
ABOVE: A BoJo California Rail road rood Job 
stops Infamously heavy TIJuono traffic near 
the city center in order to make a shove Into 
Z-Gos. Power for the day Is a pair of rebuilt 
GP3Ss from LTEX, one In BJRR's attractive new 
scheme. 

UPPER RIGHT: After working the two large gos 
companies In Volle Redondo, the BJRR rood Job 
heads bock toward Tijuana whh a pair of ex
AT&SF GP38s. 
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J UST 30 MINUTES SOUTH of San Diego 
lies the sprawling city of Tijuana in 
the Mexican state of Baja California. 

\Vhile not necessarily known as a rail
roading mecca, Tijuana is actually home 
to one of North America's most colorful 
and friendly railroads. The Baja Califor
nia Railroad (BJRR) has been bringing 
modern rail service to the industries in 
the most northwestern corner of Mexico 
since ta.king over the Tijuana & Tecate 
rail line in 2012. BJRR is building new 
infrasfructure, adding customers, and 
are even working on reactivating the 
famed Desert Line that runs back across 
the U.S. border from its eastern end, 
across Carrizo Gorge Trestle, and on to 
a connection with the Union Pacific in 
Plaster City, Calif. 

Today's Baja California Railroad runs 
on right-of-way originally laid out as 
part of sugar mogul John D. Spreckels' 
San Diego & Arizona Railway. Spreckels, 
who had retired in San Diego, saw an 
opportunity to build a competitor to the 
to,vn's only rail connection, the Santa 
Fe, by forging south to Tijuana and then 
east back to a connection with the South
ern Pacific. 

Construction began in San Diego in 
1907. ln. 1909, under an agreement with 
the Mexican government, the SD&A 
formed the Tijuana & Tecate Company, 
which constructed the 44-mile Mexican 
segment and held a 99-year lease. The 
entire line, to the El Centro connection 
with the Southern Paci.fie, was complet
ed in 1919. The rugged territory the line 

traversed result,ed in it being dubbed t he 
"'Impossible Railroad." 

In 1933, descendants of the Spreckels 
family sold the railroad to the Southern 
Pacific, which reorganized it as the San 
Diego & Arizona Eastern. The line was 
owned and operated by SP until 1979 
when it was purchased by San Diego 
Metropolitan Transit System for use as 
part of the new San Diego T1:olley light 
rail system then under construction. By 
this point, the Mexican portion had been 
tw-ned over to the nationalized railway 
Ferrocarril Sonora Baja California, 
which took control in 1970. 

Kyle Railways operated the SD&AE 
until 1984 when two trestle fires on 
the Dese1i Line severed its connection 
at Plaster City. Rail Tex launched San 
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Diego & Imperial Valley to take over and 
began regular operation in San Y 8idro 
in 1986. The Camzo Gorge Railway 
wa8 8ubcontracted by SD&IV in 2000 to 
complete repairs to the Dese1i Line, and 
resumed train service in 2004. 

Following embargo of the Carrizo 
Gorge Railway in 2008, the short-lived 
Pacific Imperial Raihvay was organized 
with the goals of rebuilding the rail
road and resuming international fre ight 
service. What resulted was several 
months of confusion and disagreements 
½rith owner San Diego MTS. In 2012, 
the Mexican portion of the old SD&AE 
became today's Baja California Railroad, 
resulting in a successful rebirth and an 
exciting expansion of service that contin. 
ues to this day. 

Current Operations 
A day on the BJRR begins at 7:00 a.m. 

Monday-Friday in the Tijuana Statiou, 
which is located in the Libertad Colony 
neighborhood at Avenue FerrocaITil 
and the U.S. border, and which uow 
includes a modern office building that 
pays homage to railroad architectw-e 
and houses much of the company's oper 
ating team of approximately 35 employ
ees. The station also includes the orig
inal Tijuana & Tecate depot, which is 
being transformed into a museum. 

There are three crews who work stag
gered schedules. Most days require only 
two to be called. The first crew builds the 
interchange b.·ain in the yard. Once the 
ti-ain is ready and the border authori
ties give the okay, the gates are opeued 
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and the train shoves north into the San 
Diego & Imperial Valley ya.rd in San 
Ysidro, Calif. SD&IV is now a Genesee 
& Wyoming subsidiary that operates 
freight service on the northern end of the 
original SD&AE between San Diego and 
San Ysidro. It acts as a bridge, allo·wlng 
Baja California a connection to BNSF 
Railway. 

Once in t-he SD&IV yard, the BJRR 
crew has both a drop and pickup to 
make. An hour or two later, with permis
sion of the border control, they pull back 
through the gates into the Tijuana yard. 
Then they begin the often large job of 
building the Redondo Valley Turn, which 
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generally includes adding a second loco
motive . 

