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Structures and Stories
Reproducing Industries of the Santa Clara Valley



Everyone has their own particular sub-interests 
in model railroading. 

Mine is architecture and local history.



Biggest pet peeve: 
 

buildings on a California layout 
that don’t look like California.







Why Focus on Structures?

• Make buildings look right for California.


• Make scenes look correct for the era.


• Make buildings that are big enough to be a rail served industry.


• Learn about the dried fruit and canning businesses.


• Be able to understand freight cars and traffic for the industry.


• Understand the time and place: excitement and opportunities



Why San Jose?
Understand my family’s stories better



Which Structures?

Del Monte Plant #51, Bush St. 


Packing house, San Carlos St.


Salsina cannery, Lincoln Ave.


Ainsley cannery, Campbell



Sources

• Industrial records: Sanborn maps, SP valuation maps, etc.


• Public records: deeds and mortgages, city directories, court cases


• Media: newspapers, books, trade magazines


• Human stories: oral histories, interviews, family mementos



J. S. Roberts packing house
750 San Carlos St., San Jose

John C. Gordon Collection 
San Jose State University



History San Jose



John C. Gordon collection, 
San Jose State University



John C. Gordon collection, 
San Jose State University



J. S. Roberts dried fruit packing

• 3.5 stories, 30’ to roof


• extensions for sulfur hse, box prep


• separate boiler house + oil tank


• details on operations


• owner (as of 1950)

Information from Sanborn map





J. S. Roberts dried fruit packing
Instance of common packing house style



J. S. Roberts dried fruit packing
Multiple operators and names

• 1902: Constructed as Ernst Luehning & Co / Pacific Fruit Products (from 
newspaper)


• 1903: Spur installed (from valuation map)


• 1903: Pacific Fruit Products (from Sanborn maps)


• 1917-1920's: Sunsweet packer, and Sunsweet plant (from news)


• 1932: Higgins-Hyde / “Sun-glo”  (from SP siding list)


• 1934-1945: J. S. Roberts


• 1945-1950’s: Abinante and Nola (from family)



J. S. Roberts dried fruit packing
The Model



J. S. Roberts dried fruit packing
The model

Styrene siding over 
plexiglas box 

Much larger than freight 
cars 

Next to bridge as seen in 
historic photos



SP San Jose siding list, 1931


History San Jose collection



J. S. Roberts packing house
The Higgins-Hyde affair

• Tried selling prunes ahead of the 
prune pool keeping up prices.


• Enemy number one in news in 
July, 1932


• Found in Google News Archive 
back issues of San Jose News.



When Packing Houses Kill
Fitzpatrick vs Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, 15 Cal.App.2d 155

• Appeals court rulings can be sources of data - search for company names 
and addresses.


• John Whelan, superintendent of Guggenhime & Co’s packing house, died in 
1930’s.


• Life insurance policy paid $5,000, but offered double indemnity if injured in a 
“regular passenger elevator car.”


• Jury said “death by elevator”, insurance company appealed. 





When Packing Houses Kill

• “The building in which the accident occurred was three stories in height, and 
was entirely occupied by Guggenhime & Co. in carrying on the business of 
drying and packing fruits.  The only elevator operated therein was the one in 
which the accident occurred.  It was of the hydraulic type, raised and lowered 
by water power, and operated by means of a cable which by pulling opened a 
vale and let in the water pressure.  The dimensions of the elevator car were 
six feet by seven feet...  
 
“the elevator shaft was enclosed [ with wire mesh] only part of the way up 
between floors.”

15 Cal.App.2d 155, 1936



When Packing Houses Kill

• “... the evidence shows beyond question that it was used indiscriminately for 
the carriage of both freight and human beings.  The fruit manufacturing 
processes were conducted on the second and third floors, and the employees 
used the elevator generally and constantly, not only in going from one floor to 
another... but also to convey customers and visitors up and down...  
 
...one of the employees testified that in the summer time it is practically every 
two or three minutes a day a person might be going up.  There was a sign 
hung on the rear of the wall of the elevator reading: This elevator is for freight 
only. This means you - Guggenhime & Co”... but the sign was intended to 
merely stop people not having business with the company from using the 
elevator for their own pleasure.”

15 Cal.App.2d 155, 1936



Ed Gibson photo



J. S. Roberts packing house
History by walking around

• Oil tank still in ground


• Sanborn map says 6,000 
gallons


• In reality, 12,000 gallons!

Robert Bowdidge photo



Ainsley Cannery
Harrison St., Campbell

Alice Iola Hare photo, Bancroft Library collection



Ainsley Cannery
Aerial photo



Ainsley Cannery
South side, along Campbell Ave.





Ainsley Cannery
Sanborn map

• Maze of warehouses



Southern Pacific valuation map 
California State Railroad Museum







Edith Daley visits Campbell
July 10, 1919 San Jose News

“...Campbell has really taken on the appearance of a 
summer resort. There are numbers of tent colonies 
and a shelter is tucked away in nearly every available 
corner of the town.  They have come from near and 
far to participate in the great “canning bee”... 
 
“...there are houses and cottages and army tents with 
floors and army tents without floors and square white 
tents and “pup tents” and bits of canvas stretched 
about four poles.” 
 
“Yesterday the canneries were able to shut down in 
good time in the afternoon, but if the hot spell had 
continued they would soon have been working triple 
time.”





