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Key System History 

The Key System, originally called the San Francisco, Oakland & San Jose Railway and 

nicknamed the Key Route, was founded in 1903 by Francis Marion Smith, a.k.a. Borax Smith 

for his fortunes in borax (most familiar for the brand “20 Mule Borax”). Smith came to the 

East Bay in 1881. He saw the East Bay's potential in the real estate market. To sell his 

remotely located land, Smith decided to use trains. Trains would provide future 

homeowners access to San Francisco. 

In addition to his dreams of connecting the East Bay with San Francisco, Smith and his 

colleagues dreamed of lines to San Jose and Sacramento. However, Smith soon abandoned 

his dreams of connecting to Sacramento and San Jose when real estate sales and ridership 

did not meet expectations. In 1913, unhappy investors forced Smith out of the company. 

Unit 162 exiting the Solano Tunnel in Berkeley  
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The Key System, in addition to its many local street cars, had six main transbay lines to 

San Francisco. The name Key Route comes from the skeleton key shape that the transbay 

lines formed. The ferry slips formed the teeth of the key, the 17,000 foot long pier formed 

the shaft, Oakland formed the bottom loop of the handle, Piedmont the middle and 

Berkeley the upper loop. 

Trains initially used a pier and ferries to move passengers to San Francisco, but 

later, trains used the Bay Bridge. In 1946, just after the war, the Key System, which was 

locally owned, was sold to National City Lines, a company that owned most of the nation's 

biggest streetcar systems. The Key System, because of declining ridership ceased operation 

of trains on April 20, 1958 and converted to buses. Two years later, in 1960, the Alameda 

Contra Costa Transit District (AC Transit) purchased the Key System from National City 

Lines. 

Line F “The F Train!”: Berkeley via Adeline and Shattuck 

The Berkeley line, the Key Route's first line, was built to compete with the Southern 

Pacific's steam locals. The first 

run left from University & 

Shattuck in October of 1903. The 

Berkeley lines success prompted 

the Southern Pacific to electrify 

their lines to better compete 

with the Key System. 

Competition was fierce 

between the Southern Pacific 

and the Key System. In 1933, the two railroads worked together to get rid of duplicate 

service on the Shattuck Avenue and Sacramento / California Street corridors. In 1941, the 

Southern Pacific ended its interuran service to Berkeley and the rest of the East Bay. In 

response, the Key System took over many of its former lines, including the Southern 

http://www.oberail.org/page/ac_transit/
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Pacific's line from downtown Berkeley to Thousand Oaks and Solano Avenue. The F line 

was the Key's most successful line. 

Here is information on the the rest of the Key Lines in alphabetical order: 

Line A: Downtown and East Oakland 

 

Line A connected East and Downtown Oakland with San Francisco. Line A went through 

a number of different routings over the years. 

Originally, trains ran across the Bridge, down Louise Street and then down Poplar Street. 

Line B trains switched off at Poplar Junction (24th Street) and cut through lots to get to 

Grand Avenue. Line A trains turned onto 12th Street from Poplar passing by the notable 

Shredded Wheat Factory. They then ran down 12th to Downtown Oakland, across the Lake 

Merritt Dam, turned left onto First Avenue and then used private right of way to reach its 
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terminus at the Central Car House. The private right of way from First Avenue & East 14th 

Street to the Central Car House at 3rd Avenue & East 18th Street still exists today. 

In 1941, the Southern Pacific ended their Red Train operations in the East Bay. From 

April 1941 until 1950, Line A ran to Havenscourt Boulevard in East Oakland via East 14th 

Street and Bancroft Avenue. Between 1950 and 1958, the line terminated at 12th & Oak 

Streets due to the reconstruction of the Lake Merritt Dam. 

Line B: Grand Avenue - Trestle Glen 

 

Before the Key System started using the Bay Bridge, Line B was called the 22nd Street 

line. It originally terminated at the Key Route Inn at Grand and Broadway in Uptown 

Oakland, but was later extended to down Grand Avenue to the Trestle Glen neighborhood 

to develop the property there. 

Many remnants of Line B still exist today. First of all, AC Transit still operates the Line B 

bus. Second, if you walk up Trestle Glen Road from Lakeshore towards Grovesnor, look at 
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the backyards of the houses on the left. You will be able to see the graded right of way and 

the old line poles that held the electric wire for the trains. Second, at the corner of Trestle 

Glen and Lakeshore, take a look at the modern bank building and notice its curved shape. 

The building is curved because it was built the Line B right of way where the tracks curved 

off of Lakeshore into Trestle Glen. If you visit the parking lot on the Longridge side of the 

building, you can get a close look at one of the many remaining trolley poles along the right 

of way. 

Line C: Piedmont 

Piedmont Station used to be the terminus of Line C until it was extended to 
Latham Avenue. The left side of the station still exists today. 

 
After the success of their first route to Berkeley, the Key System constructed a second 

line to Piedmont Avenue. Piedmont Avenue was largely undeveloped so the line provided a 

great opportunity to make money through real estate development. Service started on June 
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1, 1904 when fares to San Francisco were 10 cents. The line ran from the Emeryville Shops 

at 40th & San Pablo via 40th Street to 41st & Piedmont where the station was. 

Holly Place Station on Line C in Piedmont was on the Piedmont Extension, which 

extended from 41st & Piedmont Avenue to Oakland & Latham Avenue. The extension 

opened for service on November 21, 1924. The extension used some of Line 10's streetcar 

tracks and went along part of the proposed and unbuilt line to San Jose. Some transbay 

trains had through service to Oakland Avenue, others uncoupled a car that ran to the 

terminus and other trains stopped at Piedmont Station where passengers would have to 

transfer to a 900 type streetcar that would take them to the end of the line. Though much of 

the station area and the sweeping view of the track between people's houses has been 

turned into backyards, Holly Place station is a great place to visit. If you print out the 

vintage picture, you will surely recognize all of the houses when you are there. 

Line E: Claremont 

The Key System built Line E to bring 

people to the Claremont Hotel. Service 

from the Claremont Hotel site started 

in 1910, five years before the hotel 

opened. The hotel, which was not 

opened until 1915 due to financial 

problems, was built built by friends of 

Borax Smith, including Frank Havens. 

The original plan originally entailed 

bringing trains into the lobby of the 

hotel, but this never happened. The 

trains still got very close, however. 

They stopped between the tennis 

courts just outside the hotel. Not stopping inside of the hotel is in contrast to the Line B's 

Key Route Inn, where trains did enter the hotel. 
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Marty Carr remembers riding Line E trains across the Bay Bridge: 

I was born in 1945 and lived near the "E" line in Berkeley. I used to ride the Transbay 

line to medical appointments in San Francisco. I always had an interest in railroads in 

general. One of the fond memories I had was riding the train as it approaches the Transbay 

Terminal on a warm day. The bridge units did not have air conditioning and we would open 

the window. I remember smelling the coffee roasting from the Hills Bros. plant. 

