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waterfront, and by blocking efforts to expand the freeway network. In this larger context, 

gays and lesbians in San Francisco in the early 1960s organized as a response to 

displacement from the low-rent hotel and bar districts on the edge of an expanding 

downtown. Specific examples of the loss of gay social spaces due to redevelopment 

pressures include the destruction of a popular gay bar to make way for a new airline bus 

terminal; the acquisition and razing of several businesses on the waterfront that hosted a 
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transformation of urban space played a fundamental role in the emergence of 

contemporary notions of sexual difference.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

This dissertation demonstrates that a significant change in the understanding and 

valorization of categories of sexual difference emerged in the early 1960s in San 

Francisco as a response to urban landscape changes that reshaped the sexual geography 

of the city. It takes as its departure the premise that geographic context plays an important 

role in shaping the look and underlying logic of social transformations. Here, geographic 

context is conceived to include an array of competing and overlapping processes that can 

drive social change: urban expansion and regional integration, modernization of the built-

environment, development of transportation infrastructure, economic rationalization of 

land usage, and migration and population dynamics. The post-war transformation of San 

Francisco from a Western industrial, port city into the urban core of an expanding 

metropolitan region disrupted established patterns of queer sociability and produced new 

forms of social organizing around sexual identity, new vocabularies for understanding 

sexual difference, and new geographies of queer life. The history of organizing for access 

to and control over urban space by sexual subcultures has been interpreted largely 

without attention to the ways the spatial reorganization of the city itself has been an 

important mobilizing agent. This project shows that the variety, character, and social 

significance of sexually-coded spaces have changed often in concert with—if not always 

in response to—the redevelopment of the urban landscape. 

The material transformation of urban space can be an important catalyst for the 

social dynamics of a place. While scholars have given much attention to the role of 

capitialism in an endless cycle of reinventing places in pursuit of ever-greater profits, the 
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destruction and rebuilding of urban landscapes have not gone unnoticed or unchallenged.1 

People often react to changes in the urban landscape. When change is rapid and disrupts 

daily activity patterns, it heightens the awareness among urban dwellers of their 

relationship to the city and to one another. Faced with a new urban future, both the 

present and the past stand out in sharp relief and questions arise about the trajectory of 

change. When the promised urban future does not include a place for them, some 

residents resist change. Some do so by calling for the preservation of elements of the 

urban landscape.2 They make claims about the essential character of the city and rally 

around emblematic features of the city. In doing so, they construct narratives of the city’s 

past that appeal to public sentiments and allow residents to see themselves as a part of the 

ongoing story of the city.3 Other urban dwellers turn not to the past for a sense of 

permanence and continuity, but look for ways to insert themselves into the promised city. 

They seek out new places for living and new ways of being in the city. These city 

dwellers—who are pressured to relinquish their ties to the urban landscape with dim 

                                                 
1 See, for example, Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1982); David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1989). For an excellent discussion of the way city building has been an important catalyst for the cultural 
politics of place, see Max Page, The Creative Destruction of Manhattan, 1900-1940 (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1999). 
2 Maurice Halbwachs’ work has been particularly important in making connections between landscape and 
memory. Maurice Halbwach, On Collective Memory, ed. Lewis A. Cosner, Heritage of Sociology Series 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). Other works that develop the theme of collective memory 
and its relationship to the built environment, include M. Christine Boyer, The City of Collective Memory: 
Its Historical Imagery and Architectural Entertainments (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology Press, 1996); Steven Hoelscher, "Making Place, Making Race: Performances of Whiteness in 
the Jim Crow South," Annals of the Association of American Geographers 93, no. 3 (2003); David 
Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). For a recent 
review of the literature of critical approaches to the topic, see Steven Hoelscher, and Derek Alderman, 
"Memory and Place: Geographies of a Critical Relationship," Social & Cultural Geography 5, no. 3 (2004). 
3 The connection between the narratives of the past and social identities has emphasized the ways histories 
of the nation are constructed. Hewison, states: “The impulse to preserve the past is part of the impulse to 
preserve the self...The nostalgic impulse is an important agency in adjustment to crisis, it is a social 
emollient and reinforces national identity when confidence is weakened or threatened.” Quoted from: 
Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, 86; Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry: Britain in a Climate 
of Decline (London: Methuen, 1987). 
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prospects for a spot in the city to come—will work to secure a future for themselves in 

the new city. In either case, urban change can initiate new forms of social and political 

organizing. Thus, landscape change can mobilize civic engagement and counter-cultural 

movements that, if sustained, can lead to new social formations and have a lasting impact 

on the culture of the city. 

PLANNING, DEVELOPMENT, AND MODERNITY 

In the period of rapid economic growth and suburbanization that followed World 

War II, city governments embraced urban planning as means of securing a share of post-

war economic prosperity. Christine Boyer dates the emergence of a “planning mentality” 

in American cities to the early twentieth century.4 In her periodization of urban planning 

in America, she distinguishes between late-19th century attempts to mitigate the harmful 

effects of industrial cities and early 20th century efforts to impose a new, rational spatial 

order on American cities. Responding to the challenges of rapid industrialization and 

mass immigration, civic leaders in late-19th century sought to mitigate the ill effects of 

crowded, chaotic and alienating urban life. With large urban parks, settlement houses for 

immigrants and an enlarged public sphere, they offered short-term, palliative relief from 

what was viewed as the psychic and social diseases endemic in the urban environment. In 

the early 20th century, a new “planning mentality” emerged as an effort by capitalists 

threatened by instability and unpredictability in the urban land market. Their response 

was to discipline urban space with new methods of rationalizing and controlling landuse, 

including land surveys, zoning restrictions, and code enforcement. By the 1940s, a new 

use of these tools emerged that was not limited to maintaining property values by 

separating land-uses into homogenous, regulated districts. Rather than the maintenance of 
                                                 
4 M. Christine Boyer, Dreaming the Rational City: The Myth of American City Planning (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1986). 
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spatial order in a functionally interdependent urban field, the new approach was to 

optimize the economic return from the fixed supply of land in the urban core by putting 

undervalued parcels to more economically productive uses. This new system involved 

acquiring land, razing existing structures, and rebuilding large-scale developments that 

intensified economic activity and increased tax receipts.  

