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NOTES

Following are a few notes of clarification about the personal accounts contained in this book:

•   Most of the 1906 letters were written by hand in haste to alert families elsewhere as to what happened to people during the earthquake. There are spelling and grammatical inaccuracies and inconsistencies in the letters; however, we felt it was important to provide the letters just as they were written.

•   It might also appear that there are errors and inconsistencies in the spelling of some street and location names. In fact, the spelling of street names, in particular, changed over time. We have retained the spellings the street names when they were being referenced.

•   Wherever possible, there are specific attributions included for all personal accounts, and news reports. In 1906, however, newspaper reports were often printed with no byline or reporter designated, which is why in some instances there is a publication listed, but no reporter’s name.

•   Additionally, some stories and reports included were received from various sources. Unless specified, the source of all material is from the collection of the San Francisco Earthquake Project.

•   The San Francisco Earthquake Project, the Virtual Museum (VM), the website www.sfmuseum.org, and the San Francisco Museum of the City of San Francisco are all referenced in the text. Though these are all different entities, they all were created and exist because of the time, dedication, research, commitment and caring of Gladys Hansen, with the great assistance of her son, Richard Hansen, who now manages the massive projects, which continue to evolve and grow on a daily basis.

•   Because of the electronic format for this book, we have included only a few photos, to give the reader a sense of the stark reality of San Francisco at the time. There are many, many more photos on the San Francisco Museum site.

For 50+ years Gladys Hansen has worked to create a List of the Dead—an accurate reporting of those who perished in the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake. This is the most comprehensive list in existence, and a valuable resource for interested readers, academics and those hoping to trace a potential personal connection to someone who was lost in the disaster.

The List is continuously being updated as more information is unearthed, and the List will be made available in the summer of 2013 for special viewing at www.sfmuseum.org. In addition, on the site, coming soon, and available in other media are maps, photos, and a vast amount of information! We hope you will visit the site for the most recent List, and to discover even more, and expanding, information concerning the events and people of The 1906 San Francisco Earthquake, Fire and Epidemic.


INTRODUCTION

This book is devoted to personal stories of real people who experienced the great disaster of the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake and Fire. We hope to accomplish what the original History Committee promised, but was unable to do, which is to provide the personal narratives that tell the real story of the Great Earthquake and Fire of 1906. These personal accounts of death, crime, violence and disease conflict with statements by politicians who, at the time, attempted to protect the image of San Francisco by minimizing this great tragedy.

The historical interest of one of us, Gladys Hansen (G.H.), was a result of requests submitted to her at the San Francisco Public Library for specific information regarding who died in the Disaster. Finding that no such information existed, she began collecting information about deaths from the Earthquake and Fire, as well as considerable collateral information and personal narratives from survivors. Her research raised questions about what happened with the work of the original History Committee and the data they collected.

An Earthquake History Committee was formed in 1906, under the leadership of Professor Henry Morse Stephens, to compile the history of this “Great Disaster,” and to document the damage to human life and resources. An important publication was to be forthcoming, but this never happened. Following Stephens’ death the body of the supposed work simply disappeared.

The San Francisco Examiner, in a special “Earthquake Edition” in 1908, described the development of this original committee and provided an interval report.

April 18, 1906, Wednesday. The morning of the earthquake, faced with a disaster of unpredictable magnitude, Mayor Eugene E. Schmitz hurriedly appointed a committee, known as the Citizens’ Committee of Fifty, and called those who could be reached for a meeting at the Hall of Justice, at Kearny and Washington Streets that afternoon at 3:00 p.m. Emergency relief measures were all the committee could address that afternoon, and they adjourned to meet again the following morning at the Fairmont Hotel. …As they continued to meet and to deal with many diverse problems, numerous subcommittees were formed.

One of the subcommittees initiated was the Earthquake History Committee which was led by Henry Morse Stephens, eminent historian and University of California professor. The Committee received financing from the Red Cross and the Relief Corporation. For two years the Committee worked diligently gathering material. In May 1906 Stephens discussed the charge to his committee:

…Since memory is treacherous the first resolution of the committee was to gather together as soon as possible, a record of the personal experiences of as many people as possible during the past ten days with a full realization of the fact that although the memories of individuals might lapse here and there into inaccuracy and might swell here and there into exaggerations, yet out of the collation of hundreds of personal experiences the truth might be reached, as it can be reached through the cross-examination of many witnesses in a trial at law.

The next step was to secure the personal statements of individuals and groups of individuals who had taken an active part in the proceedings of the critical period. Then came the securing of the documents, which recorded the various steps taken for the government and relief of the citizens of San Francisco. But this was not enough. Behind statements of fact and recollections recorded while memory was still comparatively fresh, was the vast mass of impressions of proceedings and doings day by day, which under our modern civilization finds expression in the daily press.

The committee therefore resolved to purchase files of about eight hundred leading newspapers of the United States, not only for the information printed in them by correspondents, but still more for a sense of the atmosphere of the time, which it is the pride of the modern newspaper reporter to reproduce with skill and accuracy. Stephens’ report continues:

…In all about thirty thousand narratives of personal experiences were collected, all of them written before the story had become entirely untrustworthy, and all but forgetful of actuality. Particularly interesting were the personal experiences of the actual shock of earthquake, which, as collated, show not only the various ways in which the shock affected different buildings and different parts of the city, but also the psychological effect upon individuals of varying age and temperament.

…When at last the vast mass of a ton and three-quarters of material had been assembled and concentrated at Berkeley, the task of segregating and classifying it had to be undertaken. Filing cases and card catalogue drawers were purchased and a staff of University of California undergraduates was organized. At one time or another eleven men were employed at this work. Slowly the material was sifted and began to disappear into the filing cases. An elaborate index was compiled and a definite system of cross-referencing established. The work was slow but thorough.

