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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Plaza Substation is a three story unreinforced brick building, 83^5 square 
feet in area. The front and rear elevations are divided into five bays by but­ 
tresses which run the full height of the building. The exterior brick surfaces 
are painted. Because of the slope of the land, the rear of the building is a 
full three stories, with entrance through a central doorway at ground level, 
flanked by segmentally arched windows in each bay; the Olvera Street elevation 
is entered through a large, segmentally arched doorway on the second story level, 
which stands eight feet above Olvera Street. No fenestration exists along the 
side walls, except for two small windows at the southeast corner.

The cavernous interior contains a lower floor which opens onto Alameda Street, 
a second floor opening eight feet above Olvera Street, and a partial floor or 
loft, existing 15 feet above the second floor. The wooden roof is supported by 
an open wooden truss system.

The major change in the exterior of the building is the removal of the stepped 
parapets on the front and rear facades. These were damaged in the 1971 earth­ 
quake and removed as a safety measure. Power producing equipment was removed 
from the building in the late 1950 f s. The former arch on the east entrance has 
been flattened, and a ground floor window on the east side has been removed. 
Vendors' stands have been attached to the front of the building on Olvera Street. 
The building lies within El Pueblo de Los Angeles State Park, the symbolic 
"birthplace" of Los Angeles.
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SPECIFIC DATES ca. 1905 BUILDER/ARCHITECT Los Angeles Railway Company

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Los Angeles Railway Company was formed in 1895 "to succeed to the property 
and franchises" of the bankrupt Los Angeles Consolidated Railway. The new com­ 
pany began immediately the electrification of the earlier company's cable lines. 
This was the beginning of the expansion and modernization of the system. Three 
years later the company was completely reorganized and enlarged to include a 
number of other smaller street railway companies. At this time, Henry E. Hun- 
tington became involved in street railway operations in Southern California, serv­ 
ing as the new company's first president.

During the first decade of the 20th century, Hunting-ton was the major force in 
building a first class transit system in Los Angeles. The expansion of Hunting- 
ton's transit systems, which also included the Pacific Electric Railway, created 
the need for increasing sources of electrical power. A number of new substations 
were built at this time to meet the growing needs of electrical rail transporta­ 
tion. The Plaza Substation was one of the power producing facilities built dur­ 
ing this period of rapid expansion of Southern California's electric railway 
systems.

By 190^ the company had two electrical power substations in operation: the Univ­ 
ersity Substation (1903) and the Huron Substation (1903-O^f). These two substa­ 
tions, however, were not able to keep up with the power demands of the rapidly 
expanding transit system. In December of 1903, the Los Angeles,Railway Company 
purchased a parcel of property on Olvera Street just north of the Plaza from 
Mrs. Luisa Olvera de Forbes. Construction of the Plaza Substation followed on 
this site. The precise date of construction is not known, although the operation 
of the substation can be documented for 1906. Construction, therefore, occurred 
sometime between December of 1903 and 1906. The style was similar to other elec­ 
trical railway facilities being constructed during the same period, generally 
following the "Mission lines of architecture".

In 1906 two 1000 kw motor generators were installed, followed in 190? by a third 
of similar output. In 1920, two rotary converters, each with a capacity of 1500 
kw, were installed. The Plaza Substation served the power production needs of 
much of the downtown area's streetcars, and was the largest power producer of the 
Los Angeles Railway Company's substations. By the time electric streetcar service 
ended in Los Angeles in March of 19&3» tne Plaza Substation had been phased out 
and its machinery removed.

The Plaza Substation is an important landmark in the history of transportation 
in Los Angeles. It is one of the last four remaining substations of the original
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fourteen built by the Los Angeles Railway Company, and is the only substation 
remaining in the central city. It is presently facing an uncertain future; it 
does not meet present seismic code requirements, and has been proposed for dem­ 
olition.