In 1940, Lewis Mumford predicted a new approach to planning in which region-

wide, comprehensive plans would solve the problems of uneven development and 

haphazard urban growth. In Boyer’s words, Mumford predicted a new emphasis on 

“balance, not expansion; renewal, not exploitation; cultivation, not conquest.”5 As part of 

this new “cultivated” approach to bringing balance to an urban field in flux, urban 

scholars and postwar planners soon called for a national program to redevelop the 

eroding, functionally obsolete cores of American cities and towns. Cities that had been 

built in step with the rapid industrialization of the 19th century, they argued, were poorly 

suited to compete for a share of postwar prosperity. The prescription was to erase the 

older urban fabric and re-develop the cleared land into highrise office towers, better 

housing, parking garages, and modern retail facilities. In San Francisco, as was the case 

in many other cities, urban renewal priorities were worked out at the local level during 

the 1950s and were not implemented until the early 1960s.6 

To aid in redeveloping urban America, the federal government facilitated renewal 

by providing funds, technical expertise, and a legal and bureacratic framework. To cities 

around the country, the 1949 Housing Act provided federal money to renew 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 205. 
6 This was the case for cities that relied on the federal support to carry out redevelopment projects. The 
Pittsburgh “Golden Triangle” project was completed in 1954 without major federal subsidies. Upon 
completion, it served as a model for urban renewal and was emulated by other cities including San 
Francisco. Peter Hall, Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design in the 
Twentieth Century (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 228-29. 
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“predominately residential” districts. Lacking the sufficient funds and limited to 

residential projects, however, the act had only a modest impact on renewing urban 

centers.7 The failure of the 1949 Act to significantly improve the housing stock in central 

city was the result of disagreements between the coalition of builders and public housing 

advocates. Urban renewal projects were administered by the Housing and Home Finance 

Agency (HHFA) and kept separate from the public housing programs. The HHFA 

discouraged low-rent housing and favored commerical redevelopment.  

The limited impact of the 1949 Act was obvious by 1954—when the privately 

financed Golden Triangle development in Pittsburgh was completed.  The large-scale 

slum clearance project raised expectations and demonstrated the financial benefits of 

urban renewal to downtown business leaders and local governments around the country. 

They recognized that renewal could make the city attractive to investment again and end 

the long hiatus in building construction that characterized the depression and war years. 

Federal lawmakers responded by expanding the scope and size of its urban renewal 

program with the 1954 Housing Act. The new rules facilitated the clearance of “blighted” 

residential, commercial and industrial districts on the edge of downtown. Local 

redevelopment agencies mapped out areas to be “renewed,” solicited and evaluated 

development proposals, purchased properties in affected areas using federal funds, 

prepared the parcels for redevelopment by razing existing structures, and finally sold the 

cleared land to private developers for large-scale construction projects.8  

The “renewal” of post-war urban America was foreshadowed by economist 

Joseph Schumpeter’s work on capitialist development.9 With the term “creative 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 227. 
9 Joseph Schumpeter, "The Process of Creative Destruction," in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1942). 
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destruction,” he captured the dual-nature of capitalism to both destroy and reinvent 

products and modes of production. In the constant search for greater returns on 

investments, the capitalist system generates strong incentives to “improve” on both the 

way things are made and things themselves. This process fuels an unending cycle of 

breaking down and tearing apart the world as it is in the search for even greater 

opportunties for capital accumulation. This essential dynamism conditions a “modern,” 

material reality in which, as Marx wrote, “everything solid melts into air.”10 

Writing in the early 1970s, at time when post-war urban renewal was grinding to 

a halt, Marshall Berman saw the forces of creative destruction at work in shaping the way 

people experience space and time in the “modern” world. He characterized “modernity” 

as a period of intense “creative destruction” that “promises us adventure, power, joy, 

growth, transformation of ourselves and the world—and, at the same time, that threatens 

to destroy everything we have, everything we know, and everything we are.”11 He 

described the maelstrom of “modern” life as full of the liberatory possibilities of making 

the world anew and the destablising effects of becoming untethered from the world as it 

is. Urban renewal served as an excellent example of dual nature of modern life. For 

Berman, urban redevelopment set up a dialectical relationship between the utopic visions 

of post-war planners and the destructive effects of their schemes. He saw urban renewal 

as a contemporary version of a deep and enduring narrative of the “tragedy of 

development,” captured by Goethe in Faust. City builders, like the literary figure of 

Faust and the very real and powerful developer Robert Caro, shared a “drive to create a 

homogenous environment, a totally modernized space, in which the look and feel of the 

                                                 
10 See Page, The Creative Destruction of Manhattan, 1900-1940, 2. 
11 Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity, 15. 
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old world have disappeared without a trace.”12 In the postwar period, as in other 

American cities, a strong coalition of pro-growth advocates mobilized in San Francisco to 

replace the existing urban fabric with the kinds of “totally modernized spaces” envisioned 

by Faust.13 

THE CHANGING CITY: SAN FRANCISCO IN THE 1950S AND EARLY 1960S 

As an antidote to the physical deterioration of the built environment and the loss 

of residents, civic leaders initiated a series of modernizing projects to refashion San 

Francisco as the financial and cultural hub of a growing metropolitan region. Driven by 

the suburbanization of industry, retail, and housing, San Francisco faced the possibility of 

loosing its status as the region’s core of business activity and cultural life. As the “Bay 

Area” began to emerge as a vast urbanized region, the traditional urban cores of San 

Francisco and Oakland began to compete with an increasing number of suburban 

jurisdictions for resources, revenues, and residents.  

Strong undercurrents of economic restructuring were important in driving growth 

patterns in San Francisco during post-war years. Planners cited the wartime experience of 

industrial production in San Francisco as a reason for industrial decentralization and 

suburbanization. Referring to labor unrest in large centralized, urban operations, post-war 

planners also noted that smaller plant managers in peripheral areas “testify that their 

employees are more loyal, more cooperative, more productive workers than those they 

                                                 
12 Ibid., 68. 
13 The political and economic interests that planned and pushed for urban restructuring have been 
extensively detailed by several urban scholars and their findings serve to frame the social and political 
climate of the city in the postwar period. Chester Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San 
Francisco, Revised and updated ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); John H. Mollenkopf, 
The Contested City (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983); Richard Walker, "Industry Builds the 
City: Industrial Decentralization in the San Francisco Bay Area, 1850-1940," Journal of Historical 
Geography 27, no. 1 (2001). 
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have in big cities.”14 Financiers echoed the similar sentiments, blaming the “less happy 

relations with management” on the “outside disrupting influences” of the urban 

environment for the dispersion of industrial activities.15 Other factors were also no doubt 

important, such as the availability of large tracts of land, patterns of public investment 

and even racial preferences.  South of San Francisco, fruit orchards in the Santa Clara 

Valley gave way to the growing electronics and defense industries. University-based 

research projects at Stanford and the University of California—funded through 

government defense contracts—fueled development to the south and east of the 

traditional urban core. Auto production plants moved from the multiracial cities of 

Richmond and Oakland further south to smaller, predominantly white Fremont. 

