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Preface

THE SAN FRANCISCO EXPERIENCE is not an encounter you can enjoy in an hour or a day or at a particular time or location. It is a composite of innumerable experiences over long periods of time in the entire region around the bay. San Francisco as a social and cultural entity long ago spilled over the political boundaries that were drawn up a century ago for another era. Nearly one-third of the people who during the day work and shop within the city limits go home at night beyond the bay or down the Peninsula. Nearly all of the tourists and visitors who come to the city also visit the far shores. Even the relatively few who do not venture across the bridges experience something of the far shores when they gaze across the bay from Nob Hill or Russian Hill or through the big windows at the Top of the Mark or the Crown Room of the Fairmont.

Although the experience of San Francisco necessarily involves Telegraph Hill and Twin Peaks, the Palace of Fine Arts and the Golden Gate Bridge, it also includes such diverse places as Angel Island, Berkeley, Oakland’s Lake Merritt, and Mount Diablo. It embraces Tamalpais to the north, Skyline to the south, and the Pacific shoreline to the west. It includes not only Sunny Jim Rolph, Willis Polk, Adolph Sutro, and Joseph Strauss, who spent most of their time within “the city” proper, but among others John Muir of Martinez, William Kent of Marin, and Robert Gordon Sproul of Berkeley.

Perhaps this book should have been entitled Tales About a Representative Cross-Section of Places and People Essential to Full Enjoyment of the San Francisco Experience. But book titles being what they are these days, we were obliged to settle for the short form.

Some time after the title was selected, a multimedia show, The San Francisco Experience, opened at Ghirardelli Square. There is no connection, but it is an excellent show and we highly recommend it.

Pre-eminent among the dozens of people who helped make this book possible are two quintessential San Franciscans, men of culture, humor, broad sympathies, and cosmopolitan outlook. One is Chesley Bonestell, an artist whose long career has involved work for Willis Polk, Arthur Brown, Jr., and Joseph Strauss; in recent years he has achieved new fame as one of the world’s foremost illustrators of space exploration. The other is his good friend since the prefire era, Augustin C. Keane, attorney, scholar of the classics, raconteur, civic leader, cultivator of roses, and Renaissance man. The first part of this book had its inception in leisurely lunch-time conversations over a period of years as I listened to their recollections around the tables at the Press Club, Bardelli’s, and the Redwood Room.

Among others who generously gave time and information for this book were Mrs. Arthur Brown, Jr.; William Wilson Wurster; the late Mrs. Alfred McLaughlin; James Abajian; Clifford Paine; Mrs. Irving Morrow; Mrs. Olive Cowell; Director Richard Trudeau and naturalist Chris Nelson of the East Bay Regional Park District; State Park Director William Penn Mott and his valiant rangers; Newton B. Drury and the Save-the-Redwoods League; Alan Galloway and Edward Ross of the California Academy of Sciences; Robert Langner of the Marine Exchange; author-walker Margot Patterson Doss of just about everywhere around here; Mel Scott of the University of California, author of The San Francisco Bay Area; Eleanor D. Breed; Mrs. Max Stern.

Portions of the material in this book originally appeared in different form in This World, Sunday magazine of the San Francisco Chronicle, and I am grateful to the Chronicle for permission to use it here. I owe particular thanks to Chronicle colleagues Richard Demorest, Nancy Griffin, Suzanne Caster, Virginia Radenzel, Stanleigh Arnold, and Gordon Pates; to former editor Scott Newhall and publisher Charles de Young Thieriot.

My thanks to True, Image, and Audubon magazines and to the San Francisco Examiner for material that originally appeared in those publications; to the diligent librarians of the Chronicle, the Mechanics’ Institute, and the San Francisco Public Library; to Julianne Thompson, artist, musician, and typist, for her work on the manuscript; to Luther Nichols and Walter Bradbury of Doubleday.

My final thanks and gratitude, as always, to Ann Lawrence Gilliam, editor this time as well as collaborator and co-worker in this and all my other projects.
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Prologue

THE MORNING AFTER the first autumn rain, you get up before sunrise and walk to the northernmost summit of the long ridge west of Twin Peaks. The concrete steps rising at the end of Moraga Street are still damp from yesterday’s storm. The wet hillside chaparral glistens in the predawn light, and you can smell the damp aromas of sage and coyote brush.

At the summit you face full into a cold northwest breeze. Four miles west of this ridge the early light illuminates the breaking surf along Ocean Beach. As you watch through the binoculars, a big swell curls, crashes silently into white roaring water and charges toward the shore. Out over the ocean are colossal explosions of pink and white—cumulus clouds following the storm.

At this hour the sea is still as wine-dark as Homer’s Aegean, except where large zones of the surface glow with the reflected light from the masses of cumulus above. Off the Golden Gate the water is flecked with whitecaps, where an ebbing current from the bay runs counter to the wind. Due west, ten miles offshore, you can discern a flashing white light on the big red San Francisco Approach Buoy, which in 1971 replaced the historic San Francisco Lightship.

