the northern skyline. Locomotive No. 132 had a 4-4-0 wheel configuration and was 
built by the Rogers Locomotive Company of Paterson, New Jersey in 1883. The 
C.P.R. scrapped the engine in 1930. CPCA Photograph A4224 
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Construction Camp, Rogers Pass Summit 
For a short time in 1885, the Rogers Pass summit had all the character and bustle of a 
frontier town. The excitement was not to last. The buildings were within striking 
range of several snow avalanche paths. Those spared by snowslides, collapsed easily 

SNOW WAR 7 

under the weight of more than 10 m of snowfall. Within two years, the summit had 
become a ghost town and soon even the ruins had disappeared. Vancouver City 
Archives Photograph P197N159 


