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Proposed Historical Site For Electric Avenue 

Considering that San Bernardino appears to be in a rapid state of growth and improvement (evident in all the construction on 40th Street and the housing developments which have been established on the west ends of the city), now is perhaps the best time to consider something which could transform an eyesore into an educational opportunity for local residents and students of all ages.  With this, it is meant the wide tract of vacant land on Electric Avenue which runs from the intersection with 40th Street north to the intersection with Northpark Boulevard.  Although it is unknown except by a very few long-time residents, this unsightly “tract of land” is the remnants of what was once an early route for a Pacific Electric Railway line.  San Bernardino was once an important rail transportation hub, and the economic and geographic significance it held was known throughout southern California…indeed throughout the nation.  Although the city’s economy has been virtually static or in some areas in severe decline for a number of years now, the history of this railway leaves clues to a time of prosperity.

Like many new residents, I often wondered at the strange name given to this seemingly insignificant street when my family moved here in 1994.  Why was it called “Electric” Avenue?  Other than the typical utility poles and lines, there was absolutely nothing that seemed to merit the title.  There were no brightly luminous neon tubes (although I’d imagine that we’d love to have a Las Vegas style Fremont Street of our very own here in San Bernardino), and there were no transformer substations or anything else unordinary.  Other than homes and Hillside Elementary School, there was nothing to be seen on the street.  That is, except the very wide strip of empty land that ran the entire length of the street.  From the intersection with Northpark Boulevard, it stretches south as far as one can see, to the intersection with 40th Street, and to the north it disappears into the foothills.  I knew something must have been on this strip of land at some point in the past, but I had no idea what.  Like many new residents, I just assumed it was possibly a wider extension of the street.  Perhaps Electric Avenue had been four lanes at one time?  However, the truth was far more interesting.  In researching this route, a very interesting story unfolds in which San Bernardino plays a major part.

What we see today as an ugly strip of barren land was once the location of the Arrowhead Hot Springs railway line originally built by the San Bernardino Valley Traction Company in March of 1907.  Electric trolleys, on the first such line built in the city, carried passengers from a downtown station on Third Street to the Arrowhead Hot Springs Hotel in the foothills just north of the city limits.  In a side note, the site of the original Traction Depot on Third Street can still be located today on the south side of Third, just east of D Street.  It is the empty lot.  Unfortunately, at the time of this writing, no markers have been placed to designate this historic site.  The Arrowhead line traveled from Third Street, north on D to Highland Avenue.  At Highland Avenue, the line turned to the east and continued to Mountain View Avenue.  Here, the track split Mountain View Avenue and this is the origin of the wide grass parkway that still exists in the street to this day.  Further north, the line traveled on a private right-of-way on Electric Avenue.

This particular 7-mile line had a turn-around time of approximately 45 minutes, which was quite fast for the time period, considering the very steep grades and sharp curves the trolleys would encounter as they neared the Arrowhead Hotel.  In addition to passenger service to the hotel, this line was also used to transport freight from time to time, such as in shipments of supplies to the hotel and in the transport of wine and crushed grapes from the various vineyards that once existed in the Arrowhead Suburban Farms area long before it was incorporated into the city.

The San Bernardino Valley Traction Company was later bought out by the Pacific Electric Railway Company and the Arrowhead Hot Springs line was added to its vast network.  SBVT also had electric rail lines connecting with Colton, Highland, Redlands, and Riverside.  These lines were also added to the Pacific Electric system and as the PE grew, connecting cities all throughout southern California, San Bernardino became the site of a major rail transportation hub for the Inland Empire.

The president and founder of Pacific Electric, Henry Huntington, had from the beginning recognized San Bernardino’s importance and had dreamed of connecting with the city to establish a lucrative hub from where he could then connect with its neighboring cities and communities.  At last, in 1914, a line was constructed to connect Los Angeles with San Bernardino.  A public transportation system was created on a scale not matched even today.  Passengers could travel on the famous “Big Red Cars” (which even as early as 1915 were capable of speeds up to 70 mph) from as far north as San Fernando all the way to Riverside in far less time than our congested freeways will allow us today.  Pacific Electric freight trains on the San Bernardino line also served industry in the Orange Empire (our present day “Inland Empire”) and cities near the line grew.  The largest quantity of goods shipped in the early days was lumber, and of course, oranges.  San Bernardino grew during a real estate explosion that occurred in California during the early and mid-1900s.  Visitors who traveled on the Pacific Electric trolleys were so impressed by the scenery of the Orange Empire that they soon became residents.  At one point, Pacific Electric took advantage of this and promoted the “Orange Empire Trolley Trip” which would take visitors from Los Angeles on the San Bernardino line into the scenic Orange Empire and finally to a lunch at the Mission Inn in Riverside.