Swinging your glasses slowly around to the north, you spot a sailing vessel—the pilot boat California. Several miles farther north a black freighter approaches, doubtless preparing to take on a pilot for the narrow passage through the bar channel and the Golden Gate. On the horizon far out beyond the lightship four points of rock protrude darkly from the ocean surface. These are the northwest Farallones—barren eroded remnants of an ancient offshore land mass. To the left is the Southeast Farallon, largest of the chain, a mile-square mass of rock rising to a point from which an automatic light flashes. Masses of white appear rhythmically along the base of the island’s cliffs as the ocean attacks this final bastion of the disintegrated land.

Scattered here and there across the glowing surface of the sea are small fishing boats, like water insects swimming in and out of the broad oceanic stripes where the clouds are reflected. On the northwest horizon a headland projects into the ocean like an elongated whale—the Point Reyes peninsula, a remnant of the same granitic land mass to which the Farallones belonged. On the nose of the “whale” you can see a recurrent flash, and through the glasses you make out the white buildings of the Point Reyes lighthouse.

At Point Reyes a Coast Guardsman leaves his living quarters and descends a nine-hundred foot stairway leading along the steep ridge to the lighthouse. He shivers slightly in the perennial sea breeze and zips his jacket up to the neck. Alongside the steps, the ground drops off to cliffs plunging to the churning surf, where a dozen sea lions roar.

At the lighthouse the seaman opens the door to the lamp room, glad to be out of the wind. After a few words with the night crewman going off duty, he looks out to sea to check the usual three points: the approach buoy, twenty-five miles to the southeast; the Farallon light, eighteen miles due south; and the Drakes Bay buoy, four miles to the east. The seaman notes that the ocean surface has a pink cast as the top rim of the sun emerges from behind Bolinas ridge. He flips a series of switches turning off the beacon and goes up a dozen steps to the lamp itself, a six-foot revolving lens built in Paris more than a century ago. He pulls a white curtain around the lens to shield it from the sun, then steps to the deck outside, picks up a hose, and turns it on the windows, washing off a thin layer of salt deposited by fine spray from the surf three hundred feet below.

As you watch Point Reyes in the northwest, the first direct sunlight strikes the white cliffs behind it, throwing into sharp relief the ridges, indentations, and projections of the wave-cut escarpment curving for a dozen miles along the shore of the peninsula. Southward down the coast you can see Point San Pedro, the other promontory enclosing the fifty-mile Gulf of the Farallones. Looking at these two headlands, you are swept back into time several centuries.

The bluffs of Point Reyes reminded Francis Drake of the white chalk cliffs of the English Channel during his month-long California landing in 1579. He named this wild land Nova Albion and claimed it in the name of Her Imperial Majesty, Queen Elizabeth.

Two centuries later, on a clear fall day much like this one, the first Europeans to arrive by land wearily climbed over Montara Mountain behind Point San Pedro and camped at its northern base. The next day Captain Gasper de Portolá sent Lieutenant José Moraga and some men north along the coast, where they discovered the Golden Gate. From where you stand on this ridge you can follow their route along the coastal shelf and across the miles of dunes stretching westward between this ridge and the ocean. The hills and swales of sand through which Moraga and his men trudged are still there in front of you, covered by the streets and houses and gently rolling contours of the Sunset and Richmond districts.

As you trace their steps, there is a roar in the sky. To your left a big jet plane rises from San Francisco International Airport, gains elevation, and swings overhead above Moraga’s trail in a long right curve.

At an altitude of three thousand feet over Daly City, the pilot of the United Air Lines DC-8 orders: “Flaps up.” The first officer, sitting to his right, reaches for a big lever on the right edge of the center console, moves it to the zero position, and the plane immediately begins to gain speed. The needle on the dial moves steadily from 200 knots to 250. Ahead and below, the pilot can see the waves breaking along the beaches for ten miles down the San Francisco Peninsula.

“Climb thrust,” he says. As the flight engineer, sitting to his rear, changes the throttle setting, the pilot turns the wheel to the right, and the big aircraft goes into a shallow banking turn, curving over the beach, right wing low.

In seat 4D of the first-class compartment, a businessman returning to New York looks up from his Wall Street Journal and gazes out the window, past the dipping wing, at the long green swath of Golden Gate Park stretching halfway across the city, then at the downtown district, where several new skyscrapers are rising. The passenger reflects that San Francisco bears an increasing resemblance to Manhattan. Suddenly he is momentarily blinded as the rising sun flashes in the window. He draws the curtain and returns to his paper.

Up in the cockpit, the pilot turns the wheel slowly back to the left as the needle on the magnetic direction indicator swings toward 040 degrees. By this time the plane is 4000 feet over Nob Hill. On the horizon, 150 miles ahead, the pilot can see a jagged line of white—the summit peaks of the Sierra Nevada.

