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[T]he freeways do not de-nature the city or the landscape; they simply pass through it 
and unravel it without altering the desert character of this particular metropolis.
                  
                   
perhaps IT doesn'T take a French philosopher to tell us that the Southern Californian 
landscape is best explored by car. The automobile-bound traveler within this environ-
ment, so famous for its transportation infrastructure, employs the scale, both temporal 
and spatial, of the vehicular landscape. Through this miraculous form of conveyance, 
the tourist, strapped into the comfort zone of a familiar car, looks out at a constantly 
renewing scene, like a magic carpet on which a living room sofa faces a panoramic 
widescreen. In the case of Route 58, on that screen, and surrounding the traveler, is a 
story of the multifaceted Southern Californian landscape of desert, mountains, and val-
leys, with the remarkable land uses they host. 

Route 58 serves as a wonderfully eloquent medium for this tale of a Southern 
Californian Cross-Section. The highway cuts diagonally, (roughly east-west) against 
the grain of the state, intersecting Interstate 5, the state's transportation aorta, as well as 
Highways 101, 99, 14, 395, and other major linear elements such as the California and 
Los Angeles aqueducts, the San Andreas Fault, and the Sierra Nevada Mountains.

Much of Route 58 is part of the hinterland of Los Angeles. Out here, just over an hour 
north of downtown, we can see a view, not of the great city itself, but of its effects. This 
is part of where “away” is for the city, a sort of staging area, dump, and proving-ground 
for L.A.'s citizens and industries. Aerospace test facilities, hazardous waste sites, pris-
ons, mining operations, and military bases: these are just some of the land uses we find 
in this industrialized desert arc around the city. 

Route 58, while visiting these places, eventually escapes them, rising up and out of the 
intensely contorted landscape of the oil fields of western Kern County, into one of the 
most isolated and vacant places in the state: the Carrizo Plain. In this sun-pummeled 
high valley, the San Andreas Fault becomes visible, and the fields of grasses are quar-
tered with the vestiges of abandoned solar plants and undeveloped subdivisions. 
 
Individually, some of the sites along the highway seem beautiful, convoluted, or absurd: 
the world's largest Dorito factory; an experimental aircraft crash site; a railway that trav-
els in a circle over itself. Taken together, a survey of these sites becomes an essay on the 
landscape, as told by the road, that contributes to our image of Southern California. 

Jean Baudrillard
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roUTe 58 is only 210 miles long, and can be travelled from end to end easily in a day, 
though given time to explore and enjoy your visit to the region, a trip down the highway 
makes a perfect weekend-long trip from Los Angeles. This guide is written from east to 
west, as this is considered the best direction of travel. One could start the weekend by 
heading up to Barstow early in the morning (there is a great breakfast stop on Interstate 
15, just over an hour out of downtown Los Angeles: the Summit Inn, at the first exit 
after the top of Cajon Pass). Just beyond Barstow, on Interstate 15, is the Calico Early 
Man Site, a fitting and picturesque place to begin a Route 58 odyssey (though call ahead 
to make sure someone will be there, as the gate could be locked).

This guide is meant to supplement, not replace, other basic travel and directional infor-
mation, such as road maps, and travellers services listings. We recommend the Southern 
California Automobile Association’s county maps, in addition to a California State map, 
for the big picture. The counties covered by the Route 58 region are San Luis Obispo, 
Kern, and San Bernardino. The roadway varies from a four lane divided highway, to a 
narrow and windy road not recommended for vehicles over 30 feet long. Weather con-
ditions range from blistering sun and over 100 degrees F, to snowy conditions in the 
mountains in the winter.

This book considers sites that are within 10 miles of the highway. This limitation, 
though somewhat arbitrary, was necessary in order to limit the scope of the publication, 
and the 10 mile limit is strictly adhered to. Areas such as the Owens valley, China Lake, 
and Palmdale, though nearby and certainly interesting, will have to be examined in some 
other format at a later date.

Some Thoughts for Travellers
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 barstow and vicinity
The easTern TermInUs of roUTe 58

Route 58 begins near the intersection of Interstates 15 and 40, on the northeastern 
edge of Barstow, a town which, in many ways, is the gateway to the wild high desert.  
Note that a new Route 58 cut-off on the I-15, south of Barstow, bypasses some interest-
ing “old” Route 58 sites. East of Barstow, and within a 10 mile perimeter of the road-
way, are several unusual sites, including a major Marine Corps supply depot and a 
Department of Energy research facility, so heading past town a ways is recommended. 
Old Route 58 then skirts the northern edge of Barstow, on its way west, where it joins 
the new Route 58 west of Barstow...
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  1   Calico Early Man Archeological Site
  2   Calico Ghost Town 
  3   Daggett Airport
  4   Barstow Marine Corps Logistics Base, Yermo Annex
  5   Barstow Marine Corps Logistics Base, Nebo Facility
  6   Marine Corps Rifle Range
  7   Solar Electric Generating Station # 1 & 2
  8   Solar Two Experimental Facility
  9   Gas-Fired Power Plant
10   A - 1 Wrecking Yard
11   Barstow Rail Yards
12   Mojave River Valley Museum
13   Desert Information Center
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The Calico Early Man Site is a controversial archeological excavation, which suggests 
that humans have been in North America as early as 200,000 years ago. Louis Leakey 
was the project director for a while at Calico until his death in 1972, and it was the only 
New World site he worked on. One of the basic controversies centers on the interpre-
tation of features found on small stone artifacts: the site's primary archeologist, Dee 
Simpson, claims that the rough points on some of the rocks were formed by man, while 
others maintain that they were naturally formed - not artifacts at all, but geofacts.

Master Pit One, at the Calico Early Man Site.         
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Calico Early Man Site

Calico is open to the public. A caretaker tends a small shack which serves as a visitors 
center and gift shop, with stones and dessicated lizards, and there is a self-guided walk-
ing tour. Calico is located north of I-15 at the Minneola Road Exit. Hours variable, but 
generally Wednesday 12-4:30, Thursday through Sunday 8-4:30. Call the Bureau of 
Land Management at (760) 255-8700.
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Calico Ghost Town is a ghost town theme park, built out of the fairly extensive remains 
of an old silver mining town. Walter Knott, founder of the Knotts Berry Farm theme 
park, restored the ghost town (though whether to renovate and populate something 
which is by definition abandoned and worn down counts as a "restoration" is debat-
able). The Regional Parks Department of San Bernardino County now manages the site, 
which is a popular tour bus stop. There are 23 shops along the town's old main street, 
selling souvenirs and candy. Gunfighter performances are occasionally scheduled, and a 
brief mini train ride takes you on a loop through the fringe of the townsite.  At least one 
of the old mining tunnels is open to the public, with talking miner figures activated by 
motion sensors - just a fraction of the 30 miles of tunnels around Calico, on 14 levels 
underground.

Calico Ghost Town tourist site.                   

Calico Ghost Town

Located five miles north of I-15, east of Barstow, at the Calico Road Exit. Admission is 
$6.00. Camping is available here too.
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Barstow Daggett Airport is located on a major aircraft travel corridor and is an impor-
tant weather station and communication relay site. Many commercial aircraft flying 
in to Los Angeles begin to line up over Daggett, after homing in on the Daggett VOR 
antenna, located twelve miles away. From here, pilots approaching LA communicate 
with LA traffic control, based out of the FAA station at Plant 42, in Palmdale. 

The Airport has few civilian users, but is heavily used by the Army in association with 
exercises at nearby Fort Irwin, and a new operations building for Army helicopters was 
built in 2000. The airport started out in the 1930's as an emergency landing strip and a 
weather observation station, with a navigational aircraft beacon and radio link. During 
WWII, Douglas Aircraft and the Army took over the field to modify bombers, most 
of which were destined to help the Russians defend their homeland. P-38 aircraft and 
armaments were also tested here, and the Marine Corps has used the facility for storage 
and logistics. A few industries have been located at the airport, utilizing some of the 
hangars and long shed structures, including a kitchen cabinet factory, and, in the 1960's, 
a mobile home manufacturer. The airport is officially operated by San Bernardino 
County.

Part of the communications facilities still in use in the WWII structures at Barstow-Daggett Airport.  