The suburbanization of industry had a dramatic affect on the employment 

opportunities for San Francisco’s blue collar workforce. In the early 1960s, the city was 

on the brink of profound changes in the underlying economic base. Initially, white collar 

workers joined existing blue collar workers by in an expanding job market. Between 

1958 and 1962, total manufacturing employment remained stagnant, while finance, 

insurance and real estate, and other non-manufacturing employment grew by 20,000 new 

jobs.16 Soon, however, the city’s manufacturing sector began to shrink, as the business 

services sector grew dramatically. Through the 1960s and 1970s, the engines of job 

creation were the real estate, insurance, retail trade, and business services sectors.17  

Changes in the labor market were in part responsible for drawing residents away 

from the city. San Francisco began to lose residents as the surrounding suburban counties 

                                                 
14 From a 1946 pamphlet produced by the California State Reconstruction and Reemployment 
Commission. Quoted in: Mollenkopf, The Contested City, 143.  
15 Ibid. 
16 Arthur D. Little, "Community Renewal Program: San Francisco Fact Book," (City and County of San 
Francisco, Calif.: Department of City Planning, 1965), 75. 
17 Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San Francisco, 3. 
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began to draw middle-class white families away from the urban core. Although some 

families relocated to newly developed areas of the western and southern districts of the 

city, a great number left the city altogether for the neighboring counties of Marin, 

Alameda, Contra Costa, San Mateo, and Solano.18 Like other large central cities during 

the 1950s, San Francisco’s population shrank—from over 775,000 in 1950 to nearly 

740,000 at decade’s end. City officials demanded a recount of the census numbers in the 

spring of 1960 after the figures showed a greater population loss than had been 

expected.19 He ordered his secretary to gather information about the school population, 

telephone installations, and new utility connections for the previous ten years. He also 

started a campaign in the schools “to urge the children to ask their parents if they’ve been 

counted.” At stake was a share of tax receipts and two seats in the State Assembly. In the 

end the population fell by nearly 35,000 people—much greater than the anticipated 

10,000. The loss of population was a concern among city officials and residents alike. 

However, it was the composition of the remaining population was an even greater 

concern. In particular, the city was becoming more racially diverse and increasingly the 

domain of unmarried individuals. 

In order to make the city a more competive with the suburbs, progrowth advocates 

promoted urban renewal and pushed to make planning a major function of local 

government. In particular, they campaigned for a regional network of freeways, clearance 

of dilapidated housing stock with modern high-rise apartments, and clarification and 

realignment of the different functional areas of the city in the interest of greater efficiency 

(Figure 1). Urban redevelopment was prioritized and promoted by local actors and  

                                                 
18 Ibid.  
19 "S.F.'S Population Falling: Alarmed Mayor Set to Request Census Recount," San Francisco Chronicle, 
May 24, 1960, 2. 
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Figure 1: The City’s “Scorecard” on Urban Renewal, March 196120 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 Michael Harris, "Here's Scorecard on City's Renewal," San Francisco Chronicle, March 6, 1961, 2. 
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facilitated with funds from federal urban renewal programs. During the 1950s, local 

progrowth advocates, however, lacked the administrative tools, the legal authority and the 

popular support to make large-scale changes to built environment. Progress on some of 

these projects was significantly slowed by a lack of consensus within the city 

bureaucracy and elected officials, as well as an increasing level of civic engagement with 

urban affairs. Reflecting a skeptical stance toward “modernization,” several citizen 

movements organized in response to attempts to remake the urban landscape. These 

included organized resistance to replacing the cable cars with buses, to relocating the 

waterfront produce market to make way for downtown expansion, and to constructing an 

extensive, city-wide highway network.21 After a slow start in the 1950s, the changes in 

the economic, political, and social life of the city began to dramatically accelerate in the 

early 1960s. This transformation was not easy, nor did it occur overnight. By the 1970s, 

however, the underlying economic base of the city was on it’s way to being effectively 

replaced; the population of the city had experienced a virtual turnover; and the bases of 

political power were radically rearranged. 

The casualities of landscape destruction were not limited to razed slum dwellings, 

ripped up cable car lines, leveled low-rent hotels, and obliterated historic structures—all 

sacrificed for new “totally modernized spaces.” The city’s well-established zones of 

nighttime entertainments and sex segregated workingmen’s hotel districts were also in 

the sights of redevelopment experts, city officials and business leaders. These were also 
                                                 
21 This project gives much greater attention to the first two of these instances of citizen participation in 
blocking modernizing projects. While intitial resistance to freeway construction was tied waterfront 
redevelopment, the widely-recognized “freeway revolt” occurred after the Embarcadero Feeway was 
finished and involved neighborhood activists preventing further work that would have impacted more 
densely populated sections of the city. See William Issel, ""Land Values, Human Values, and the 
Preservation of the City's Treasured Appearance": Environmentalism, Politics and the San Francisco 
Freeway Revolt," Pacific Historical Review 68, no. 4 (1999): 612-43; Albert Benjamin Kelley, The Pavers 
and the Paved (New York: 1971); William H. Lathrop, "San Francisco Freeway Revolt," Transportation 
Engineering Journal: Proceedings of the American Society of Civil Engineers 97, no. TEI (1971): 133-43. 
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the areas in which more permissive attitudes about sexual morality contributed to the 

city’s reputation as a “wide open town.” Local leaders and planning officials undermined 

the city’s reputation for relaxed sexual mores by targeting bars and nighttime 

entertainment venues for urban renewal.  Although they closed down many of the 

brothels and gambling parlors, “gay bar” operators and their patrons organized 

themselves in new ways to cope with the displacements brought by urban redevelopment. 

This response illustrates how both the real and imagined sexual geography of the city 

shaped and was shaped by the urban renewal politics in the 1950s and early 1960s.  