Halfway between the Golden Gate and Point Reyes, you can see Duxbury Point protruding into the ocean. Its long tide-level reef, where the Gold Rush ship Duxbury went aground, is boiling white as the tide drops and exposes the rocks to the surf. Behind Duxbury reef, on top of the long row of dun-colored cliffs and in the clefts between, are the white buildings of the village of Bolinas. Back of the town you can see a wide flat mesa, an ancient sea terrace; beyond is Inverness Ridge, with open rolling hills and groves of Douglas fir.

At the edge of the forest, on Inverness Ridge, a big blacktail doe peers out of the woods, surveys the meadow for breakfast possibilities, and steps out into the grassy area, followed by another doe and three fawns. The five deer sample the sage and coyote brush, fanning out over the meadow.

As they do so, fifty yards away at the edge of the woods, a mottled tan bobcat creeps slowly through the brush. When he reaches the edge of the long morning shadow cast by the trees, within twenty yards of one of the fawns, he abandons concealment and charges.

Instantly all five of the deer race across the meadow and down the hillside in great bounding leaps. The cat follows for a hundred yards, but the fawns are large enough to keep up with the does, and within ten seconds it becomes clear that the cat is outdistanced. He abandons the chase and walks off to try his luck in another direction.

Along the north shore of the Golden Gate from Point Bonita to Point Diablo to Kirby Cove to the bridge, you can see the white waves assaulting the base of the dark red Franciscan cliffs. The Gate is a rare piece of geology, a gap in the Coast Range allowing the ocean to penetrate deep into the continent. If you had stood on such a hilltop as this during the late Pleistocene, the view would have been quite different. Sea level was lower then; the ocean as far to the west; and San Francisco Bay did not yet exist. This gap in the range was being carved by the combined waters of the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers, which maintained their course as the mountains rose, through the millenniums, deepening the canyon. At the end of the Ice Age, rising sea level flooded the river-carved gorge and occupied the Golden Gate and the valley which became San Francisco Bay.

On top of the first ridge north of the Gate you can see the white bulbs of several Air Force radar domes. Beyond a second ridge rises the long crest of Mount Tamalpais, 2600 feet high. The early light throws its ridges, forests, and canyons into sharp relief.

Carrying a glass cup half full of water, Peter Rogney, the Tamalpais fire lookout, steps out the door on the east side of the small observation building on the summit. Turning up his jacket collar against the wind, he glances northward to flat-topped Mount St. Helena, fifty miles to the north, and double-peaked Mount Diablo, forty miles east. Both summits are brilliantly clear in the early light.

Rogney walks around the building to the southwest corner, where he opens a large white wooden box and peers inside at two thermometers. Both of them read forty-seven degrees. He holds the cup under the wet-bulb thermometer, dampening the wick, then switches on a small battery-powered fan. Within two minutes the moving air has cooled the wet wick until the mercury drops to forty-three. He notes both figures and returns to the lookout room, where his wife is cooking bacon and eggs. There he consults an arithmetical table posted on the wall, converting the two temperature figures to dew point and humidity.

Then he gazes out again at the Marin hills below, habitually scanning the landscape for smoke. A few minutes later the phone rings.

“Hi, Pete. This is Ken.” The call is from the United States Weather Bureau office in Redwood City, where meteorologists make a daily forecast of the fire danger resulting from atmospheric conditions. “Did I wake you up, like yesterday?”

“Nope,” Rogney says, grinning. “Got up early this morning. That cold wind did it. Let’s see, now … Dry bulb temperature forty-seven. Wet bulb forty-three. Dewpoint thirty-nine. Humidity seventy-four …”

“Roger,” replies the weather man. “How’s the view today?”

“Clearest all year,” Rogney replies. “I can see the jackrabbits on the Farallones.”

Not all of the spectacle visible from your hilltop is on the far horizon. The near and middle distances have their own shows, equally intriguing. To the north you spot through the glasses a magnificent red-tailed hawk, hovering against a backdrop of the waters of the Gate. He seems to hold something in his talons, perhaps a mouse or gopher. You can see clearly his fan-shaped, maroon-colored tail, his dappled breast and brown wings, dipping as he maneuvers on the air currents. He rises a short distance on an updraft, and the backdrop is now the ridge north of the Gate. At that moment your eye is caught by a quick gleam of light reflecting from the windshield of a car emerging from the Waldo Tunnel, north of the bridge.

Traffic coming into the city is still light at this time of morning, and broker Alexander Mazour of Belvedere has the speedometer at sixty-five as he pilots his Volkswagen squareback over the Waldo grade into the tunnel. Over the car radio comes a stream of popular music from FM station KLOL, but he hears it only sporadically. His mind is on the day’s work ahead in his office at Merrill Lynch on California Street. He wonders about the General Motors Acceptance Corporation debenture issue of one hundred million dollars coming on the market this morning. No doubt the price will be affected by yesterday’s late announcement from New York that the Federal Reserve Board is lowering the reserve requirements.