The railroad presently covers a little 
over 44 miles of track, serving some 26 
unique customers. The largest commod
ities are LPG, lumber, grain, and lard. 

Sometime between noon and 2:00 p.m., 
the Tw'll is ready. \Vith the announce
ment of a loud horn, the train heads 
out toward Garcia, running through the 
Urban Zone, crossing the Tijuana River 
on a modern bridge, and then follow
ing Boulevard Federico Benitez Lopez 
through dozens of Tijuana neighbor
hoods. If there is work along the line (at 
Z-Gas), this is the job that handles it. 

At Garcia, a brand-new transload
ing and logistics center opened in 2015 
and already services seven customers. 
The Turn always has work to do here. 
The facility includes both refrigerated 
and frozen storage, as well as a 24 -hour 
guard. South of the station, the tracks 
ttu-n east, passing over the Tijuana 
River two more times near the Abelardo 
L. Rodriguez Dam in La Presa. It then 
passes the Matanuco, heading through 
a huge hunber facility where some old 
Carrizo Gorge Railway equipment is still 
stored. 

At Rancho Tree Piedras, the rail
road passes through a ramshackle 

LEFT: A truncoted rood job thot hod work only 
In Garcia thi s day performs an air test In the 
railroad's pride and Joy, Its new Estacl6n Gorda 
tronsloodlng facl llty. 

BELOW: A road train gets ready to leave 
Estacl6n TIJuana, which has been recently 
rebuilt and expanded to allow for Increased 
freight service. 
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neighborhood of makeshift housing 
(much of it built using old gar age doors 
as outer walls). Crews must be careful 
through here, as pirated electric wires 
have previously fallen onto the track. 
Just a little bit farther east sit BJRR's 
two largest customers, Star Gas and 
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ABOVE: The Iconic ond beauti ful Tijuana & 
Tecate station In Tecate acts os o portal ta the 
Tecate Brewery behind It. Tecate receives cars 
once to twice a week. 

LEFT: The rallrood 's lone speeder traverses 
the Redondo Loops, acting as a pllot for the 
passenger excursion from which this photo wa s 
token from. 

Z-Gas, positioned across from each other 
in the Redondo Valley. 

Most days the train returns to Tijuana 
after working in the Valley; on Thurs
days, however , the road job becomes a 
Tecate Turn, and continues east up the 
grade into the engineering marvel double 
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loop known as the Redondo Loops. The 
train t hen continues through La Puerta 
and into the quant town of Tecate where 
the same-named brewery is serviced 
(and baa a Mercedes Benz rail tractor 
as a plant switcher). The total run from 
Tijuana to Tecate takes approximately 
3½ hours. 

Tecate is not going to be the end of 
the line for much longer, however. BJRR 
just acquired the Desert Line section of 
the original SD&A from Paci.fie Impe
rial. Rehabilitation is planned to start 
9ometime very soon, and likely prior to 
publication of this article. The intent is 
to begin running trains through Campo, 
Carizzo Gorge , J acumba, Dos Cabezas, 
and Coyote \Veils, with a Union Pacifi.c 
connection in Plaster City by the end of 
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2018. Not only will the line add a second 
U.S. Class I interchange, but there are 
also potential U.S. customers along the 
line, turning the railroad into a true 
multinational transportation company. 

The rehabilitated line will also give 
the Pacific Southwest Railway Museum 
in Campo a connection to the national 
rail network. The BJRR and the PSRM 
have a close relationship. 

At the time of this writing there are 
five locomotives, including two former 
Santa Fe GP38s in blue-and-yellow and 
three rebuilt GP35s - a GP39-3 lettered 
for LTEX and two GP38-3s painted in 
Baja California's beautiful blue-and. 
green scheme (which was designed by 
the railroad's ten-ific in-house marketing 
department). The plan is to eventually 

paint all the locomotives in this scheme. 
The new scheme ie not just for ship

pers. It is helping to make the local 
communities aware of their h ometown 
railroad. BJ RR has launched a campaign 
to help improve safety conditions for the 
comm.unities along the line, making 

sure that they are good neighbors. The 
futm·e is quite bright for the BJRR as 
more and more international companies 
are looking at Tijuana to e::-..-pand their 
manufacturing and customer bases. 

Railfanning 
Railfanning the BJRR can be both 

ch allenging and rewarding if you're 
willing to put in the effort. Some advice 
for the gringos like myself would include 
to always give yourself twice as much 
ti.me to get to a location as you need. 
Tijuana traffic ie notoriously slow, and 
the road conditions can be quite poor 
(especially ae you hit the more rui·al 
areas ). If you're going to chase a Tecate 
train, a four.wheel drive ie necessary to 
follow it up into the Redondo Loops. 

Raih-oad photography in Mexico is 
legal. The BJRR, however, crosses an 
international border and the rules there 

I would not shoot 

into the U.S . from Mexico when the gate 
is open, and it's important to listen to 
the guards and the railroad employees if 
they comment on your location. 