Line H: Sacramento Street 

 

This line was taken up in 1941 so that its track could be used on the Richmond Shipyard 

Railway. It had the poorest ridership in the system. 
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SHUTTLES TO TRANSBAY LINES 

Line K: Alcatraz - Telegraph 

 

This free connecting shuttle connected to Line F at Alcatraz and Adeline. It ran up 

Alcatraz to College and then down Bancroft to Shattuck. The shuttle provided patrons of 

the Key System's Transbay lines a way to get to downtown Berkeley and the UC Campus in 

a time when it was competing with the Southern Pacific's Red Cars. 

Line G: Westbrae 

This free connecting shuttle 

connected to Line H at University and 

Sacramento. It ran to Gilman via 

private right of way next to the Santa 

Fe tracks. 
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Local Streetcar Lines 

In addition to the ‘Letter’ lines, the Key System operated local streetcar lines until 1948 

Line 1: East 14th Street 

 

Line 2: San Pablo 
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Line 3: Martin Luther King Jr Way (Grove Street) 

 

Line 4: Telegraph - Shattuck – Euclid 
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Line 5: Telegraph 

 

Line 6: Broadway - College – Arlington  

(Okay, I couldn’t find a pic of the #6 so here is a #7 on the same route) 
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Line 7: Arlington - Euclid 

 

Line 10: Piedmont – Hopkins 
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Line 11: Piedmont Avenue - 38th Avenue 

 

Line 12: Grand - 16th Street Station 
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Line 18: Park - Downtown Oakland - Grand – Lakeshore 
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KEY SYSTEM IN THE NEWS 

News clippings regarding the Key System 
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When Trains Ruled the East Bay 

Here's What Happened to the Half-Hour Commute 

by Jeff Swenerton 

There has always been something about a 

train. From the romance of the open 

observation decks on the Coast Starlight to 

the narrow swath Amtrak cuts through the 

cool evergreens on its way through the 

Sierra, the view always changes when you’re 

aboard. But Bay Area trains haven’t always 

been just for weekend trips to Reno. Heavy-

gauge trains used to be the way people got 

around the East Bay in the days before AC Transit buses and BART. They were the 

backbone of our mass transit system for nearly 100 years, with dozens of routes and 

hundreds of cars, and when they were discontinued in the late 1950s, almost all evidence of 

their reign was swept away. 

It is quaint today to think of large trains running the length of major avenues in the East 

Bay, but by the mid-1940s the Key System, a privately held commuter railroad with routes 

from San Leandro to Richmond, had nearly 70 miles of track on dozens of lines, including 

two that ran across the bay after the Bay Bridge opened in 1936. It is a system that 

gradually faded out in the late 1950s, the victim of deferred maintenance, an ill-timed 

workers’ strike and a postwar boom that gave more families the ability to afford their own 

cars. But the postwar economy also brought a massive influx of people who depended on 

the trains to get them around while the area was experiencing its first pinch of congestion. 

In 1940, the region had just under a half million people. Two decades later, the population 

had more than doubled. A widespread transit system like the Key had served a crucial role, 

even as new highways and roads were being built. 
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Rise of the Electric Trains 

In the early 1900s, there were several private companies providing interurban rail 

service, but because the towns outside of Oakland were sparsely populated, and the roads 

closely spaced, the different companies’ 

trains ran along parallel streets, often 

separated only by a single block. And 

with their limited service, they competed 

fiercely for passengers. The longest-running 

trains were operated by Southern Pacific, 

whose steam-powered commuter lines had 

been running since 1863 and whose spur line 

between Oakland and the Berkeley station at 

Shattuck Avenue and Center Street significantly reduced the travel time of the existing 

horse-drawn carriage service, which took 90 minutes to make the trip. But the steam trains 

were aging and were much slower than the newer electric trains operated by other 

independent operators. The sleepy communities of Berkeley and Piedmont, remote from 

the East Bay financial center of Oakland, began to complain about the noise and smoke 

from Southern Pacific’s coal-driven locomotives. 

The opportunity for better, cleaner rail service was recognized by a coalition of wealthy 

landowners called the Realty Syndicate, which owned vast tracks of Berkeley, Piedmont 

and Oakland, and sold the land to real estate developers to build houses for the burgeoning 

population. They knew something that we are still learning today—that areas well-served 

by transit are worth more and develop faster—and so, in the spirit of good sense coupled 

with a healthy entrepreneurship, they began buying up the existing smaller train operators, 

some of whom had been around since the early 1890s, in an effort to consolidate service 

into a single competitor to Southern Pacific. 

The main investor and the man who dreamed up the new railroad was Francis Marion 

Smith, the Borax King. He made millions running borate-mineral mining operations in the 

Mojave desert beginning in the early 1870s, and was the founder of 20 Mule Team Borax. 
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He eventually settled in Oakland, building a massive estate, which he called Arbor Villa, 

across the street from what is now Oakland High School. His optimistically named San 

Francisco, Oakland and San Jose Railway began service in 1903 and offered not only 

electric railcars, but also a dedicated ferry terminal for swift connections to San Francisco. 

Train to Transbay Ferry 

The pier he built, used for connecting rail 

passengers with its fleet of ferryboats 

heading for San Francisco’s Ferry Building, 

snaked 3 miles out into the bay from 

Oakland, at a point just south of the current 

Bay Bridge. The enormous pier was built 

with 2 miles of earth fill and a final mile of 

wood trestle and was fed by six rail lines that 

spread out into Oakland and Berkeley. The 

length of the pier and its location gave it an 

advantage over Southern Pacific (which had 

a smaller pier off Adeline Street in West Oakland), and its electric ferries, painted bright 

orange, were able to make the crossing in 15 minutes—three minutes faster than its rival. 

The ferryboats were luxurious, with inlaid tile floors and carved wooden benches; some 

of the original boats had stained-glass windows on the upper deck. The restaurants 

onboard served coffee in the mornings, and the food served in the evenings was renowned, 

especially the corned beef hash and apple pie. There was always a bar on board (except in 

Prohibition years), along with snack bars, soda fountains, shoeshiners and newsstands. In 

1930 a record 60 million ferryboat passengers crossed the bay. 

The Bay Bridge 

The Bay Bridge would prove to be the beginning of the end for train and ferry service. 

The bridge was built to carry both cars and trains, with half the lower deck partitioned off 

to accommodate two rail lines that were shared by the Key System, Southern Pacific and 
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Sacramento Northern. Train service on the bridge began in January 1939, two full years 

after the bridge opened to cars, but the damage had already been done to transbay 

ferryboat service. In the first year the bridge was open, there was a drop of more than 3 

million ferry passengers. Car ownership was booming, and between 1930 and 1950, the 

number of cars in the Bay Area more than doubled, to 

more than a million. 

The local trains were suffering too, and in 1948, all the 

train lines except those with service to San Francisco were 

mothballed. In 1951, the California State legislature 

created a 26-member committee to develop a long-range 

transportation plan for the Bay Area that considered 

future growth. The Key System, whose ridership had also 

been suffering for several years, was not to be part of that 

plan, which focused on providing bus service instead. 

