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Railroad Town

"Railroad Town."   In San Bernardino
County, that phrase has a familiar ring to it.

The history of the county and the history of
the rail lines that crisscross it are so
intertwined it is almost impossible to
separate them.  For many towns, the railroad
was the largest employer.  For some, it still
is.

18 acres of land donated

In 1886, the citizens of San Bernardino
donated 18 acres of land to the California
Southern Railroad, a predecessor of the
Santa Fe Railway.  The railroad built a huge
railyard and locomotive servicing facilities
that provided employment for generations
of San Bernardino residents.  Today, San
Bernardino is still home to the largest shops
west of the Mississippi River.

Colton Needs Railroads

The city of Colton probably wouldn’t exist
today had it not been for Southern Pacific
founder C.P. Huntington.  He founded the
town largely to spite the San Bernardino
officials, who refused to buy $100,000
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"The history of the county and the history that crisscross it are so intertwined
 it is almost impossible to separate them. For many towns, the railroad

was the largest employer.  For some, it still is."

worth of Southern Pacific bonds that would
have brought the railroad south from the
San Joaquin Valley through Cajon Pass.
He named the town after David R. Colton,
a Southern Pacific official, and for several
years it prospered while San Bernardino
floundered until the arrival of the California
Southern.

The Southern Pacific still is a major em-
ployer in Colton.  Its huge, computerized
rail classification yard stretches from
Colton through Rialto, Bloomington and
into Fontana.
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The Cajon depot in the late 1930s.  The track nearest
the depot is the eastbound siding, and the track at

the lower right is the eastbound main.
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World’s Largest Automated Rail
Classification Yard

Claim to the world’s largest automated rail
classification yard goes to Barstow, named
for William Barstow Strong, a former Santa
Fe president.  The 600acre yard has 130
miles of track including 10 tracks each for
arriving and departing trains.  Cars sorted
here are bound for more than 100 destina-
tions nationwide.

The 10-year-old facility took two years to
construct, cost some $53 million and has
over 1100 employees.

Source Of Water

Many of the county’s railroad towns came
into existence because they were a source

of water for the steam engines making their
way across the desert.

Needles

Such was the case with Needles, where the
Santa Fe still is a major employer.  When
the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad crossed
the Colorado River in 1883, it established
a small station and named it for the jagged
mountains nearby.  In 1886, the first school
was opened in Needles  in a former railroad
tool house.

The Southern Pacific built east to meet the
Atlantic and Pacific at Needles, but later
ended up leasing the trackage rights to the
Santa Fe, which swallowed up the Atlantic
and Pacific.

Kelso
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The Barstow Rail Yards viewed from B Hill looking northeast.
The first Street bridge crosses the yard tracks.  (May 1974)
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Life in tiny Kelso revolves around the
comings and goings of the Union Pacific
Railroad.  The biggest building in town is
the depot, an elaborate two story structure
built around 1910.  It currently is the target
of a campaign by environmentalists who
want to preserve it.

Amboy

Buster Burris, owner of just about
everything worth owning in Amboy, still
gets up between 4 and 4:30 each morning
to cook breakfast for the Santa Fe track
crews before they go to work.  Amboy,
population 15, was founded by the Southern
Pacific and it originally served as home for
thousands of Chinese laborers who built
the rail line from Mojave to Needles.

Alphabetically Named Water
Stops

Amboy became first in an alphabetically
named series of water stops that included
Bristol, Goffs, Ibex and Java.

While not considered “railroad towns” per
se, many other San Bernardino County
communities were affected significantly
by the railroads.

Fare War

In 1886, after the Santa Fe had completed
the second Transcontinental rail line into
California, it began a fare war with its
competitor, the Southern Pacific.  On
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Eastbound Cajon activity started at San Bernardino.  Here's the depot in 1894, looking west..
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A Santa Fe freight train heads up the incline to Cajon Summit.

February 21, the Santa Fe dropped its fares
between Missouri River points and
California from $115, to $25.  The Southern
Pacific cut its fares from Kansas City to
San Francisco to $30 with a $5 rebate.

The two lines continued slashing fares
until the Southern Pacific sold tickets for
only $1.  That lasted only a few hours,
however, and the Santa Fe did not match it.

The cheap fares led to a phenomenal amount
of travel as farmers and real estate
speculators from the East and Midwest
streamed into California to see what the
Golden State had to offer.  It’s unknown
how many people settled in California as a
result of the fare wars, but the population of
San Bernardino County increased by more
than 300 percent between 1880 and 1890.

New Towns Formed

Dozens of new towns were formed, mostly
by land speculators who sold Midwest
farmers on coming to California and raising
oranges.  Statistics gathered by the State
Board of Agriculture in 1885 showed that
of the 1,018,537 fruit trees in the county,
214,513 were orange trees.

The railroads benefited by the agriculture
boom by ensuring themselves of an annual
orange crop that would be shipped by rail
to Eastern markets.

Towns founded during the period included
Redlands, Lugonia, Rialto, Etiwanda and
Ontario.