Most of the neighborhoods that the 
railroad runs through on ita western 
end are quite buey and I find them to be 
safe (and even welcoming - the locals 
ru·e amused at the guy taking train 
pictures). As you head east, it's best to 
be more cautious, especially around La 
Presa, Rancho Tree Piedras, and the 
road into the Redondo Loops, where I 
would recommend being low-key. Also, 
Mexican roads are not always well
marked, and I, myself, have gone the 
wrong way down a one-way street, so 
be cautious in your driving. 'When out 
of the car , just the same as railfann.ing 
anywhere in the U.S., trust yow· fear, 
and if a situation seems unsafe, leave. 

Some preferred spots of mine to catch 
the train are shooting north from the 

OPPOSITE TOP: A rood job that just left 
Estacl6n Tl/uona ten minutes eorller heods over 
o grode c:rosslng with port of the c:lty ' s skyline 
behind It . 

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: The lnternotlonol border 
on the Desert Line Is marked only by this hand
pointed sign on the side of the tunnel wall. 
Freight trains should begin passing this marker 
again soon . 

ABOVE: The rood job heods out of the central 
area of Tijuana with a pair of AT&SF GP38s. 

LEFT: Heading over the Tljuono River os seen 
from the Gonzoles Dom, the train moves toword 
Motonuco. This Is one of the best shots on the 
line, but Involves waiting on o narrow curb and 
shooting through a fence. 
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grade crossing at Belisario Dominguez, 
t h e somewhat obstructed but neat bridge 
over th e Tijuana River in t he Urban 
Zone, and from the back of t he Calima.x 
parking lot at Boulevard Agua Calien te 
and Avenue Tapachula (although recen t 
construction may be ruining this view). 
There are some great shots going south
east of there along Boulevard. Federico 

RIGHT: A BJRR train heads t hrough t he huge 
lumber yard In Matanuco. There are a pair 
of re t ired Geeps stored In the lumber yard. 
Getting In to shoot them, however, depends on 
whether there Is o friendly or unfriendly guard 
on duty thot doy. 

BELOW: Another doy and another run over the 
Tijuana River, token from the Gon:1<iles Dom. 
This Is probably my favori te ploce to shoot on 
the llne, but It con be dicey. 
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ABOVE: The hi storic Southern Pacific depot 
sits ad jacent to the railroad's yord and shop 
complex In Tijuana . 

Benitez Lopez, including the Z-Gas facil
ity, but you really need to get way ah ead 
of the train fo r these, since parking is 
difficult and you gen erally have t o park 
a block inland and h oof it back. 

The very narrow (way too n a.1Tow) 
curb on the Rodriguez Dam offer s some 
amazing views, but parking here is far, 
so you have to hike back. I've never 
been bothered , but sometimes ther e 
is a guard and th er e is a n earby police 
station, so I wouldn't be that sw prised 
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ABOVE: The BJRR train passes through one 
of the tunnels thot make up the areo around 
Gonzales Dam. Note the new platform and 
fencing, which comes Into use when the tourist 
train stops here for views of the dam. 

RIGHT: On the southern end of the yard In 
Tijuana, the morning transfer Job heads out 
light to collect the previous day' s road pulls. 
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if a rail photographer was questioned or 
stopped. East of La Press a, you're mostly 
shooting into the sun. A Redondo Valley 
Turn can often come back in light, but 
the engines run long hood forward. 

If you're chasing a Tecate Turn, the 
loops allow for light angles in all direc
tions, but I'm not personally certain how 
accessible all of t he track is ( or how far 
it's smart to get away from yoW' car). 

About once every other month, a 
local operator utilizes some Chicago 
double-decker commute1· cars and a 
BJRR crew and locomotives to run t he 
Tren Turistico Tijuana-Tecate train from 
Garcia to Tecate. If you 're making only 
one vi9it to Tijuana, I'd try to include a 
tourist ti-ain ride , too, if you can. The run 
through La Pressa and over the Redondo 

Loops is fascinating and well worth the 
ex-tra days. 

The BJRR has truly revitalized rail
roading in the "other California," and 
is well worth a visit. It's probably the 
easiest - and friendliest - p lace to 
photograph if you 're inclined to go south 
of the border. 

CHARLES FREERICKS is a lifelong railfan. 
Originally from New Jersey, he has lived 
in Southern. California for the last 33 
years. He is the author of Southern Cali
fornia Local Freight Trains. 

TOP: The strik.Jng point scheme on rebullt 
GP35 3906 Is to be e-tentually opplled to all five 
locomotives. As of this writing, there ore two 
units wearing this scheme. 

ABOVE: In the volley mist, the BJRR works 
Volle Redondo between the two large tonk cor 
customers located here. 
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