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Location: The Streetcar Depot is located at the corner of Dewey Avenue and Pershing Avenue on the 

Veterans Administration grounds, in the City of Los Angeles, Los Angeles County, California.  It is 

currently owned by the U.S. Government, Department of Veterans Administration, designated as 

Building #66. 

The coordinates for the depot are 34°03'27.1"N 118°27'35.8"W and were obtained through Bing 

Maps.  There is no restriction on the release of the locational data to the public. 

Significance: In 1963 the “Streetcar depot” or “Trolley Station” as it has also been called, caught the attention of 

the Historic American Buildings Survey and was included in the historic report which was 

documenting the last original Soldiers’ Home barracks building and Chapel at the old Pacific 

Branch in Los Angeles.  On February 23, 1972 the depot and chapel was added to the National 

Register of Historic Places, and the barracks building had been torn down.  Since its listing, not 

much has changed for the depot, albeit it decays without proper maintenance.  As of June 2014, its 

future is uncertain.  VA long term plans call for the area around the depot to be redeveloped, and it 

is not clear if the depot will be preserved or demolished. 

Historical research will show that the author of the original report was mistaken in the year and 

attributed architect of the depot.  In the 1963 and 1972 nominations, not much was known of the 

depot’s history, and it was thought to have been built the same year as the landmark Chapel in 

1900 and attribute the depot to architect Stanford White.  As will be evidenced by this report, new 

research will show that Arthur Brown, Sr., Southern Pacific’s superintendent of bridges and 

buildings was the depot’s designer and architect and that this passenger depot, built in 1893, is the 

sole surviving example of 16 post passenger shelters built by the Southern Pacific Railroad.   

Description: The “Trolley Station” is a former Southern Pacific railroad passenger depot (1893-1908) of the 

Queen Anne style.  It was subsequently owned by the Los Angles Pacific Company (1908-1911) and 

finally the Pacific Electric Company (1911-1928).  The depot was moved from its original 1893 

location in 1908.  The depot itself measures 13.4’ wide by 39.2’ which matches field measurements.  

The layout of the station is based on other 16 post open passenger shelters built by the Southern 

Pacific.  This depot however was unique in that as-built, it had two bays enclosed as an office and 

four open bays for sheltering passengers.  Railroad maps show that each side of the depot was 

originally flanked by a wood platform, 10’ wide on the street side “team side” or back of the depot 

and 12.2’ on the front or “track side”  Each square post is 5 ¼”x5 ¼”.  Pitch of the roof was 1/4 and 

covered in redwood shingles.   All of the wood except the floors appears to be redwood.  Floor 

boards are either cedar or pine, and are now covered by decades old linoleum.  It also had a 

standard double backed bench often seen at other SP passenger shelters.   

Architectural features include graceful half circle windows and doors and quarter circle roof 

brackets.  SP common rustic wood siding and trim profiles match other SP depots and buildings.  

Standard hip boards and ridge cresting adorned the roof, as well as branch line station board 

calling out “Soldiers Home” and 17 miles to Los Angeles and the other end “Elevation 288.  The 

depot also had a common standard wood semaphore post. 

Expansion of the depot occurred before the building even turned one year old.   This change may 

have been spurred with the popularity of the Long Wharf and the Home as a destination.  It was 
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reported by the LA Times that on March 9, 1894, the SP had enclosed two of the four open bays as a 

waiting room and painters were busy putting the finishing touches on the depot.  Again, just a year 

shy of the remodel, the depot was raised 15 inches to allow beautification changes around the 

depot on March 3, 1895.  Architectural evidence of this alteration is very easy to see.  The 1894 

windows did not have counterbalances like the 1893 windows, and the bottom rails of the 

windows were much smaller.  Additionally, joggles were not added to the new windows.  Vertical 

rustic wall boards of the wainscot in the new filled in bays is 1x4 versus the original 1x5.  Inside the 

depot, the old exterior wall line wall was covered with trim boards, yet the old soffit of where the 

wall joined the ceiling remains. 

History: In 1887, Congress authorized $150,000 to establish a “Pacific Branch” of its Soldier’s Homes west of 

the Rockies.  These institutions provided care for Union soldiers who fought in the Civil War and 

were initially created by Congress in 1865 as the National Asylum for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers.  

The name changed to the National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers in January 1873.  It was 

more commonly called “Soldiers Home” or simply “The Home”. 

The government committee responsible for selecting a site chooses Los Angeles mostly because of 

generous land grants totaling 640 acres of Rancho San Vicente y Santa Monica lands, donated by 

Senator John P. Jones and Colonel Arcadia B. de Baker.   Another factor was the sites proximity to 

an existing railroad line, the Southern Pacific, two miles south and the soon to be completed Los 

Angeles County Railroad [LACR] about a half mile south of the Home. 

SP’s station of Vervain was where teams loaded lumber and other construction materials for the 

home almost two and a half miles distant.  If one was adventurous, they could walk four miles 

from Santa Monica.  An account in the September 14, 1888 Los Angeles Herald reported that 30 cars 

of lumber were on their way to Soldier’s Home. 

By mid May 1888, LACR was almost to the site of the Home.  In September, the LACR sold out to 

the Los Angeles Pacific Company [LAPCo], which took over the line. As early as March 1890, SP 

began contemplating a branch line from its mainline directly to the home.  SP officials realized that 

Vervain’s distance and problems with the LAPCo maintaining a consistent schedule could give 

them an advantage.  In June, SP announced a change in its timetable, including changes in station 

names.  “The name of Vervaine on the Santa Monica line of the Southern Pacific, has been changed to 

Soldiers’ Home,… and the station formerly called Soldiers’ Home will hereafter be called Bergamot.” 