Because of falling ridership overall since the mid-1940s, 

the Key trains were getting shabby, and repair costs were 

mounting. “It was a good system, though a little beat up at the end,” says John Stashik, an El 

Cerrito resident who maintains an extensive collection of Key System photos. East Bay 

cities also wanted their streets back, and the fixed train tracks were seen as obstacles to 

traffic. “Cities wanted to do their own thing,” says Stashik. “And buses were cheaper to 

operate, with less infrastructure.” The San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit Commission 

finally delivered its plan in 1957, which said, “a regional rapid transit system is essential to 

prevent total dependence on automobiles and freeways.” That same year, engineering 

planning began on what would become BART. A year later, the Key System ran its last train, 

and many of its former routes were picked up by buses in the newly formed AC Transit 

system.  “It was obvious the Key System was rapidly losing its market share to the private 

automobile and because of shifts in population to the suburbs,” reports a two-volume 

history of the system by the late Harre W. Demoro, a former San Francisco Chronicle 

reporter. Local historian “Key Route Ken” Shattock, who helped produce a documentary on 

the trains, also places some of the blame on sprawl. “Although the Key System battled the 
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rise of the private automobile and bus manufacturers by running beautiful, streamlined 

orange-and-silver trains over the Bay Bridge,” he says, “decentralization, encouraged by 

freeways and bridges, doomed the rail system.” 

There was also another player in the demise of the Key System and other city railways 

nationwide: General Motors. Between 1936 and 1950 General Motors, along with Firestone 

and Standard Oil of California, bought out electric train systems in nearly 50 cities—

including Los Angeles, New York, Detroit and St. Louis—through a holding company called 

National City Lines, and replaced those trains with buses. In 1946, National City Lines 

acquired a majority stake in the Key System, which stopped all local service two years later. 

Oakland and Berkeley’s city councils vehemently opposed the destruction of the Key line 

trains (though the chamber of commerce endorsed it), but the new owners were adamant 

that the only way to save the ailing Key System was to convert to buses. In 1948, the 

Supreme Court ruled against GM in United States v. National City Lines Inc., which said that 

GM was monopolizing sales of buses and supplies to its subsidiary companies. GM was 

fined a paltry $5,000, and each of its executives one dollar. 

Replaced by BART 

Since the trains were taking up space in congested roadways, there was pressure to 

open the lanes to cars—especially on the Bay Bridge. Mike Pechner, a “railfan” in Fairfield 

who is the familiar voice doing the weather on radio station KCBS-AM, 740, says, “There 

was so much pressure from the public and Caltrans to remove the tracks, it forced them to 

build the [BART] tunnel.” Forty years later, with congestion and delays continuing to rise 

along commuter corridors, a 1998 plan to resurrect local train service across the Bay 

Bridge was floated to voters by the mayors of Berkeley, Emeryville, Oakland and San 

Francisco, but it fizzled out. 

While the infrastructure-

heavy Key System, like other 

competing train systems, 

eventually proved too 
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expensive to maintain over time, the absence of its trains is felt every day in the Bay Area. 

In 2006, congestion overall increased 6 percent, according to a recent study by the 

Metropolitan Transportation Commission. The worst spot is no surprise: “Among the ‘Top 

10’ list of congestion hot spots, the morning commute on westbound Interstate 80 from 

Hercules to the Bay Bridge retained its longtime hold on the top spot in 2006, with an 

average 12,230 daily vehicle hours of delay.” 

Traffic planners know that adding and widening traffic lanes only softens congestion for 

a moment, until the effects of a growing population overwhelm the gains. With longer 

commutes, more new residents, and housing developments accessible only by freeway, 

traffic will only get worse without alternatives to driving.  In 1957 you could catch a train 

by the Alameda County Courthouse every half hour and be at the Transbay Terminal in San 

Francisco in 30 minutes, even during commute hours. The same speedy trains served 

hundreds of stops throughout the East Bay. Today, after a half-century of road building, our 

only option for getting around quickly is BART. After yet another hour of sitting on 

Interstate 80, it makes you wish we really could make ’em like we used to. 
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Paving the Way for Buses–The Great GM 
Streetcar Conspiracy 

Part I – The Villains 

By Guy Span 

Almost everyone accepts that GM 

plotted to buy up some transit 

companies and replace streetcars 

with new GM buses. This is 

considered the "Great Transportation 

Conspiracy" that finally ended up as a 

subplot in the cartoon hit "Who 

Framed Roger Rabbit?" (and the main 

plot of a PBS docu-fictional entitled 

"Taken For A Ride"). Did GM actually 

buy electric traction companies and 

replace streetcars with buses? You 

betcha. Was it an illegal conspiracy to 

destroy streetcars? The United States 

government said no and acquitted the 

participants on that charge. 

So who were the real heroes and 

villains in this story? One of the most 

recent villains is Bradford C. Snell, a 

researcher whose delusions of 

paranoia seem nearly limitless (at least in print). His 1974 report to the U.S. government 

was entitled "American Ground Transport–A Proposal for Restructuring the Automobile, 

Truck, Bus and Rail Industries." In it, he says his report "… demonstrates … General Motors 

to be a sovereign economic state whose common control of auto, truck, bus and locomotive 
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production was a major factor in the displacement of rail and bus transportation with cars 

and trucks." 

Snell’s 1974 report goes on to craft a plausible case for a vast conspiracy to destroy 

clean, economic, and user-friendly streetcars with ugly, smelly, and uneconomic buses so 

more people would buy cars. But there’s more! He also finds GM guilty of building diesel 

locomotives to eliminate electric freight railways and run up the operating expenses so 

more railways would either go bankrupt or raise their rates, thus benefiting the truckers 

(who would buy GM trucks). Snell’s report also accuses GM of collaborating with the Nazis 

during the war, defeating honest research into petroleum alternatives such as steam, steam 

turbine, and electrics. In fact, according to Snell, transportation in the modern 1970s was in 

such bad shape and so lacking in alternatives because of the machinations of GM. 

To set this piece in its proper time frame, it is necessary to 

understand that this was an era of oil shortages, big gas guzzling 

cars, bankruptcy of nearly all the major northeastern railroads, 

the takeover of long-distance rail passenger services by a quasi-governmental agency 

(Amtrak in 1971), and a time when only five cities in the country still retained streetcars. 

Snell set out to connect all the dots with little regard for the facts. It was a good story, so he 

told it and in turn did a major disservice to the history of transportation in America. 

While the breadth of Snell’s inaccuracies is too large to deal with here, it must be pointed 

out that inside each there was usually a kernel of truth. Some were just patently false. For 

instance: "The New Haven’s (railroad) replacement of its electric locomotives with GM 

diesels generatedhigher operating…expenses and substantial losses in passenger and 

freight revenues. During 50 years of electrified operation, it had never failed to show an 

operating profit." 

The inconvenient facts: The New Haven was 

in bankruptcy from 1937 (the last year it could 

afford to buy newly-built electric locomotives) 

to 1947. By the time diesels rolled around, the 
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New Haven used them to replace older and less efficient steam engines. Contrary to Snell’s 

implications, it retained electrification of its main line from New Haven, CT, to New York 

City, and under New York City law, all its passenger trains operated into the city using 

electricity. The New Haven Railroad reentered bankruptcy in 1961, not because it bought 

GM’s diesels, but because its franchise required operating lots of money-losing commuter 

and passenger service. 