By the mid-1960s, a new vocabulary began to circulate to describe the socio-

sexual geography of the city. Individuated “deviates” and “perverts” had become 

members of a politically mobilized collectivity—a discursively constituted “gay 

community.” The places where these gay men socialized were no longer referred to in the 

press as “hangouts for homosexuals” or “resorts for perverts,” but became popularly—

and somewhat iconicly—known as “gay bars.” And finally, the lexicon of sexual 

difference expanded as “straight” came to signify the previously unmarked heterosexual. 

This more explict language for “sexualizing” people and places was an unintentional 

byproduct of urban renewal. In particular, pre-renewal landscapes where inference, 

innuendo, and coded language served as markers of sexual desire were destroyed. With 

this destruction, a new, unambiguous way of mapping out the sexual geography of the 

city was created.  

SEXUAL GEOGRAPHIES 

Since the early 1970s—when sizeable, visible, and politically mobilized 

populations of gays and lesbians began to make claims for greater participation in urban 

affairs—a number of academics have assessed the social and cultural significance of 

these new sexual identity-based social formations. The sexual landscape is no longer 
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partitioned solely into zones of normative and non-normative sexual activity, but is now 

dotted by places where self-identified individuals congregate under the banner of 

community. Social historians have evaluated the important events, actors and societal 

trends that played a role in this remapping of the sexual landscape. Urban scholars, in the 

detached social scientific language, adapted ecological models of the city in order to 

explain how gay and lesbian actors forged communal bonds and exerted influence over 

urban space.22  

In the late 1970’s Martin Levine published the first sociological study that 

attempted to systematically characterize the spatial patterning of gay urban populations.23  

In the Chicago School tradition of Urban Ecology, Levine sought to evaluate whether gay 

residential and commercial districts constituted a “gay ghetto” based on their degree of 

social segregation and cultural distinctiveness.24 After plotting the locations of gay 

business establishments in five cities—Chicago, Boston, San Francisco, New York, and 

Los Angeles—Levine characterized the gay “culture areas” within each city (Greenwich 

Village, West Hollywood, Castro Village, Newtown, Boys Town, Polk Street, Folsom 

Street). Of these, he noted only three met his definition of a “gay ghetto” and merited a 

longitudinal study.25 Levine was one of the first urban scholars to theorize about the 

                                                 
22 For geographers, this approach meant mapping gay social spaces to demonstrate the relative size and 
areal extent of gay populations in various cities. The project was seen as an initial foray into understanding 
the gay social life as a new form of quasi-ethnic sequent occupance. See Barbara Weightman, "Gay Bars as 
Private Spaces," Landscape 24, no. 1 (1980): 9-16; Barbara Weightman, "Toward of Geography of the Gay 
Community," Journal of Cultural Geography 1 (1981): 106-12. 
23 Martin P. Levine, "Gay Ghetto," in Gay Men: The Sociology of Male Homosexuality, ed. Martin P. 
Levine (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), 182-204. 
24 Levine drew on the work of Robert Park and Louis Wirth for his four-part definition of a “ghetto”: 
institutional concentration, culture area, social isolation, and residential concentration. See Robert E Park, 
Ernest W. Burgess and Roderick D. McKenzie, The City (University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 1967); 
Louis Wirth, The Ghetto (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928); Louis Wirth, "Urbanism as a Way 
of Life," American Journal of Sociology 44 (1938): 1-24. 
25 These were the West Village, New York; Castro Village, San Francisco; and Boy's Town, Chicago. 
Twelve were labeled partially developed ghettos: West Side, New Town, Polk Street, Beacon Hill, Back 
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connection between urbanism and emergent forms of sexual identity. He was also one of 

the first to apply a cultural definition to describing gay and lesbian social networks and 

adapt ways of thinking about immigrant and ethnic communities to sexual subcultures. In 

doing so, he used ecological models of cultural succession to characterize the presence of 

sizeable, visible populations in the city.  

Expanding on the cultural definition of gay and lesbian social life and adding the 

thick description of ethnographic detail, a number of researchers in the 1980s looked to 

gay districts as case studies to theorize about the importance of “community” in shaping 

urban territories, American identity, and patterns of neighborhood change. Manuel 

Castells' work on the role of social movements in transforming urban space, in particular, 

has been widely read and influential in generating scholarly debate about the significance 

of gay residential districts.26 Within a larger work that explores the importance of social 

actors in shaping city life, Castells mapped the emergence of a “gay urban territory” in 

San Francisco in the 1960s and 1970s.27 By deliberately choosing to “live together as a 

cultural community settled in a well-defined territory,” he challenged the notions that 

these areas represent a “gay ghetto,” but instead serve as a case study to support his larger 

thesis about the power of grassroots organizing in influencing urban change. He 

foregrounded the role of affluent gay professionals in enriching and enlivening the city 

with street fairs, public celebrations and grassroots activism on the neighborhood level. 

His work was initially criticized for disregarding the role of lesbians in shaping urban 
                                                                                                                                                 
Bay, South End, East Side, Brooklyn Heights, East Midtown, Jackson Heights, Old Town, Near North 
Side. 
26 Manuel Castells, "Cultural Identity, Sexual Liberation and Urban Structure: The Gay Community in San 
Francisco," in The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-Cultural Theory of Urban Social Movements, ed. 
Manuel Castells (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 138-72. 
27 To illustrate the areal extent of this gay territory, he constructed a series of maps utilizing electoral 
results, gay-business activity, and household demographic characteristics. After identifying the location of 
gay territories, he developed a profile of the contributions of residents in these areas to the social, economic 
and political life of the city. Ibid. 
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space. In particular, Castells’ contention that lesbians do not cluster territorially as gay 

men do was challenged as either essentializing28 or inaccurate.29 While Castells is correct 

that gay male “territories” are more common and more extensive than lesbian 

“territories” in San Francisco, there were—and still are—areas of the city with a notable 

lesbian presence.30 Castells’ work reflected a sense of socially progressive optimism 

about the potential of identity politics in the conservative climate of the 1980s that did 

not pay enough attention to the residential displacement and social inequality associated 

with gentrification.  