Barstow Daggett Airport  

Open to the public, though the flightline areas are fenced and posted. Located just north 
of Interstate 40, ten miles east of Barstow. Take the Hidden Springs Road exit off the 40, 
or follow Santa Fe Street east out of Daggett, past all the power plants.
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The Barstow Marine Corps Logistics Base consists of three facilities, all located east of 
Barstow: the Main Base, at the Nebo Facility, the Yermo Annex, and the Marine Corps 
Rifle Range. All together, the Marine Corps Logistics Base covers over 4,000 acres, and 
employs 2,500 people. The combined facilities serve as a storage, distribution and main-
tenance depot for the Marine Corps. Equipment, weapons and supplies are warehoused, 
repaired, remanufactured and redistributed at this base, the primary Marine Corps facil-
ity for this function west of the Mississippi. 

The Yermo Annex, part of the Barstow Marine Corps Logistics Base complex.

Barstow Marine Corps Logistics Base 

Closed to the public, and gates are closed or manned. Both Nebo and the Yermo Annex 
are visible from public roads, and are located between Interstate 15 and 40, a few miles 
east of Barstow.  Nebo is best viewed from the westbound Interstate 40, and Yermo is 
south of  Interstate 10, east of the Daggett Yermo Road, north of Daggett.



First established in Barstow as a Navy supply base during World War II, the base was 
later transferred to the Marine Corps, under the command of the supply depot in San 
Francisco, eventually annexing the 2,000 acre Yermo facility, which formerly belonged 
to the Army. In the early 1950's the Marines moved the rest of their supply depot from 
San Francisco to Barstow, as the dry climate favored the outdoor storage of large items. 
Direct rail links to Los Angeles and San Diego, and the intersection of major interstate 
highways, continue to make this a strategic location. 

There are several nearby Marine Corps facilities served by the Barstow Logistics Base. 
The 900 square mile Twenty Nine Palms Combat Center is 25 miles to the southeast; 
Camp Pendleton, with its population of 50,000, is 100 miles south; El Toro Air Station 
is less than 100 miles away; and less than 150 miles away is the San Diego Recruit 
Depot, where 23,000 Marines are trained every year. The other armed services are 
well represented in this area as well: Edwards Air Force Base, George Air Force Base 
(recently closed), the Army's Fort Irwin, and the China Lake Naval Weapons Center 
are all within 40 miles of Barstow.

Aerial view of the Nebo facility.                               Photo courtesy of MCLB Barstow. 
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These two solar electric generating stations are known as SEGS #1 and 2. They were 
the first of the nine SEGS facilities built in this region of Southern California in the 
mid 1980's. Route 58 also passes by the other seven, which are located at Harper Dry 
Lake, and Kramer Junction. Together these nine SEGS can generate 354 megawatts, 
which is more than 80% of the commercial solar power produced worldwide. 

The two facilities in this cluster can deliver a combined maximum of 45 megawatts, 
equivalent to the power demands of a small town. The facilities regulate the power 
supply through the use of supplemental natural gas-fueled electric generating plants. 
Rows of parabolic troughs reflect the sun's energy onto pipes containing heat transfer 
fluid. The fluid is pumped into a steam generating plant and the steam is then used to 
generate electricity.

The electricity produced here is sold to the local utility company, Southern California 
Edison, and enters the grid for general commercial use in the area. SEGS #1 and 2 
take up around 350 acres and employ about 40 people. 

Rows of parabolic troughs at SEGS #1 and #2.     

Solar Electric Generating Station (SEGS) # 1 and 2

Closed to the public, but visible from public roads. A sign and driveway are located  on 
Santa Fe Street, on the north side of the National Trails highway (and next to I-40) east 
of Daggett.



Originally built in 1981 as Solar One, this was the first solar power plant in this area, 
which has since become the solar energy capital of the world. In 1994, the Department 
of Energy began renovating this solar facility, which had been unused since 1987. 
Unlike the other, commercial plants, Solar Two is a central receiver-type system, with 
a 200-foot collector tower onto which nearly 2,000 reflectors focus the sun's energy. 
Each of the reflectors is positioned automatically with a heliostat to track the moving 
sun. 

The heat transfer medium, which is heated in the "solar power tower," and circulates to 
the steam and electric generating facilities, is of a unique type. Based on research con-
ducted at Sandia National Labs in Albuquerque, this facility has been converted to use 
a molten salt-type medium. The use of salt (a mixture of sodium nitrate and potassium 
nitrate) eliminates the need for the high-pressure systems required for standard oil-type 
mediums, which are more expensive to maintain. The salt also has a high heat retention 
capacity, maintains its temperature long enough to be stored in tanks after being heated, 
and can be used as much as several hours later to generate steam. 

The central receiver, or "solar power tower" at the DOE's Solar Two site.  
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Solar Two Experimental Solar Facility

Closed to the public, but visible from public roads. Next to SEGS #1 and 2.



The A-1 Wrecking Yard near Barstow is the location of the Tired Iron Museum, a dis-
play of home-made terminator vehicles built by Ed and Greg Parker. The Parker family 
operates an auto repair and towing shop here, and created these functional desert art 
cars mostly out of breakdowns and wrecks towed off the interstate. Some have been 
featured in post-apocalyptic "B-movies," which are frequently filmed in the area. 

Post-apocalyptic B-movie terminator vehicles at A-1 Wrecking.    
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A-1 Wrecking Yard 

Located on the south side of Route 58, a mile or so west of the junction of I-15. Visitors 
are welcome.



Barstow exists because of the railway (the town is named after a president of Santa Fe 
Railroad) and was established at the junction of the transcontinental line with the Santa 
Fe line that connects to National City, south of San Diego. The Barstow Rail Yards  are 
now used predominantly by Santa Fe Railroad freight, and have 48 classification tracks. 
They are closed to the public, but are visible from public roads, north of the west end of 
Main Street. Santa Fe's maintenance facility and classification yard is west of town, and 
the smaller Union Pacific yard is east of town. 

Barstow (population 23,000) is a junction town, serving transportation needs for 
rail and roadway. It is at the intersection of I-15 (Las Vegas - LA) and I-40 (towards 
Albuquerque). Route 66 goes through town, as does the usually dry Mojave River. 
Largely due to this transportation infrastructure, Barstow is also a military town.  The 
largest employers are Fort Irwin, 35 miles north-east, and the Marine Corps Logistics 
Base. 

Santa Fe Railway freight in the Barstow yards.         
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Barstow 

Recommended visits in town include the the Mojave River Museum, which has displays 
on the natural and cultural history of the Mojave Desert. It is open daily 11-4, and locat-
ed at Barstow Road and Virginia Way. The California Desert Information Center, run 
by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), used to be nearby on Barstow Road, but is 
now at the Outlet Center on I-15, south of town. This facility has books and maps on the 
Mojave. In its place at the old facility is the new Desert Discovery Center, operated by a 
few local groups, including the BLM, which contains some entertaining natural history 
displays.



West of Barstow, Route 58 passes some aerospace R&D facilities, and continues south 
of Harper Dry Lake, the location of the world's largest commercial solar power facility, 
then intersects with the Owens Valley highway, US 395, with its Federal Prison Camp 
and Air Force Sites . . .

  1    Mojave River Pipeline Project
  2    Avalon Auto Salvage
  3    PG&E Hinkley Plant
  4    Desert Research Station
  5    Harper Lake Solar Station
  6    Lockheed Radar Cross Section Facility
  7    Twelve Gauge Lake Heater Station
  8    Hawes Auxiliary Field
  9    Federal Prison Camp/Boron Air Force Radar Facility
10    Doppler Radar Facility
11    Boron Base Landing Site
12    Kramer Junction Solar Facility
13    U. S. Borax Mine  
14    Abandoned Jet Engine Test Site
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Near Lenwood, Route 58 crosses the route of the Mojave River Pipeline Project. Water 
is a problem in the Barstow Area; extraction from the local aquifer has been exceeding 
recharge for more than 40 years, and contamination of groundwater from the area's mil-
itary facilities and rail industries has been substantial. To restore the diminished water 
supply, a project to install a pipeline next to the Mojave River has been planned. The 
70-mile, 48-inch diameter buried pipe would draw water from the California Aqueduct 
near Adelanto, and deliver it to special "recharge" areas, close to where the demand for 
water is greatest. The $75 million project has recently begun construction.

Map showing the proposed Mojave River Pipeline project.                              Mojave Water Agency graphic
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Mojave River Pipeline Project

Just west of Barstow, and north of Lenwood.



On the south side of the highway is Avalon Auto Salvage, a 50-acre scrap yard where 
metal products, such as automobiles and appliances, are compressed into cubes 
("bailed") and then shipped out to be recycled. The business subsists largely on military 
surplus material from the several major defense installations nearby.

The office at Avalon Auto Salvage.                     
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Avalon Auto Salvage

Located between old Route 58 and the new cut-off, near the intersection of Lenwood 
Road.