So for Snell, the New Haven was a microcosm of all railway profitability and the cause 

for it all was GM using its traffic muscle to foist off GM diesels on railroads that might have 

considered other alternatives. (Snell alleges railroads were forced to buy the diesels or lose 

GM’s significant freight business.) With railroads in trouble financially, they were offering 

poorer service at higher rates making trucking more successful. And the truckers would 

buy from GM. In Snell’s mind (and nowhere else), it was all a plot.The next worst piece of 

revisionist history that Snell offers up is the motorization of New York City streetcars. Like 

the New Haven story, we find a gram of truth amid all the outrageously misleading claims. 

According to Snell, GM’s ownership of New York Omnibus in 1926 paved the way for the 

elimination of the surface transit lines. According to Snell, "At that time, as a result of stock 

and management interlocks, GM was able to exert substantial influence over (New York) 

Omnibus. John A. Ritchie, for example, served as chairman of GM’s bus division and 

president of Omnibus from 1926 to well after motorization was completed."This is all true. 

But what did it have to do with the "busstitution" of New York’s transit lines? As it turns 

out, nothing. GM was simply moving in on a situation where it could sell some buses. The 

real villain of this piece was a Tammany Hall hack mayor, John F. Hylan, supported by the 

Hearst Papers. William Randolph Hearst had been supporting a populist campaign against 

the so-called "Traction Trusts" for years and his crony was probably just following orders. 

According to Zachary Schrag, author of "The Bus is Young and Honest," Hylan had been 

fired from the Kings County Elevated in 1897 (for studying law on the job) and had his own 

personal animosity toward the transit companies. 
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At that time, there were a number of independent 

transit companies operating on the surface streets. By the 

1920s, they all had one thing in common–a five-cent fare 

that didn’t pay the bills and the lingering public animosity 

stirred up by the Hearst paper. And the bills were 

extraordinary. In a scene soon to be repeated across 

America, these lines were struggling to pay special 

franchise taxes, pay for their own snow removal, and pay 

to repave the street to eight feet outside their tracks–all 

legacies of the horse car days. 

Any appeal to Mayor Hylan was rebuffed. Bankruptcy 

and receivership didn’t help. In 1923, Gerhard Dahl, president of the reorganized B.M.T., 

published "Transit Truths" to gain some public sympathy. Dahl’s words serve to highlight 

the relationship between transit and Hylan: " … the B.M.T. has met with the bitter, personal 

and unfair opposition of Mayor Hylan." And from a letter to Hylan: "For seven years, you 

have been misleading and fooling the people in this community… For seven years, you have 

blocked every effort at transit relief. You, and only you, are to blame for the 

present…deplorable condition of the whole transit situation. You have used the transit 

situation as a political escalator. You have been willing to sacrifice the comfort, the 

convenience and even the necessities of the people of this community to your selfish 

political interests. You are persisting in that course." Unfortunately, this broadside changed 

nothing. 

Finally in 1924, New York Railways gave up and offered to rip up some 46 miles of 

tracks and substitute busses. NYR was hoping to avoid upcoming paving costs and perhaps 

get around the 25-year-old nickel fare. Hylan made them eat crow and admit that buses 

were superior to electric traction. After that, it was just a question of when the buses would 

arrive. 
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Note that this all occurred years before GM had any 

involvement in New York City. So when GM arrived on 

the scene, a political battle had been fought and lost by 

electric traction. Since New York was the most modern 

city in America, this one change would help create the 

mindset that streetcars and rapid transit were old and 

inefficient. Certainly GM worked assiduously to support 

the concept that buses were "modern" and in particular, 

to control three of the five independent operating 

companies. In turn, this control would be used to 

influence the type of buses purchased. 

Snell’s report completely misses a critical juncture in 

history. Rather than dreaming up a scheme to replace traction with buses, GM was 

introduced to such a concept by the arch villains Hylan and Hearst. As a result, by 1933, the 

first Manhattan line was converted to buses and except for the Third Avenue Railway 

(which hung on until 1946) the last was converted in 1936. New York City finally achieved 

its "modern" buses and despite the efforts of the electric traction industry, the rest of the 

country would soon follow suit. 

Snell’s report can also be misleading (apparently intentionally so). Snell says, "In 1940, 

GM, Standard Oil and Firestone assumed an active control in Pacific (City Lines)… That 

year, PCL began to acquire and scrap portions of the $100 million Pacific Electric System 

(of Roger Rabbit fame)." This statement implies that PCL was getting control of Pacific 

Electric, when in reality, all they did was acquire the local streetcar systems of Pacific 

Electric in Glendale and Pasadena and then convert them to buses. Many superficial 

readers jump on this statement as proof that GM moved in the Red Cars of the Pacific 

Electric. The ugly little fact is that PCL never acquired Pacific Electric (it was owned by 

Southern Pacific Railroad until 1953). 
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Thanks to the Snell report, we now have the 

makings of a good controversy. Many researchers 

blindly quote Snell, passing his paranoid, incorrect, 

and misleading research off as fact. Penny Mintz, who 

as a student wrote an article for the New York 

University Environmental Law Journal (1994), fell 

into this trap and quoted Bradford C. Snell nine 

times. On the Web, one can find seventeen papers accusing GM of conspiracy based upon 

Snell’s mendacious imaginings (not including one in Polish and another in French). 

Interestingly enough, four papers ignore Snell and use other evidence to point to a 

conspiracy, most notably an excellent article by Al Mankoff. Five others take Snell to task 

and prove there was no conspiracy, including Professor George Hilton’s thoughtful article 

in Transportation Quarterly 51, No.3. The Snell report is even the basis for the PBS movie 

"Taken For A Ride," which does indeed live up to its title. 

Competent scholars are outraged at the abuses in Snell’s report and are happy to expose 

its nature. Once arguing against Snell, they find themselves firmly in the non-conspiracy 

camp. Pro-conspiracy theorists rely on Snell and look like idiots. Thus it appears as if Snell’s 

work is more effective at polarizing opinions (generating heat) than it is in adding any light. 

If someone wants a real conspiracy theory, how about Bradford Snell in the pay of GM to 

make up preposterous stories so a real conspiracy would be overlooked? 

(Part II will look at what GM actually accomplished with National City Lines (and others), 

examine the handicaps of streetcars, and introduce you to one of the heroes in this story–E. Jay 

Quinby.) 



 BERGIE’S F TRAIN BOOK P a g e  | 43 

 

 
43 

 

Paving the Way for Buses – The Great GM 
Streetcar Conspiracy 

Part II – The Plot Clots 

By Guy Span 

In Part I, we found that General Motors (GM) was introduced to the concept of buying up 

transit and replacing it with 

"modern" buses thanks to the 

animosity towards transit of New 

York Mayor Hylan and newspaper 

owner William Randolph Hearst 

back in the 1920s. In 1974, 

Bradford C. Snell presented a paper 

to the Senate Judiciary Committee 

accusing GM of collaborating with 

the Nazis, wiping out electric railways, bankrupting the rest (to sell more trucks), buying 

up streetcars to replace them with smelly buses (that people wouldn’t ride so they would 

buy cars) and in general being completely responsible for the miserable state of modern 

transportation. Because Snell’s charges were so obviously erroneous, respected historians 

and GM were able to laugh them away. Snell’s paper served only to polarize opinions and 

reliance upon its questionable erudition placed most pro-conspiracy theorists firmly on the 

lunatic fringe where they could be safely ignored. 

