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This may be California's worst intersection. There are no plans
to fix it.

(Article text compiled for your convenience. Article with photographs is at
https://www.sfgate.com/la/article/worst-los-angeles-intersection-fairfax-asterisk-18367344.php.)

Hope goes to die at the quasi-intersection of Los Angeles’ Fairfax Avenue, Olympic Boulevard
and San Vicente Boulevard, just a couple blocks south of the famous La Brea Tar Pits. The
soul-sucking nature of the Fairfax/Olympic/San Vicente hellhole — termed the “asterisk” by
neighborhood organizations and “the butthole” by my girlfriend — is notorious in the larger Los
Angeles community. Last year, in a social media post Mindy Kaling deemed “boring,” the actor
asked her followers what the worst intersection in LA was. Kaling volunteered her pick:
Fairfax/Olympic/San Vicente.

The trouble with this intersection is that it isn’t really an intersection. Unlike a typical six-way
intersection, where coordinated signals allow drivers on each road to take their turn in an orderly
fashion, San Vicente actually first crosses Fairfax and then crosses Olympic a few hundred feet
later, meaning that drivers — if they’re lucky — must wait for not just one but two endless light
cycles. The limited space to queue between these two crossings creates significant backups.
During rush hour, a car may have to sit through an entire green light cycle without moving
because there is no space to go. It is urban planning chaos.

Redditors seem to agree. Multiple threads posted to the r/LosAngeles subreddit have discussed
the issue over the years. “You're especially f—d if you are on San Vicente during rush hours
when just a dozen or so cars can make it totally clear of both streets,” one commenter wrote.
“Otherwise you get stuck in the middle until the next cycle of the light.”
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Local neighborhood organizations have even formed to fix the “Fairfax Asterisk.” Michelle
Menna, a local real estate agent, created “Fix the Fairfax Asterisk” back in 2017, garnering
coverage in Streetsblog LA. Unfortunately, the group has ceased its activities, and the
intersection remains the same confusing mess it’s been since its inception.

Whose idea was it to mush these three major thoroughfares together? Turns out it’s a remnant
of Los Angeles’ transportation history.

Long before cars roamed the earth — or at least before Henry Ford introduced the Model T to
American consumers, and long before the automobile took control of consumer preferences —
Los Angeles built out an extensive streetcar network.

At first, this network was relatively decentralized, with a handful of companies building out their
own systems. By 1911, however, the scene was dominated by two primary players: Pacific
Electric and Los Angeles Railway.

Pacific Electric, in particular, owned a true maze of rail lines, running not just within the central
areas of the city but also to a dizzying number of suburban outposts, from the San Fernando
Valley to Long Beach and all the way out to San Bernardino in the San Gabriel Valley.

One of Pacific Electric’s most popular lines was the Sawtelle Line, which ultimately terminated in
Santa Monica and connected the Vineyard neighborhood in present-day Mid City to the
Hollywood-Venice Line. A crucial juncture of that line ran from the Vineyard Junction to the
Sherman Junction. These train tracks eventually became what is now known as San Vicente
Boulevard (the one in Mid City, not to be confused with the San Vicente Boulevard in Santa
Monica).

But Pacific Electric did not lay these tracks. In the early parts of the 20th century, it gobbled up a
number of competing streetcar companies, including in 1911 what was then called the Los
Angeles Pacific Company, which had laid these tracks for the first time in 1897.

At that point, most of what we now recognize as the city of Los Angeles was largely dirt and
farmland. The entire state of California, as of 1896, had “less than a hundred miles of improved
roads, most of which were not only unpaved, but dusty during the summer,” according to Scott
L. Bottles’ “Los Angeles and the Automobile: The Making of a Modern City.” When rail
companies laid down the tracks of the Sawtelle Line at the turn of the century, it was the first
time humans had created any transportation infrastructure on the land.

The streetcar networks were ultimately dismantled midcentury — in short, people preferred their
cars, and the streetcars were losing lots of money — and the space where the tracks once ran
was usually converted into even more capacity for personal automobiles. The bizarre diagonal
cut-through from Vineyard Junction to Sherman Junction became San Vicente Boulevard,
slicing through the north-south thoroughfare of Fairfax Avenue and the east-west artery of
Olympic Boulevard.

Today, there are no public plans to fix the Fairfax Asterisk. In lieu of action, perhaps the next-
best solution is choosing serenity. When drivers find themselves in the heart of the asterisk, it
can be helpful not to fixate on the mounting frustration of minutes passing from life but instead
meditate on the fascinating world that came before — a palimpsest of transportation history.
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