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Th is Old Viaduct
Th e History of the North Temple 

Viaduct
North Temple between 

300 W. and 500 W.
by Nelson Knight

I intended to begin this month’s column 
with a “if you haven’t walked across it, 
do it soon” but UTA and Salt Lake City 
preempted any such statement with a 
speedy timetable.  If you attempt to walk 
or drive the viaduct now, you will be 
presented with traffi  c cones and a view of 
the nearly vanished structure.  Th e walk 
across the viaduct used to be surprisingly 
pleasant, given that four lanes of traffi  c 
were blowing by in excess of the posted 
speed limit. (Speaking from personal 
experience, watch out for speed traps 
on the west side of the viaduct.)  Th e 
physical barrier between pedestrians 
and cars provided a measure of comfort, 
the views of the Capitol and the rail yard 
below were interesting, and the walkway 
touched down just north of the Gateway 
on 4th West.  Th e whole experience felt 
very urban, and it is fi tting that the origins 
of the viaduct lie in the urbanization of 
Salt Lake City and the expansion of the 
railroad.

Th e west side of downtown has long 
been the locus of railroad activity in the 
city.  Lines running both north/south and 
east/west converged around 500 West.  
Early crossings over this web of tracks were 
minimal - it seems as if the most accepted 
approach was to weaves one’s way across 
the tracks at street crossings, and take a 
chance that progress wouldn’t be stopped 
by a train.  Th is often happened, and trains 
blocked street crossings for 20-30 minutes 
at a time many times each day.  Pedestrians 
had it a little easier - they could climb 
between stationary or slow moving rail 
cars.  I am told by old-timers that this 
practice continued long after the viaduct 
arrived, cutting the walk time substantially.  
But even in the 19th Century, such daring 
led to strong cautions against this behavior 
and to frequent write-ups of accidents in 
the local papers.

By 1903, the situation was untenable 
to many residents.  A proposal to grant 
additional franchises to the Oregon 
Short Line and Rio Grande Railroads 
included expansion of the rail yards and 
construction of two new stations (we 
know these as the Union Pacifi c and Rio 
Grande Depots).  Th is huge project was 
hailed by some as an economic boon that 
would bring SLC into the 20th Century, 

but it also prompted a large protest to the 
City Council, and a petition was presented 
from 550 westside residents against the 
expansion unless the crossing situation 
was addressed.  Residents proposed 
pedestrian crossings at South Temple, a 
wagon crossing at North Temple, and gates 
at other spots along the line.  City Auditor 
A. S. Reiser noted: “If it is proposed to have 
a metropolitan depot and railway facilities, 
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The fi rst North Temple Viaduct under construction in 1906, looking east. The Salt Lake Hardware building is in the background with its water 
tower. The dome of the State Capitol building is barely visible to the left of the tower. The LDS Temple is peeking through the telephone wires 
on the far right edge of the photo.



then the people should have metropolitan 
safeguards.”  Th e railroads protested that 
such a solution would cost upwards of 
$1,000,000.00.  Others jumped into the 
protest - streetcar lines weren’t too happy 
about the crossing situation either, and 
residents along 400 West didn’t want more 
tracks on their street. But the railroad 
companies were a formidable political force 
and the city’s business and development 
interests were eff ective cheerleaders.  Th e 
situation eventually erupted into litigation, 
and it took several years to work out the 
diff erences.  In 1905 a deal was reached 
for a new steel structure, 22 feet high, with 
two wagon roads, room for two sets of 
streetcar tracks, and a pedestrian “footway 
divided by a strong railing.”  Th e North 
Temple viaduct would be constructed by 

the Oregon Short Line for $150,000.00, 
while the Rio Grande would build another 
viaduct on 400 South.

