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History of Rail Lines in the Point Defiance 
Bypass Project

The proposed project traces 
three rail lines built at different 
times.

• The Prairie Line - 1873

• American Lake Line -1891

• Point Defiance Line - 1914
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The “Prairie Line”

• Built in 1873 from Tenino to Tacoma

• The only rail route between Tacoma and Portland for 40 years

• In 1914, 28 daily passenger trains used the line to Lakewood

• Used as a passenger route until 1956

• In 1973 through-freights (i.e. Seattle to Portland) were removed.

• In 1986 the line from Yelm to Tenino was abandoned.

• In 2003 the line through downtown Tacoma was closed
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Present Day Steilacoom Boulevard SW circa 1927
Looking South along “Prairie Line” 

(NP Joint Facilities Book #2, Photo No. 11-191)
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Present Day 100th Avenue SW circa 1927 
Looking South along “Prairie Line”

(NP Joint Facilities Book #2, Photo No. 11-194)
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Lakeview Station circa 1927 
Looking north along “Prairie Line” at about present day 108th St. SW
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The “American Lake” Line
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• Built in about 1891 as part of the Grays Harbor Line running 
through Olympia 

• The only rail route between Tacoma and Portland for 40 years

• In 1914, six daily passenger trains used the line

• Used as a secondary passenger route until 1956

• In 1973 through-freights (i.e. Seattle to Portland) were removed.

• In 1986 the line from Yelm to Tenino was abandoned.

• In 2003 the line became the only rail route to JBLM and South 
Tacoma



Camp Murray Station circa 1928 
American Lake Line looking northeast at Barksdale Avenue SW crossing 

(NP Joint Facilities Book #7, Photo No. 11-813)
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Original Mounts Road Bridge circa 1927 
Looking northeast along American Lake Line 

(NP Joint Facilities Book #7, Photo No. 11-768)
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The “Point Defiance Line”
• Built between 1912 and 1914 
• Most of the freight and passenger trains were re-routed over the 

line when it opened for service
• The line avoided the steep grades of the “Prairie Line” but was 

4.5 miles longer
• Nelson Bennett Tunnel is more than ¾ of a mile long under 

Ruston and shorter Ruston Tunnel
• Originally double track throughout, a single track installed 

through the tunnels in 1988 for double-stack container, auto rack, 
and Boeing airplane parts cars over 20 feet tall

• Mud slides and unstable slopes on this water-level route were 
documented as early as 1921

• Line is used by BNSF, Union Pacific Railroad, and Amtrak trains
• In 2006 the line averaged 41 through-freight trains and eight daily 

Amtrak trains
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North portal of Nelson Bennett Tunnel circa 1927 
Looking West with the town of Ruston above

(NP Joint Facilities Book #2, Photo No. 11-110)
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Transportation 
Budget 
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2008
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April 
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FHWA / 
FRA 
NEPA EA 
procedure 
is begun

Pre-scoping 
letters to 
cities, 
military & 
tribes

“Public Scoping 
Meeting/Open 
House” held; 
Elected officials 
briefed; TNT 
article published

Draft EA 
sent to 
FHWA 
and FRA

FHWA 
determines a 
DCE is 
appropriate 
NEPA 
document

Notices 
mailed to 
440 
parcel 
owners

DCE 
signed by 
FHWA

Scoping 
meetings 
with cities, 
military & 
tribes

Open House held; 
Environmental 
Summary & tech 
reports sent to 
cities, military & 
tribes and made 
available on web

Limited 
construction 
begins in 
Lakewood & 
Tacoma with 
FHWA DCE

FRA 
announces 
HSIPR 
funding

An FRA  
NEPA EA is 
required to 
fund project

FHWA 
NEPA DCE 
adopted as 
SEPA DNS

Open House 
held; Scoping 
letters for FRA 
NEPA sent to 
cities, military 
& tribes

Point Defiance Bypass Project History
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Future meetings

• Review schedule (handout in binder)

• General agenda for first technical meeting 
– Review Concerns
– Build Base Screening Criteria
– Determine analysis priorities
– Align data
– Identify additional data needs

13



For more information

Please contact:

Larry Mattson
509-577-1922

mattsol@wsdot.wa.gov
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