…Every great disaster that has overwhelmed or nearly overwhelmed a great city has been accompanied by or immediately followed by at least one and generally by all three of the following afflictions, a great outbreak of disease, a great outbreak of crime and a great financial and commercial crisis. None of these things occurred in San Francisco. …A special heading in the forthcoming book of the Earthquake History Committee will be given to the legends that have arisen and clustered about the story of the great catastrophe. Some of those legends are old friends which always crop up when any disaster befalls a city from sack or pillage, from fire or flood, such as the tale of the capture of ghouls with their pockets full of human fingers and human ears, which had been cut off by brutal ruffians in search of rings and earrings. Of course nothing of the kind occurred in San Francisco, but the old medieval story was certain to get into circulation and on this occasion it seems to have started from a refugee tale told in Salt Lake City. Why any person, ghoul or ruffian or what-such, should be such an idiot as to carry ears and fingers about with him on purpose that he might be convicted, when he could so easily take the rings or earrings off, after he had mutilated his victims, is one of those things that no man can ever understand… The various stories of shooting by the soldiers and by civilians have grown in the imaginations of some legend makers out of a scant five or six into hundreds and thousands. The death list from the earthquake itself has likewise been exaggerated into absurd proportions. But the most beautiful and most specious legend of all is that which has already been cited of the fierce fight which took place between the Chinese and the Italians in Portsmouth Square, a fight which certainly ought to have come off, and which was most brilliantly described, but which of course never happened at all.

Stephens survived until 1919; however his later years were increasingly spent trying to build the historical manuscript holdings of Bancroft Library. If Stephens had lived longer he might have completed the authentic history of the Earthquake and Fire, or he might have placed the extensive material collected by his committee in an appropriate archive. Unexplainably, the history using this material was never written by Stephens or anybody else. Most of the original narratives gathered by the committee disappeared after 1927. Was this the result of a giant cover-up?

There might be several reasons why the voluminous material obtained by the committee was never released.

1.  Accurate information regarding the number of deaths from the earthquake might well have retarded or even prevented recovery of the city. An earthquake is a fearsome thing and had thousands of deaths been acknowledged, investment in the city’s future might well have been curtailed.

2.  Insurance companies were not necessarily liable if those insured were not documented or found.

3.  Political blunders, criminal actions, and other foibles might have dictated a cover-up.

Regardless of the reason or reasons, most of the work of the History Committee remains a blank. The personal narratives that were collected disappeared. Most importantly, no official information regarding the names, numbers or types of deaths were provided by the History Committee or by any other official source. The San Francisco Board of Supervisors had quickly “fixed” the count of dead at 478 shortly after the Earthquake and Fire. Over the years this supposed death toll of 478 for San Francisco, which generally was assumed to include all from the entire Bay Area, remained unchanged despite the discovery of the remains of many additional bodies as the ruins were cleared. Well documented residents disappeared and their bodies were never found. Nonetheless, the death toll of the Earthquake and Fire remained at 478, unchallenged!

Until 1964 that is. In 1964 Gladys Hansen, at the time, the research librarian in the San Francisco Public Library’s Special Collections, started compiling a list of the dead, since the statistic never came with a list of who the 478 victims were. When the list passed 500, not long after the search began, it became evident that the listed number of deaths was spurious. Each year of searching turned up more, and more…and still more (Chapter 8).

Then with the initiation of a web site, www.sfmuseum.org—The Virtual Museum (VM) of San Francisco—additional accounts from survivors were received and still continue to come in. These are personal stories of real people who experienced the earthquake, along with information about loved ones who died or disappeared. Many accounts of survivors were written in 1906 and never seen outside their own family. These personal accounts tell a very different story than the statements made by Professor Stephens regarding deaths, crime, violence and disease.

What we hope to accomplish with this publication is what the original History Committee promised, but failed to do—provide the personal narratives that tell the real story of the Great Earthquake and Fire of 1906.


CHAPTER 1

BEFORE THE ULTIMATE DISASTER

Historical Review of San Francisco Earthquakes, Fires and Epidemics

Early San Francisco seemed born to catastrophe, as disasters followed one after the other during the nineteenth century. Both fires and earthquakes were almost epidemic from the time of the City’s founding to the ultimate devastation in 1906. No American city faced the challenges for survival that San Francisco did. Despite the long odds, it survived and continued to grow. Each catastrophe was followed by prompt rebuilding, and each rebuilding produced a new city better than the last. Earthquake, fire and even plague could not stop its growth—from 1847 to 1906 its population increased from 200 to over 400,000, making it the ninth largest city in the United States by 1906, and the largest by far west of Chicago and St. Louis.

To properly understand San Francisco’s Great Disaster in 1906 and its impact on the population, it is appropriate to review San Francisco’s experience with previous catastrophes—earthquake, fire and epidemic—all of which set the stage for San Francisco’s reaction to its greatest disaster.

Earthquakes

John Caspar Branner, in the 1913 edition of the Bulletin of the Seismological Society of America, complained of the lack of detailed information on past California earthquakes. A Stanford professor of geology, Branner had been a member of the 1908 State Earthquake Investigation Commission and within two months of publication of this article would be appointed president of his university.

A major obstacle to the proper study of earthquakes was the attitude of many persons, organizations and commercial interests toward earthquakes in general. The idea back of this false position—for it is a false one—is that earthquakes are detrimental to the good repute of the West Coast, and that they are likely to keep away business and capital, and therefore the less said about them the better. This theory has led to the deliberate suppression of news about earthquakes, and even the simple mention of them.

His words, of course, had not been heeded, for subsequent to the 1906 disaster all means possible were taken to cover up the devastation resulting from The Great Earthquake and in downplaying deaths. This included burying the findings of its Historical Committee which was formed within a few days of the disaster and conducted thousands of personal interviews.

Of interest, a similar “cover-up,” if that be the case, followed the worst of the earthquakes preceding that of 1906, the “Great Earthquake of 1868.” In May 1869, less than seven months after the 1868 Earthquake, Thomas Rowlandson, a Fellow of the Royal Geological Society of London and secretary of the original 1868 earthquake committee, criticized the other members of his own committee, writing:

A compromise was effected by the adoption of a resolution that the Chairman of the various subcommittees should forward at a day conveniently early and generally understood, which has now passed, reports on the various branches of this subject, on the receipt of which the Chairman was to assemble, by summons, the members of the Joint Committee. For reasons not yet explained, this has not taken place, awaiting, probably, the time when these amateur architects, chemists, geologists and general scientists, shall have, to their own satisfaction, mastered the alphabets of the particular sciences on which they have undertaken to treat. (See also Robinson later.)

The seismic activity of the Bay Area was noted in the first Spanish settlements. The earliest documentation of an earthquake in Northern California which might have affected San Francisco was described by the Spanish. They said that as many as six shocks per day had occurred over the 20 days from October 11 to 31, 1800 in the San Juan Bautista area.