So let’s set the wayback machine to 1933, just as new GM buses are about to show up on 

the streets of New York. And when they arrived, the reception was generally favorable as 

the buses could deposit their riders at the curb and not in the middle of the street (at safety 

islands, like streetcars). The buses were new, clean, and mostly comfortable (if smaller than 

the streetcars they replaced). For the operators, they came without the baggage of the past 

including no franchise taxes, no requirement to pave the center of the street, no 
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requirement to remove snow and thus (in an artificially unfair competition) were cheaper 

to operate. GM invested in three of the New York City operators and they unsurprisingly 

then selected GM buses. 

The year before buses arrived, GM (significantly) 

formed a new subsidiary, United Cities Motor 

Transport (UCMT) and looked around to gobble up 

transit companies to replace its equipment with GM 

buses. There were only a few smaller systems for 

sale so GM did indeed acquire them and substitute buses. With so little on the market, 

UCMT approached the city of Portland, Oregon, in 1933 to replace its streetcar system with 

buses. However, the voters in Portland said no and UCMT was censored by the American 

Transit Association for its obviously self-serving role. UCMT operations soon folded up. 

Given the handicaps of streetcars with the onerous paving requirements, special 

franchise taxes, and other burdens, why were not more for sale? The answer is found in the 

symbiotic relationship the streetcars had with the companies that owned them – the 

electrical generating companies and some connecting steam railways. The local power 

company built many of the early streetcar lines. The local generator then sold bulk 

electricity to the streetcar company and made a nice profit on that sale. If its subsidiary 

streetcar company could also make money, so much the better. If not, the losses could be 

covered through a deduction of the utility’s federal, state, and local taxes. In a sense, 

streetcars, through this 

arrangement, were subsidized. 

So until and unless GM could pry 

streetcars away from their parent 

utilities or connecting railroads, 

very few lines would come up for 

sale. What happened next is the 

seminal event, the turning point 
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where electric transit met its Waterloo. GM clearly couldn’t force the utilities to sell its 

transit lines, but the Federal Government sure could. And it did, through the passage of the 

Public Utility Holding Company Act of 1935. This is contained in Title 15 Chapter 2 (c) and 

it is an incredibly complex law. But it had the suspiciously useful (to GM) effect of stripping 

transit lines away from their utilities (mandated to be sold by 1938) and forcing them out 

on their own, to either live or die. And once separated from their subsidies, many died on 

their own at the end of the depression, without any further assistance from GM. 

So for the pro-conspiracy theorists, research into the role played by GM (if any) in the 

structure of the Utility Act of 1935 would go a long way to show that GM was indeed the 

"man behind the mirror." In fairness, the utility trusts had cost investors huge sums in the 

depression era bankruptcies. Indeed, many had perpetuated Enron-type machinations 

through the complexities of holding companies. The Utility Act would clean up these 

problems and have the possibly unintended side effect of eliminating rapid rail transit. The 

government was there to help you and General Motors. 

In any event, the Utility Act now put a large 

number of transit companies on the market. In 

1936, GM formed National City Lines and 

aggressively began to buy transit companies and 

substitute diesel buses for streetcars. Meanwhile, the transit companies themselves were 

looking for ways to avoid the extra costs foisted off on them from the days of horse cars. 

The quickest way was to substitute buses for lighter density lines. Even with the extra 

costs, high-density lines were still cheaper to operate electrically. Small cities across 

America began to change to buses. And where GM was not involved, they would buy from 

Brill, Ford, Mack and even GM. 

National City Lines, with partner Firestone Tire and Phillips Petroleum, Atlantic City 

Lines (with the same) and Pacific City Lines with Standard Oil (replacing Phillips) and Mack 

Truck added went on to acquire some 62 transit companies and killed streetcars on 23 of 

them. It also partially eliminated streetcar lines in Baltimore, Los Angeles (city), Oakland, 

Philadelphia, and St. Louis. 
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That’s the official count of National City Lines and associates. But that is not the full 

count. Other cities had suspicious investors involved. Most notably, Pacific Electric in the 

greater Los Angeles basin. PE had been losing money for years and parent Southern Pacific 

Railroad despaired of ever being able to beg the Public Utilities Commission to let them 

stop service. The savoir for Southern Pacific was Western Transit Systems, with Jesse 

Haugh as president. 

Haugh was a former official with Pacific City Lines and wandered into town with a 

$500,000 down payment and $1.8 million in working capital (a considerable sum in those 

days). But the sale had an interesting structure. Haugh did not buy (he rented) the 

downtown subway terminal, nor did he buy substations or certain wires or other parts 

related to electric operations. The rent was not due to start for two years, so he cleverly 

had a cost structure that forced an apparently reasonable application to the PUC to end rail 

service. His Metropolitan Coach Company was unabashedly pro-bus. And right away he 

applied for abandonment of the lines running into the subway terminal. 

Haugh apparently had a very friendly relationship 

with his former employer, Pacific City Lines. Right 

after his purchase, he needed new buses (to close the 

Subway Terminal) and the National City Lines 

subsidiary, Key System, allowed Haugh to purchase 

its just arrived order (brand new GMs painted for the 

Key System). These were then sent down to 

Metropolitan Coach and repainted for service in LA. Given that Haugh had such a cozy 

relationship with National City Lines, it is fair to say that his financial backers were likely 

involved with GM (although no one has proven a connection). And Metropolitan Coach 

bought a lot of buses from GM. It is ironic that one of the frequently misstated "facts" from 

the Snell Report (Snell implies that Pacific City Lines was buying PE in 1940) may actually 

have some basis in truth through the affiliation of Haugh. 

In 1946 another event occurred which allowed the introduction of one of the few heroes 

in this story. Meet E. Jay Quinby, a mercurial rail fan, former electric traction employee, 
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retired Lieutenant Commander in the Navy (World War II), and home builder of a battery-

powered electric Volkswagen. His contribution to this story was to hand publish and 

expose the owners of National City Lines (GM, Firestone, and Phillips Petroleum) and he 

addressed it to "The Mayors; The City Manager; The City Transit Engineer; The members of 

The Committee on Mass-Transportation and The Tax-Payers and The Riding Citizens of 

Your Community." In 1946, he sent his 36-page analysis, which began: "This is an urgent 

warning to each and every one of you that there is a careful, deliberately planned campaign 

to swindle you out of your most important and valuable public utilities–your Electric 

Railway System." 

Quinby’s "manifesto" would go on to link National City Lines (and its subsidiaries) to 

parent owners Firestone Tires, General Motors, Phillips Petroleum, Standard Oil of 

California, and Mack Truck. And he delineated how National City Lines bought transit 

companies and deliberately replaced streetcars and trolley buses with GM diesel buses. 

Quinby’s arguments went on to detail how and why streetcars and rapid transit were 

preferable to buses. He pointed out that the supposed advantage of delivering passengers 

to the curb impeded the flow of traffic (the rear end of the bus stuck out into a traffic lane 

in practice), eliminated curb parking at the bus stop and that 50% of the passengers would 

still have to cross the entire street. Streetcars, he noted, behaved predictably and kept to 

their tracks, letting passengers off at islands and the passengers would only have to cross 

one-half the street. They used no curb space and carried 60 seated passengers in comfort 

(with room for 40 more standees) instead of 48 in cramped seats (and standing). Most 

particularly, he said, they are clean and not emitting poisonous carbon monoxide, which in 

quantity would render the air unfit to breathe. 

