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Entrance to the Valley Station. 

It’s quite an uphill hike from 

your car to the tram. 
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On September 12, 1963 Governor Edmund G. Brown dedicated the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway.  Construction of this 

privately financed and operated aerial tramway began in 1960 when O. Earl Coffman, the manger of the Palm Springs Desert 

Inn, obtained permission from Governor Earl Warren to proceed with this long planned project.  

 

The aerial tram was first proposed by electrical engineer Francis F. Crocker during a 1935 trip to Banning, California, with 

newspaper publisher Carl Barkow. During the heat of the day, Crocker's gaze fell upon the snow-capped, 10,804 ft (3,293 m) 

high peak of Mount San Jacinto to the east. Crocker immediately decided to build an aerial tram up the face of Chino Canyon, 

a proposal that one newspaper dubbed "Crocker's Folly." 

Both World War II and the Korean War shelved the project. In 1960, Crocker approached 

California governor Earl Warren to get permission to resume it. Warren agreed, and 

construction began soon afterward. The unprecedented use of helicopters in the construction 

of four of the aerial tram's five towers helped the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway earn a 

reputation as one of the greatest engineering feats ever accomplished. 

 

The eight-and-a-half-minute ride begins at the Valley Station at 2,643 ft (806 m) and passes 

up North America's sheerest mountain face through several life zones on its way to the 

Mountain Station at 8,516 ft (2,596 m) above mean sea level. The trip has been likened in 

terms of geologic and climatic change to a motor trip from Sonora to the Canadian tundra. 

 

The trip up to the Mountain Station passes through five climatic zones on its 6,000 foot 

vertical climb. The Valley Station, at 2,643 feet sits in the Sonoran Climate Zone. At 3,500 

feet you enter the Upper Sonoran Zone. At 4,500 feet the tram passes through the Lower 

Transitional Zone and at 5.500 it enters the Upper Transitional Zone. The Mountain Station, 

at 8,516 feet, lies in the Arctic-Alpine Zone. The visitor can see the dramatic changes in the 

geology, flora and fauna as the tram climbs through these zones. 

 

The 18 ft (5.5 m) diameter aerial tram-cars rotate constantly throughout the duration of the 

journey so that the passengers can see in all directions without moving. With a maximum 

capacity of 80 passengers it is the largest of the three rotating aerial trams in the world. The 

other "Rotair" aerial trams are located in Cape Town, South Africa and Titlis, Switzerland. 

 

Passengers disembark at the Mountain Station in the alpine wilderness of Long Valley and 

Mount San Jacinto State Park. The air can be as much as 40 (°F) or 22 (°C) degrees cooler at 

the top than in the desert. Visitors can walk along nature trails, take a burro ride or even play 

in the snow during the winter months. Back-country hiking can be done with a permit from 

the U.S. Forest Service. There are two restaurants at the summit, one of which specializes in 

fine dining. Both stations have gift shops specializing in Aerial Tramway-related merchandise 

as well as educational toys. A video presentation of the history of the attraction plays 

continuously in a theater at the Mountain Station. It was produced by Palm Springs television 

station KESQ-TV with voiceovers provided by Palm Springs radio personalities. 

 

The view at the top can stretch northward for more than 200 mi (320 km) on a clear day, all 

the way to Mount Charleston north of Las Vegas, Nevada. Views to the east and west can 

stretch as far as 75 mi (121 km). California's Salton Sea is plainly visible to the southeast. 

 

As it was in 1963, the only way up the mountain to deliver supplies and water is via the aerial

-tram cars themselves. Supplies are loaded into the passenger area before the attraction's 

opening while fresh water is pumped into storage tanks in the car's underbelly. 

1963 Dedication Plaque at the 

entrance to the Valley Station 

Looking down from the tram 

into Chino Canyon 

The tramway travels along two sets of steel cables measuring 3 inches and 1-7/8 inches in 

diameter respectively. There are auxiliary cables for pulling the car and telephone lines. These 

cables are supported by five towers with the tallest (tower 1) measuring 237 feet in height. 