This plant is located along the natural gas pipeline that runs through the Mojave, part 
of a nationwide network that distributes gas throughout the United States and Canada. 
This portion of the pipeline is owned and operated by Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), 
one of the nation's largest utility companies, based in San Francisco. The plant com-
presses the natural gas flowing through the pipeline. In the early 1990's, PG&E was 
accused of having knowingly contaminated the groundwater with a toxic form of chro-
mium, which it used to prevent corrosion in the pipeline. The substance leaked into 
the ground at wastewater ponds, located on the north side of the plant. This accusation 
led to one of largest out-of-court environmental settlements to date (around $350 mil-
lion), paid to area families and plant workers, who were sickened and even killed by 
the contamination. An account of this story was presented in a Hollywood film called 
Erin Brockovich, released in March, 2000. The film featured several shots of this plant, 
though because the town of Hinkley was largely abandoned and demolished (due to the 
PG&E buyout of affected property), Hinkley was represented in the film by the nearby 
town of Boron.

Hinkley Compressor Station, operated by PG&E, and source of the area’s groundwater contamination.
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PG&E Hinkley Compressor Plant

Half a mile south of Route 58, visible two miles or so before Hinkley turn off. Toxic set-
tling ponds are on the northeast side of the plant, and many of the abandoned ranches 
with demolished structures are visible along Route 58.



The Desert Research Station was originally built in 1969 by the Barstow Unified School 
District, and was used by area schools to educate students about the natural history of 
the region. A pond with a plastic liner was built in back, and stocked with some desert 
fish species, and also served as a refuge and feeding ground for birds and other animals. 
A half mile-long walking trail was also built, with 35 numbered stops along the trail. 
The building is constructed of four ten-foot wide manufactured building units, with a 
number of shed-type additions. 

Desert Research Station, north of Hinkley.

Desert Research Station

Go north off Route 58 at the sign for the town of Hinkley (also an advertised gas sta-
tion). This is Hinkley Road. The research station is three miles or so up this road, on the 
east side.
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Harper Dry Lake is a large dry lake surrounded by the remnants of the agricultural 
settlement of Lockhart. Lockhart was once a substantial agricultural community, as indi-
cated by a large service station and store (now closed), and was famous for its beef. The 
dry lake was used as a landing strip by aerospace companies developing experimental 
aircraft in the 1940’s and 1950’s. Howard Hughes had an aircraft hangar at Harper Dry 
Lake, and the Northrop company developed flying wings at facilities on the southwest 
corner of the lake.
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Lockhart's service station, now used for other things.              

Harper Dry Lake/Lockhart  

North of the highway, up Harper Lake Road. 
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Currently the most productive solar plant in the world, the Harper Lake Solar Electric 
Generating Facility is the most recently completed of the three clusters of solar facili-
ties in the Route 58 area. This is the SEGS #8 and #9 complex, which produces 160 
megawatts at its peak, contributing to the 150 megawatts from Kramer Junction's facil-
ity and the 44 megawatts from Daggett to add up to 90% of the world's commercial 
solar electric power.

These solar facilities are referred to as "advantageous peak facilities,” as they operate at 
their peak when it is sunniest, which is also when local power requirements are great-
est, due to increased air conditioning demand. The Harper Lake Plant was built on the 
site of the old aviation R&D hangars, as well as the biggest cattle ranch in Lockhart.

The parabolic reflectors of SEGS #8 and #9.                

Harper Lake Solar Electric Generating Facility

Not open to the public, but the fenced-off arrays are visible from public roads. Located 
on the southwest edge of Harper Dry Lake, at the end of Harper Lake Road. Ruins of 
ranches surround the plant, and on the northwest side of the plant is a ruin of an addi-
tional solar plant that was never finished. 



The Lockheed Radar Cross-Section Facility is located at what was Helendale Airport, 
an airport where, though the runways are maintained, aircraft are not permitted to land. 
Once a World War II training field, the area is now owned by the Lockheed-Martin 
Aerospace company, which made major modifications to the site in the mid 1980's.

The facility is one of at least three Radar Cross-Section facilities which are owned by  
major aerospace companies and are located in the Antelope Valley area.  Prototypical 
forms tested outside on the range are mounted on hydraulic pylons that rise out of the 
ground through concealed doors in the runway surface, minimizing the amount of time 
that the forms are exposed to possible viewing. It is at facilities such as this that stealth 
technologies, like the F-117 and B-2, are developed.

The main above-ground structures at the stealth research field test facility at the old Helendale Airport.  
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Lockheed Radar Cross-Section Facility

Closed to the public, but can be seen from public roads. Located six miles south of Route 
58, on the east side of Harper Lake Road, which is dirt. Paved access to the site is off 
old Route 66 (National Trails Highway): get on Indian Trail Road,  four miles north of 
Helendale.



An assemblage of pipes and equipment, the 12 Gauge Lake Heater Station is part of  the 
All American Pipeline Company's oil pipeline. This pipeline is one of several utilities 
that follow the roadway underground in the roughly two mile wide utility corridor. 

This particular pipeline, owned by a subsidiary of Goodyear, is a 30" diameter pipe 
which carries crude oil from offshore rigs in Southern California to refineries in 
McCamey, Texas, near Odessa.  The crude is heated to decrease its viscosity, so that it 
flows with less friction on the thousand mile journey through the pipe. A heating sta-
tion, such as the one here, exists every 100 miles or so along the pipeline to maintain the 
crude at a temperature between 160 to 140 degrees. There is another one visible from 
the road near Mojave. Pressure release valve sites can also be spotted along the course 
of the pipeline.

Other facilities in the utility corridor are a 42" natural gas pipeline which bifurcates in 
the Bakersfield area, and is part of an interconnected nationwide network of gas pipe-
lines that distributes gas from places such as West Texas, Wyoming, and Canada. This 
section of the line is called the Kern-Mojave Pipeline, and is owned by several compa-
nies including the Texas pipeline giant Tenneco.

The utility corridor, created in 1980 to minimize the impact of underground utilities on 
the landscape, is part of a network of utility corridors that generally follow roadways or 
other disturbed areas. Also in this corridor are power lines and fiber-optic communica-
tion lines owned by AT&T and others.

12 Gauge Lake Heater Station for the All American Pipeline.                      
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12 Gauge Lake Heater Station 

South side of the roadway near mile marker 20.



The mound containing the underground structure at Hawes Auxiliary Airfield.               
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Hawes Auxiliary Field is a former World War II training field. The land at the southern 
half of the airfield remains in military hands, largely because of contamination from die-
sel fuel used for the generators at the site, and other as-yet-to-be-cleaned-up remains.

Equipment including a 1,226 foot tall tower at the site was used for low frequency com-
munications by the Strategic Air Command, from the 1960’s to the 1980’s (the site was 
part of the military’s SLFCS and GWEN emergency communication networks).

When the tower was torn down in the mid 1980's, the lower half of the tower fell side-
ways and the top half of the tower collapsed onto the bunker. Until recently, portions of 
the top half of the tower could be seen protruding from the two foot thick concrete roof 
of the bunker. The remains of the tower have been salvaged.

A two-story underground bunker at the former base of the antenna lies open and 
exposed to scavengers. Inside are the remnants of three twelve foot long diesel genera-
tors (though the facility was on the commercial power grid it also had significant electri-
cal generation capabilities), copper-lined equipment rooms, and administrative offices. 
Next to the earth-covered bunker are several large underground fuel tanks, the remains 
of support structures (including the guard house platform), many guy wire footings from 
the tower, and the overgrown runway. 

Hawes Auxiliary Field 

An abandoned site, unfenced, and covered in graffiti. Located one mile south of Route 
58, accessed by a dirt road off the highway, two miles west of Harper Lake Road. 



The Boron Air Force Radar Facility, or Boron Air Station, which consists of several 
buildings spread out over a few hundred acres, with a large radar dome at the peak of 
the hill, was once a part of the National Air Defense Command. Most of the facility 
was used by the Prison Camp, though the site has reverted back to the Air Force, and is 
now managed by Edwards Air Force Base. The domed structure at the hill top is still in 
use by the Air Force.

Radar tower at the Federal Prison Camp/ Air Force facility.                 

Six miles north of Kramer Junction is a former Federal Prison Camp, which closed in 
April, 2000. It was one of 47 minimum security federal prison camps in the country, 
and housed about 540 male inmates. Workers in the prison assembled parts for military 
vehicles and rebuilt forklifts for the army. The boarded up prison facility is located on 
the site of the old Boron Air Station.
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Boron Air Station

Closed to the public, and usually gated. Located six miles north of Kramer Junction, on 
the west side of Highway 395.