As the car emerges from the tunnel, the broker whistles softly. This panorama, bursting suddenly on the vision after the tunnel’s blackness, is always impressive, but this morning, after the autumn mists have been cleared away by the rain, the prospect has an impact reaching all the way from the optic nerve to the spinal column. Directly ahead, dominating the view, is the north tower of the bridge, a bright red colossus in the early light. Beyond is the bay, glowing with gold from the reflected cumulus above. Silhouetted against the glare in the east is the downtown skyline, upthrust towers rising from the city’s hills and valleys, clean and sharp and vital.

This almost makes it worth getting up at five every morning, Mazour reflects. But by the time the car is on the bridge he is remembering GMAC and wondering which of the banks and insurance companies among his clients might want to buy in at a probable 8.75 per cent. As he crosses the mile-long span, the ebb tide is moving vast masses of water, and a fishing boat slides rapidly along the six-knot current 250 feet directly below Mazour’s car.

By the time the sun is an hour above Twin Peaks, you notice that the poststorm cumulus clouds seem to be thinning out, but there is still a large white mass to the northeast, inside the Gate. It throws a dark shadow on the center of the bay, on Angel Island, Raccoon Strait and the Tiburon Peninsula, about ten miles away from where you stand.

On the northeast horizon, beyond Tiburon and the far reaches of San Pablo Bay, another cloud mass casts patterns of light and shadow on the rolling Sonoma Mountains, forty miles away, and on the parallel Mayacamas, bounding Sonoma Valley on the east. Beyond the Mayacamas is Napa County. These are the valleys of the vineyards, Jack London country, Robert Louis Stevenson country, wine country.

On a knoll above the century-old Buena Vista winery, two miles northeast of Sonoma, the vineyard foreman steps from the door of his white farmhouse and peers up at the sky. He is glad to see the early sunlight shining from the wet leaves of the tall eucalyptus trees and a clearing sky beyond. Too much rain before the harvest is finished can ruin the grapes on the vine; yesterday’s storm was mercifully brief. Within a few minutes several cars arrive with the crew of pickers—pensioners, teen-agers, housewives.

“We’ll be picking down by the gatehouse today,” he tells them. “No hurry, though. We’ll have to wait for ’em to dry.”

The pickers get their buckets and knives from the shed and pieces of chalk to mark their boxes. Then the foreman starts his pickup and the members of the crew follow in their own cars, down the hill to the vineyard by the gatehouse. He looks over the four-foot-high trellised vines, where big clusters of ripe red cabernet sauvignon grapes, wet from the rain, glisten in the morning sun. Several years from now their juice will go out to stores and restaurants across the country in bottles with the Buena Vista label.

“Let’s give ’em about half an hour. They should be dry enough by then,” the foreman says. Then he adds, with a grin: “Dry enough to make some good dry wine.”

Over the bay, masses of cumulus continue to drift eastward on the wind, throwing moving patterns of light on the land and water below. Alcatraz is suddenly bright against a dark expanse of water; the next moment it looms black on a brilliant surface. Light and shade follow each other up the chaparral-clad slopes of Angel Island. Through Raccoon Strait you can see a glimpse of the broad bay surface beyond and the gleam of the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge like an elongated silver spider web. At the end of the bridge, the long hill of Potrero San Pablo extends from Point Richmond to Point San Pablo, and you can see the big flat tanks at the Standard Oil refinery planted on the slope like giant steppingstones.

At Tank Number 922, on the hill above the Richmond refinery, a gauger, clipboard in hand, climbs the long steel stairway spiraling around the tank. At the top he stoops down and flips back the lid of the gauge well. The odor of gasoline spreads up from the opening. With a steel tape, he measures the depth of the fuel, then drops a thermometer down the well on a wire. While he waits for the temperature to register, he looks over the panorama before him—down the hill past the cluster of silver tanks to the freeway, beyond it to the long company wharf where three tankers are moored, and beyond that to the blue bay sweeping to the white towers of the city.

Pulling the thermometer back up, he records the reading, and calculates that the tank contains 97,284 barrels of gasoline. He goes down the long stairway again and phones the wharf where the tanker SS Hillyer Brown is waiting. He reports the number of barrels in the tank.

“Okay,” says the dockman, “we’re all set. Let ’er come.”

The gauger turns the tank valve and the gasoline begins to flow through the pipe down to the ship. In Seattle, the tanker’s destination, the fuel will provide tankfuls of gas for about three hundred thousand automobiles.

The freighter you saw on the horizon earlier has now taken on a pilot and entered the Golden Gate. Passing it outward bound on the far side is a gray aircraft carrier, twice the size of the freighter. Inside the Gate, on the surface of the bay, you spot an Army Corps of Engineers dredge, a white “sugar boat” distributing sugar from the C&H refinery at Carquinez, the early ferry from Sausalito, and three Redstack tugs headed for separate destinations. Anchored off Treasure Island is the long low shape of a giant tanker, most of it submerged like an iceberg. Nearby, headed north from the Embarcadero, is a towboat lashed to a long barge loaded with railroad cars.