This account of earthquakes at San Juan Bautista is as given in a letter of the Captain of Presidio of Monterey, to Governor Arrillaga, on October 31, 1800:

I have to inform your Excellency that the Mission of San Juan Bautista, since the 11th inst., has been visited by severe earthquakes; that Pedro Adriano Martinez, one of the Fathers of said Mission, has informed me that, during one day there were six severe shocks; that there is not a single habitation, although built with double walls, that has not been injured from roof to foundation, and that all are threatened with ruin; and that the Fathers are compelled to sleep in the wagons to avoid danger since the houses are not habitable. At the place where the Rancheria is situated, some small openings have been observed in the earth, and also in the neighborhood of the river Pajaro there is another deep opening, all resulting from the earthquakes. These phenomena have filled the fathers and inhabitants of that Mission with consternation.

The Lieutenant Don Raymundo Carillo has assured me the same, for on the 18th; he stopped for night at this Mission (San Juan) on his journey from San José; and being at supper with one of the Fathers, a shock was felt, so powerful, and attended with such a loud noise as to deafen them, when they fled to the court, without finishing their supper, and that about 11 o’clock at night the shock was repeated with almost equal strength.

The Fathers of the Mission say that the Indians assure them that there have always been earthquakes at that place, and that there are certain cavities caused by the earthquakes, and that salt-water has flowed from the same.

All of which I communicate to you for your information.

May our Lord preserve your life many years.
Hermenegildo Sal…, Monterey, Oct. 31st, 1800.

San Juan Bautista is the Mission between Monterey and San José, about twenty miles from the former and forty from the latter. The next mention comes nearer home.

An account of an earthquake at Presidio of San Francisco, given by Louis Arguello, Capt. of Presidio, to Governor Arrillaga, on the July 17, 1808.

I have to report to your Excellency that since the 21st of June last to the present date, twenty-one shocks of earthquakes have been felt in this Presidio, some of which have been so severe that all the walls of my house have been cracked, owing to the bad construction of the same, one of the ante-chambers being destroyed; and if up to this time no greater damage has been done, it has been for the want of materials to destroy, there being no other habitations. The barracks of the Fort of San Joaquin, [the name of the fort at the Presidio,] have been threatened with entire ruin, and I fear if these shocks continue some unfortunate accident will happen to the troops at the Presidio.

God preserve the life of your Excellency many years.
Luis Arguello, San Francisco, July 17th, 1808. (Randolph)

Governor Arrilaga’s response was a note of sympathy and a box of figs.

The Great Earthquake late in 1812 (month and date not certain), which was felt throughout the entire length of California, completely destroyed the ambitiously designed, domed mission at San Juan Bautista and cost 30–40 lives, thus apparently discouraging any further attempt to build with stone. In San Francisco, Senora Juana Briones related that in 1812 the earthquakes were so severe as to cause tidal waves which covered the ground where the San Francisco plaza was.

A major earthquake in 1838 apparently centered on the San Francisco Peninsula, but due to the sparse population, there are no records that provide a clue to the exact time. According to Don Jose Thompson, the shocks were very severe in the San Francisco Harbor. Despite the confusion of the date, apparently this earthquake may have even rivaled the 1906 earthquake in intensity. Shaking was violent at San Francisco, Santa Clara, San Jose and Monterey. A personal experience of a Mr. Brown living in the Palo Alto region was as follows:

As far as eye could reach the earth was rising and falling in solid waves…the redwoods rocked like lake-side reeds. …Mrs. Brown at the same time was washing clothes at the side of the creek near the house. Before she was aware that the earthquake had commenced, the bed of the stream was uplifted and it water poured over her. Adobe houses…were cracked from top to bottom and fissures were made in their walls wide enough for a person to walk through. The ground was cracked in all directions and one immense opening was made.

November 23, 1852: Shortly after midnight following a shock like that of an earthquake; the waters of Lake Merced sank about 30 feet. The next morning a fissure half a mile wide and 300 yards long was discovered through which the waters of Lake Merced were flowing into the sea.

July 5, 1857: A violent shock felt in San Francisco. Several shanties were overthrown and a few persons killed by falling walls and chimneys.

November 25, 1858: The SF Bulletin newspaper reported:

A violent earthquake was experienced in the city this morning. It consisted of two shocks, separated by a few seconds and last altogether about a half a minute. A great deal of alarm was occasioned in some of the larger structures of the city, particularly in the Montgomery Block, and in the Rassette House and other expensive hotels. A number of buildings were vacated temporarily. In the Merchant’s Exchange Building, opposite the Custom House, some large cracks were made and a portion of the cornice in the U.S. District Court-room were shaken down. At the City Hall some small pieces of plastering were shaken off, but no serious injury was done…and it was thought by persons in Merchant Street that the building would fall, so violently was it rocked. In many portions of the city bells were rung and crockery rattled.

Another, even more severe earthquake, followed in 1865, as noted by the Daily Alta California newspaper:

At precisely fifteen minutes to one P.M., October 8, 1865, the City of San Francisco was visited by the heaviest shocks ever felt in this vicinity by the oldest inhabitants. The first shock occurred as above stated, and lasted perhaps five seconds, the ground undulated violently, the waves of motion seeming to be, as usual, from the northeast to southwest; although many persons noted for careful observation, declare that it was the reverse, or from west to east. This shock made the windows rattle, and sent nearly everybody into the streets, and away from the vicinity of high walled buildings, but did no serious damage.

The second shock, which was far more severe, followed in about five seconds and [was] accompanied by a loud sliding noise, partially due to falling walls, glass and plastering and partially, apparently, originating in the earth.

The vibration of this shock was very severe, and high walls waved and swayed in the air like willow branches in the wind. Windows, wherever pinched or slightly strained, were wrecked in an instant; plastering came down in showers, bells rang, walls cracked, and general consternation ensued.