The Doppler Radar Facility was built jointly by the Department of Defense and the 
Department of Commerce in 1994. This doppler radar antenna, one of many all across 
the nation, is used in weather monitoring and forecasting. 

Recently constructed Doppler radar tower.                       
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Doppler Radar Facility 

The doppler radome is less than a mile north of the Boron Air Station, on the east side of  
Highway 395. 



A square mile section of land which was used by the military some time ago, this 
was the water supply and landing strip for the Boron Radar Station Facility. Although 
there once were several structures at this location, now only a tank and a pump-house, 
some pipes and other remnants including an overgrown landing strip, remain visible 
at the site. The well water was pumped up the hill in a pipe which is still in place and 
owned by the federal government. This facility fell into disuse when the water supply 
became contaminated, and a pipeline was built to bring water to the Radar Station from 
Edwards Air Force Base. The military has maintained the mineral rights to the property, 
while ceding the surface rights to the Department of Fish and Game as a desert tortoise 
reserve, part of the non-contiguous and spread-out West Mojave Ecological Reserve.

Abandoned pump-house and tank at the Boron Station landing strip.

Boron Base Landing Site

South of the doppler facility on dirt roads, two miles south of the Air Station, on the east 
side of 395.
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One of five plants within the Kramer Junction SEGS cluster.   
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The Kramer Junction Solar Facility is one of three commercial solar electric generating 
facilities along Route 58. Five separate plants at this cluster (SEGS #3-7) together can 
generate 150 megawatts of electricity, enough to meet the power usage of about 50,000 
homes. Half a million 2-meter parabolic reflectors focus the sun's energy onto glass 
pipes that run through the collector arrays. The heat transfer fluid in the pipes, heated 
to 735 degrees Fahrenheit, flows to the plant, where it generates steam which then pro-
duces electricity by turning turbines. 

This facility only operates at its capacity during peak hours on particularly hot days 
when electricity demand is at its highest. Supplemental natural gas boilers help regulate 
the power output of the plants. While the Harper Lake facility has a slightly higher out-
put, this facility is, in size, the largest solar electric generating station in the world.

Kramer Junction Solar Facility 

Closed to the public, but visible from the highway. Main gate is two miles north of Route 
58, on Highway 395. A good view of the facility can be had from the water tank hill, 
located northwest of the Kramer Junction intersection, and reachable via the dirt road 
off 395, one mile north of the intersection.



The Rest Area off Route 58 at Boron is unusual as it is located between the world's 
largest Borax mine, visible to the north, and one of the nation's largest rocket labora-
tories, some of which is visible on the hill to the south. The rest area has informational 
plaques describing the U.S. Borax mine and features of the local natural environment. 
A watered oasis for more than motorists, it is frequently littered with swarms of rabbits. 
There are also signs warning about rattlesnakes.

The town of Boron is named after its principal export, which is extracted from the large 
open pit north of town. Boron is a community of a couple thousand people, with an 
excellent small museum, the Twenty Mule Team Museum, which explores historical 
and contemporary aspects of the area through photographs and artifacts.
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Boron 

Boron’s main drag is the 20 Mule Team Road, parallel and south of Route 58, five miles 
west of Kramer Junction.

Old sign along 20 Mule Team Road, welcoming visitors to Boron. The sign has been repainted.   



Now the largest open pit mine in California, the U.S. Borax Mine and refinery complex 
was established in the late 1920's. Prior to this time, borax was mined out of Death 
Valley and hauled to the railway at Mojave by the "20-mule team" made famous by 
a 1950’s television series. This mine consists of a 500-foot deep pit more than one 
mile long by one half mile wide. It is the largest borate mine in the world, supplying 
more than half of the world's borates, and it employs over 800 people. The substances 
obtained from the borates extracted from this deposit are used in numerous products, 
from soaps to jet fuels. Boron is an element that has many applications in aerospace 
and military technologies, including fiber composites and rocket fuels (making the 
Propulsion Lab across the highway a likely user of material from this mine). The second 
largest producer of borates in the world is nearby at Trona, adjacent to China Lake Naval 
Weapons Center.

Aerial view of U.S. Borax mine.               Photo courtesy of U.S. Borax.
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U.S. Borax Mine

The vast processing area and tailings piles are visible from public roads around the 
complex. A new visitors center has been built on top of a tailings pile. Take Borax Road 
north of Route 58, and follow signs. They charge two dollars or so. 



Several unusual concrete ruins are all that remain of this former test site, allegedly used 
to develop jet engines. 

Some of the ruins of the test site.

Abandoned Jet Engine Test Site

Unfenced and abandoned. Located four miles north of Route 58, on Gebhart Road, west 
of Boron. Just before the road enters into posted territory at the west edge of the Borax 
tailings piles, look for the paved traces of road to the left, and follow them towards the 
concrete structures. Lots of asbestos on the ground, so not a great place to camp.
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West of Boron, Route 58 follows the north perimeter of Edwards Air Force Base, one of 
the Nation’s most important military bases. Edwards is primarily known for its history of 
flight testing and experimental aircraft evaluation (it is where Chuck Yaeger broke the 
sound barrier), and it is where just about every aircraft in the U. S. military inventory 
has been tested... 

  1  Rocket Site Road
  2  Phillips Laboratory and Test Areas
  3  Bombing and Photo Target Area
  4  South Base
  5  Main Base
  6  North Base
  7  NASA Dryden Flight Research Center
  8  Old Air Force Flight Test Center Museum
  9  Air Force Flight Test Center Headquarters
10  New Air Force Flight Test Center Museum

edwards air force base
The CradLe of aerospaCe

Mojave

Boron
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Within Edwards Air Force Base’s 301,000-acres of federal, restricted land are numer-
ous aircraft and weapons systems test and evaluation organizations, most of which are 
housed in complexes surrounding Rogers Dry Lake, a naturally flat, 44-square mile 
landing area, which first drew flight researchers to this location. The space shuttle uses 
the longest runway on the dry lake as its primary auxiliary landing site in the event of 
inclement weather in Florida. From “open” facilities, such as NASA’s Dryden Flight 
Research Facility, which offers public tours during the week, to top secret projects at 
South Base and in the hills of Phillips Laboratory, Edwards is one of the most active 
and intriguing military bases in the country, employing around 13,000 people in a 
variety of pursuits.

A giant compass rose is enscribed on the lakebed, to help pilots in experimental aircraft get their bearings.
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Edwards Air Force Base Area

Edwards is a secure Air Force Base, but can be visited by the public in a number of 
ways. The simplest is to tell the guard at the gate that you would like to visit the Flight 
Test Museum and static display. Once on base, it is possible to drive around, as the most 
sensitive areas have separate access controls. More information on visiting Edwards is 
in the following pages.



Phillips Laboratory is located at the northeast corner of Edwards, on and around 
Leuhman Ridge, with additional test facilities on Haystack Butte, covering a total of 65 
square miles of the base. Phillips Lab is one of the primary Air Force labs, concerned 
with directed energy weapons, space-related defense, and propulsion systems. Phillips 
Lab has an annual budget of more than $600 million, and is headquartered at Kirtland 
AFB in Albuquerque, New Mexico, with other branches of the lab at Hanscom AFB 
in Massachusetts. The Edwards facilities serve the Space Experiments Directorate and 
the Propulsion Directorate, and employ around 425 people. There is a space simula-
tion facility, part of the Astronautics Lab, and several rocket engine test stands, some 
of which are visible from the highway, prominently sticking out of the top of Leuhman 
Ridge. 

Rocket engine test stands and cooling-water tanks line the top of Leuhman Ridge.

Located at the remote northeast corner of Edwards, Phillips Lab is not open to the pub-
lic, and has a separate guarded entrance. The main gate is located off Rocket Site Road, 
which connects to Route 58 just west of Boron. Though Rocket Site Road is posted as 
restricted, it continues through the eastern end of Edwards, and exits at 120th Street, 
northeast of Palmdale, without passing any security check points. 
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Phillips Laboratory 



One of numerous photo targets in the southeastern portion of Edwards. The air-
craft hulk is a F-100.         
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The east side of Rogers Dry Lake is a mix of Phillips Lab rocket test and development 
facilities, historic live ordnance bombing ranges, and modern inert bomb testing and 
practice areas. There are numerous photographic test ranges in the area, used to calibrate 
and test surveillance cameras, such as those aboard the SR-71 supersonic spy plane (still 
the fastest production aircraft in the world, which was recently briefly put back into 
service by the Air Force after testing at Edwards, and which is still be used by the CIA). 
Most of the photo targets are composed of a black and white pattern, with a scrap air-
craft adjacent to it, many of them the hulks of historic aircraft. 