Captain Hans Hansen, of the northbound Santa Fe tugboat John R. Hayden, keeps his eye on a patch of rough water ahead. The meeting of the currents and the west wind from the Gate sets up a tide rip—a stretch of white water two hundred yards long. Lashed to the Hayden on the port side is a three-hundred-foot barge bearing four refrigerator cars, six boxcars and two tri-level cars, each with racks carrying eighteen Datsun automobiles just off a ship from Japan.

As the bow of the barge hits the turbulent water, the captain swings his wheel to the starboard, then picks up the bullhorn and calls across to the wheelhouse of the barge.

“Give me some starboard rudder, Joe,” he calls. “Easy, not too much … Okay, hold ’er there.”

The bow, which had drifted slightly to the west, veers back slowly until it heads directly toward Point Richmond. A few minutes later, having passed through the rip, the captain gazes out across the water. After months of peering at the bay and its shores through fogs and mists, he welcomes the first sharp, chill weather of fall, when he can see every detail of the panorama across which he navigates every day. Eastward the sunlight blazes up from the water. Behind the cities of the eastern shore, the near slopes of the Berkeley Hills are beginning to be touched with light. The ridges are illuminated; the canyons are still in deep shadow; the eucalyptus and Monterey pines along the summits are brilliantly etched against the sky in the clear morning light.

One hour and ten minutes after leaving San Francisco, the captain pulls the two craft into the dock at Ferry Point, Richmond, the Santa Fe terminal. This afternoon the Datsuns will be delivered by rail down the San Joaquin Valley for distribution to dealers in Bakersfield.

The sea breeze continues to blow cold and salty from the northwest, but as the sun climbs higher in the eastern sky, you can feel the welcome warmth on your back. Slowly the sun dries the rain-dampened sage and coyote brush on the eastern slopes below. The currents of the bay and the currents of the metropolis are both beginning to move on the flood tide. Four lanes of cars flow out of the Waldo Tunnel in a continuous stream toward the bridge. Along the arterials below this hill—Nineteenth Avenue and Lincoln and Crossover Drive through the park—traffic moves in nervous rhythms, dammed temporarily at the stop lights, spilling over onto the secondary streets.

Out on the bay, tugs, barges, fishing boats, freighters, and ferries move from the Embarcadero across the blue surface. Jet planes drone overhead every few minutes. From the yard of Columbus School, four blocks down the hill, rises the ebullient clamor of several hundred shrill voices; from the streets comes the occasional blare of car horns; from the bay you can hear the bass tones of an outbound freighter.

In the city, on the bay, in the satellites and suburbs around these shores, millions of people are going to work, and their sounds seem to rise to this hill like the roar of a far-off surf. To the north along the cliffs and headlands of the Golden Gate, the breakers continue to rise in white geysers of spray. To the west, the swells from the storm curl over and break on a four-mile front. Above the ocean the sky is clear now; over the eastern mountains the decks of cumulus linger and rise into castellated towers of vapor, soon to be demolished by the warmth of the morning sun.
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The Pleasure Palace
of Sunny Jim

SAN FRANCISCO is a city of surprises at the ends of the streets. From North Beach you can look down busy Columbus Avenue to a quick view of the blue bay and passing ships, Sausalito rising on its hillside on the far shore, Tamalpais towering half a mile into the sky. You may round a corner on Cervantes in the tightly built Marina District and suddenly, there beyond the wall-to-wall apartment houses, confront the north tower of the Golden Gate Bridge, rising at the street’s end on a colossal scale totally unrelated to that of the buildings around you.

Perhaps the most impressive street-end experience of all occurs as you turn off Market at Fulton and enter the Civic Center. The clutter and clamor of the downtown commercial districts are gone and you confront another dimension of time.

Looming across the Civic Center Plaza is the massive dome of the City Hall, surmounting a structure of Renaissance splendor. Entering this building and standing in the richly ornate rotunda, you can feel the weight of history—both the history of Western culture and the history of this city. This building was the last grand architectural gesture of San Francisco’s youth, a product of the same age of exuberance that produced the Victorian mansions of the Nabobs, Ralston’s fabulous Palace Hotel, and the fantastic Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915.

Appropriately, the man largely responsible for this palace—and its first occupant—was himself the final representative of that same age of exuberance, James Rolph, Jr. That was the era of the great showmen in American life—the Great Ziegfeld, the Sultan of Swat, the Manassa Mauler, Sister Aimee, Mayor Jimmy Walker; but there are innumerable San Franciscans who will aver with a lifted glass and a misty eye that the greatest showman of all was Sunny Jim Rolph, Mayor of San Francisco for nearly two dazzling decades and Governor of California for one term that ended in tragedy.

