The Penrose Trolley

The electric trolleys that served Arlington and the Penrose neighborhood had a life very similar to other more or less rural trolley lines—from the mid-1890s until the late 1930s and the eve of World War II.

America’s first practical electric trolley line providing reliable transportation in all sorts of weather was in Virginia—Richmond, in 1888.  The following decade saw electric trolleys replacing horsecars and cable cars in Washington.  In 1896, the Washington, Alexandria & Mt. Vernon Railway crossed the Potomac into Northern Virginia near the present day 14th St. Bridge and ran south to Alexandria, connecting with a line to Mt. Vernon built in 1892. 

In Northern Virginia, the Washington & Arlington Railway laid tracks from Rosslyn up the hill to Ft. Myer in 1892.  Initially operated as a horsecar line, it was electrified in late 1895.  The track was extended from Ft. Myer through Penrose in 1900 and to Nauck, just north of Four Mile Run, in 1901.  Track was also laid from Rosslyn through Clarendon to Falls Church in 1896, eventually reaching Fairfax City in 1904.
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The 4.5 mile trip from Rosslyn to Nauck took 15 minutes and, during rush hours, cars ran twenty minutes apart.  Service was provided primarily by a fleet of nine streetcars built between 1908 and 1910.  While it was physically possible to ride a single car from Penrose to downtown Washington (12th St. & Pennsylvania Ave. NW) via the 14th St. Bridge, no surviving timetables show such a trip.  In Rosslyn, passengers changed to a Capital Transit Company trolley for the trip across Key Bridge to Georgetown and other DC points.
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#224 at Nauck.  Photo by William Lichtenstern

During its forty years of life, the Penrose trolley operated under a variety of names, as the company repeatedly expanded or reorganized (voluntarily or involuntarily):

Washington & Arlington—1892-1896

Washington, Arlington & Falls Church – 1896-1913

Washington-Virginia – 1913-1927

Arlington & Fairfax – 1927-1936

Arlington & Fairfax Auto Railroad – 1936-1939

The beginning of the end came around 1930, with reductions in service and cutbacks in track.  Electric trolley service on the Ft. Myer- Penrose-Nauck line (and the Falls Church –Fairfax line) ended in January 1937.  The trolleys were replaced by “auto-railers”, actually small busses that ran over the rails on flanged wheels to Rosslyn and then were intended to roll on their rubber tires across the Key Bridge into Georgetown, eliminating the change in Rosslyn.  Unfortunately, Capital Transit prevented that service by objecting that its franchise gave it exclusive service across the bridge.  
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The auto-railers ran their last through Penrose in September 1939.  Capital Transit trolley service across the Key Bridge to Rosslyn lasted until 1949.  Electric interurban service  on the Washington & Old Dominion from Rosslyn to Leesburg and Bluemont had ended in April 1944, when the line was dieselized.

As did other semi-rural lines, the Penrose trolleys succumbed from dwindling ridership caused by the rise of alternative forms of transportation, the effects of the Great Depression, and a maintenance-intensive physical infrastructure that could no longer be supported by fares.  It is interesting, however, to speculate what would have happened if the Arlington & Fairfax had managed to survive for just a few more years.  World War II, which brought the Pentagon and a population boom to Arlington, as well as gas rationing and restrictions on motor vehicle production, would likely have saved the trolleys at least for the duration, but probably not much past V-J Day.

Only one Northern Virginia trolley is known to have survived.  Washington, Alexandria & Mt. Vernon Snowsweeper  #51, built in 1905, is at the National Capital Trolley Museum in Wheaton, MD (wessite: www.dctrolley.org).  
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W.A.&MV #51.  Photo by J.G. Brill Co.

The best source of information on Northern Virginia trolleys is Old Dominion Trolley, Too, by John E. Merriken (Dallas, LeRoy E. King, 1987).  It is available at the Arlington Public Library.

Lawrence R. Velte