Scarcely a house in the city that does not show some marks of the visitation in cracked walls, open joints, flaked plaster or a cranky position; and many of the old heavy brick structures are so shaken up and twisted as to be dangerous to the occupants. On the low made ground in the southern portion of the city the effect was particularly visible. The vicinity of Howard Street, from Fifth to Eighth, exhibited lively signs of caving in. In some spots the streets and lots adjoining, sunk, and in others rose. A lot in the southwest corner of Seventh and Howard streets sank fourteen feet leaving a sewer bare and broken; and where Saturday was a dry bank of sand, today a flock of ducks are disporting themselves in a pond of water, illustrative of the trite old saying, “It’s an ill wind that blows no one good,” that is, supposing a duck to be somebody. At Sixth and Howard, Mission and Beale, and divers other places, the ground opened, while great volumes of water were forced up into the sir, in some instances as high as fifty feet. On Tehama, Howard and Moss Streets, the ground has become slightly undulating, where it was perfectly level. A fissure opened west of Fillmore Street, extending transversely with and crossing the Bay-shore Road. This effect was also produced in other localities.

The City Hall building, which is badly damaged, the front walls show but a few cracks, but at the top the wall is so badly sprung as to let the rafters out in several places. The inner walls are badly cracked and shattered and large cracks appear in the rear wall, on the northeast corner near the area. The oscillation of the wall was so great as to cause the fire bell to strike once quite distinctly. Until the building has been carefully examined by architects, it is perhaps not worth our while to pass an opinion as to its safety and the extent of the repairs which may be necessary.

The large brick block, at the southeast corner of Battery and Washington, is very badly damaged, so much so that its’ tearing down is probably rendered necessary. The rear walls are very seriously injured, and the entire front is in such condition that its fall may be looked for at any moment should another shock occur; as a person on the roof being able to look clear though to the basement the entire length of the block. In fact, the building is apparently ‘essentially used up.’

The house of the California Engine Company, No. 4, on Market Street, between Sansome and Battery, is so badly damaged that the Chief of the Fire Department has ordered the engine to be removed to the Corporation Yard for safety. It will not be taken back until further notice. It was the impression, last night that the whole building would have to come down.

On Bush Street, a lady who was engaged in washing an infant of very tender age, ran screaming into the street. She stood on the sidewalk for some time swinging something in her hand, which at first was taken for a dressed chicken by the bystanders, but which began to speak for itself in language which placed it at once in the category of a different class of animated nature. She was holding it by the foot, head downward, and had forgotten all about what she had in hand.

Mrs. Hering, residing on O’Farrell Street near Larkin, after the first shock, sent her Irish servant up stairs for her baby. The girl ascended the stairs at 2:20, but instead of returning with the baby, she came down stairs with a trunk on her back and a bible in her hand.

The unfinished four story brick (Popper’s) southeast corner of Third and Mission streets. Two thirds of the entire front on Third Street, and a portion of the rear fire-wall are down. The street has been fenced up to prevent accidents in case of the falling of any more of the wall. It is not probable that the entire building will need to be demolished. A frame dwelling on Mission Street, adjoining Popper’s building, had its peaked roof knocked into a cocked hat by the falling bricks from the east wall of Popper’s building.

October 21, 1868: a severe (“Great”) earthquake, duration 42 seconds, rocked San Francisco. This earthquake appeared to be associated with horizontal movement—northerly and southerly. A dozen brick building on “made ground,” primarily between Montgomery Street and the bay and the flat between Howard and Mission Streets, shattered; chimneys and cornices of two buildings were thrown down and [at least] four persons were killed; many walls were cracked, much plaster was loosened, and many window panes were broken. The Custom House was badly damaged. People at the Cliff House noted an unusual commotion in the sea and the waves came fifteen or twenty feet further up the shore. There were 30 casualties in the 150,000 inhabitants. Five of these deaths were from falling walls.

A letter from William Curtis to his brother vividly described his experience:

Dear Brother Alfred, I open this letter to tell you that this morning, at seven minutes before eight, we experienced the severest shock of earthquake ever felt here, and which has resulted in the loss of at least four lives, several broken limbs, and a destruction of property estimated at $300,000 in this city alone; a very low estimate, I think. At first came a vibration of the earth, very distinct, then a rumbling noise; then a severer jar, then a terrible convulsion and rocking of the ground to and fro, accompanied by a very loud rumbling, as of several wagon-loads of cobble stones being dumped all at once. The damage was all done in about half a minute. The concussion was as violent as would be experienced by a person standing on a thin board floor, and having another one strike several successive blows with a sledge hammer on the underside, causing a sensation in the knee joints very similar to that caused by a powerful galvanic shock.

The scene of terror that ensued as people, many right from their beds, as they were, rushed into the middle of the streets, was one not easily forgotten. Chimneys, parapet walls, and many whole buildings in the lower part of the city, came tumbling about people’s heads in an instant. Many places, on made ground around the Bay, sank from six inches to as many feet; and in many places the ground opened in cracks from two to six inches wide, and the water belched up through the fissures.

Later we have had a succession of slighter shocks all day long, at 10:30 A. M. quite a severe one, when I saw the side of a brick house fall. We cannot be too thankful to God for sparing our lives. There has been considerable damage done in other places, but how much we don’t know yet, as the wires are down south of this to a considerable extent.

Still later, in going the rounds of the damaged portion of the city, it seems nothing short of a miracle that there were not hundreds of lives lost instead of only four; and had it occurred later in the day, it would seem inevitable that such must have been the case.

I send with this the “Bulletin” containing an account, very moderately written. Doubtless you will see a telegraphic account of it tomorrow morning.

I am happy to be able to say we are all in pretty good health at present Lelia is growing quite a large girl, that is, very tail, too fast, indeed, as she is so slight.

With kind love to you ail from each of us, I remain, your affectionate brother, Wm, F. Curtis

A seismologist, called on to document the extent of the 1868 earthquake had this to say about the failure to publish his report on the severity of the earthquake:

Mr. George Gordon, an energetic merchant had been chosen chairman of the Committee. He appointed a subcommittee under the direction of Dr. James Blake of the California Academy of Sciences to make the detailed investigation of the effects of the shock within the limits of the bay. Shortly after my arrival I was placed upon this subcommittee which made measurements of the movement of material wherever the effects were seen to be marked and decisive. The most destructive effects were largely upon “made land” or alluvial formations, and especially along the lines where the “made land” connected with the solid material along the old high water mark.

…I may say parenthetically, before this earthquake I had occasion to determine the depth to which the mass of sand sank and displaced the mud. I ascertained that it was nearly twenty-five feet, with no intermixture with the mud. In some pile driving work it had been determined that the mud was over ninety feet deep from the surface of the water.

We found many unique exhibitions of movements proving the suddenness and twisting effects of the shock. As at the Customs House of San Francisco chimneys were turned round. At Benicia the shaft of one of the Panama side wheel steamships lying on the ground north and south, was moved one foot North or South.