THE BIGGEST DOME

Picture the rotunda of the City Hall with its ceiling ten stories high and crowds lining the galleries and banks of flowers massed below the glittering gilt lanterns and scrolls and statues. The band plays “Smiles”; the crowd cheers; and there at the top of the grand staircase appears Sunny Jim, smiling and resplendent in morning coat and striped pants.


There are smiles that make you happy,
There are smiles that make you blue;
There are smiles that steal away the tear drops,
As the sunshine steals away the dew …



Sunny Jim built the City Hall (with some help from the architects and assorted contractors and workmen), and its classic opulence reflected the mayor’s modest tastes. It was his proudest boast—repeated on innumerable occasions—that the City Hall dome was thirty-seven feet higher than the dome of the Capitol in Washington “and built without a nickel of graft.” Actually, Sunny Jim’s figures were a little off. The nickel may be accurate, but the City Hall dome is not thirty-seven feet higher than the Capitol dome. It is forty-six feet lower.

Fortunately for the city’s pride, however, the mayor was not totally wrong. The top of the lantern spire above the City Hall dome attains a height of 301 feet five and a half inches above Polk Street, outreaching the Statue of Freedom on top of the Capitol dome by fourteen feet. This comparison is valid, however, only if you measure the Capitol from the East Front, where it rises 287 feet five and a half inches above the street. Capitol Hill slopes down to the west, however, making the West Front higher above ground level, and it is possible to add twenty feet or so to the Capitol’s measured height—and surpass the City Hall—by resorting to what Sunny Jim would doubtless regard as unscrupulous tactics.

In any case San Francisco indisputably comes out on top in the inside dimensions. Our rotunda ceiling is 183 feet above the floor, surpassing the Capitol’s rotunda by three feet.

THE FLOWERY MAYOR

Sunny Jim loved flowers, in the City Hall as elsewhere. His Mission District home on San Jose Avenue was surrounded by brilliant gardens, and there was an inevitable carnation in his buttonhole. Once while campaigning for governor, he stopped his car on a mountain road and had his chauffeur scramble over a barbed wire fence to pick a wild flower so that he would have a boutonniere for his appearance at the county seat.

In those days spring came to San Francisco not at the equinox but on April 15, when the mayor each year appeared at the City Hall in gleaming white suit and straw hat. The only undeviating aspect of his costume was his footgear—leather boots burnished to a high glitter. Anyone wanting to give the mayor a present could count on his being pleased with a new pair of handmade boots, and he was particularly delighted with a pair presented to him on his fifty-fifth birthday by the laundresses of the City Hall.

In keeping with the tradition that a politician should have humble origins, Rolph seldom lost an opportunity to remark that he was just a boy from the Mission District, and he declared with pride at the august Pacific Union Club that he was the only member of the organization who was also a member of the garbage men’s union. He was equally proud of his ancestry; whenever he met an American Indian he would solemnly announce that he was a descendant of Pocahontas.

With all his love of ceremony (he marched, refusing to ride, in every major parade in the state) he still had time for the serious business of his office. His gift for the theatrical even entered into such normally grim affairs as settling strikes. He sometimes would call a meeting of the adversaries in his office at 5:30 P.M., continue through the dinner hour (presumably having stoked himself up in advance) and announce his intention of getting a settlement before adjourning the meeting. Before midnight, the famished negotiators usually were able to work out a compromise settlement.

Besides the City Hall, his proudest achievement was the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition, which included the Palace of Fine Arts (preserved after the exposition through his efforts) and several hundred acres of other palaces almost as impressive. The closing of the exposition in November was a sad occasion, which he made even sadder by reciting verse after verse of an ode to the city:


I’ve collected souvenirs
From Alaska to Algiers,
From Cuba to the beach of Waikiki;
But no matter where I am
Be it Sydney or Siam,
San Francisco, you are Home Sweet Home to me.



The poem was chiefly notable for being the only instance on record of a versifier successfully finding a rhyme for “Waikiki.”

SHADOWS IN THE ROTUNDA

Most of the city’s achievements during his era had more enduring results than the exposition: the Civic Center, including, besides the City Hall, the Library, and the Civic Auditorium; the observation road on Twin Peaks; the Hetch Hetchy aqueduct; the yacht harbor and Aquatic Park; the city airport and the successful campaign to build the Bay Bridge.

As Republican candidate for governor in 1930 Rolph smiled and shook hands in each of the state’s fifty-eight counties and so impressed the electorate that he defeated incumbent Governor C. C. Young in the primary.

Rolph’s genuine love for people is illustrated in a story told by marine biologist Joel Hedgpeth, whose family had been Mission District neighbors of the Rolphs on San Jose Avenue. When Hedgpeth was to receive his degree at commencement ceremonies at the University of California, Rolph as governor, marching with President Robert Gordon Sproul into the Greek Theater, spotted Hedgpeth’s mother in the crowd. Although he had not seen her for many years, he stopped the academic procession to greet the beaming lady, pulled her by the elbow up to the platform and found a seat for her between Sproul and himself.