Quinby’s prophetic words extended to the following: "You will realize too late that the 

electric railway is unquestionably more comfortable, more reliable, safer and cheaper to 

use than the bus system. But what can you do about it once you have permitted the tracks 

to be torn up? Who do you think you can find to finance another deluxe transit system for 

your city…?" 
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With almost sixty years of hindsight, we can now answer that question. The taxpayers of 

the Bay Area funded billions for BART. The Feds (and locals) funded billions and billions for 

new electric transit systems in San Jose, Sacramento, Los Angeles, Dallas, Washington, D.C., 

Baltimore, Denver, Portland, and others–all cities whose systems had been unwisely 

removed. Quinby was right. And more than being right, he tried to do something about it 

and nearly succeeded. 

Quinby’s charges would finally bestir the government 

to begin an investigation into National City Lines and its 

owners and subsidiaries and suddenly the opposition 

changed their tactics (in a clear admission of guilt). NCL 

Subsidiary Baltimore Traction Company quickly bought 

165 buses from the Brill Company and Los Angeles 

Railway bought 40 new PCC streetcars (like the "modern" ones on today’s F line in San 

Francisco). 

Thanks to Quinby’s warning, the Feds eventually took GM to trial and convicted them 

not for ripping out streetcar lines, but rather for controlling these companies to 

monopolize sales of its products, a violation of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. The 

participants were each fined $5,000 (plus court costs) and senior executives were each 

fined $1.00. And that was that. Unfortunately, no one sought an answer to Quinby’s most 

penetrating question (referring to the 1935 Public Utility Holding Company Act), "WHO IS 

BEHIND THIS CAMPAIGN TO SEPARATE THEOBVIOUSLY ECONOMICAL COMBINATION OF 

ELECTRIC RAILWAY AND ITS POWER PLANT?" 

National City Lines and Pacific City Lines merged in 1948 and continued their practice of 

"bustitution." Streetcars continued to suffer under the multiple handicaps of special 

franchise taxes, property taxes on private right-of-ways, paving charges for the center of 

streets, private snow removal costs, fixed fares, and bizarre rules where, for example, some 

companies had to provide city lighting along tracks in the street. There was no question 

that it was harder to make money as a rail transit provider and the bus could use the city-

provided streets literally for free. 
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Yet even in that environment a 

study of transit systems between 

1935 and 1950 by David J. St. Clair 

found that buses were indeed 

superior in operating expenses on 

lighter density lines. Even then, the 

comparison was not entirely fair, 

as the older streetcar company 

provided free transfers to its buses 

(from streetcars), paid 

extraordinary charges, and received a single fare regardless of distance traveled. 

Substituting buses, the transit operator frequently eliminated transfers and instituted a 

zone system that charged based upon the distance traveled. St. Clair studied the 

profitability of each system, not rules they operated under. Interestingly enough, he found 

that trolley (electric overhead wire) buses were the most profitable on medium density 

lines and electric railways the best on high-density lines. Yet city transit planners chose 

buses. 

City planning was a relatively new field in the 1930s and few accredited institutions 

taught the subject. However, one such accredited institution did and it was GMI (General 

Motors Institution which took over the Flint Institute of Technology in 1926). And you can 

imagine what the fledgling city planners learned: traffic engineering (buses are good; 

railways are bad). Each year a new crop was turned loose on an unsuspecting country. And 

dutiful to the education received, they did indeed select modern buses for their towns. To 

be fair, other institutions (such as M.I.T.) taught city planning, but GM was the only 

company to buy such a school. 

Where the tactics of buying transit, inserting tame planners, and using trained National 

City Lines stooges failed, GM would act directly. Reportedly, the outgoing Tampa City 

Council was bribed with Cadillacs to vote to scrap its municipal transit system. Other times, 

finance leverage was exerted upon companies. According to Freedom of Information Act 
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(F.O.I.A.) documents, the transit system’s bank would get a visit from GM promising 

deposits if the bank would lean on the transit company to not buy more streetcars. 

Converting to bus was easy, with the local banks assistance and, of course, easy financing 

from GMAC (General Motors Acceptance Corporation). GMAC was founded in 1919 to help 

auto dealers finance the bulk purchase of new cars and its role quickly grew. 

Allegedly, it was easy money from GMAC that convinced the gangsters in control at Twin 

Cities Transit to scrap its modern PCC style streetcars (to pocket the scrap sales) and buy 

buses. The crooked officers eventually were convicted of swindling and fraud, but by then 

the modern streetcars in Minneapolis and St. Paul were burned for scrap. 

While GM was engaged in what can only be described as an all out attack on transit, our 

government made no effort to assist traction whatsoever and streetcars began to fade in 

earnest after the Second World War. In 1946, the government began its Interstate Highway 

program, with lots of lobbying from GM, arguably the largest public works project in 

recorded history. In 1956, this was expanded with the National Interstate Highway and 

Defense Act. Gas tax funds could only be spent on more roads. More cars in service meant 

more gas taxes to fund more roads. And we got lots of roads. 

More and better roads doomed the interurban electric railways and they fell like flies. 

Outstanding systems like the Chicago North Shore Line (which operated from the northern 

suburbs into Chicago on the elevated loop until 1962) were allowed to go bankrupt and be 

scrapped. The Bamburger between Salt Lake City and Ogden failed with its high-speed Brill 

Cars in 1952. Today, arguably only two of the vast empire of interurban systems survived: 

The Philadelphia and Western Suburban Railway – aka the Red Arrow Lines (now a part of 

SEPTA) and the Chicago South Shore and South Bend Railway (now state owned). And 

highways had everything to do with this extinction. 

The United States government, state agencies, and local communities allowed these 

systems to fail. In the District of Columbia, Congress ordered the elimination of streetcars 

over the strong objections of the local owners and managers. The government was doing its 

part. 
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So let’s not forget the words of Charlie Wilson when asked if there were a conflict with 

his former employer (GM) on his possible appointment to Secretary of Defense in 1953. He 

replied, "I cannot conceive of one because for years, I thought what was good for our 

country was good for General Motors, and vice versa." 

Clearly, GM waged a war on electric traction. It was indeed an all out assault, but by no 

means the single reason for the failure of rapid transit. Also, it is just as clear that actions 

and inactions by government contributed significantly to the elimination of electric 

traction. This was good for GM but not particularly good for our country. E. Jay Quinby and 

the rapid transit companies lost the war when it mattered and now Quinby’s 1946 

prophetic question has come back to haunt us: "Who will rebuild them for you?" 
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Commander Edwin J. Quinby and the Great 
Streetcar Conspiracy 

MARCH 31, 2011 
by Arthur Goldwag 

 “Cranks are noble,” says Charles P. Peirce, author 

of Idiot America, “because cranks are independent.  Their 

value comes when, occasionally, their lonely dissents from 

the commonplace affect the culture, at which point the 

culture moves to adopt them and their ideas come to 

influence the culture.” 

