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U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S :  

Friends Presentation "Air 
Base Branch" Hosted by the 

Santa Maria Valley Railroad 
Santa Maria Library  
Shepard Hall 
April 10, 2019 

Friends Annual Dinner Gala 
Santa Maria Fairpark 
May 18, 2019 

Annual BBQ at SMVRR 

August 2019 

Field Trip - Pacific Coast 
Railway Through Santa 
Maria 
Fall 2019 
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Friends Presentation  
����������������� ���
Wednesday April 10  

at 6:00 pm in  Shepard Hall  

Santa Maria Public Library 
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An interesting aspect of our 

rail history here in the Santa 

Maria Valley was the 

electrified rail operations. 

These were branches of the 

Pacific Coast Railway built 

between 1906 and 1911 

primarily to haul sugar 

beets to the Union Sugar 

Refinery at Betteravia. 

 

Electrifying these branches 

would offer several 

advantages over operating 

them under steam. The cost 

of producing electricity for 

this purpose is very 

inexpensive. Operationally, 

switching beet dumps 

where wagons from the 

fields would unload beets 

into rail cars means a 

locomotive would have 

considerable idle time in the 

field. An electric loco only 

uses energy while 

operating, versus a steam 

loco that continues to burn 

fuel and consume water 

while it’s standing idle. In 

addition, the maintenance 

for an electric locomotive is 

virtually nonexistent when 

compared to a steam 

engine.  

 

Electrified railways in the 

U.S. are generally standard 

gauge of 56.5” between the 

rails, or the more common 

and familiar 42” gauge 

trolley systems that were 

found in metropolitan areas. 

The Pacific Coast Railway 

was a 36” gauge, making 

their electrified branches 

quite unique. 

 

The Union Sugar Refinery 

at Betteravia had its own 

uniqueness in regard to rail 

operations. After the 

������,�����.�		�/#���	����������	���
����	
������

construction of the Santa 

Maria Valley Railroad in 

1911, the refinery was 

served by the Southern 

Pacific Railroad, the 

Pacific Coast Railway, 

and the Santa Maria 

Valley Railroad. The 

plant had standard gauge, 

narrow gauge and dual 

gauge track, some having 

overhead trolley wire on 

which the electric locos 

could operate.  A rail fans 

dream come true! 

 

One of the electrified 

branches of the Pacific 

Coast Railway went along 

Main Street in Santa 

Maria to beet fields west 

of the city. It was 

eventually extended 

further west to Guadalupe 

and east from the PCRy  

depot on west Main St. to 

downtown Santa Maria 

just east of Broadway. This 

gave Santa Marians their 

longed for opportunity for 

passenger service to 

connect with the Southern 

Pacific in Guadalupe. The 

passenger service ran from 

1909 until 1928 when it 

had finally succumbed to 

the automobile. 

 

On Feb. 23, 2019 the 

Friends of the Santa Maria 

Valley Railroad conducted 

a field trip to visit some of 

the former locations of the 

electrified branches of the 

Pacific Coast Railway to 

try and get some insight to 

the rail activity of the past. 

Photos from the field trip 

can be found on our web 

site at www.friends-

smvrr.org . 

 

To learn more about the 

electrified branches of the 

PCRy, detailed information 

can be found in “The 

Pacific Coast Railway” by 

Kenneth E. Westcott and 
Curtiss H. Johnson, 

“Railroads of the Santa 

Maria Valley” by Hal 

Madson and “Ships and 

Narrow Gauge Rails” by 

Gerald M. Best. The San 

Luis Obispo Railroad 

Museum also has a 

comprehensive exhibit 

about the Pacific Coast 

Railway.�
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Friends of the Santa 
Maria Valley Railroad 
P.O. Box 1031 
Santa Maria, CA   
93456-1031 
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Phone  805-614-7093 
FAX      805-574-7533 
 
E-mail   
info@Friends-SMVRR.org 

 

Friends Website 

www.friends-smvrr.org 

Railroad Website 

www.smvrr.com 
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