By September, 1907, the viaduct was 
complete.  Th e Deseret News noted that 
“What impresses the person who comes 
to Salt Lake after a year’s absence is the 
viaduct crossing the yards on North 
Temple Street.  Street cars, teams and 
pedestrians are passing over this all day 
long; once they made a dangerous trip over 
tracks and uneven yards, taking chances 
at getting caught by moving trains.  Now 
a half dozen trains switch back and forth 
while traffi  c moves, safe and unrestrained, 
above.”  Th is situation continued for the 
next 63 years.  One improvement noted in 
newspapers was the 1909 addition of three 
arc lights to the viaduct, complementing 
the one light that had provided safety and 
visibility since completion.

Little contention accompanied the 
replacement of the viaduct in 1971.  
Th e 1907 bridge was replaced by a new 
$3.5 million structure built by Weyher 
Construction Co.  Th e new viaduct was 

extended to 3rd west, stretching 1,755 
feet across the railyards.  Th ere was no 
provision for the now long-vanished 
streetcar lanes.  Th ere was, however, some 
complaining about the traffi  c detours 
necessary due to the demolition.  Th e new 
span opened on April 27, 1972, after only 
fi ve months of construction.

It is always fascinating how we return 
to the same themes when it comes to 
development in Salt Lake City.  Th e rail 
yards are much more abbreviated, and 
most of the area has become the Gateway.  
Trax and Frontrunner trains now cruise 
through the former area along with freight 
and Amtrak traffi  c.  Construction of the 
new Trax line to the airport along North 
Temple (a route once run by streetcar 
lines) prompted another rebuilding of the 
viaduct.  Planning for the line prompted 
a large public protest when there was a 
proposal to run the line along 600 West, 
evoking parallels with the earlier protest of 
westside residents.  Another quieter protest 
resulted from earlier proposals for a tunnel 
under the tracks instead of a viaduct over 
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At the left, the 1971 Viaduct just two weeks ago as it was being demolished. Note the renovated Salt Lake Hardware Building with its water tower. To the right, the Salt Lake 
Hardware building is visible above the train in the background. This photo of the 1907 Viaduct is from the City Engineer’s collection. The pedestrian walkway in this photo was 
on the north side of the viaduct around 500 West and was not duplicated in the 1971 viaduct.



them.  Th is prompted arguments against 
such a proposal stemming in part from 
the great view of Capitol Hill that would 
be lost with a tunnel, evoking the famous 
quote about the destruction of Penn 
Station in New York City and replacement 
with a subterranean station: “One entered 
the city like a god, one scuttles in now 
like a rat.”  I am glad that we will not be 
scuttling into SLC like rats, and that our 
view of the Capitol will remain.  Th is time, 
a Trax line will once again be a part of the 
bridge along with pedestrian walks and 
car lanes.  Within 18 months we may walk 
along the bridge again, and even transfer to 
the Frontrunner station below.

As a side note, another article in 1907 
reported the imminent demolition 
of “Utah’s oldest and most historic 
freight depots” to make way for the rail 
expansion and new freight and passenger 
depots.  Th e new depots are likewise now 
considered some of Utah’s oldest and 
most historic buildings, and the freight 
depots that were new in 1907 are now the 
site of the Salt Lake City Intermodal Hub.  
Two of the freight houses remain - one 
was renovated to house the Hub, and the 
other stands empty, probably doomed to 
join its predecessors as the neighborhood 

transitions again.
Additional photos of the viaduct can 

be found  on the Capitol Hill website at: 
http://chnc-slc.org/chnc/The_Bulletin/
Entries/2010/5/30_Th is_Old_Viaduct.html 

 

Th oughts from the Chair
by Katherine Gardner

In our Capitol Area we have a thriving 
Kiwanis Group.  Th ey meet every Th ursday 
morning at 7:00 a.m. and do wonderful 
things constantly.  

I heard a speaker at one meeting some 
months ago, and she was telling about a 
food co-op that would save a participating 
family a lot of money.  I do not know the 
requirements of joining or any other 
details, but I hope there will be additional 
information in July’s bulletin.