The other towers range from; Tower 2 at 138 feet, Tower 3 at 83 feet, Tower 4 at 65 feet and 

tower 5 at 65 feet.  

 

The spans between these towers range from: Valley Station to Tower 1, 1,148 feet; Tower 1 

to Tower 2, 3,280 feet; Tower 2 to Tower 3, 3,225 feet; Tower 3 to Tower 4, 3,455 feet; 

Tower 4 to Tower 5, 968 feet; and Tower 5 to the Mountain Station at 695 feet for a total 

spanned distance of 12.771 feet with an average gradient of 26 degrees.  

 

The tram car with its rotating floor measures 18 feet in diameter and 8 feet in height. The car 

has a capacity of 80 passengers. The total weight of the loaded car and its hanger is 17.8 

tons. The average speed of the tram is 21 mph and it is pulled along by a DC hoist motor with 

a maximum output of 1,100 horsepower. 

 

Since its dedication in 1963 the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway has not been without its 

mishaps. In 1963, an aerial-tram car became stuck for 13-1/2 hours because of an electrical 

problem in the control room. 

 

In June 1984, an aerial-tram car was headed down the mountain when a bolt from a shock 

absorber snapped, causing a 30-pound piece of metal to crash through a Plexiglas window 

along the car's roof. Tram passenger Elaine Tseko of Ontario, Calif. was struck by the piece 

and died as a result of the injury. 

Approaching 237 foot tower 

one and the Valley Station 

The tram car approaching the 
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In September 1984, during routine maintenance, an auxiliary cable snapped and wrapped 

around the main cable tracks. The Desert Sun newspaper reported that if the broken cable 

hadn't wedged itself under the main track cables, a rescue car with the tram's workmen in it 

could have plummeted down the mountain into the lower tramway station. "Without the 

snag," a state investigator said "those two men wouldn't be with us today." 

 

In 1985, a surprise flash flood buried vehicles parked in the Valley Station's parking lot in 

mud and tore up about three-quarters of a mile of Tramway Road. Stranded passengers had 

to be airlifted to safety. 

 

In October 2003, a steel cable broke and caused a mechanical failure that left more than fifty 

tramway customers hanging in mid-air and one hundred passengers stranded at the Mountain 

station for 4-1/2 hours. During the crisis, tramway officials sought a rescue helicopter but 

could not locate one.[3] The obstruction was finally removed by a tram operator with no 

training in maintenance, utilizing a borrowed Leatherman utility knife. The Desert Sun later 

reported that a cable inspector had discovered a break in the rescue line almost two hours 

before the incident occurred. 

 

Fortunately our trip up to the Mountain Station was without incident. It was smooth and the 

rotating car provided a great view of the surrounding area. We arrived at the Valley Station 

around 11:00 am on a clear, sunny day with the temperature at 70 degrees. This day the 

tram was not too crowded so we did not have to wait long for our assigned time. When we 

arrived at the Mountain Station we were in the clouds and the temperature was 32 degrees 

and the weekend snowfall had turned icy. 

 

Kathy and I spent about an hour navigating the icy footpaths and taking a few photos of the 

cloud covered landscape. We then ventured to the Pines Cafeteria for a light lunch. While we 

were sitting at a window seat eating our burger I noticed that the clouds were lifting and the 

sun was shining through. After our lunch we ventured outside again to get some shots of the 

sunlight landscape. 

In total we spent about three hours at the Mountain Station before catching the downward tram car. We took some time to 

explore the grounds of the Valley Station before beginning our homeward trip. 

 

If you are ever in the Palm Springs area a trip up to Mt. San Jacinto State Park on the aerial tramway is well worth the 

$21.95 fare ($19.95 for seniors). If you go in the fall, winter of spring take a warm jacket and hiking boots. During the 

summer months the temperature in Palm Springs can reach well above 100 degrees, but the thermometer will read in the 

80s at the Mountain Station. For additional information about the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway and its hours of operation 

click here.  

The Pines Cafeteria, Burgers, 

Corn Dogs and Pizza 

The sun finally broke through 

the clouds. 

For my gallery of photos of our visit o the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway and Mt. San Jacinto State 

Park please click here. 
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