One of the many interesting bits of history from San Bernardino’s relationship with Pacific Electric is that during the early days of motion pictures, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer would often charter PE Red Cars stocked with food to carry its dignitaries into San Bernardino for previews, as the city had one of the very few theaters equipped for sound.

During this time, the Arrowhead Hot Springs Hotel had built up fame, becoming an attraction for visitors.  The mysterious and massive arrowhead formation on the slope of the San Bernardino Mountains at the mouth to Waterman Canyon attracted the curious from all directions.  They traveled to the springs by way of the trolley.  Legends dating back for hundreds of years of the Arrowhead Springs having healing properties and other supernatural powers were told to new generations.  To this day, San Bernardino County proudly carries the arrowhead as its insignia.  Unfortunately, this fame and glory was temporary.  And although San Bernardino did experience significant growth, the area just below Arrowhead Springs at the northern extreme of the city was as of yet not heavily settled.  In fact, the majority of the trolley ride on the Arrowhead line beyond Highland Avenue was made through “wide open spaces” in the early days.  A power shortage in 1925 temporarily suspended operation of the line.  It was restored in 1926, but passenger revenue never completely recovered.  Pacific Electric began to experience a system-wide decline in ridership during the late 1920s and less profitable lines were slowly being shut down.  Regular passenger service on the Arrowhead Hot Springs line officially ended in 1932.  However, a bottling company had been established at the springs and PE freight trains carrying water tankers on the line lingered on for many years afterward.  There are many local residents who remember the “water bottles” carrying spring water that were pulled along by trains on the route.  The electric system was converted to the use of diesel locomotives in 1943.  It is interesting to note that trolleys lasted elsewhere in San Bernardino until 1942, the longest of any city in the Inland Empire.  The Arrowhead line was eventually shut down and the track was removed in 1960.  Today, the strip of vacant land on Electric Avenue is the only visible right-of-way left in the city for a railway network that once brought prosperity and fame.  There was a time when Pacific Electric trolleys rumbled up Electric Avenue to bring visitors to our high foothills to see for themselves the famous legend of the arrowhead.

If we now know that there is more to Electric Avenue than the path of dirt we see today, I propose using this knowledge of history to our benefit.  I have never heard of any plans to develop this strip of land in any way, and unless something is done soon, it will continue to be an eyesore plaguing our community.

According to San Bernardino County Assessor’s Maps, the former right-of-way is jointly owned by the Southern Pacific Transportation Company (the Pacific Electric Railway Company was part of Southern Pacific at one time) and the city of San Bernardino.  The portion of the right-of-way south of the intersection with Northpark Boulevard is owned by the city, but the remaining northern portion continuing to Waterman Canyon is listed as still being owned by the railroad.  However, Assessor maps are frequently outdated so the true ownership of the land would have to be verified.  Notwithstanding, for reference, the entirety of the right-of-way can be found on sheets 1 and 2 of the Index Map in Book 154 of the County Assessor’s Map.

It is a very sad observation that a lonely tract of dirt, heavily damaged by erosion and overgrown with weeds is all that remains in our city of a once great railway network.  At the time of this writing, in fact, the very last remaining Pacific Electric Railway structure in the city (to my knowledge) is in the process of being torn down.  I am referring to the electrical substation on the corner of Rialto Avenue and E Street.  This facility once supplied power to all the local trolley lines in the city, as well as for the trolleys inbound from Los Angeles.  The substation was built in 1912.  However, the passenger rail agency Metrolink has plans to construct a new station here to serve the Stampede Baseball Stadium and is therefore seeing to the unfortunate removal of this historic building.