SP surveyors began acquiring right-of-ways through deeds and by the end of June 1892 graders 

were completing their work and track laying began.  The LA Herald reported the formal opening 

of the new branch line and first train direct to the home on March 23, 1893.  SP’s Annual Report 

and the LA Times both reported the line was completed and opened April 15, 1893.  The new 1.87 

mile branch included a “Y” junction at the main line (this was the new station of Home Junction), 

passing siding across from the separate new passenger and freight depots, spur tracks serving 

several buildings on the Home, and culminated with a sweeping 15 degree loop where entire trains 

could be easily turned back to Sawtelle.  The loop features prominently on many topographic and 

early street maps of Sawtelle and the Soldier’s Home ground.  Half of the loop was removed by 

1923. The depot’s original location was at the intersection of Wilshire Boulevard and Sepulveda 

Boulevards [built over in June 1955 by the 405 Freeway Wilshire Boulevard on and off ramps].   
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The passenger depot was opened with the branch line on April 15, 1893.  Will C. Thornton was the 

first SP agent, who doubled as agent for the Wells Fargo Express and telegraph office also in the 

depot.  As built, the depot was a Queen Anne styled 16 post passenger shelter with an enclosed 

office of two bays and four open bays.  Two other 16 post SP Passenger Shelters were built at 

Shellmound (1887) and at the Hotel del Monte (1880), both in California under the design and 

supervision of Arthur Brown, Sr., who was the Southern Pacific Railroad’s superintendent of 

bridges and buildings at that time.  While the Shellmound shelter was completely open with 

rounded support posts, the Hotel del Monte had square posts and parts of the arches were filled in 

with glass windows in a similar fashion to the Soldier’s Home station.  A similar open post shelter 

with partially enclosed arches was built in Santa Monica (1888) across the depot park from the old 

LA&I depot.  Based on the “destination locations” of these types of depots and shelters, it might be 

referred to as a “resort” passenger shelter.  While all these depots share common elements, as far as 

is known, no other SP passenger shelter was built like the Soldiers Home depot, making it unique. 

On March 26, 1896, it was reported that the Soldiers Home branch line had been crossed by the 

electric line, steam was giving way to electricity.  The Pasadena Pacific Electric Railroad had taken 

over operation of the LAPCo line.  SP continued to operate its steam line however.  For a few years 

now the line had been losing money for the SP, and San Pedro had won out as a better harbor, 

dashing SP’s hopes for Santa Monica as a major port.  In June of 1904, the SP began considering 

changing their steam line into Santa Monica into an electric road.  For the next few years, 

discussions continued. 

On March 18, 1905 the LAPCo had started construction on a new line to a housing tract called 

Westgate, appropriately named because it was at the west gate of the Soldiers Home.  It also began 

to electrify its Air Line.  The Nevada Avenue horse car line to the Soldiers Home will be electrified 

while the other extension is being made.  Construction of the Westgate line continued from 1906 to 

1907.  SP continued to maintain its passenger depot as evidenced by an LA Times article of October 

7, 1906 remarking the depot was renovated and repainted, making it an ornament to the park 

around it.   

On April 4, 1908, the SP agreed to lease its Santa Monica branch including the Long Wharf, to the 

Los Angeles Pacific Company for a period of 50 years, commencing July 1, 1908 to June 30, 1958.  

Leasing the line to the LAPCo was keeping the line “in the family” as LAPCo was controlled by the 

SP.  When the deal was completed, this line was known as “The Air Line” for its almost arrow 

direct route.   It was also at this time that the SP closed the Soldiers’ Home freight and passenger 

depots as recorded in The LA Times of May 1909.  This same article reports that the old SP 

Passenger depot was being relocated to the LAPCo spur line just off the Westgate Branch.  The 

LAPCo created a spur by reusing part of the old 1887 SMSH horse car.  To make it standard gauge, 

they set over one rail, added a passing track and installed electric poles and wires on the line to the 

dining hall and moving the SP passenger depot to its current location on The Home grounds at the 

corner of Dewey and Pershing Avenues.  Such an attractive depot could not go unused, and made 

a nice stopping point for the electric trolley’s visiting the home as part of the railroad’s famous 

“Balloon Route” with its professionally conducted tours stopping at the dining hall of the Home.   

The former SP passenger depot served its next tour of duty under the LAPCo until it consolidated 

with six other primary streetcar companies in the Great Merger of September 1, 1911 changed its 

ownership to the new Pacific Electric Railway Company.  Since its move in 1908, the two wooden 
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side steps have been replaced by a concrete stair and ramp, and the two wood steps at the open 

platform have been eliminated by raised concrete sidewalks.   

During the 1920s, the Soldiers' Home at Sawtelle was one of the most popular in the country, with 

veterans vying to be among the 3,000 aided there. It was estimated that approximately 35 percent 

had served during the Civil War, but they were being rapidly replaced by those who fought in 

World War I, this new generation of veterans demanded better services and facilities.  According to 

some sources, Pacific Electric ended service on the Soldier’s Home branch line in July 1920.  

Automobiles were competing with electric trolleys, and they were winning.  Once trolley service 

stopped, the Pacific Electric abandoned the depot and it became government property.  Normally, 

once service ended at a particular location, the depot would be torn down.  The depot’s out of the 

way location on the grounds also helped it survive.  1928 aerial photographs still showed the spur 

tracks in place to the depot.  In 1930 The National Home and the Veterans Bureau, were combined 

into the United States Veterans Administration by President Hoover on July 21, 1930.  This event 

ushered in a second round of new buildings took out even more of the old Victorian buildings.  

1930 aerials showed the spur tracks had been removed and new buildings built over the former 

right of way and the electric poles were gone too. 
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