I read a recent survey that places Utah’s 

road system among the nations top fi ve 
with the best roads.  Th ere was no mention 
of Utah among the deadliest for DUI 
deaths or for speeding.  Nice!  Should we 
thank our Highway Patrol or all you careful 
drivers?

We’re working on getting an evening 
when political candidates can visit us.  
Watch for it.
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t Announcements

With all of the upcoming 
Summer events in and around 
the community, it’s diffi  cult to 
provide a comprehensive list in 
Th e Bulletin.  Please visit our 
community website where we will 
be posting many of the upcoming 
evnets in the Summer 2010 Events 
section: http://chnc-slc.org/chnc/
Community.html

Internet Resources

Our sincere thanks to LDS Hospital for printing 	 e Bulletin.

Please support our wonderful 
sponsors and consider becoming a 

sponsor yourself. Your donation may 
be tax deductible.*

To help sponsor Th e Bulletin, please contact 
Sylvia Lloyd:  sylviaklloyd@msn.com

$50 per month for 2” x 1 column ($550/yr.) 
$25 per month for 1” x 1 column ($275/yr.)

*the Salt Lake Association of Community 
Councils is recognized by the IRS as a section 

501(c)(3), tax-exempt organization.)

Advertise with The Bulletin!

www.chnc-slc.org 
www.downtownrising.com
www.downtownslc.org/events
www.glbtccu.org
www.lds.org
www.saltlakeactingcompany.org
www.slcgov.com
www.slcgov.com/PublicServices/Gallivan
www.slcityevents.com
www.utah.gov
www.visitsaltlake.com

Sewing, Tailoring
& Alterations

Over 30 years experience
Claudia  801-661-8339
ccg4802@yahoo.com

To the left, the 1906 North Temple Viaduct ramp at 400 West.  The ramp on the west end of the viaduct is shown at the right. City Creek emerges from the culvert at 600 West.
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www.ldshospital.com
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Capitol Hill Neighborhood 
Council Meeting Summary

May 19, 2010
by Dean Larsen

The meeting was conducted by 
Chairperson Katherine Gardner.  

Of particular interest was the report 
by Mike Howard and Annie Burbidge, 
representatives of SW/K Construction JV, 
which has contracted to build the new Trax 
rail line from the Salt Lake International 
Airport to 400 West (and Transportation 
Terminal) in downtown Salt Lake.  

Construction has commenced: the 
North Temple viaduct is being demolished, 
underground work is proceeding and an 
initial phase is being constructed at the 
Airport.

The project is planned in seven phases 
(7 Reaches) with completion scheduled in 
about 18 months.  During construction 
the best detours around the North Temple 
viaduct are west on 600 North and west 

on 400 South or west on your special back 
streets around North Temple. Mike and 
Annie have offered to give us a special  
presentation on the project at a future 
Council meeting.

Mark Ewing from the steering committee 
of our new proposed neighborhood library 
gave us a status report on the matter.  The 
committee hopes to gather community 
information and prepare background 
programs including site recommendation 
by December this year.  Of particular 
interest to the committee is to receive 
feedback from you on what the library 
should include, what kind of facility it 
should be and where it should be located.  
Your input to the Community Council will 
be appreciated.

The future development of the RDA 300 
West site is now uncertain.  The original 
developer, Howa Construction, was denied 
a one year extension on its development 
contract by the RDA and so the RDA is 
now looking at several other possibilities 
for the use and improvement of these 

parcels, which now languish in waste.
Senator Ben McAdams reported on the 

challenges of the State’s budget shortfall 
for next year and ways to balance the 
budget. He reviewed his Senate Bill, which 
will terminate in five years the Salt Lake 
School Board equalization payment of 
about seven million dollars each year to 
the Jordan School District. Many have 
thought that the current equalization bill, 
which was passed to assist that growing 
school district, is an unfair tax on other 
school districts.  

The Mayor’s office reported that a 
quality architectural firm has been chosen 
for the new public service building and that 
the City will publish a new city meeting 
and events calendar, which will soon be 
available to the public.
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