As Depression governor he anticipated the New Deal with a big program of public works and a youth conservation corps, and he later campaigned mightily for the colossal Central Valley Project, Cailfornia’s counterpart of TVA.

Then he made a fatal blunder. An outbreak of kidnapings had outraged the nation, and after a young boy was abducted and murdered in San Jose in November 1933, a mob broke into the county jail there and lynched the confessed kidnapers on the oaks of St. James Square. Rolph, echoing the first sentiments of many an American, made the statement that was heard around the world: “… The might of the people was aroused to serve notice that kidnaping and murder will not be tolerated in California … If anyone is arrested for this job, I will pardon him.”

The reaction was swift and violent. Whatever he might have felt in the heat of the moment, it was unforgivable for a high public official to condone a lynching. The storm of wrath that descended on Rolph was quite possibly a mortal blow. His health had been steadily declining, but, disregarding his doctor’s orders, he was strenuously campaigning for re-election a few months after the lynching when he was stricken in Marysville. He was driven back to San Francisco in great pain, but as his car passed through each town en route he straightened himself up and rode down the main street with all his old smiling splendor, like Sarah Bernhardt playing her final scene. After his death, his body lay in state in the rotunda of his City Hall as thousands of people filed by for their last look at Sunny Jim.

Today on the rotunda wall opposite the grand staircase, are inscribed in letters two feet high the words “JAMES ROLPH JR.” And at times after business hours when the crowds are gone and the light filtering down from the high clerestory windows invests the chamber with ghostly shadows, the visitor who listens carefully may hear the far-off strains of the municipal band playing “Smiles” and see in recollection a beaming figure in a cutaway at the top of the stairs, a vanished symbol of an expansive, reckless, dazzling era that has gone out of American life forever.

THE TRIUMPH OF THE BEAUX ARTS

The story of the City Hall, however, is only partly the story of Sunny Jim. It is also the story of a man who was Rolph’s opposite in temperament. Arthur Brown, Jr., the building’s designer, was quiet and unassuming, with no talent for showmanship and no desire for the limelight. He merely had what his teacher, Bernard Maybeck, called with admiration “perfect taste.”

Maybeck, creator of the Palace of Fine Arts and the precursor of the architectural style known as “Bay Area modern,” was in the 1890’s an instructor in architecture at the University of California and one of the most brilliant stars in the Berkeley firmament of those years. Among the undergraduates who met at Maybeck’s home regularly for informal discussions and study was young Brown, an engineering student whose father had been principal bridge engineer in the construction of the transcontinental railroad. Another was Brown’s fraternity brother, John Bakewell, Jr., student of the classics. Maybeck, who had an eye for talent as well as for buildings, encouraged both of them to go into architecture and to attend that artistic mecca, the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris. Brown’s father had hoped that his son would follow in his own footsteps as an engineer, but at the urging of Maybeck he finally agreed to send the young man to the Beaux Arts.

Bakewell, the son of an Episcopal clergyman, told Maybeck that he hadn’t the financial resources to attend the Paris school. The professor sagely arranged for him to meet Phoebe Apperson Hearst, wife of Senator George Hearst and patron of the arts. Mrs. Hearst was so impressed with Bakewell’s talents that she offered to finance his Beaux Arts education.

Bakewell gratefully accepted the money as a loan and passed the entrance examination easily. But Brown, who had been a model student at Berkeley, was so nervous that he flunked his first attempt and had to take the test again. Once in Paris, however, he succeeded in winning more Beaux Arts architectural prizes than had ever been received by an American. According to legend, the school’s authorities were so taken aback that they thereafter barred Americans from the competitions.

After their return to San Francisco from Paris, the two Beaux Arts graduates set up the architectural firm of Bakewell and Brown. Bakewell ran the business while Brown concentrated on design. Brown’s habit of winning competitions carried over: His design won a contest for a city hall in Berkeley, a building that was finished in 1908 and was still in use sixty-three years later.

The Berkeley success encouraged the two to compete for a greater prize—the design for a San Francisco city hall to replace the building destroyed in the earthquake of 1906. In the face of competition from prestigious firms, the two young architects felt that their chances of winning were slight, so they decided to disregard practical limitations and design an ideal building in the best Beaux Arts classic tradition.

With the dome of the Invalides in Paris—housing the tomb of Napoleon—as their inspiration and starting point, they conceived a spectacular structure that lacked nothing in lavishness or taste. In many another era—including our own—such an entry would have been rejected as exorbitant in design and expense. But in the flush of optimism and opulence that followed San Francisco’s recovery from the 1906 disaster and the expectation of prosperity arising from the opening of the Panama Canal, the times were ripe for exactly the kind of Beaux Arts grandeur expressed in the Bakewell-Brown design. To everyone’s surprise, the drawings by the two young architects won out over impressive entries by the established luminaries in the field of architecture.