…The Ship Pactolus, lying at anchor in the Gulf of the Farallones, fifteen miles outside the Head of the Golden Gate, felt the shock severely, as did one of the ferry steamboats near Angel Island.

Following the shock great earth waves were felt and seen throughout the bay region; and were exhibited as far south as the plains of Los Angeles.

An eyewitness on Rincon Hill saw the tops of the flat roof houses of the City moving in great waves; another saw from his office desk the walls of the building open vertically and close again.

These earth waves were experienced along the plains from San Francisco to beyond the present site of Menlo Park. Another witness, still living, was on the Los Angeles plains where the earth waves were so severe as to have thrown down the cattle.

The subcommittee made a detailed report of what had been examined, estimated the damage done in San Francisco at $1,500,000, and made certain recommendations upon the necessity for good foundations, and other matters of interest. The report was carefully prepared, but Mr. Gordon declared that it would ruin the commercial prospects of San Francisco to admit the large amount of damage and the cost thereof, and declared he would never publish it. Research so far shows no record of anyone taking a copy of the report, yet there is documented reference to it:

From the evidence then gathered and from the experience of the shock of April 18th, 1906, I am convinced that the earthquake of 1868 was more violent and destructive than that of 1906; that the displacements were wholly from the suddenness and extent of the movement and that no subsequent creeping displacement can be assigned for any later movement.

I am more confirmed in this judgment by my experience in the earthquake of January 9, 1857, when I measured the throw of the firewalls of the one-story brick storehouse of Goodwin Brothers six feet beyond the base of the main wall to the northward. The outlying bricks were scattered twenty feet beyond the inner line. By the same shock a line of nail kegs along a north and south wall of Philip Southworth’s hardware store was moved one foot there-from to the west. I submit that this short account should satisfy the U.S. Coast & Geodetic Survey that a thorough examination and report had been made of the suddenness & destructive effect of the 1868 earthquake.

Very respectfully, George Davidson.

George Davidson also provided the following detailed descriptions of earthquakes that happened on three occasions:

March 26, 1872: “Long rolling shocks. The persistent rolling nature of the shock was unique. Many people rushed into the streets.”

April 19, 1892: “There was a sharp, undulating shock of 40 seconds duration, southwest to northeast. The front wall of the Old Academy of Sciences on the corner of Dupont and California Streets, which was about to be destroyed, fell. The ferry depot rocked and creaked and those inside started to run for the door. Every clock in the building stopped and all showed the same time, viz, 2:53 o’clock. The ferry tower pendulum was warped and broken. The guests in the New Western Hotel poured out onto Kearny Street, and those in the Palace Hotel were frightened and poured into the corridors to ascertain the cause of the vibrations.

April, 1898: “Tall buildings shook like the snapping of a whip and drove tourists out into the streets in their night clothes. Three or four old houses fell.”

These were the heaviest shocks. On the other hand light shocks were very frequent, probably as many as three to four a year. These consisted of trembling lasting ten seconds to a minute and were usually heavy enough to awaken light sleepers or shake dishes in the shelves.

There was no known way to prevent earthquakes, so obviously nothing could be done except perhaps discourage settlement or build carefully. However, following the discovery of gold, nothing could stop the dramatic growth with its associated ramshackle construction in San Francisco. Not even the fires, which continually wiped out the City, halted its growth from a population of a few hundred in 1800 to a population of over 400,000 by 1906.

A cautionary note published by an anonymous member of the Real Estate Board in 1868 was as predicted, ignored:

Our duty has been made plain for us by the late shock. We have been shown how to put our houses in order for commotions of the earth. The great danger now is that, in our notoriously careless fashion, we will again let things take their old way. Many private builders will take the old chances again, by erecting slender edifices, with heavy gingerbread ornaments and parapet walls, and our local authorities will calmly listen to newspaper protests and appears and pay no attention to them. Only three years elapses between the heavy shock of 1865 and the late one. If we neglect precautions which have been so strongly urged upon us, we may feel reasonably certain that the day of reckoning for such neglect is not more than a very few years distant, and what adds to its terror, it always comes upon us likes a thief in the night.

Fires

When one looks back on the history of fires in San Francisco in the mid-century, shortly after its founding, it is amazing that any city could be built or survive the hilly, windblown, sandy landscape where buildings, because of a shortage of easily buildable space, were crowded one on top of the other. The brisk winds that emanated from the surrounding ocean and bay ensured that any fire which started would have its spread and intensity greatly magnified.

San Francisco in its early period consisted primarily of rapidly constructed buildings that were so much dry tinder, optimal fuel for any fire. And fuel fires they did! So much and so frequently did the City burn that it almost seemed disposable, not proper for permanent settlement.

The Annals of San Francisco published in 1855 has provided excellent descriptions of the six “Great Fires” that occurred in San Francisco between 1849 and 1854. These included the political and economic consequences of these fires along with many of the maps and illustrations used herein.

The first Great Fire broke out on Christmas Eve, December 24, 1849. This calamity might have been predicted, as noted above, because of the exceedingly inflammatory nature of the buildings, which for the most part were composed of thin boards, canvas and paint. Dennison’s Exchange, in which the fire originated, was ceiled with painted cotton cloth. It was 6 a.m. and the whole building was burning before the neighborhood was aroused. “It spread like a pestilence” and shortly devoured the better part of the City. More than $1 million worth of damages resulted.

Even before the embers grew dim, seemingly almost at once, new buildings were constructed and a new city emerged from the ashes of the old.

Following the first Great Fire it became apparent that the highly flammable nature of the City demanded something be done about fighting fire. The first steps taken towards establishing a fire department date from Christmas 1849, the day after the first Great Fire. Meetings for that purpose were held by a group of influential citizens.

It was not until January 1850 that the council formed by the December meetings appointed F. D. Kohler the chief engineer, with instructions to proceed and permanently organize a suitable fire department. At that time, three engines were all the machinery to be found in the City, and these were not properly provided with hose. Three companies, known as the “San Francisco,” “Empire” and “Protection,” were soon formed for each of these engines. They were brought into active service in the fires of May and June following.

Four months passed, the new rebuilt City appeared far better than the old as the general quality of the buildings had improved, but the old enemy could not be denied. On May 4th, 1850 a second Great Fire commenced, almost on the very site of the previous one and within a few hours swept away three entire blocks.