Nostalgic for a world without AIDS—a time of sexual freedom and liberal 

confidence—Frances Fitzgerald also celebrates the politics of identity.31 Writing in the 

1980s, she characterizes the 1960s and 1970s not as an era in which an American sense 

of collective identity and purpose was shattered, but one in which new forms of 

purposeful and visionary community life emerged out of social experimentation and 

utopian idealism. To support her thesis, she examines four very different “emergent 

communities”—Jerry Falwell’s moral majority centered in Lynchburg, Virginia; a guru-

inspired commune in Oregon; the Sunbelt retirement community of Sun City, Arizona; 

                                                 
28 Adler and Brenner argue that lesbians do seek out and maintain close social networks but that that may 
not appear as ‘territories’ due of the constraints on women’s lives (i.e. access to capital, caretaking of 
children, vulnerability to physical and sexual violence, and political organizational imperatives that focus 
on women not just lesbian issues). See Sy Adler and Johanna Brenner, "Gender and Space: Lesbians and 
Gay Men in the City," International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 16 (1992): 24-34. 
29 Rothenberg rejects Castells assertion that lesbians do not concentrate residentially or gentrify 
neighborhoods with the counter example of lesbian gentrification in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Park 
Slope. Drawing from interviews of lesbians living there, she highlights the importance of social networking 
in constructing a lesbian neighborhood. See Tamar Rothenberg, "'and She Told Two Friends': Lesbians 
Creating Urban Social Space," in Mapping Desire: Geographies of Sexualities, ed. David Bell and Gill 
Valentine (New York: Routledge, 1995), 165-81. 
30 Bernal Heights retains a reputation as a place where lesbians—especially lesbian couples with 
children—have purchased homes. Since the 1980s, the Valencia Street Corridor has had commerical and 
community spaces that cater to lesbians, including a womens’ bathhouse, feminist bookstores, popular 
lesbian bars, and the Women’s Building. 
31 Frances Fitzgerald, "The Castro," in Cities on a Hill: A Journey through Contemporary American 
Cultures (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1986), 25-120. 
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and the gay community in San Francisco’s Castro neighborhood. She does not, however, 

look critically at the ways a unitary vision of community life holds within it the capacity 

to erase internal difference and marginalize dissonant voices.  

Like Castells and Fitzgerald, geographer Brian Godfrey utilizes San Francisco’s 

gay-oriented districts as a case study to support a larger thesis about the importance of 

“community.”32 In order to challenge overly economically deterministic models of 

human behavior and urban land use, he offered a comparative analysis of the settlement 

histories of traditional and non-conformist (i.e. beat, hippie and gay) neighborhoods in 

San Francisco since World War II.33 Adapting the models of urban ecologists and urban 

morphologists, he theorizes a general process of subcultural succession that underlies the 

emergence and evolution of ethnic and nonconformist neighborhoods.34 In contrast to 

ethnic neighborhoods, “nonconformist” neighborhoods exhibit a pattern of “bohemian 

influx,” “middle-class transition,” and “bourgeois consolidation” because they tend to be 

“more prone to urban revitalization” and are usually more socially spatially 

heterogeneous. In his desire to privilege the social over the economic, Godfrey disregards 

the role of the political economy of the city in influencing the use of urban space and 

                                                 
32 B.J. Godfrey, Neighborhoods in Transition, the Making of San Francisco's Ethnic and Nonconformist 
Communities (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1988). 
33 In particular, he modifies and extends James Vance’s concept of morphogenesis which examines the 
evolution of the urban form in response to political, economic and cultural developments. Whereas the 
concept had been traditionally been used to periodize major changes in the physical form and functional 
relationships of urban space, Godfrey applies it to the shaping of ‘social districts’ of the city. For a 
discussion of morphogensis, see James Vance, The Continuing City: Urban Morphology in Western 
Civilization (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990). 
34 The terms Godfrey are drawn from the concept of neighborhood invasion and succession developed by 
urban ecologists the Chicago School. See E.W. Burgess, "The Growth of the City: An Introduction to a 
Research Project," in The City, ed. Ernest W. Burgess Robert E. Park, and Roderick D. Mckenzie (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1925), 47-62. Godfrey posits that the two types of neighborhoods follow 
different trajectories as a result of inherent differences in their characteristics. In traditional ethnic 
neighborhoods (i.e. the predominantly Hispanic Mission District, Italian North Beach, and Chinatown), the 
neighborhood lifecycle progresses from “migrant penetration” to “minority invasion” to “ethnic 
consolidation.”  



 17

overlooks the ways race, class and anti-immigrant bias can powerfully shape patterns of 

urban development.35 Urban space—rather than a product of rational, predictable patterns 

of behavior—is shaped by a whole range of structural constraints as well as the full range 

of human capacities to work against those limits. 

Together, these works provide what might be called the “community” framework 

for characterizing and celebrating the tangible benefits of a politics of identity for gays 

and lesbians. Significantly, this paradigm began to unravel in the 1990s. Challenges to 

Castells’ framing of gay gentrification as a form of socially progressive community 

involvement have come from a couple of different directions. On one hand, the social 

impacts of gentrification have received greater critical examination and reframed as the 

materially powerful result of global economic restructuring, not as a triumph of 

liberalism.36 On the other hand, a post-modern suspicion of “community” as a 

universalizing and exclusionary concept has gained wider acceptance.  

This suspicion has extended to a rejection of identity politics as social theorists 

began to question the wisdom of advancing stable, universalizing categories of 

difference. The principal aim of queer politics has been to resist the reification of stable 

categories of difference, especially sexual difference.37 Perhaps the best definition of 

                                                 
35 This was a product of a larger move to critically examine the deployment of the “community” concept in 
general. See, for example I.M. Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1990); Iris Marion Young, "The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Difference," in 
Feminism/Postmodernism, ed. L. Nicholson (London: Routledge, 1990), 300-23. 
36 David Harvey, Spaces of Hope (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Loretta Lees, Tom 
Slater, and Elvin Wyly, Gentrification (New York: Routledge, 2008); Neil Smith, "New City, New 
Frontier: The Lower East Side as Wild, Wild West," in Variations on a Theme Park: The New American 
City and the End of Public Space, ed. Michael Sorkin (New York: Hill and Wang, 1992), 61-93. 
37 See Steven Seidman, Differences Troubles: Queering Social Theory and Sexual Politics (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997); Steven Seidman, ed., Queer Theory/Sociology (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1996); Michael Warner, ed., Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social 
Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 
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queerness appeared in a pamphlet circulating in New York in the 1990s entitled I Hate 

Straights:  

Being queer means leading a different sort of life. It's not about being mainstream, 
profit margins, patriotism, patriarchy or being assimilated. It's not about being 
executive directors, privilege, and elitism. It’s about being on the margins, 
defining ourselves; it’s about genderfuck and secrets, what's beneath the belt and 
deep inside the heart; it’s about the night.38 

Rather than employing identity politics as a basis for social transformation, queer 

activists reject categories of identity as too easily surveilled, co-opted, policed, and 

managed by institutional forces. In its place, they argue for undermining norms of 

behavior, institutional practices, elite and popular discourses, and everyday practices that 

perpetuate perceived gender-, race-, and sexuality-based differences.  

