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Location: 

HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 

SNOQUALMIE FALLS HYDROELECTRIC PROJECT, 
DAM 

.5 miles north of Snoqualmie, King County, Washington 

USGS Quad-Snoqualmie, Washington 

UTM Coordinates: 587448E 5266005N 

Legal Description: T24N, R8E, Section 30 

Construction Date: 1898, 1905 

Engineer/ Architect: Charles H. Baker 

Builder: Snoqualmie Power Company 

Present Owner: Puget Sound Energy 

Historic Use: Hydroelectric power production 

Present Use: Hydroelectric power production 

HAER No. WA-21-A 

Significance: Construction of the Snoqualmie Falls hydroelectric project began in 1898 near 
the falls of the Snoqualmie River. It was the first power plant successfully 
constructed completely underground and one of the first plants in the northwest 
to transfer power to a distant market. The Snoqualmie Falls Power Company 
completed the project in 1899 and it has been in continuous operation since then. 

Report Prepared By: Ann Gillespie, Henry Kunowski, and Heather Lee Miller, Historians 
Historical Research Associates, Inc. 
1904 Third Ave, Suite 240 
Seattle, WA 98101 
and 
John Stamets, Photographer 
493 14th A venue East 
Seattle, WA 98112 

Report Date: January 2008 

Physical Description 

The Snoqualmie Falls Hydroelectric Project spans the Snoqualmie River just above the falls from which it 
gets its name, west of the town of Snoqualmie, in King County, Washington. The power plant is located 
in sections 19 and 30, T24N, R8E. The Snoqualmie Power Company, headed by Charles H. Baker, 
constructed the Snoqualmie Falls Power Plant in 1899. It was the first plant constructed with all of the 
power-generating equipment located underground and one of the first plants to transmit power over a long 
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distance. In 1905, plant capacity nearly doubled with the addition of a fifth generator" The single wheel 
turbine installed that year was, at that time, the largest ever built.21 All of the original turbines are still in 
use at Snoqualmie Falls and other portions of the facility remain intact, including the control room located 
in the cavity. 

The Seattle and International Railway, which ran adjacent to the construction site on the same route that 
Charles Baker helped the Seattle, Lake Shore, and Eastern Railway to construct during the 1880s, 
delivered all machinery and supplies.22 Workers constructed a steam plant on the south bank of the 
Snoqualmie, which generated power for compressors, a hoisting engine, and a rock crusher. They built a 
cofferdam to keep the water out and then constructed an outer wall around the area where they would dig 
the elevator shaft and build the transformer house and machine shop. They used a combination of 
dynamite and pneumatic drilling to excavate the cavity.23 They built a trestle for the hoist, which was able 
to raise a load of 6,500 pounds at a speed of 450' per second. Workers initially used it to remove debris 
from the excavation and it later aided in moving machinery into the cavity. As some workers drilled, 
others hauled debris up the shaft. They deposited the debris on a gravity tramway to transport it to the 
rock crusher. They later deposited the crushed rock within the outer wall. 24 They had constructed the 
trestle with an opening below it, in order to minimize the amount of lifting required to remove the debris. 
Once they completed excavation of the cavity and the filling of the walled-off area, they began 
construction of the buildings.25 

Dam 

The Snoqualmie Falls Dam is a concrete and wood crib low-level dam that is 217' long. The river flows 
over the entire width of the dam, drops about 4', and travels through about 150' of rapids before reaching 
the falls. Manual installation of flash boards along the front surface can raise this gravity dam 4-W. The 
dam dates from the original 1898 construction date of the power plant At that time, a cofferdam 
prevented the influx of water while workers removed loose rock from the riverbed and then roughened the 
bed with explosive charges. Workers attached the dam to a natural rock ledge via vertical steel rails 
driven into the rock and extending into the concrete body of the dam, and strengthened the construction 
with old railway cables. A downstream spillway section added in 1918 is the only major modification to 
the original construction.26 This change made the dam thicker, decreased the angle in front of it, and made 
it possible to install the flashboards, which were not part of the original dam design" The changes made 
the dam stronger and allowed the power company, when they installed the flashboards, to retain enough 
water behind the dam to operate the plant when the water level in the river is low.27 The owners of the 
project considered subsequent modifications but did not implement them. Workers repaired a leak in 1905 
and holes in the dam in 1933. 

21 Soderberg, "Hydroelectric Plants in Washington," Section E, page 3. 
22 Lewis Young, History of the Cavity Generating Station of the Puget Sound Power & Light Company (Snoqualmie 
Falls), 1908, PSE Records, Bellevue, Washington., 18. 
23 Baker, William Taylor Baker, 197-98. 
24 Young, Cavity Generating Station, 17-18, 
25 Photos from Snoqualmie Valley Historical Society and Museum, figures 5 and 6, 
26 Ted Catton, Lori Anthony, and Gail Thompson, "Historical Resources Assessment of the Snoqualmie Falls 
Project FERC No. 2493," prepared by Historical Research Associates, Inc., for Puget Sound Power & Light 
Company, 1991, 27. 
27 Drawing numbers F-5212-S02ROO, F-5212-S03ROO, and F-5212-S04ROO, 1918, PSE Records. 
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Dam, ca. 1898. Source: Photographer unknown, Charles H. Baker Papers, Rosemary Bond Allen 
Collection, Bremerton, Washington. 
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Preliminary drawing ofrepairs to dam, 1913. Drawing Number F-5212_S01ROO. Source: Drawer 58, 
Puget Sound Energy, Bellevue, Washington. 
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Snoqualmie Dam cross sections and details, 1916. Drawing Number E-lS_SOlROO. Source: Drawer 25, 
Puget Sound Energy, Bellevue, Washington. 
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