The area involved was the portion of the City bounded by Montgomery, Kearny, Clay, Washington, Jackson and Dupont Streets. The destruction did several million dollars’ worth of damage. However, enterprise and energy were such that within ten days of the fire, more the half the burned district was covered with new buildings. Many of those built subsequently were composed of timbers and bricks and were far more substantial.

All this work was doomed for on June 14, 1850 the third Great Fire occurred, once again destroying a major portion of the City. It was in a somewhat different location, centering more on the southern portion of the City, which was continually expanding despite the recurrent catastrophes. This fire exceeded in extent and loss the two fires that had preceded it.

Before the last fire was well burned out, public notice was given for meetings to be held to more properly organize the fire companies. It was evident that more conflagrations should be anticipated, and what could three ill-provided companies do to arrest them? As a result of these meetings, the fire department was formally organized by ordinance of councils, passed July 1st, 1850.

The government of the department was entrusted to the chief engineer and assistants, and a board of delegates, to consist of two representatives from each company, which officers were to be elected by the members. Appropriations at the same time were ordered for the construction of cisterns.

The first election under this ordinance was held in September; F. D. Kohler was chosen Chief Engineer; Edward A. Ebbets and Thomas K. Battelle, Assistant Engineers. The companies enrolled were the “Empire,” “Protection,” “Eureka,” “Howard,” “Monumental” and “California” Engine Companies, and “St. Francis,” “Howard” and “Sansome” Hook and Ladder Companies.

Under this government things got organized properly. So great an interest was excited on behalf of the department that the councils were induced to spend city funds liberally in procuring apparatus and locating reservoirs. From that date, a regular system prevailed in governing the department, based on that of New York.

The following account of the fourth and fifth fire comes from City records:

Then at 4 a.m. on September 17, 1850, the fire monster returned for the fourth time. At first the atmosphere was perfectly calm, but the winds increased as rapidly as the flames, whirling black masses of smoke sent blazing cinders aloft. The fire started at the Philadelphia House, on the north side of Jackson Street and extended instantly in all directions. The speed with which it spread made it impossible to contain. Of the entire square, bounded by Jackson, Kearny, Pacific and Dupont Streets, the “Polka” was the only building saved. On the south side of Jackson, everything was swept away up to the Plaza. About 125 buildings were consumed.

The entire loss could not be estimated with any accuracy but it was far less from the fact that a large proportion of the buildings destroyed were one story and small. Many were mere shanties and were easily replaced at a cost less than the first one erected. However, it was painful to see the ejected sufferers, men, women and children, sad and fearful, clinging to the relics of lost fortunes and firesides. The public square was literally crowded with whatever could be snatched from the hungry fire. Up to a late hour at night many persons were still there with the few remnants left from their former property and comforts.

Once again, above the ashes new dwellings arose; with each recovery the new buildings that emerged were finer than the last. Beautiful residences were evident in the new construction. The hammer and saw were heard along with the stone-cutters chisel and the earnest ring of the mason’s trowel. Fine buildings succeeded piles of rubbish charred wood and tottering walls. The population of the City continued to grow as immigration came in great waves and gold dust flowed into the rejuvenated City.

Early in 1850 the first buildings of a type that long remained characteristic of the business section of the City were constructed. These were narrow, two and three-story structures of brick or stone. Each had iron shutters before its doors and windows, which were folded back during the day and closed at night or when danger threatened. The shutters afforded a measure of protection against the two prime hazards of the period—fire and theft. The fact that several scores of these picturesque buildings were still in use more than a century later is evidence of their sturdy construction.

But that type of construction was just getting fully under way when the city suffered its most disastrous fire of all. It was nearly midnight on the eve of May 4, 1851 when flames were seen coming from a paint shop. In less than five minutes the whole building on the south side of the Plaza was ablaze. The commencement of the fire was described as “like a flash of gun powder,” so instantaneous was its spread. The winds from the northwest became whirlwinds. The heated air, loaded with smoke and cinders spread to destroy almost the entire business portion of the city. “The heat was so intense that frame houses faded away like frost.” Brick structures became batteries of fire and poured forth immense jets of flame from windows and doors. Iron and zinc curled up like autumn leaves and sent forth colorful flames with blue, green and yellow tints. Great buildings were torn into fragments by explosions of gunpowder. So intense was the heat that rivers of water played on them turned to instant steam.

The saddest sight of all was the loss of brave but bewildered men, who finding themselves suddenly surrounded by fire, rushed staggering and uncertain from flame to flame in the efforts to escape. They withered and fell in full view of thousands who were entirely powerless to save them. Others, after battling the demons inside of buildings considered fire proof, finding their efforts to save the buildings vain, endeavored to escape, but too late! The doors and window blinds were red hot and in some instances could not be opened, and the last chance for safety failed.

This time the population was devastated! Within eighteen months they had seen the finest part of the city sink away four times, leaving only ashes behind. The people were not prepared for this fifth conflagration which laid the city once more in the dust. Now the wreaths of smoke rising upwards from cinders and dust, told wealth had turned to rubbish and hope to ashes. It was a terrible blow for the city. Its progress seemed stopped and its prosperity paralyzed. As a complete calamity there was scarcely a parallel. There had probably never been another so complete destruction of an American city. More than three quarters of it having been blotted out. The destruction of property, the loss of life, the suffering, the privation, the ruin—completed a picture of total misery. The loss could scarcely be exaggerated. It was the greatest loss by far of any which had visited the city and it was the more disheartening because it followed so closely upon the back of the others.

The burned district was three quarters of a mile long and a quarter of a mile wide, and more than fifteen hundred houses were destroyed. Sixteen blocks were burned, including ten bounded by Pine, Jackson, Kearny and Sansome; five bounded by Sansome, Battery, Sacramento and Broadway; one bounded by Kearny, Montgomery, Washington and Jackson, and fractions of five other blocks. Many of the brick buildings supposed to be fireproof were unable to withstand the intense heat of half a mile of flame fanned by a high wind. Vast quantities of goods were destroyed. In some cases men stayed inside of the brick stores with barrels of water, intending to risk their lives in the hope of saving their buildings and goods. Twelve men were shut up in Neglee’s building [Neglee was a pioneer banker] for three hours in the midst of intense heat and almost suffocating smoke, but they survived. Six who remained in the store of Taaffe, McCahill & Co. were not so fortunate.