Michel Foucault’s work laid the groundwork for queer politics by outlining how 

sexual subjectivity has—and continues to be—shaped by the disciplinary power of the 

state, the church and the medical establishment.39 Not only are specific sexual identities 

constructed through legal, religious, and medical discourses, but “sexuality” as a separate 

aspect of humanity has a history linked to institutional efforts to manage and police the 

lives of individuals. Discourses emanating from the state, church, and medical 

community have categorized, criminalized, stigmatized, and rationalized “sex,” resulting 

in the characterization of “sexuality” as a separate realm of human experience and 

producing to a proliferation of distinct sexual identities. In short, institutional forces do 

not simply repress pre-existing sexually distinct subjects, they discursively create them. 

This framework is useful in understanding how efforts by city officials and urban renewal 

bureaucrats during the 1950s and 1960s reshaped the sexual geography of the city. In 
                                                 
38 Quoted from: David and Gill Valentine Bell, "Introduction: Orientations," in Mapping Desire: 
Geographies of Sexualities, ed. David and Gill Valentine Bell (New York: Routledge, 1995), 20. 
39 Michel  R Hurley translator Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume 1 (New York: Pantheon, 1978); 
Paul Rabinow, ed., The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984). 
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particular, the early efforts to build an effective urban renewal program included cracking 

down on sexually permissive zones of the city through a “drive on deviates.” As these 

efforts grew into concrete plans to physically destroy these areas, these “deviates” 

became a distinct and distinguishable sexual community. 

During the 1990s, a number of academic geographers organized professionally to 

support research projects that explored a range of topics linking sexuality and geography. 

Organized under the title “Sexuality and Space,” geographers with different disciplinary 

perspectives have focused largely on contemporary topics. Larry Knopp proposes an 

approach to linking urbanism and sexuality that acknowledges materialist, idealist (the 

power of ideas) and humanistic (human desire and experience) factors by stressing the 

various sexual codings associated with cities.40 These codings are “instrumental in 

producing, reproducing and transforming both social relations and space itself.”41 In his 

assessment, gay gentrification movements utilize a cultural politics strategy in a 

simultaneously material, symbolic and representational struggle for urban space. Gill 

Valentine has looked critically at the ways lesbians perceive and experience the everyday 

spaces of the neighborhood,42 the workplace, and the street. Jon Binnie explores the 

relationships between political economy, sexuality and urban spaces.43  

                                                 
40 Lawrence Knopp, "Sexuality and the Spatial Dynamics of Capitalism," Environment and Planning D: 
Society and Space 10 (1992): 651-69; Lawrence Knopp, "Sexuality and Urban Space: A Framework for 
Analysis," in Mapping Desire: Geographies of Sexualities, ed. David Bell and Gill Valentine (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 149-61; Lawrence Knopp, "Sexuality and Urban Space: Gay Male Identities, 
Communities and Cultures in the U.S., U.K. And Australia," in Cities of Difference, ed. R. Fincher and J. 
Jacobs (New York: Guilford, 1998), 149-76. 
41 Knopp, "Sexuality and Urban Space: A Framework for Analysis," 153. 
42 Gill Valentine, "Desperately Seeking Susan: A Geography of Lesbian Friendships," Area 25 (1993): 
109-16; Gill Valentine, ed., From Nowhere to Everywhere: Lesbian Geographies (Binghamton, NY: 
Harrington Park Press, 2000); Gill and Tracey Skelton Valentine, "Finding Oneself, Losing Oneself: The 
Lesbian and Gay 'Scene' as a Paradoxical Space," International Journal of Urban & Regional Research 27, 
no. 4 (2003): 849-67. Gill Valentine, "(Hetero)Sexing Space: Lesbian Perceptions and Experiences in 
Everyday Life," Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 11 (1993): 395-413; Gill Valentine, 
"Negotiating and Maintaining Multiple Sexual Identities," Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, New Series 19 (1993): 237-43; Gill Valentine, "Ode to a Geography Teacher: Sexuality and 
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More recently, “sexual citizenship” and “sex publics” have replaced “sexual 

communities” in order to focus on the terms of participation in civic life. In particular, 

this work has highlighted the relationship between neo-liberal urban governance, new 

forms of sexual citizenship and the “Pink” economy.  In this analysis, rights to the city 

are increasingly framed by activities that can be successfully marketed and bring 

financial rewards to local governments. Richard Florida has been perhaps the greatest 

champion of gay-friendly economic development strategies that enhance a city’s 

cultural—and ultimately financial—capital.44 Florida developed a “Creativity Index” in 

order to rank the economic competitiveness of cities. The index equally weights the city’s 

share of “creative” jobs, the size of its high-tech economy, the number of patents, and the 

size of its gay population—the last being a proxy for the city’s receptivity to social 

diversity. By equating sexual diversity with economic competitiveness, Florida provided 

a justification for some cities to develop gay-friendly campaigns directed at attracting 