There will undoubtedly come a time, and perhaps this time has already arrived, when one more page from San Bernardino’s colorful history will be forgotten and buried.  Who or what was the Pacific Electric Railway?  Is it really true that San Bernardino was a critical transportation hub…so important, in fact that it was once known as the “Gateway City?”  Will we be able to answer these questions for our curious future residents and visitors?  I sincerely hope so.  To prevent the memory of this great system and the time of prosperity that San Bernardino once enjoyed from eroding away, I propose a plan to both improve the aesthetics of Electric Avenue, as well as establishing a small historic site to mark the location of the Arrowhead Hot Springs rail line.

One of the many improvements which could be made would be with landscaping.  A grass parkway could be placed in addition to ornamental trees, as what was done with Mountain View Avenue.  Adding a sidewalk would be a safety benefit.  With these and other improvements, the transformation would be tremendous, changing Electric Avenue into a green, pleasant, and highly desirable street.  In considering a historic site to mark the right-of-way for the Pacific Electric Railway Arrowhead line, I have two proposals, which now follow.

PROPOSAL A

Static Display: Trolley Car Replica

This would be the more complex and costly endeavor, however also the most rewarding and educational option for our community.  With this option, I propose that a full-size replica of an electric trolley car of a class and type used on the line, be constructed and placed on the right-of-way on Electric Avenue.  Photographs and original diagrams are available for San Bernardino Valley Traction Company trolley car 100, which was the first trolley used on the line after it was completed in 1907.  This is what was known as a “combination” trolley car, in that it carried passengers and had a baggage compartment at the rear for light cargo.  This was particularly useful for carrying mail and supplies to the Arrowhead Springs Hotel.  Also, this trolley was equipped with especially powerful motors which made it well suited for the steep grades that were encountered on the line.  If it is decided to place a replica on Electric Avenue, I suggest a replica of this particular trolley car for two reasons.  One of which is historic significance, in that it was the first trolley used on the line after it was built and I feel this is appropriate, because in a sense we are rediscovering and “rebuilding” the line.  The other is due to its relatively simplistic construction.  The trolley is not very heavily detailed and this allows for smaller construction costs.

At this time, I have photocopies of a diagram of the actual trolley car with dimensions, as well as pictures and a few technical specifications.  I acquired this information primarily from various books discussing the history of local railways in the San Bernardino valley.  One of which is Tractions Of The Orange Empire which can be found in the California Room at the Feldheim Central Library.

The trolley car measured a total 37 feet in length, 8 feet in width, and 12 feet in height, less the pole.  Prototypical painting would have been either green and cream, which were standard early colors for San Bernardino Valley Traction Company trolley cars, or red after 1912, which would have been standard after the Pacific Electric Railway Company acquired SBVT and its lines.

Inside this replica could be posted maps, photographs, and all other pertinent information on the history of the various railways that contributed to the growth and development of the city, as well as information on the history and mythology of the Arrowhead Springs region, San Bernardino as a whole, and early inhabitants including the Serrano tribe.  Two years ago, Nick Cataldo of the San Bernardino Pioneer and Historical Society wrote an excellent article for that organization’s annual Odyssey which told the story of an early town named “Arrowhead” that had been established at the northern frontier of the city.  This is the origin for the various place names of “Arrowhead” that still exist to this day (eg. Arrowhead Suburban Farms).  This is one such colorful bit of history that could be portrayed in an exhibit in this replica trolley car.

For curious children visiting the site, it is entirely possible to add some sort of electronic sound device so that when they manipulate the speed controller/brake a sound is made to mimic prototypical trolley car sounds.  It also may be possible to later add interactive computer media to show local history.  With enough creativity and determination, the possibilities are limitless.  However, these are only suggested additions and can be decided upon later, after the replica is built.

I fully understand the tremendous work and difficulties such a proposal would entail.  However, I feel it would of tremendous help to the aesthetics of the area and would provide an extremely valuable educational opportunity.  This replica would forever serve as a monument to both progress and transportation, which I believe are two of San Bernardino’s mainstays.

A photograph and diagram of trolley car 100 follow, as well as a map of local city rail lines, including the trolley lines of the San Bernardino Valley Traction Company.

Whatever work is done to make the much needed improvements to Electric Avenue, I feel it is crucial that we not allow another item of San Bernardino’s fascinating history to be swept away.  This is the perfect opportunity for us to make major and long needed improvements in our community and to preserve and remember what we have inherited.
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