A visiting English journalist, Frank Marryat, described the spectacle in these words:

No conception can be formed of the grandeur of the scene; for at one time the burning district was covered by one vast sheet of flame that extended half a mile in length. But when the excitement of such a night as this has passed by, one scarcely can recall the scene. The memory is confused with the recollection of the shouts of the excited populace—the crash of falling timbers—the yells of the burnt and injured—the maddened horses released from burning livery-stables plunging through the streets—helpless patients being carried from some hospital, as the swaying crowd, forced back by the flames, tramples all before it—explosions of houses blown up by gunpowder—showers of burning splinters that fell around on every side—the thunder of brick buildings as they fell into heaps of ruin—the blinding glare of ignited spirits.

The first shock immediately following the fire naturally seemed to paralyze and drive men to despair. The destruction had been greater than all the previous fires combined; damages were estimated at $3.5 million. Nevertheless there was a breath of consolation. The City had been crowded with goods. The enormous profits which the adventurers had realized had induced many others to make large shipments. Thus a vast amount of goods filled the stores and storehouses, and the market had been, as a natural consequence, dormant and ruinous.

The fire came and furnished a market for a great portion of the remaining stock, and the returns for it made the balance sheets look much improved and partially compensated for what had been lost. Consequently, business soon revived. Soon a new city once more commenced to function, arising like a Phoenix from ashes and dust.

About fifteen hundred buildings had been destroyed within ten hours. At nine o’clock on the morning of May 4th the last of that number had been in ruins, but by the 14th of the same month, fully one fifth, or between two and three hundred of the buildings destroyed, were again either fit for habitation and business, or were fast approaching that condition. Such energy and determination soon swept away nearly all traces of the fire from the face of the City. The citizenry hoped and trusted that San Francisco had passed through her last great affliction, but that was not to be.”

On June 3, 1851 there was a limited fire on the waterfront. The central area of docks and piers between California and Washington Streets burned. The Long Wharf was threatened, but the fire was controlled. It was not considered a major disaster even though many goods were destroyed.

“On Sunday, June 22 1851, the sixth great fire occurred during the time of public worship a fire broke out in a building on the corner of Pacific and Powell Streets. This proved to be an incendiary fire started by a lawless gang in return for the fact that one of their members, Jenkins, had been hanged in the plaza by an enraged population. This sixth Great Fire ultimately involved fifteen blocks of the City burning from Broadway to Washington Sts. and from Powell to Montgomery. The flames spread too rapidly for control. Buildings were blown up in an attempt to halt the fire to no avail. Men battered the flames until they could not breathe. Large portions of goods stored in the plaza for safety caught fire and were consumed.”

The location of the fire, Washington to Broadway, fell most heavily on the residences of the middle class and poor. There was so little confidence in the future that many who were unable to erect anything more expensive than wooden buildings, preferred not to risk the little which they had in such structures.

Energy, perseverance and determination were still at work and in earnest and were destined once more the build-up the City from her ruins.”

The disasters of September, 1850, and May and June, 1851, called for the utmost exertions of the whole Fire Department, and seemed to demonstrate by their unchecked progress, that the hand of man was of little avail in protecting the doomed City. The true cause of the “inefficiency” of the Department was said to be in the want of water. The few cisterns were speedily exhausted—the tide was out—and the houses built upon piles in the bay were consumed with the platforms upon which they stood, leaving only great black spaces of slime and mud. The chief attention of the officers henceforth was directed to the remedying of the water supply. Subsequent fires were more easily controlled and most of the damage was local and in no way comparable to the six “Great Fires.”

“November 9th, 1852 at 8:30 pm a fire broke out in a wooden building at the corner of Merchant and Kearny. The fire companies speedily turned out and succeeded after working vigorously for 1½ hours in subduing the fire. Thirty two buildings were consumed on Merchant and Clay Streets, all but two made of wood. Among them was the Union Hotel. The loss was estimated at $100,000. The new supposed fire-proof walls were severely tested on this occasion. The substantial masses of City Hall on one side, the California Exchange on the other, and on the east a brick building that faced Montgomery Street, effectively prevented the flames from extending beyond them. (Annals 407)”

On October 22, 1853 the St. Francisco House at the corner of Dupont and Clay Streets caught fire and was destroyed. This was a famous house in the history of San Francisco. It was built in 1849, and in the basement polls were held in the first state election. It was afterwards converted into a first class hotel. However, the structure was composed of highly flammable materials. When it was at last consumed many people felt relief from the fear that it would be the source of a major conflagration. The strenuous exertions of the fireman confined the fire to the building

The Fire Department continued to be manned by volunteers who came from all the occupations that make up a city and were mobilized from their jobs by the ringing of a fire bell.

The fire department is the right arm of San Francisco. At the ring of the alarm bell, it is not alone the errand-boy, the counter clerk, or the rowdy corner loafer that start for a scene of temporary excitement. But tile merchant millionaire springs from his cushioned seat; the judge leaves court and cases; the industrious mechanic drops his tools, editors, lawyers and doctors abandon quills, briefs and pills, and with pallid cheek but nervous sinews hurry their engines to the threatened spot. They are playing for a fearful stake. Men must be daring gamblers to foil the enemy they deal with honor to whom honor is due. Give it freely to the fire department, and when to it, to the whole body of enlightened, public spirited and prominent citizens. These are men prouder of their leathern capes than though they were bedecked with the [colorful] uniform of a militia general—men who have poured out their means with no stinting hand in the formation of the department. The volunteer system need not be abandoned for a paid fire organization.

No one any longer apprehends any danger from fire to San Francisco. With fifty large public cisterns already constructed, others under way, and numerous others built by private individuals; with thirteen powerful and well supplied engines, and three hook and ladder companies, under the control of an average of nine hundred and fifty certificate members (who are by statute exempt from jury duty while members, and after five years’ service, exempt for life), the most dangerous fire can be subdued.