A footnote in Jane Jacobs’ Dark Age Ahead has gotten 

me reading and thinking about Commander Edwin Jenyss 

Quinby (1895-1981). Brilliant, eccentric, and very likely a 

crank, Quinby was one of those rare conspiracy theorists 

who was right. 

One of Quinby’s formative experiences, according to this on-line tribute, was seeing the 

visionary scientist and inventor Nikola Tesla demonstrate a remote controlled submarine 

in Madison Square Garden. A Marconi radio operator on a tramp steamer (and later a 

Commander in the Naval Reserve), Quinby would be one of the first electrical engineers 

hired by RCA. He went on to patent a slew of inventions himself, but his life-long passion 

was for railroads and trolleys. He’d scandalized his wealthy parents when he took a job as a 

conductor and motorman on an interurban trolley that ran between Patterson, New Jersey 

and Suffern, New York after graduating from college; in 1968 he published the definitive 

history of the line, Interurban Interlude , A History of the North Jersey Rapid System. 

In the 1950s, he was instrumental in efforts to save the paddlewheel riverboat The Delta 

Queen; he spent the final years of his life developing a prototype for an electric car in his 

basement. A 1960 article in American Heritage magazine describes the remote-controlled 

steam-powered calliope he created for the Delta Queen. At the time, he was also developing 

http://www.amazon.com/Idiot-America-Stupidity-Became-Virtue/dp/0767926145
http://www.amazon.com/Dark-Age-Ahead-Jane-Jacobs/dp/1400076706/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1301578932&sr=1-1
http://www.marymaclane.com/quinby/
http://www.americanheritage.com/articles/magazine/ah/1960/5/1960_5_49_print.shtml
http://arthurgoldwag.files.wordpress.com/2011/03/1960s-quinby-high-hat.jpg
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a calliope that could be installed on a trolley car–he’d helped set up a trolley museum in 

Branford, Connecticut so he had access to forty of them–”a kind of ‘trolleyope,’ which will 

use compressed air from the brake pump (the panting organ under the floor that used to go 

thump-thump thump when the cars paused) to play airs on various trolley bells, horns, and 

whistles.” Amazon lists a quaintly-titled book he published in 1974 (out of print and 

unavailable) that reflects the whole range of his interests: A Few Glimpses of the Passing 

Scene: Involving the Strange Combination of Steam Calliopes, Steamboats, Pipe Organs, 

Telegraphs, Cables, Radio, Electric Railroads and Gyro Monorails . 

Quinby earned his footnote status in history in 1946, when he wrote a 24- (or 26- or 37-

page–different accounts provide different numbers) pamphlet, ran off dozens of copies on a 

mimeograph machine in his basement, and mailed it to Congressmen, mayors, and city 

managers across the country. “This is an urgent warning to each and every one of you,” it 

began, “that there is a carefully, deliberately planned campaign to swindle you out of your 

most important and valuable public utilities–your Electric Railway system! Who will 

rebuild them for you?” Quinby was a well-known figure in the subculture of ‘juicefans’ 

(trolley enthusiasts). As far back as 1934, he’d founded the Electrical Railroaders’ 

Association, a group that, according to Colin Divall and Winstan Bond’s Suburbanizing the 

Masses: Public Transport and Urban Development in Historical Perspective (Ashgate, 2003), 

“had an explicit political agenda, not merely to preserve and publish information on electric 

railways, but also to lobby on their behalf wherever they were threatened.” 

The threat Quinby had uncovered was a deadly one. In short, General Motors and a 

consortium of other large corporations, working through holding companies like National 

City Lines, had been buying up streetcar companies, scrapping their electric trolleys, and 

then locking the cities into contracts that required them to buy buses, parts and fuel from 

themselves. Mass Transportation magazine (which had named National City Lines’ 

president E. Roy Fitzgerald its Man of the Year) ridiculed Quinby and his manifesto. “Edwin 

J. Quinby took full advantage of the great American privilege of the free press to feed the 

lunatic fringe of radicals and crackpots springing up like weeds in the United States today,” 

Ross Schram wrote in a five-page cover article headlined “The Queer Case of Quinby.” “The 
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document, printed on cheap paper, is natural fertilizer for suspicions, for disunity. What is 

the Quinby pattern? Was he used by some strange political influence?” 

A year later–thanks in no small part to Quinby’s efforts–National City Lines, Inc., 

American City Lines, Inc., Pacific City Lines, Inc., the Standard Oil Company of California, the 

Federal Engineering Corporation, the Phillips Petroleum Company, the General Motors 

Corporation, the Firestone Tire & Rubber Company and the Mack Manufacturing 

Corporation were all indicted on anti-trust and conspiracy charges, along with seven 

executives: E. Roy Fitzgerald and Foster G. Beamsley of NCL; H.C. Grossman of General 

Motors; Standard Oil of California’s Henry C. Judd, L.R. Jackson of Firestone Tire & Rubber; 

and Frank B. Stradley and A.M. Hughes of Phillips Petroleum. They were convicted in 1949 

and received slaps on the wrists. Each corporation was fined $5000; the executives were 

fined just $1. America’s trolleys continued their march to extinction. 

Whether or not GM and its cohorts killed the trolleys by themselves or merely hastened 

their demise, there can be no doubt that they had spearheaded an illegal conspiracy that 

placed their corporate interests ahead of the public’s. Quinby’s mimeographed pamphlet 

might have looked and read like ravings from the fringe, but it was anything but. Just 

because you’re paranoid, as the saying goes, it doesn’t mean that people aren’t out to get 

you. 

Yesterday’s New York Times reported that Bashar al- Assad “labeled pro-democracy 

demonstrators as either ‘duped’ or as conspirators in a plot to destroy the nation.” Syria’s 

unrest, the opthamologist turned dictator said, was manufactured by saboteurs who want 

“to fragment Syria, to bring down Syria as a nation, to enforce an Israeli agenda.” 

Now that’s a conspiracy theory. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/31/world/middleeast/31syria.html?scp=1&sq=Assad%20conspiracy&st=cse
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Nature’s Unsung Helper 

by Chris Carlsson 

 

 

Figure 1 - Stephen O'Brien, gardener at Transbay Terminal since 1958. 

Stephen O'Brien has been coaxing an oasis out of a most unlikely environment for a long time: 

the small green patches at either end of the ground level Mission Street frontage of the Transbay 

Terminal. He started back in 1958, when the old Key System train tracks that used to bring East 

Bay electric streetcars to the Transbay Terminal were being torn out. The Transbay Terminal in 

those days was a crucial commuter hub, bringing passengers from all over the East Bay. If you've 

http://sf.streetsblog.org/author/chris/
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ever ridden the F bus from Berkeley to San Francisco, you've ridden on the descendant of the 

same-lettered streetcar that once transported you from downtown Berkeley to downtown San 

Francisco just a minute longer than BART does today! 

O'Brien is having his last day working his gardens at the Transbay Terminal today. His 

company's contract with Caltrans has ended, and he has been transferred to the State Building or 

the PUC building grounds. He's almost 80 years old and if he doesn't like his new posting, he'll 

probably retire soon. It'll be hard to match the half century he's spent cultivating the quiet, almost 

invisible oases at the Transbay Terminal. I heard about O'Brien from my friend Susanne Zago: 

"Every morning I step out of the Transbay Terminal, one of the ugliest places I've ever been, 

and I notice this small green space as I leave. Sometimes it was completely trashed, but the next 

day I'd look in and it would be restored to its pristine condition. I looked at the trees, surprisingly 

mature, wondering what was planned for them as they build the new Transbay Center. I started 

asking around, and no one knew. One day I met this man who was in the space and it turned out to 

be Stephen." 