Bombing in the range is now limited to practice bombs with small explosive indicator 
charges. Several circular and rectangular target areas a few hundred feet across have 
been cleared of vegetation for bomb “laydown” areas. One large rectangular laydown 
area covers hundreds of  acres.

Bombing and Photo Target Areas

Target sites on the east side of Rogers Dry Lake are both posted and not, fenced and not. 
This area is accessed via Avenue B, which connects Rocket Site Road to 120th Street.



South Base is on the southwestern side of Rogers Lake, and is connected to the Main 
Base by a taxiway. This is the site of the original Muroc Base, the first test center devel-
oped at the Lake in the 1940’s (Rogers Dry Lake was originally called Muroc Lake-
-Muroc is the backwards spelling of Corum, the name of the family which originally 
owned the property). The South Base covers almost 10,000 acres, and contains the rocket 
sled tracks, the Bell X-1 (first to break the sound barrier) loading pit, and a large muni-
tions area with 20 or so earthen explosive storage “igloos.”

Though South Base fell into disuse when the center of activity at Edwards moved to the 
newly constructed Main Base in the 1950’s, it has since been redeveloped for modern 
uses, including as the test center for the B-2 Stealth Bomber program. Now called the 
Birk Flight Test Center, the main facility at South Base has been used as a test center for 
hardware update programs for large transport aircraft and for bombers such as the B-52 
and B-1. 

View of some of the facilities at South Base, with an unusual variety of aircraft parked at the east end 
of the flightline.                     
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South Base 

Not open to the public. Located on the southwestern side of Rogers Lake.



The Main Base is the largest flightline area at Edwards, and houses many test and sup-
port aircraft, as well as test and modification facilities, such as anechoic chambers, as 
well as the Test Pilot School and the control tower.

The Main Base at Edwards, with the residential portion of the base in the foliated area in the background.    
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Main Base   

Portions of the Main Base are accessible to the public, though the flightline areas are 
closed and gated.



Crane at left is used to lift the space shuttle onto the top of the 747 transport aircraft, at right.                

The Dryden Flight Research Center is NASA's primary flight research facility. In 1946, 
engineers and test pilots came from the National Advisory Committee on Aeronautics 
(later to become NASA) based in Langley, Virginia, to develop a test center for the X-
1 aircraft. Edwards was then a training facility for the Army Air Corps, established in 
1933. It was here that the lifting body design program of the 1960's and 70's took place 
that led to the creation of the space shuttle. The Dryden facility continues to be used for 
flight characteristics research in such areas as high altitude and high angle of attack. It is 
associated with the Ames Research Center at Moffet Field, near San Jose. 

The space shuttle, built at the Rockwell facility at nearby Plant 42 in Palmdale, made 
its first orbiting flight landing on the lake bed in 1981. Edwards is the primary alternate 
landing site for the Space Shuttle, though it is used in this capacity infrequently. If the 
shuttle lands here, it has to be shipped back to the Kennedy Space Center in Florida on 
top of a 747, at a cost of several million dollars.
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Dryden Flight Research Center 

Located at the north end of the Main Base. The NASA Dryden facility (and gift shop) 
provides tours Monday through Friday at 10:15 and 1:15, though reservations may be 
needed: call (661) 258-3446.
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Though NASA claims some of the historic flight achievements at Edwards, the military 
is primarily responsible for the innovations in aerospace here, and most of the activities 
at Edwards are military in nature. The Air Force Flight Test Center is the headquarters 
for the military aircraft testing program based at Edwards, where more than half of the 
test flying in the Air Force takes place, and operates the Air Force Flight Test School, 
which is the nation's top school for training test pilots.

Aircraft developed here include the "X" series of experimental aircraft, which started 
with the X-1, the first plane to break the speed of sound, and in the 1960’s the X-15 
which flew at 6.7 times the speed of sound (4,550 mph), enabling it to fly from an air-
field in Idaho to Edwards in 11 minutes, and at altitudes which gave the pilots astronaut 
ratings (over 60 miles high). The X-31 is one of the current test aircraft in the on-going 
series of X-aircraft being flown at Edwards. One of these aircraft crashed in the sum-
mer of 1995, right next to Route 58. The Flight Test Center is involved in tests on 35 to 
40 aircraft at any given time, utilizing around 70 support aircraft for these tests. 

Flight testing at Edwards takes place in the skies above the base and surrounding pub-
lic land, and at ranges all over the Southwest. The Flight Test Center has a test group in 
Utah, which operates at the Utah Test and Training Range, the largest military land and 
airspace complex in the country.

Air Force Flight Test Center

Not open to the public.



The Air Force Flight Test Center Museum moved from its tiny space in the shopping 
plaza on base to a brand new building (that is a lot easier to find!) in the Summer of 
2000. Outside are several display aircraft, though much of the museum's collection of 
aircraft is still scattered around the off-limits parts of the base. Inside is a good collec-
tion of displays and artifacts related to aircraft testing at the base. Another interesting 
part of the museum’s holdings is the Blackbird Airpark, which has an SR-71 and an A-
12 on display and is located at the Air Force's Plant 42, in Palmdale (open 10-5, Friday 
through Sunday).

A display in the Flight Test Museum depicting the accomplishments of 
John Stapp, “the fastest man on earth,” a human guinea pig who rode the 
acceleration/deacceleration rocket sleds on the 10,000 and 20,000 foot test 
tracks at Edwards.             

50

Air Force Flight Test Center Museum

Once located in the shopping plaza near the residential section of Edwards, the new and 
expanded museum opened in the Summer of 2000, on Rosamond Boulevard, the main 
road through the base. Open Tuesday through Saturday 9-5, but call ahead to be sure: 
(661) 277-8050. Admission is free.



View of some of the facilities at North Base.

North Base is a separate cluster of hangars, administration, and support buildings, 
including some new construction, located at the north end of Rogers Dry Lake. North 
Base has been used to support the more secretive projects on base over the years, and 
may still be associated with Edward’s AFB Detachment III, the Air Force test unit 
which allegedly manages the Groom Lake base in Nevada, also known as Area 51.

North Base   

Not open to the public.
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Route 58 is generally flat and straight passing Edwards, to the town of Mojave, where 
it intersects with Route 14, a north-south highway connecting to Lancaster and Los 
Angeles. After Mojave, Route 58 climbs into the Tehachapi Pass, between the Tehachapi 
Mountains and the southern terminus of the Sierra Nevada. The highway leaves the 
Mojave Desert and enters the high-altitude, almost alpine, Tehachapi valley, then 
descends into the southern end of the dry, dusty (and oily) San Joaquin Valley...

  1    Mojave Airport
  2    Rosamond Mining District  
  3    Hazardous Industry Area
  4    Burt Rutan's House 
  5    California Portland Cement Company Plant 
  6    Tehachapi Wind Farm
  7    Monolith
  8    State Correctional Institution
  9    Tehachapi Loop
10    Tejon Ranch
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This former World War II airfield has extensive flight testing and training facilities. It 
is the home of one of the only civilian test pilot schools, which trains over 300 students 
annually and has 46 aircraft, from fighter jets to sailplanes, kept in four hangars at the 
airport. Several aerospace companies have facilities here, including a GE aircraft engine 
test site, and Burt Rutan's Scaled Composites company, where many innovative aircraft 
designs have been conceived and constructed. The contractor that dominates the airport 
flightline currently is British Aerospace (BAE, which acquired the Tracor facilities at 
Mojave when it bought Marconi in 1999).

Mojave Airport is where many surplus airliners are stored and scrapped. There are usu-
ally between 50 and 100 large airplanes waiting to be sold, repaired or scrapped here, 
including several 747s, which after being gutted, sell for around $25 per pound. As with 
many sites in the Antelope Valley, Mojave Airport accommodates film and advertising 
productions of all sorts. For example, the all-wet epic movie Waterworld filmed scenes 
which included a model of the Exxon Valdez, which remains stored at the boneyard of 
the Airport, near the Air Force One airplane from the Harrison Ford movie of the same 
name.
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Scrap aircraft in the yard at the Mojave Airport.            

Mojave Airport

Tours of the airport and the “boneyard” can sometimes be had on a walk-in basis for 
$10 per group. Stop in at the main office, in Building #58, under the tower (the smaller 
of the two), or call ahead at (661) 824-2433. The airport is located on the north side of 
Route 58, a few miles east of Mojave.