commerce.45  

In some cities, this gay-friendly entrepreneurial approach is tied to a larger 

strategy to attract middle-class residents and visitors to their urban core.46 Mayors ride in 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Classroom," Journal of Geography in Higher Education 10 (1997): 417-27. Gill Valentine, 
"(Re)Negotiating the 'Heterosexual Street': Lesbian Productions of Space," in Bodyspace: Destabilizing 
Geographies of Gender and Sexuality, ed. Nancy Duncan (New York: Routledge, 1996), 146-55. 
43 Jon Binnie, "Trading Places: Consumption, Sexuality, and the Production of Queer Space," in Mapping 
Desire: Geographies of Sexualities, ed. David Bell and Gill Valentine (New York: Routledge, 1995), 182-
99. 
44 Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It Is Transforming Work, Leisure, Community 
and Everyday Life (New York: Basic Books, 2002). 
45 For example, the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation developed an ad campaign to 
appeal to gay and lesbian travelers. The promotional materials included images that wove together the 
city’s connection to American Independence with gay rights symbols. These included a painting of Betsy 
Ross sewing a rainbow flag and a campy picture of the “City of Brotherly Love and Sisterly 
Affection.”Robert Strauss, "Philadelphia Invites Gay Tourists in TV Ad: Campaign Targets a Lucrative 
Market," Washington Post, July 3, 2004, A-3. 
46 Judith Kenny and Jeffery Zimmerman, "Constructing the 'Genuine American City': Neo-Traditionalism, 
New Urbanism, and Neo-Liberalism in the Remaking of Downtown Milwaukee," cultural geographies 11 
(2003): 74-98; Sharon Zukin, The Cultures of Cities (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995); Sharon Zukin, 
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Gay Pride Parades. City Councils issue proclamations recognizing gay leaders and annual 

festivities. Rainbow flags fly over public spaces. Pride banners on light poles announce 

the annual festivals and street fairs. Permanent landmarks delineate the center and edges 

of gay and lesbian commercial zones. In a critique of the discourse surrounding 

landmarking gay districts, Christopher Reed describes efforts to delimit the borders of 

“Boy’s Town” in Chicago using rainbow pylons and life-sized Wizard of Oz statues.47 It 

was part of a larger promotion effort in the city to boost the mosaic of ethnic 

neighborhoods, including Greektown, Chinatown, and a predominately Puerto Rican 

district. Although some commentators objected to equating gayness with ethnicity, the 

markers were given strong support from the vast majority of city leaders. Reed focuses 

his analysis on the discourse around whether or not sexual identity should be made 

visible at all. Advocates of a radical politics of disrupting the normative aspects of space 

resist defining places as having any meaning. Classifying people or spaces invites 

policing, commodification and social exclusion. Others, more comfortable with a fixed 

notion of gayness, critiqued the designs on aesthetic grounds. Reed sees the markers as 

more open-ended. He notes how they have taken on new meanings and have not 

narrowed, or debased the vibrancy of communal attachments.  

A different critique of delineating identifiable gay urban neighborhoods explores 

the displacements and oppositional identities that are mobilized by gay-led gentrification. 

Some cities have encouraged this type of neighborhood redevelopment through vigorous 

enforcement of zoning regulations and historic preservation district rules. In their P.O.V. 

documentary “Flag Wars,” filmmakers Linda Goode Bryant and Laura Poitras explore 
                                                                                                                                                 
Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991); 
Sharon Zukin, "Urban Lifestyles: Diversity and Standardization in Spaces of Consumption," Urban Studies 
35, no. 5/6 (1998): 825-39. 
47 Christopher Reed, "We're from Oz: Marking Ethnic and Sexual Identity in Chicago," Environment and 
Planning D: Society and Space 21 (2003): 425-40. 
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the tensions between mostly gay and lesbian gentrifiers and the predominantly working 

class—and aging—African American residents in the Olde Towne neighborhood of 

Columbus, OH.48 The filmmakers emphasize how code enforcement proceedings, 

mortgage lending practices, and zoning restrictions have undermined the ability of 

African American residents to maintain their hold on the neighborhood. 

Critical inquires into the connection between “gay culture” and urban 

entrepreneurialism question the commodification of urban living and the marketing of the 

city to gay consumers. In a 2002 article in GLQ, Dereka Rushbrook critiques the 

marketing of gay and lesbian spaces as a form of cultural capital under the banner of 

“ethnic diversity.”49 In particular, she argues that the commodification and cosmopolitan 

consumption of gay and lesbian districts and festivals “naturalize queerness as white and 

middle class.” In addition to being exclusionary, these spaces obscure the ways in which 

social difference are shaped by the voyeuristic gaze of the tourist. Echoing and extending 

Rushbrook’s analysis, David Bell and Jon Binnie have critiqued the particular kinds of 

spaces that have emerged in cities that have embraced gay themed villages as part of a 

program of economic development.50 Pointing to the ways that city leaders are 

increasingly branding and marketing cities to a global audience of potential visitors and 

investors, Bell and Binnie are critical of ways gay spaces are becoming desexualized, 

“respectable” districts that exclude and preclude “unwanted” and “alternative” uses. For 

example, at the same time that cities have sought tourism dollars during major gay-

oriented festivals, they have also “driven the less-assimilated queers underground, back 

                                                 
48 P.O.V.: Flag Wars, directed by Linda Goode Bryant and Laura Poitras, 2003), television documentary. 
49 Dereka Rushbrook, "Cities, Queer Space, and the Cosmopolitan Tourist," GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian 
and Gay Studies 8, no. 1/2 (2002): 183-206. 
50 David Bell, and Jon Binnie, "Authenticating Queer Space: Citizenship, Urbanism and Governance," 
Urban Studies 41, no. 9 (2004): 1807-20. 
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into subterranean, back-street bars and cruising grounds.” These less economically 

productive sites, in turn, are more vulnerable to policing and even elimination through 

redevelopment.  

The impact of this new form of urban entrepreneurialism has been to shape a 

notion of sexual citizenship that is a powerful component of the new “homonormativity,” 

a broader ideological project that limits rather than expands sexual freedom. Duggan, 

who coined the concept, describes “homonormativity” as “a politics that does not contest 

dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them 

while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, 

depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption.” 51  In particular, she 

sees the trend to model gay domestic and social relationships on heterosexual marriage as 

a move away from a potentially more transformative social and sexual politics. 

