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Introduction

PG&E Corporation occupies a unique and influential place in the history of American
industry. As one of the country’s largest energy utilities, its reach and operations have
shaped not only the economic and technological growth of California, but also the
daily lives of millions of its residents. From the earliest days of hydroelectric
experimentation during the Gold Rush to the Silicon Valley-driven transformation of
the energy grid, PG&E's story mirrors the evolution—and at times the turmoil—of the
American utility sector.

The origins of Pacific Gas and Electric Company trace back to enterprising gold miners
and visionary engineers who recognized the transformative power of electricity.
Through a series of bold mergers and rapid expansions in the early twentieth century,
the company soon emerged as California’s dominant utility provider. The sheer scope
of PG&E's infrastructure—from thousands of miles of power lines to enormous
hydroelectric networks and natural gas pipelines—spoke to the immense challenge of
electrifying the far reaches of the Golden State.

PG&E's position as a monopoly granted it both tremendous influence and
responsibility. Decades of near-unchecked growth enabled remarkable feats of
engineering, such as the nation’s first million-customer utility system and California’s
early nuclear ventures. Yet, this same dominance exposed the company to the risks of
regulatory backlash, technological inertia, and the perils of environmental neglect.
Critical moments—Ilike the energy crises of the early 2000s and the tragic wildfires of
recent years—brought into sharp relief the consequences of organizational missteps
and the evolving expectations of public utilities.

Concurrently, PG&E’s story has often been one of controversy and reform. Lawsuits
over environmental contamination, deadly accidents from insufficient safety protocols,
and escalating liabilities linked to catastrophic wildfires have landed PG&E in the
national spotlight—all raising existential questions about the responsibilities of
investor-owned utilities in a changing world. These crises have tested the company’s
resilience and forced innovation in safety, governance, and sustainability.

By chronicling the past and present of PG&E Corporation, this book explores not only
the ascent, setbacks, and reinventions of a behemoth utility, but also the broader
currents that have shaped the American power industry. Amid debates on climate
change, the future of nuclear energy, and the role of distributed generation, PG&E’s
current endeavors—its commitments to reducing greenhouse emissions, modernizing
infrastructure, and redefining its place in California’s energy landscape—point towards
the multifaceted challenges and opportunities that await.
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Ultimately, the story of PG&E is a story of adaptation. As the company seeks to regain
public trust, secure financial stability, and contribute positively to pressing
environmental goals, its journey offers critical insights into the evolving dynamics of
American energy, governance, and corporate responsibility. This book aims to provide
a comprehensive account of PG&E's century-spanning journey, its pivotal moments,
unresolved questions, and lasting impact on California and beyond.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of Power in the Golden
State

California in the mid-19th century was a land of staggering opportunity and equally
staggering challenges. The Gold Rush had transformed a quiet agrarian outpost into a
booming, chaotic frontier, attracting hundreds of thousands seeking their fortune. Yet,
beneath the frenzy of picks and shovels, lay a profound energy dilemma. Unlike the
burgeoning industrial centers of the East Coast, California lacked readily accessible
coal deposits, the black gold that fueled the factories and powered the burgeoning
electrical grids of the era. This absence would, perhaps ironically, become a powerful
catalyst for innovation, pushing the state's entrepreneurs to look for alternative
energy sources.

The relentless pursuit of gold in the Sierra Nevada foothills unwittingly laid the
groundwork for California's future energy infrastructure. Miners, ever resourceful,
developed advanced hydraulic mining techniques that involved directing high-
pressure streams of water to erode hillsides and expose gold deposits. This required
an intricate system of dams, canals, and flumes to channel and control vast quantities
of water. While hydraulic mining eventually faced bans due to its devastating
environmental impact, the sophisticated water management systems remained, and
the expertise gained in moving water over vast distances proved invaluable.

It was within this context that the potential of hydroelectric power began to glimmer.
The concept was simple yet revolutionary: harness the force of California's abundant,
fast-flowing mountain rivers to generate electricity. Early attempts were small-scale,
often designed for specific local needs. For instance, in 1887, the very first successful
hydroelectric demonstrations in Nevada County used a Pelton wheel to generate
electricity for mine lighting. These initial ventures, primarily employing direct current
(DC) systems, were limited in their reach, much like Thomas Edison’s early low-voltage
networks. Transmitting DC power over long distances was inefficient and costly,
effectively tethering power generation to its immediate vicinity.

The true breakthrough came with the adoption of alternating current (AC) technology.
AC, with its ability to be transformed to high voltages for efficient long-distance
transmission and then "stepped down" at delivery points, was the key to unlocking
California's vast hydroelectric potential. The pioneering work in this area took place in
Southern California. In November 1892, a single-phase AC plant on San Antonio Creek
in the Pomona-Riverside-San Bernardino area marked a significant step forward. This
plant, built by the San Antonio Light and Power Company, successfully transmitted
10,000 volts from the plant to Pomona.
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Just shy of a year later, in September 1893, the first three-phase AC plant in the West,
Mill Creek No. 1, commenced operations on a creek near Redlands. Built by the
Redlands Electric Light and Power Company, this powerhouse proved the commercial
viability of three-phase alternating current, influencing its widespread adoption across
the United States. The success of these early generators was remarkable; the original
units at Mill Creek No. 1 continued to operate until 1934, and the plant itself is still in
operation today.

Simultaneously, in Northern California, other ambitious projects were underway. In
1893, the Folsom Powerhouse, part of an endeavor to harness the American River,
also began operation. By 1895, this facility was transmitting high-voltage alternating
current over long distances, marking another significant milestone in California's
electrification. These early power plants were often driven by the vision of
entrepreneurs who recognized that the true value lay not just in generating electricity,
but in transmitting it to the growing urban centers and industrial hubs.

The sheer geographic challenge of linking distant mountain power sources to coastal
cities like San Francisco and Los Angeles spurred a frenzy of innovation in
transmission technology. By 1901, electric lines stretched from the South Yuba River
in the Sierra Nevada to Oakland, overcoming significant engineering hurdles. The
development of high-potential oil switches, a collaborative effort between Stanford
University’s first Professor of Electricity, A.C. Perrine, his students, and power
company engineers, was crucial in making Sierra-to-San Francisco transmission a
reality.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were a period of intense competition and rapid
consolidation within California's nascent power industry. Numerous small, independent
companies sprang up, each seeking to carve out a territory and capitalize on the
surging demand for electricity. Some were founded by local entrepreneurs, others by
mining interests looking to diversify, and still others by ambitious financiers from San
Francisco. This fragmented landscape, while dynamic, was also ripe for consolidation,
as the benefits of scale and integrated systems became increasingly apparent. The
stage was set for the emergence of larger entities that could command the capital and
expertise necessary to build truly expansive and reliable power networks,
transforming California's scattered lights into a unified, electrified landscape.
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