Like Barstow, Mojave is a desert town created largely by and for transportation indus-
tries. It is located at the intersection of the Southern Pacific and Santa Fe rail lines, near 
the edge of the steep grade into and over the Tehachapi Mountains. The first railway 
came in 1876, and Mojave became the terminus for the locally famous 20 Mule Team 
that hauled borax from Death Valley between 1884 and 1889. A mining area south of 
town brought people here at the end of the 1800’s, and a few years later the town grew 
again with workers coming in for the Los Angeles Aqueduct construction, finished in 
1913. Today, most of the town’s population of 2,500 are employed by the Mojave air-
port, Edwards AFB, local  industries, and the services supporting the rail and highway.
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Mojave

Located at the intersection of Route 58 and Highway 14, Mojave is a good stop for gas 
and food.
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Southwest of Mojave is a gold mining district littered with remnants such as shafts, 
machinery, structures, and townsites. Some mines around Soledad Mountain, the big 
hill south of Mojave, are still active, such as the Golden Queen mine, on the north slope 
of Soledad Mountain, where drilling and blasting still occurs, and further west at the 
Cactus Mine (at the intersection of Backus and Tehachapi Willow Springs Road), The 
town of Rosamond, a few miles further south, was a center for this mining district, and 
the Tropico Mine, west of Rosamond, has scenic ruins that are used as a film location 
(a number of other unusual sites can be found going west along Rosamond Boulevard, 
but they are outside of the scope of this book). The mining operations of years past 
have also left a legacy of contaminated sites throughout this area.

Headframe of an abandoned mine in the Cactus Mine area.              

Old Mining District

Many of the roads through this mining district are open and can be reached immediately 
south of Mojave, off Highway 14.
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A hazardous industry area has developed south of Mojave, east of Highway 14, where 
crude oil off-loading, and chemical, paint, and aerospace composite manufacturing takes 
place. Several abandoned industrial lots enclose contaminated, toxic debris, including a 
former smelter site, which is an EPA Superfund site. More companies are on their way, 
moving out of the more expensive (and perhaps more monitored) Los Angeles basin 
locations.

Fence closing off contaminated lands at the hazardous industry area.   

Hazardous Industry Area

Located south of Mojave, along the Sierra Highway and Lone Butte Road. Take the first 
exit off Highway 14 south of Mojave, and head east then south.



Southwest of Mojave is an unusual pyramidal home designed by Salt Lake City archi-
tect David Cassil, with the tail-section of an aircraft as a mailbox. It was built for Burt 
Rutan,  a radical, notorious local designer whose accomplishments include the Voyager 
aircraft, which flew around the world without refueling (copiloted by his brother Dick); 
the fuselage of the DC-X rocket a reusable vertical take-off vehicle; a rigid sail used 
for ocean-going sailboats; and several designs for windmills, some of which are in use 
in the nearby Tehachapi Wind Farm. He is the owner and chief designer at the Scaled 
Composites company, located at the Mojave Airport.

Aircraft designer Burt Rutan's new pyramidal house, with mailbox on right.     

Burt Rutan's House

Burt Rutan's house is not open to the public. It is just beyond the Camelot Golf Course, 
southwest of Mojave. 
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The California Portland Cement Company's Mojave Plant employs 150 people to  
extract limestone and produce cement at this 9,000 acre site. The plant opened in 1955, 
after a nine mile rail spur connecting the site to the main line at Mojave was built by 
the company. The plant has been expanded and modernized a number of times, most 
recently in the early 1980’s. It is one of three locations for this company: the others are 
at Rillito, Arizona, and at Colton, California (where a literal mountain of limestone can 
be observed slowly disappearing, on the south side of Interstate 10). Cement from the 
Mojave facility was used to build the Bonaventure Hotel in downtown L.A., Dodger's 
Stadium, and the second L.A. Aqueduct. 

California Portland Cement Company plant.      

California Portland Cement Company's Mojave Plant

Located off Oak Creek Road, which connects to Route 58 at the north end of the town of 
Mojave.
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The Los Angeles Aqueduct passes under Route 58 at the beginning of the grade up 
towards the Tehachapi Pass, about three miles north of Mojave, and a mile before the 
Randsburg Cut-off Road. Dirt roads follow the aqueduct north of the highway, and a 
few interesting erosion control structures can be found around this area (an unpopulated 
area called Aqueduct City). The original aqueduct is covered with a ribbed cement lid 
in this area, and the 1970’s aqueduct, which runs parallel and nearby, is mostly under-
ground, with occasional cement access hatches with mileage numbers painted on them.

The first Los Angeles aqueduct, at the time of construction, was the largest single water 
project in the world, and was an unprecedented engineering feat, with the water flow-
ing by gravity all the way to the city. In its original total length of 226 miles, completed 
in 1913, were 142 tunnels totalling 43 miles in length; 34 miles of open unlined chan-
nel; 39 miles of concrete-lined channel; 98 miles of covered conduit; and 12 miles of 
siphoning steel pipe (pipe manufactured back-east and brought around Cape Horn by 
boat). Over the years, the reach of the aqueduct system expanded. More Owens Valley 
land purchases were made by the city, and more streams were captured. In the 1930's, 
the aqueduct was extended up to the Mono Basin by boring an 11 mile tunnel through a 
mountain. The creeks feeding Mono Lake were captured, and the lake began evaporat-
ing, just as Owens Lake had done before. Pumping stations, reservoirs and penstocks 
were constructed along the course of the aqueduct to retain more of the seasonal run-off 
and to generate electricity. Despite these expansions, the need for water increased, and 
in 1970, a second aqueduct  opened, which runs parallel to the first.

The Aqueduct under construction in 1911, taken from 
roughly the same location as the contemporary photo, 
left.        DWP photo

The Los Angeles Aqueduct, near Route 58.       

Los Angeles Aqueduct



The Tehachapi Wind Farm, with 5,000 wind turbines, is the second largest collection 
of wind generators in the world (the largest is at the Altamont pass, near Livermore and 
the San Francisco Bay area). The turbines are operated by a dozen private companies, 
and collectively produce enough electricity to power 50,000 homes (about 800 million 
kilowatt-hours). 

With over 15,000 turbines in the state (7,000 at Altamont and 3,000 at San Gorgonio 
Pass, near Palm Springs), wind power makes up about 1% of California's electricity, and 
more than 80% of the world's total wind-generated electricity.*

The Pacific Crest Trail passes through the middle of the wind farm on its 2,000 mile 
course from Mexico to Canada. 

*Wind power, along with other renewable energies such as solar and geothermal generation, blossomed with tax-incentives                      
created in response to energy concerns of the 1970's. With a geopolitical environment favoring inexpensive imported oil for 
the United States, these incentives have lapsed.
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Tehachapi Wind Farm

Route 58 passes through this vast wind farm, but for a closer look at the turbines, drive 
south of Route 58 on to Tehachapi - Willow Springs Road, Oak Creek Road, or Cameron 
Road.



Limestone has been extracted from this mountain at Monolith since 1921 and some 
estimates are that it will take another 100 years to remove the literal mountain of lime-
stone, west of the plant. The Calaveras Cement Company operates the facility, and 
employs over 100 people in mining and cement production. 

A major overhaul of the plant was completed in 1991, and a 1.6 mile belt conveyor 
was added to transport material from the mine to the plant. The $100 million facility 
produces 750,000 tons of cement a year.

The Monolith plant, the second of two large cement plants in  the Tehachapi Pass area.   
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Monolith Cement Plant

Visible on the north side of the highway at the Tehachapi Pass, a few miles before 
Tehachapi.



This State Correctional Institution complex in the isolated Cummings Valley is home 
to more than 5,600 inmates. The 1,600 acre facility has minimum and medium secu-
rity complexes, as well as maximum security for 2,000 inmates. There are about 1,500 
employees at the facility, which is one of the largest of the 31 state penitentiaries in 
California.

Aerial view of the correctional facilities complex.          California Dept. of Corrections photo.
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California Correctional Institution 

Eight miles west of Tehachapi. Take Route 202 west of town to the gate. Visiting hours 
are posted at the gate.



The Tehachapi Loop is part of the Southern Pacific/Santa Fe rail line that goes through 
the Tehachapi area. Due to the steep grade, railway engineers building the track in the 
1870's made a loop, so that the track makes a full circle to gain about 100 feet in altitude. 
This resulted in a tremendously popular attraction for railway enthusiasts, or "railfans." 
The local Chamber of Commerce estimates that 30,000 people come to the loop every 
year to watch the trains loop over themselves. Many railfan visitors are English, and 
they park their rental cars next to the track and listen to their scanners while waiting for 
the trains. This is not the only such loop (in the Canadian Rockies there is even a double 
loop with 5 tunnels), but for some reason, perhaps due to its proximity to other notewor-
thy rail sites and because it is close to L.A., the Tehachapi Loop is particularly popular. 