“THE GREATEST ARCHITECTURAL ENSEMBLE”

Sunny Jim, of course, was delighted with the drawings, and when it appeared that budget restrictions would hamper the design, he made prodigious and ultimately successful efforts to find additional funds. With philosophical roots still in Paris, Brown sent for several of his friends of Beaux Arts days, who worked out details of the design. One was Jean-Louis Bourgeois, who made suggestions for changing the scale of the building and enlarging the dome, and who designed many of the sculptured effects of the rotunda. (Before the building was completed, World War I broke out, and Bourgeois was called back to France, where he was killed in the “taxicab army” defending Paris).

The building, completed in 1915, is a triumph of Renaissance styles. A Roman Doric colonnade sets off the wings, and over the east and west entrances high columned porches are surmounted by pediments containing traditional sculptured figures. Over the Van Ness entrance are figures representing Wisdom, the Arts, Learning, Truth, Industry, and Labor, and on Polk Street are the figures of San Francisco, the riches of California, Commerce, and Navigation—all the work of another Beaux Arts colleague of Bakewell and Brown, Henri Crenier.

Impressive as is the dome from the exterior, its full impact comes on viewing the vast rotunda inside. The marble staircase seems to flow down from the main gallery, spreading as it reaches the main floor. Above it in every direction is a wealth of architectural detail worth hours of study—walls and columns of cut granite, lanterns, arches, vaults, bas-relief figures, sculpture groups, bronze and iron work, and gallery after gallery rising toward the opulently ornamented interior of the dome.

Brown’s design for the City Hall catapulted him to the front rank of American architects. His subsequent career spanned a remarkable era; he was on the boards of architects for both the 1915 and 1939 world’s fairs and for the Bay Bridge. His contribution to the 1939 fair on Treasure Island was the four-hundred-foot Tower of the Sun, the dominating feature of the exposition.

Not only was he architect for two world’s fairs, but, what is perhaps even more remarkable, for two rival universities: Stanford and California. On the Stanford campus his contributions (also in partnership with John Bakewell) covered a period of a quarter of a century, including both gymnasiums, Stanford Union, the University Library, the Art Gallery, the Stanford Theater, and the Hoover Tower, developed in collaboration with his good friend, Herbert Hoover. The ex-President once commented: “Arthur saw to it that all the campus buildings held to the Romanesque as long as he was University architect. There have been sad desecrations since.”

Brown’s contributions to the campus at Berkeley include Cowell Hospital, Sproul Hall, and in 1949 the last building he ever designed, the Library Annex. His most famous achievement was the War Memorial Opera House (1932), birthplace of the United Nations. Embellished in Brown’s classic style, the building is a structure of compelling beauty. The Opera House, his adjacent Veterans Building, and the City Hall, across Van Ness Avenue, together constitute what Henry Hope Reed, Jr., in his book The Golden City, has called “the greatest architectural ensemble in America.”

Other Brown designs in the city include Coit Tower; Temple Emanu-El, at Arguello and Lake; the California School of Fine Arts on Russian Hill; the old Federal Office Building in the Civic Center; and the PG&E building on lower Market Street, his only commercial structure.

“DIGNITY, COUNTERPOINT, AND BALANCE”

In 1933 Brown designed one of the most noted groups in Washington, D.C., the Department of Labor building, the Interstate Commerce Commission building, and the connecting Interdepartmental Auditorium. In recognition of his achievements both in Washington and San Francisco, he was called to Washington in 1956, at the age of 82, as a member of the board of three architects to give advice on the rebuilding of the East Front of the Capitol, the historic scene of presidential inaugurations.

His conclusion was that the building could not be rebuilt as planned without destroying its architectural harmony.

“The dome and its columns,” he said, “come down in a harmonious flow. This is very rare in domes, and very beautiful. It has a certain quality which would be lost if anything basic is changed.”

The two other architects agreed with him, but they pointed out that Congress had not asked whether the job should be done; they were simply instructed to find a way to do it. Brown was adamant. Usually calm and amiable, on this occasion he protested vigorously: “The building is very satisfying.… The trouble is there are a lot of fellows with itchy fingers who want to monkey with it all … bumbling milliners who think architecture is a fashion and want to change it every year.”

Brown stood his ground but did not prevail. Against his advice, plans were completed to rebuild the Capitol, and it was finished in time for the inauguration of President Kennedy in 1961. Early in 1957, a few months after Brown had made his report on the Capitol, he died at the Hillsborough home, Le Verger, which he had designed for himself and his wife.

Brown’s words of praise of the original design of the Capitol are revealing. He had spoken of the structure’s “dignity, counterpoint, and balance”—qualities eminently characteristic of Brown’s own life and works. His finest buildings, particularly the City Hall, embody these values in a superb expression of a great civilized tradition. The City Hall is San Francisco’s link with the civic magnificence of earlier ages—the Florence of
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