The volunteer fire companies were in effect clubs, and membership in such organizations was looked on as a mark of social distinction. Their headquarters, which usually occupied the upper floors of the station houses, were often fitted out with card and billiard tables, a library, a bar, and other recreational facilities. As time passed, keen competition developed among the different companies. Each aimed to excel not only in the speed with which they responded to alarms but in the quality of their equipment and the skill with which it was used. So strong did the rivalry become that there were occasions when two companies on arriving simultaneously at the scene of a fire fought pitched battles among themselves while the buildings they had come to save burned to the ground

As the number of volunteer companies grew—by 1855 they totaled more than twenty—they came to wield considerable influence in civic affairs. Men who aspired to public office could hardly hope to win without their support, and the successful candidates were often chosen from the ranks of these companies. During the early years their political power was used in worthy causes. Later, however, many companies fell under the control of politicians who used them to further their own ends. It was mainly for that reason that, in 1866, the citizens voted to disband the volunteer companies. Thereupon a paid fire department took over the protection of the City.

Over the next 20 years a number of fires of lesser magnitude occurred, but those were speedily arrested by the triumphal labors of an “unrivalled professional fire department.” Nonetheless, there were ominous signs that all was not necessarily well.

April 30, 1886, 3:55 p.m. Fire was discovered in the basement of the large five-story brick building, fronting seventy-five feet on Market, and extending one hundred and sixty feet to Stevenson Street in the rear; occupied by A. L. Bancroft & Co., booksellers, stationers, printers and lithographers, and L. and E. Emanuel, furniture dealers. The fire broke out in the basement of the portion occupied by Emanuel, and quickly communicated with the upper part of the building through the elevator shaft, and spread so rapidly that a second alarm was sent in, and brought the entire available force of the San Francisco Fire Department. The walls of the building falling, the fire spread to wooden dwellings on Stevenson Street, in the rear, and by great exertion was prevented from spreading to the Grand Opera House and other buildings. The fire was under control in four hours, and required the services of twelve Engines, five Hose and three Truck companies. The loss was estimated to be $850,000.” At the time the Fire Department had fifteen Engines, eight Hose Companies (including one Fireboat) and four Truck Companies, leaving only three Engine Companies, two Hose Companies, one Fireboat and one Truck Company to protect all the remainder of the City. Out of twenty-seven companies city-wide, twenty were needed to fight this one fire.

May 24, 1886, 10:45 p.m. There was a Fire on Brannan Street, between Sixth and Seventh Streets. This fire occurred in a thickly settled portion of the city which was composed of all wooden buildings and of a highly inflammable character. The fire broke out in a saloon on the northeast corner of Brannan and Gilbert Streets, and in a very short time involved some forty buildings, principally dwellings fronting on Brannan, Gilbert, Sixth and Geneva Streets. The fire was of such magnitude that a second alarm was sent in, which brought the entire available force of the San Francisco Fire Department in service. The fire came under control in four hours, and required the services of eleven Engine, six Hose and three Truck Companies. The loss was estimated to be $66,000. (City records)

From June 1904 on there were additional ominous warnings concerning San Francisco’s preparedness for a major fire. The San Francisco Merchants Association observed, “This city has a brighter prospect than any other city, and some bring their money here, and while they consider very seriously the manufacturing possibilities and the possible growth on the one hand, the safety of buildings is considered on the other, and be it said to our shame that the city of San Francisco’s safety with the present water supply and the use of the water which is in the reservoirs at present, is nil in case of a severe conflagration. Take for instance Pine Street in the boarding house district, where so much opposition recently developed against extending the fire limits. It was found that Pine Street has only a six-inch main. In some cases there are only four-inch mains and on some streets, where there are many buildings containing inflammable materials, there are no mains at all.”

July 1, 1905. Dennis T. Sullivan, Chief Engineer, San Francisco Fire Department, wrote:

The inauguration of the Twin Peaks auxiliary salt water system, for which provision has been made in the budget, is a matter of the most vital import, and no effort should be spared to hasten the completion of this system at as early a day as possible. The inestimable value the acquisition of this plant will prove to the city will readily be realized upon its completion and operation, as not alone will it afford a sufficient water supply for all fire protection purposes, but the many other useful and needed purposes to which it can be applied will more than compensate this municipality for the cost of the same. I would therefore again urge that there be no delay in commencing this undertaking, and sincerely trust that the close of the fiscal year we are now entering upon, will find it fairly under way.

In October 1905 a fair idea of the general nature of the City, as far as buildings were concerned, was given in a report on San Francisco issued by the committee of twenty of the National Board of Fire Underwriters: “While two of the five sections into which the congested-value district is divided involve only a mild conflagration hazard within their own limits, they are badly exposed by the others, in which all the elements of the conflagration hazard are present to a marked degree. Not only is the hazard extreme within the congested-value district, but it is augmented by the presence of a compact surrounding, great-height, large-area, frame-residence district, itself unmanageable from a firefighting standpoint by reason of adverse conditions introduced by the topography. In fact, San Francisco has violated all underwriting traditions and precedents by not burning up; that it has not done so is largely due to the vigilance of the fire department, which cannot be relied upon, indefinitely to stave off the inevitable.”

The tragic irony of the following interview with Terry F. Owens, Denver’s Fire Chief, became obvious very quickly:

April 17, 1906. A big, fine looking man might have been seen looking intently at the many wooden blocks of San Francisco and expressing surprise at their presence downtown. He was Terry F. Owens, the celebrated Fire Chief of Denver. He is in San Francisco staying at the Grand Hotel with his wife and little baby, seeking to cure a bad cold contracted while on duty a month ago. He has been south and is now on his way home.

Chief Owens seemed displeased at the wooden buildings which he saw everywhere. “Bad places for fires,” he said. He was delighted, however, with the work of the San Francisco Fire Department. He rode with Chief Sullivan to a fire in the Mission in the afternoon.

The San Francisco boys are all right,” he said enthusiastically, after watching them get out and away with the apparatus. “These men are the best of a class that I have ever seen and I have visited every big department in the United States. They are famed the country over. I see now why San Francisco has been free from disastrous fires; her men are too prompt and too intelligent. It does my heart good to watch them work.

April 18, 1906, 2:30 a.m. Chesley Bonestell, returning home, felt a slight earthquake tremor. April 18, 1906, 4 a.m., while he slept, Chief Owens’ interview was published in the early edition of San Francisco Morning Call.

Epidemics and Infectious Diseases

In the 1800s San Francisco was besieged with many types of serious illness; smallpox, typhoid fever and diphtheria to name a few, but only two occurred in serious epidemic proportion—cholera and plague. However, these lay in wait, along with other life threatening infectious diseases such as typhoid fever and smallpox, to threaten the populace of San Francisco. Any major
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