Long trains pass over themselves at this point on the Tehachapi Loop.                
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Tehachapi Loop 

Good viewing of the loop in action can be had from Woodford Tehachapi Road, five 
miles northwest of Tehachapi, two miles southeast of the Keene exit of Route 58.



Near the loop is a monument commemorating an entirely different rail event in the area, 
installed by the fraternal/historical organization E Clampus Vitus which places monu-
ments such as these throughout California. The text reads:

The Great Flood of 1932 and Engine No. 3834
On September 30th torrential rains flooded Tehachapi Creek, undermining the tracks 
under Santa Fe Engine No. 3834 which was waiting out the storm about 1/2 mile east 
of Woodford Station. The engine disappeared into the raging water below. It remained 
"lost" for two weeks, hidden under 10 feet of mud. It took one month to free the severely 
damaged engine. Its bell was never found. Almost three years after the flood the newly 
refurbished engine was returned to service with people lining the tracks in Tehachapi 
and Keene, waving and cheering as No. 3834 rolled by - its new bell proudly ringing. 

E Clampus Vitus monument near the Tehachapi Loop.   
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E Clampus Vitus Monument

Located northwest of the loop.
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The western edge of the Tehachapi Mountains along Route 58 is the northern panhandle 
of the Tejon Ranch property, a 270,000 acre parcel of land that is the largest contiguous 
privately owned property in California.

The Tejon Ranch Company earns income by managing the 420 square miles of land 
that it owns (equivalent roughly in area to the city of Los Angeles, which is just over 
one hour from the Tejon Headquarters). Livestock, farming, oil and mineral extraction 
and commercial leasing are the activities that the company pursues. The highway ser-
vices town of Grapevine, on I-5 at the foot of Tejon Pass, is owned and administered 
by the Tejon Ranch. On the eastern end of the property, in the Antelope Valley, is the 
Northrop-Grumman radar cross section test facility, with its alleged multi-story under-
ground structures. And in the pass is old Fort Tejon, where in the 1850's General Beale 
first established the headquarters to amass and protect this empire.

Bakersfield

Downtown 
Los Angeles

Mojave

Tehachapi

Grapevine

Santa Clarita

Palmdale

Tejon Ranch

Map of Tejon Ranch Area.        Modified from Tejon Ranch Company Annual Report.

Tejon Ranch



After descending out of the bare, rolling hills of the Tehachapi, Route 58 enters the grid 
of the San Joaquin Valley, the most productive agricultural district in the country. Like 
Los Angeles, the San Joaquin is a phenomenon maintained by a massive aqueduct sys-
tem that brings water south from the Sierras. Its southern end is a landscape of pumps, 
pipes, salty soil, drainage ditches, massive tractors and monoculture - mostly feed crops 
and cotton. And beneath the soil is oil, especially at the western edge of the valley. 
Route 58 briefly joins Route 99 and travels through Bakersfield, then bears west again 
where it crosses California's central artery: Interstate 5. Beyond this, the oil production 
landscape intensifies, until the road rises out of the valley and into the sparse Temblor 
Range...

1   Frito Lay Plant
2   Buttonwillow Service Area
3   Midway Substation
4   Lokern Hazardous Waste Facility
5   Cymric Oil Field
6   Naval Petroleum Reserve
7   State Historical Landmark 498

the southern san joaquin valley
Oil, Agriculture, and Corn Chips
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Bakersfield is a functional town in the flat, dry Southern San Joaquin Valley, with a 
population just over 200,000. It is the county seat and center of commerce for the agri-
cultural Kern county, which is also the biggest oil producing county in the state. The 
industrial farms here are suffering even though they were the recipients of the largest 
irrigation system ever built: the California State Water Project. The creation of the 
Central Valley Aqueduct and the Isabella Dam and reservoir, on the Kern River, made 
this dry landscape farmable, though now contamination of the soil and water threatens 
the industry in this region. Salinification of the soil makes much of Kern county look 
from the air like a checkerboard of white, green and brown squares.
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Banner placed on I-5 by Central Valley farmers.                                   

Bakersfield

Route 58 joins the real Central Valley artery, Highway 99, for a couple of miles through 
Bakersfield then heads west again. Bakersfield has the Kern County Museum, Buck 
Owens, and more Bakersfieldness than anywhere else.



Frito Lay's Kern Plant provides the Los Angeles area with potato chips and Doritos. 
About 80 million pounds of product is produced here annually, and the plant employs 
500 people. The bakery extension, finished in early 1996, in addition to enabling the 
plant to produce pretzels and baked chips, makes this facility the largest Frito Lay plant 
in the world. 
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The largest Frito Lay plant in the world.             

Frito Lay's Kern Plant

One-hour tours are available Tuesdays at 9:30 a.m., 11 a.m., and 1 p.m. Call (661) 328-
6060.



Interstate 5 is the West Coast's main highway, stretching for more than 1,400 miles, 
from the Mexican border to the Canadian border. In California, it is a linear strip of 
urbanization, graffittied and fast-fooded; a half-mile wide, 400 mile long corridor 
connecting L.A. to Sacramento and the Bay Area. Route 58 intersects I-5 at a name-
less grouping of highway service franchises. Some call it the Buttonwillow Rest Area, 
though the official rest area is still a few miles north on the freeway. Like a factory, this 
unincorporated business area has a few hundred employees but nearly no residents.

The strip of familiar symbols at the Buttonwillow service area.             
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Buttonwillow Service Area

Services are located on the east side of the interstate, and on the north side of Route 58.



Buttonwillow is an unincorporated cotton town with a general population of 1,300. 

The Midway Substation is a transformer station associated with the high tension lines 
that follow I-5, and with the power delivery system associated with the oil fields to the 
west. 

Bales of cotton awaiting shipment at the co-op in Buttonwillow.            

Entrance to the Midway Substation.               
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Town of Buttonwillow and Midway Substation 

Route 58 passes by the Midway Substation on its way through Buttonwillow.



The California Aqueduct is one of several major aqueduct systems in the state, and con-
nects the Sacramento River delta area to Los Angeles. There are many canals, reservoirs 
and pumping stations along the course of this aqueduct, which travels down the western 
edge of the San Joaquin Valley, and supplies water to the agricultural communities of 
much of the San Joaquin and urban Southern California. The California Aqueduct is a  
major component in the State Water Project system that was initiated in the early 1950's 
and continues to be under construction today. The State Water Project was the largest 
water project in the world, and was initiated to allow farming in the San Joaquin Valley 
to continue, despite the groundwater depletion and soil contamination that is inevitable 
when large-scale agriculture is pursued in hot and dry environments.

Route 58 crossing the California Aqueduct.                     
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California Aqueduct 

Route 58 crosses over the California Aqueduct west of Buttonwillow. A pull off for fish-
ing is located on the south side of the road.
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The Lokern Hazardous Waste Facility is a hazardous waste dump operated by Laidlaw 
Environmental Services. The 320 acre facility accepts Class 1 wastes from petroleum-
related industries, such as soils contaminated by chemicals from extraction and refin-
ing operations. The facility occasionally attempts to expand the array of wastes it is 
allowed to accept. 

Laidlaw Lokern hazardous waste site.      

Lokern Hazardous Waste Facility 

Leaving Buttonwillow, heading west, turn right on to Lokern Road. The dump is on the 
north side, a few miles down the road. It is not open to the public, but can be circum-
navigated.



Route 58 passes through the edge of the Cymric Oil Field, a smaller producer sand-
wiched between three of the most productive oil fields in the country. Twelve miles 
north is the South Belridge oil field, and less than ten miles south of the highway are 
the Elk Hills and Midway-Sunset oil fields. These three fields, along with the Kern 
River Oil Field, just north of Bakersfield, each has the capacity to produce over a bil-
lion barrels of oil, and collectively produce two-thirds of the crude oil in California.  

The oil extracted in this area is very thick and is pumped out of the well with the help 
of pressurized steam. The steam is produced in co-generation plants, which are gas 
fired steam plants, that also use the steam to produce electricity. The steam is distrib-
uted in pipes that, along with the crude oil pipes, can be seen on the ground all over the 
oil field area.

Landscape of pipes in the oilfields of the eastern slope of the Temblor Range.            
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 Cymric Oil Field 

Just north of McKittrick.



McKittrick was a boom town, founded in 1910, and it once had a population of almost 
five thousand people when the region was full of workers brought in to build up the oil 
fields. In time the oil fields encroached on the town and most people moved to surround-
ing communities. The area now has a population of 190, and the oilfield supply company 
and the general store are the only two retail businesses left. 