 

Figure 2 - July 20, 1953, Key System train awaits on platform in Transbay Terminal 
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Figure 3 - Passengers boarding Key System train, June 8, 1948. 
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Figure 4 - A natural oasis at 1st and Mission. 

 

Figure 5 - Beneath this 45-year-old pine lies a hidden patch of nature,  
nurtured for a half century by Stephen O'Brien. 
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Figure 6 - A garden flourishes in a forgotten corner. 

Stephen O'Brien knows what's going to happen. His 52 years of nurturing these garden spots 

will be bulldozed with the rest of the old 1939 Terminal, making way for the new tallest building 

in San Francisco and a multi-billion dollar transit center. The project has been gestating for years. I 

once had an office at 37 Clementina, which is only about a block away, and I remember the original 

plan in the late 1980s to bring Caltrain into the city center at 1st and Mission in order to connect 

to BART and MUNI, establishing a true regional transit hub. The Caltrain extension was deep-sixed 

by transit planners. Years went by, during which BART was extended to the airport and MUNI 

extended its N-Judah by building waterfront tracks around to 4th and Townsend (massively 

subsidizing the Giants' "privately financed" stadium). Now they've resuscitated the Caltrain 

extension, in order to bring High-Speed Rail into the center of downtown. The profligate waste of 

resources is breathtaking. But as long as engineering firms and contractors and building trades 

workers are all keeping busy, it's good for the economy right? 

Anyway, as we go through our daily lives it's easy to not see the little patches of nature 

struggling to gain a foothold in the aptly named concrete jungle. I spoke to O'Brien on Wednesday 

http://www.transbaycenter.org/transbay/
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and learned a bit about his long service at this deeply layered historical site. He told me when he 

showed up in 1958 there were just brown patches where today there is dense foliage and tall 

trees. I went to look for old photos at the Main Library's online collection, and as you can see from 

these pictures, the spots that Stephen has been maintaining have always been "green," albeit 

nothing like what he's helped them become. 

 

Figure 7 - In this December 27, 1939 photo taken in the first year of the Transbay Terminal's 
 operation, you can see the two garden spots laid out from the beginning. 

http://sflib1.sfpl.org:82/search
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Figure 8 - By August 10, 1964, Stephen O'Brien had been watering and attending  
this garden for almost six years 

 

Figure 9 - October 8, 2009, just months before demolition. 
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O'Brien has an interesting history himself. He's got an Irish name but on his mother's side of the 

family, he has an English grandfather and a German grandmother. His English grandfather once 

owned a dairy ranch on the western slopes of Mt. Tamalpais before selling it off for $500! O'Brien 

grew up in Tomales Bay, and as a young man he jumped at the chance to purchase a lot in the 

newly subdivided Inverness back in the 1940s: $25 down and $25 a month until he'd paid off the 

$1,000 price. Today his lot is the only one left in Inverness that hasn't had a house built on it. 

 

He told me about the barber who used to have his business inside the Terminal. After helping him 

sink his plumbing O'Brien got free haircuts for a long time. There used to be three different 

restaurants inside too, including the James Gray Company restaurant, and shoeshine and shoe 

repair were also thriving businesses there. Continental Trailways bus service once used the 

station in competition with Greyhound, just as other train lines once ran across the Bay Bridge 

along with the Key System, until the Bay Bridge was converted to motorized vehicles only.  

 

O'Brien was in the basement a few years ago and saw that the vast underground space was still as 

good as new. Nevertheless, it's all coming down soon. He noted that the rebuilding of the Fremont 

Street ramps from the Bay Bridge had probably saved his gardens for an extra seven or eight 

years. The gnarly pine tree closest to First Street was saved from a nearby State Building, when 

O'Brien transplanted it from a discarded planter. It's grown to be 20 feet tall and while it's oddly 

shaped there's no denying that is seems to be thriving with its roots in the ground! The twin pines 

at either end of the Terminal were planted more than 45 years ago and though they've grown 

rather tall, they're dwarfed by the skyscrapers that have continued the southward march from 

downtown. O'Brien told me about the various birds, LBB's, gulls, hawks, and pigeons that have 

made this mini-habitat a resting spot. Varieties of butterflies have found a home here too. 
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Figure 10 - The eastern end of the Terminal plaza. 

 

Figure 11 - The Millennium tower dwarfing the 45-year-old pine 
tree at Fremont and Mission. 
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Figure 12 - To the west, this ungainly monster dominates a hearty  
pine tree that was saved from a discarded planter by Stephen O'Brien. 

Who remembers that the highrise in the photo above was built on the site of the old arcade 

known as "Fun Terminal"? The same "Fun Terminal" that gave its name to the seminal album by 

local rockers The Mutantsback in the early 1980s?... 
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Figure 13 - Fun Terminal! Right across 1st Street from O'Brien's Garden back in the 1970s-80s 

Stephen was philosophical about losing his half-century's work. It makes him sad, of course. 

O'Brien's gardens have survived in surprised juxtaposition to the changing neighborhood that 

surround them. Easy to overlook, his gardens are larger examples of the persistence of nature 

even in a highly built environment. For those of us who haven't noticed the garden spots as we've 

scurried by, preoccupied with the day's work or the domestic dramas ahead, their imminent 

disappearance (they will no longer be maintained, but should stand for a few months more at 

least) might serve as a cautionary note. Shouldn't we stop and smell the flowers? And shouldn't we 

honor the essential work of the invisible toilers in our midst, people like Stephen O'Brien who has 

selflessly and without ulterior motive kept these little patches of urban greenery flourishing for 

decades? Stop by today and say thanks to Stephen O'Brien! 

 

Figure 14 - In 1953, pigeons had the roost of the lawn... 
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Figure 15 - Going, going.... 

Terminal History 

 

Figure 16 - November 1965 view looking southeast over the Transbay Terminal 
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San Francisco’s Transbay Terminal was built in 1939 at 1st and Mission Streets as a California 

Toll Bridge Authority facility in order to facilitate commuter rail travel across the lower portion of 

the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge.  It was paid for by Bay Bridge tolls, which were then 50 

cents per automobile.  At the time, the lower deck of the Bay Bridge was not only used for 

automobile travel, but also hosted two rail tracks on the south side. The rail portion was run 

principally through the Key System. 

The Terminal was designed to handle as many as 35 million people annually with a peak 20-

minute rate of 17,000 commuters that were transported in 10-car trains at headways of 63.5 

seconds. In its heyday at the end of World War II, the terminal’s rail system was transporting 26 

million passengers annually. After the war ended and gas rationing was eliminated, the Terminal’s 

use began to steadily decline to a rate of four to five million people traveling by rail per year. In 

1958, the lower deck of the Bay Bridge was converted to automobile traffic only, the Key System 

was dismantled, and by 1959, the inter-modal Transbay Terminal was converted into a bus-only 

facility, which it currently is today.   
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