Campbell Museum, posted to Twitter



What kind of cars were those?
Reporting Marks Car Type Class Built Dimensions

SP 38925 fruit vent CS-2 1895 31'6, 60000 lb
SP 3xxxx

GHSA 61105 stock S-40-3 1911 36' 80000 lb
SP 38542 fruit vent CS-2 1895 31'6 60000
SP 38574 fruit vent CS-2 1895 31'6 60000

GHSA 31602 box CS-31 1902 36', 80000 lb
SP 74708 stock S-40-3 1913 36', 80000
SP 75498 box/stock 34' 60000
SP 75938 stock CS-11 1899-1901 36', 60000 lb
SP 33680 box/stock 40' 80000
SP 38925 fruit vent CS-2 1895 31'6 60000
LW 13926 stock CS-19 1903 steel underframe, 36', 80000 lb

Loc (LCL?)
MLT 14234 stock steel underframe, 36', 80000 lb
SP 75754 stock CS-11 1899-1901 36', 60000 lb



Found by Ed Gibson, wx4.org

http://wx4.org




Virden Packing
Lincoln Ave., San Jose



John W. Barriger collection 
University of Missouri, St. LouisSP-WP West San Jose crossing



Virden Packing History

• Built in 1919 as “Salsina Packing”, making tomato paste for Italian immigrants


• Bought by Charles Virden in 1921 for packing empire


• Virden collapses in 1926, supposedly sold to Balfour Guthrie


• Used as brewery immediately after prohibition


• Used by Castlewood Wines as warehouse


• Now brewery and assorted art spaces







Virden Packing
The Model



Edith Daley visits

“Salsina isn’t a man’s name.  I know, because I inquired for him at the Salsina Canning 
and Packing company’s plant.  “Salsina” is Italian for the delicious basil and paprika-
flavored tomato paste that gives the factory its name.  The big canning plant is one of San 
Jose’s new industries.  It commenced operations last year with the tomato pack and over 
30,000 cases of Salsina, 200 cans to the case.  That output gave the machinery the habit 
of moving and this year with only 30 days’ preparation the apricots began their seasonal 
itinerary to the can.  Over 300 employes are handling an average of 2500 cases every 
day.  The installation of peelers and slicers is underway for taking care of peaches is 
under way.”



Edith Daley visits

“Most of this unique and highly concentrated product in its attractively labeled cans go to 
the east. It is sold principally to the Italian trade, but the Americans are discovering the 
piquancy of Italian flavors. Up-to-date kitchen cupboards are incomplete without Salsina 
for gravies, soup, and all dishes requiring tomato flavoring.” 

“The management has a way of making things comfortable and keeping folks happy. One 
hot day recently the ice cream wagon stopped at the Salsina cannery—and everybody 
had a treat—on the office! Who says that “Billy” Leet isn’t a good manager? Happy 
people do the most and the best work—and everybody smiles at this plant. I had a nice 
time even if I didn’t get to meet “Mr. Salsina.”







Pestering family on ancestry.com

http://ancestry.com


Del Monte Plant #51
Bush St., San Jose

John Gordon collection, Sourisseau Institute, SJSU



John C. Gordon collection


San Jose State University







Plant 51: Sanborn Map



Origins

• South side built in 1914 by Griffin and Skelley


• Larger brick building at north built in 1926


• dried fruit plant #50 formerly next to Del Monte #3 cannery, closed 1927


• graders and cut fruit packing line on second floor


• bulk fruit storage bins and receiving on ground floor


• packaging on second floor


• separate sulfur houses added 1930



From “Del Monte Plant 51 Photo Album
Sohm collection, History San Jose



Del Monte’s dried fruit processing plant
Phone books as source of operations info



Del Monte Plant #51
The Model



Del Monte Plant #51
The Model



John W. Barriger collection 
University of Missouri, St. Louis



Recap: Why do local history? 

• Make structures that look appropriate for setting and size


• Model accurately and prototypically from photos


• The real world is always stranger and more interesting than you imagine


• Understand the industry and railroad’s true demand and operations


• Reflect the world of the people who lived and worked along your railroad


• Be amused by the similarities and differences with the world you know



How can you do this for your railroad?
Google search tricks

• Google still best site for deep searches because of data sources they have


• Quotes around multiple words that should be together: “packing house”


• Plus prefix: results must contain word: +apricot “packing house” 

• Minus prefix: results must not contain word: packing house -realtor 

• Boolean search terms: cannery OR “packing house” 

• Limit search to site: site:historysanjose.org “Plant 51”

http://historysanjose.org


How can you do this for your railroad?
Useful historic newspaper sites

• Google News Archive: https://news.google.com/newspapers


• California Digital Newspaper Collection: http://cdnc.ucr.edu


• Check local library for subscriptions to news archives


• Newspapers with access to archives: nytimes.com, sfchronicle.com

https://news.google.com/newspapers
http://cdnc.ucr.edu
http://sfchronicle.com


How can you do this for your railroad?
Searching archives

• Not all material is online.  Arrange visits to archives that are interesting.


• Check for “finding aids” for particular collections at places you plan to visit


• Check local history rooms (San Jose Library’s California Room has real 
Sanborn maps)


• If you find something good, search same place for similar stuf



How can you do this for your railroad?
Remember what you learned

• Keep systematic notes


• Keep photos handy, either online or in photo album


• Notebooks, computer documents organized by industry.


• Write about what you learn.  http://vasonabranch.blogspot.com

http://vasonabranch.blogspot.com






Conclusion

• Exploring local history and industries can be a fun part of model railroading.


• Contributes to models, understanding of real railroad, understanding place


• Helps us make more realistic and interesting model railroads


• And you might find the research fun!



More Information on the Vasona Branch

• Blog and history: vasonabranch.blogspot.com


• Layout web site: www.vasonabranch.com


• Packing houses of Santa Clara County:  
        https://vasonabranch.com/packing_houses


• Contact me: rbowdidge@mac.com

http://vasonabranch.blogspot.com
http://www.vasonabranch.com
https://vasonabranch.com/packing_houses
mailto:rbowdidge@mac.com


• Unused slides