One of the two businesses open on Route 58, in McKittrick.     
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McKittrick 

Route 58 passes through McKittrick.
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The Naval Petroleum Reserve No. 1, a 47,000 acre (75 square mile) federal facility, 
contains the Elk Hills oil field, in one of the most productive oil producing areas in the 
country. There are over 1,000 individual oil pumping units in the Reserve, three power 
plants, and a co-generation facility. Though originally secured to supply the Navy, the 
Elk Hills Reserve is now operated by the Department of Energy and has been selling its 
crude oil on the commercial market since 1977. In addition to producing over 1 billion 
barrels of oil since 1912, the Reserve is the largest producer of natural gas and natu-
ral gas liquids in California, and is the tenth largest oilfield in the United States. The 
facility is mostly owned by the Department of Energy, though 22% is now owned by 
Chevron. Bechtel is the primary contractor at the site. The area is closed to the public.

A 42.5 megawatt co-generation plant at the Elk Hills Naval Petroleum Reserve pro-
duces electricity for the facility and steam used in extracting the thick crude from the 
ground. The plant runs on natural gas, also abundant at Elk Hills. 

Four sites in the country comprise the Naval Petroleum Reserve. Naval Petroleum 
Reserve No. 2 is adjacent to Elk Hills, and encompasses another major oil field called 
Buena Vista. No. 3 is the notorious Teapot Dome, near Casper, Wyoming, which is 
largely depleted. No. 4 is in Alaska, and is shut down. Future federal legislation is forc-
ing the DOE to divest itself of some of the Naval Reserves. Chevron has recently pur-
chased much of the Elk Hills field for several billion dollars.

Gas tanks at the Naval Petroleum Reserve.

Naval Petroleum Reserve No. 1 and 2

Elk Hills Road, a public road which connects to Route 58 at Marasol Avenue, in down-
town Buttonwillow, goes through the reserve, though access into the fields on either side 
is restricted and gated.



Like the La Brea Tar Pits in Los Angeles, many fossilized remains were found here.  
The monument for State Historical Landmark 498, erected in 1952, reads:

Located one eighth of a mile west of here is an ancient asphaltum seepage in which 
hundreds of pleistocene (15,000-50,000 years ago) birds and animals were trapped. 
Site first explored in 1928 by the University of California, with excavation completed 
in 1949 by Los Angeles and Kern County museums.

The archeologists at the site were known to work in the nude, to more easily move 
about in the sticky pits.

State historic monument # 498.                   
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State Historical Landmark 498 

Located on the north side of Route 58, a few miles west of McKittrick.



Sign just beyond the historical monument warns of the next phase of Route 58.        

77



As Route 58 climbs up the Temblor Range out of McKittrick and the San Joaquin Valley, 
the oil fields taper off to occasional solitary pumps, and there are excellent views down 
to the fields from turn-offs along the windy road. Though there are only 55 linear miles 
between McKittrick and Santa Margarita (which is the terminus of Route 58) the jour-
ney can take a couple of hours and there are no services along the way.  The highway 
narrows as it rises up the hillside, and enters a remote, isolated, and seldom-visited part 
of California: the Carrizo Plain...

1   San Andreas Fault View
2   California Valley
3   Soda Lake
4   Soda Lake Overlook
5   Goodwin Education Center
6   Solar Power Plant Site
7   California Aqueduct Extension View

carrizo plain towards the sea 
 naTUre, abandonmenT, and rIfT zones
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The Carrizo Plain area is a high, dry valley, a self-contained drainage basin with an 
alkali lake at its bottom. There is some cattle ranching, and some vestiges of the agri-
cultural industries which once thrived here, but the plain has almost no real economic 
activity, and is largely preserved as a natural area. The Bureau of Land Management 
owns 200,000 acres of the 50 mile long valley, property it co-manages along with the 
Department of Fish and Game and the Nature Conservency. Many rare species of flora 
and fauna are making a comeback here, and the plain abounds with wildflowers in the 
spring.

Motorcyclists accelerate as they begin their crossing of the Carrizo Plain.                 
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Carrizo Plain 

The San Andreas Fault runs down the length of the Carrizo Plain, and is clearly visible 
in a few locations. One mile down Seven Mile Road, just past a yellow barn, is a little 
hill on the right. This escarpment marks one edge of the fault. The fault is also visible as 
an abrupt rise in the roadway at milepost 52.1 on Route 58.



In the 1950's a corner of the plain was dubbed California Valley as part of a huge sub-
division project. Investors bought property here after only reading descriptions in a 
brochure. Almost nobody moved in, and the only visible remnants of California Valley 
are a decrepit sign on the highway and 20 square miles of grid pattern represented on 
the map. As part of the California Valley Resort, a motel, gas station and restaurant 
were built. The gas station is closed, but the motel and restaurant apparently do still 
accommodate an occasional visitor. There is an airfield and a fire station, serving the 
emergency needs of the 250 residents in the area. House lots still occasionally come on 
the market for a few hundred dollars.
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Decrepit sign for the forgotten California Valley development.

California Valley 

The grid of California Valley runs through the area south of Route 58, north of Soda 
Lake, and downtown is located two miles south of Route 58, on Soda Lake Road.



There are some efforts to educate visitors about the natural history of the area in the 
Carrizo Plain. Interpretive plaques at the Soda Lake Overlook offer some information 
from atop a natural mound adjacent to the dry lake.  

The one room Goodwin Education Center, further down Soda Lake Road past the 
observation point, presents more information on the natural history of the region. It is 
open only half the year, as summers are especially slow in the Carrizo Plain, due to the 
high temperatures, in one of the sunniest places in California.

Soda Lake viewing area.         
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Soda Lake Overlook and Goodwin Education Center 

Head south on Soda Lake Road 10 miles from Route 58 to the overlook, then another 
four to the interpretive center, open occasionally.



The valley's status as one of the sunniest places in the state was exploited by the solar 
power industry from 1983 to 1994. The Carrizo Solar Company recently dismantled its 
177 acre facility, which was no longer economically viable. This was by far the largest 
photovoltaic array in the world, with 100,000 1' x 4' photovoltaic arrays producing 5.2 
megawatts at its peak.  

The plant was originally constructed by the Atlantic Richfield oil company (ARCO) in 
1983. During the energy crisis of the late 1970's ARCO became a solar energy pioneer, 
even manufacturing the photovoltaic arrays themselves. ARCO first built a 1 megawatt 
pilot operation, the Lugo plant in Hesperia, California, which is also now closed. The 
Carrizo Solar Corporation, based in Albuquerque, NM, bought the two facilities from 
ARCO in 1990. But the price of oil never rose as was predicted, so the solar plant never 
became competative with fossil fuel-based energy production (Carrizo sold its electric-
ity to PG&E for between three and four cents a kilowatt-hour, while a minimum price 
of eight to ten cents a kilowatt-hour would be necessary in order for Carrizo to make a 
profit).
 
Another photovoltaic facility was planned for the site by the Chatsworth Utility Power 
Group, and with an output of 100 megawatts it would have been many times larger 
than the existing facility. But it never got off the drawing board, though a faded sign at 
the edge of an empty meadow obstinately states: "Future Site Of 100MW Photovoltaic 
Electric Power Generating Facility. Planned Completion 1994.”

These up-rooted posts, which once held the photovoltaic arrays. have since been removed from the site.   
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Abandoned Solar Project Site

Four miles west of the Soda Lake Road turn off, Route 58 makes a right angle left turn to 
the west. Keep going north at this turn, and you enter the former photovoltaic array site.



At the west edge of the plain, the road drops into a jagged topography, a descent that 
leads eventually to near sea-level. For several miles on the descent towards Santa 
Margarita, Route 58 follows the latest phase of the State Water Project. The newly 
installed pipeline is the portion of the California Aqueduct that brings water from the 
Central Valley to the coast to supply the growing needs of the San Luis Obispo region.

Within the erosional landforms along the highway are ranches and vineyards. The road 
passes the north edge of the Los Padres National Forest, a remote part of the forest that 
is used primarily for off-road vehicle recreation. Residences slowly increase in number 
as the roadway approaches Santa Margarita, a small Central California town of 1,000 
people, with a restaurant, general store, and real-estate office. 

Route 58 ends in Santa Margarita, at the intersection of Highway 101, a freeway con-
necting Los Angeles to San Francisco. Los Angeles is approximately 200 miles south.

Swath of freshly turned dirt indicates the course of the recently installed pipeline.                 
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