Seeking to resolve the paradoxical nature of commodified gay space, Gill 

Valentine and Tracey Skelton have focused on the ways that gay-themed commercial 

districts function as important sites of social interaction and identity formation. Valentine 

and Skelton highlight the ways these places—described as part of “the scene”—serve as a 

transitional space for young people to “come out” and create social networks.52 Relying 

on first person accounts of what “the scene” means to gay and lesbian teens, the authors 

characterize it as a paradoxical space that is simultaneously as liberating and 

marginalizing:  

The lesbian and gay scene represents just such a paradoxical space for young 
lesbians and gay men. On the one hand, it can be a positive, liberating and 

                                                 
51 Quoted from Bell and Binnie. See Lisa Duggan, "The New Homonormativity: The Sexual Politics of 
Neoliberalism," in Materializing Democracy: Toward a Revitalized Cultural Politics, ed. R. Castronovo 
and D. Nelson (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 175-219. 
52 Valentine, "Finding Oneself, Losing Oneself: The Lesbian and Gay 'Scene' as a Paradoxical Space," 849-
67. 
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supportive space that offers a sense of identity, community and belonging. On the 
other hand, it can simultaneously be a site of danger where young lesbians and 
gay men can encounter a range of social risks and be subject to abusive 
relationships and social exclusion. Vulnerable social groups are not just 
marginalized/oppressed, but can also marginalize and oppress each other.53 

By challenging the “traditional representation of the city as a space of social and sexual 

liberation,” Valentine and Skelton join the growing number of researchers who have 

problematized a celebratory assessment of the increasing economic and political clout of 

gay and lesbian urbanites.54  

GAY URBAN SUBCULTURES IN THE MAKING 

Beginning in the 1990s, historians of sexuality began to challenge earlier work 

that sought to recuperate recognizably “gay” and “lesbian” people. The “constructionists” 

argued that contemporary sexual identities are a product of modern conceptions of 

sexuality and cannot be projected backwards. Similar arguments were made against the 

possibility of looking cross-culturally for self-identified gay and lesbian people. Although 

same-sex sexual desire is not unique to any particular time or place, the ways it has been 

understood are widely divergent and not necessarily universally intelligible. The principal 

project of social historians of sexuality has been to reconstruct the past social “worlds” of 

self-identified sex and gender non-conformists in an effort to understand the ways sexual 

desire has been marked and experienced in the past. This project has incorporated several 

                                                 
53 Ibid.: 863. 
54 Several others have also pointed out the lack of attention to gays and lesbians who do not seek out or 
cannot access the urban sites of queer sociability. For example, see Jerry Lee Kramer, "Bachelor Farmers 
and Spinsters: Gay and Lesbian Identities and Communities in Rural North Dakota," in Mapping Desire: 
Geographies of Sexualities, ed. David Bell and Gill Valentine (New York: Routledge, 1995), 200-13; F. 
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 25

different research themes, including: 1) the relative importance of different events, sites 

and activities in developing collective gay and lesbian identities; 2) the historical 

contingency of changing notions of sexual difference; and 3) the social, economic and 

political contexts that have influenced the degree to which gender and sexual 

transgression has been regulated. Social historians use oral histories, diaries, archival 

materials, court records, and press accounts to reconstruct the lived experiences of 

sexualized subjects in the past. This project, in part, is an effort to validate sexual 

subjectivity as a meaningful and powerful basis for a collective identity and serves as a 

basis for making claims for greater recognition and the expansion of civil rights. In this 

framework, the overall trajectory of the social history of gays and lesbians follows an arc 

from obscurity and isolation toward visibility and community.  

One of the first and most influential works to examine gay and lesbian social and 

political organizing is John D’Emilio’s Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making 

of a Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940-1970.55 D’Emilio’s well-

documented and extensively-researched book outlines the events leading up to the 

Stonewall riots of 1969 and posits that the homophile organizations of the 1950s and 

1960s laid the ground for reconceptualizing homosexuality as a basis for collective social 

action. In particular, according to D’Emilio, such organizations as the Mattachine Society 

and Daughters of Bilitis played a critical role in transforming homosexuality “from a 

sexual act to a personal identity” by challenging negative social attitudes about 

homosexuality and stirring a political, collective consciousness among previously 

                                                 
55 D’Emilio’s book is largely based on his dissertation work at Columbia University. As such, it was one of 
only five academic dissertations to deal with specifically with gay and lesbian historical subjects to be 
completed before 1990. See J. D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a 
Homosexual Minority in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983); John D'Emilio, 
"Out of the Shadows: The Homosexual Emancipation Movement in the United States" (Dissertation, 
Columbia University, 1982). 
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isolated, marginalized homosexuals. D’Emilio argues that the 1969 Stonewall riots—a 

pivot point in a longer historical process of “gay emancipation”—marked the fruition of a 

decades-long project of building a self-conscious, cohesive homosexual minority with 

origins in these relatively small, but influential homophile organizations.  

A number of more recent works have responded to and expanded on D’Emilio 

basic conceptual framework. Nan Boyd’s Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San 

Francisco to 1965 covers some of the same ground of D’Emilio’s work and includes a 

great deal of attention to homophile organizing in San Francisco.56 Like D’Emilio, she 

seeks to uncover the roots of social and political organizing and the development of the 

gay and lesbian emancipation movement. However, rather than privileging the work of 

homophile groups, she emphasizes the role of more informal bar-based forms of 

socializing as the site of “queer mobilization” with a particular emphasis on sites of 

lesbian sociability. Through oral histories and archival work, she uncovers the politics of 

visibility and social resistance the pervaded the sexually ambiguous environments of San 

Francisco’s bars and taverns concentrated in the city’s historic nighttime entertainment 

districts. It is in these places—some dating back to the Prohibition era—that a politics of 

resistance to policing emerged and where a tradition of gender- and queer-transgressive 

performances flourished. Bar patrons generated effective responses to repressive police 

actions and began to build a political constituency. Boyd’s work provides a wealth of 

information about the policing of sites of queer socializing and the ways lesbian bar 

patrons and owners fostered a culture of resistance and political consciousness.  

Like D’Emilio and Boyd, Martin Meeker has also sought to untangle the complex 

social history of the gay identity/community formation with particular attention to the 

                                                 
56 Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley: University 
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role of San Francisco in the process. Meeker’s recent work Contacts Desired: Gay and 

Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s -1970s credits the emergence of visible 

gay and lesbian communities on the growth of new circuits of knowledge.57 He links the 

expansion of gay and lesbian social worlds to a series of communication innovations that 

brought previously isolated and largely unseen homosexuals into increasingly visible and 

cohesive networks of social interaction. The new ways knowledge about homosexuality 

circulated included efforts by homophile activists to disseminate unbiased—and 

affirming—information to isolated homosexuals in the 1950s; the explosion of 

mainstream, mass media coverage of homosexuality in the late 1950s and early 1960s; 

and the proliferation of “do-it-yourself” publishing and commercial outlets utilized by 

gays and lesbians in the late 1960s and 1970s. Meeker argues that these changes in the 

scale, form and content of circuits of knowledge created a new pattern of social 

relationships that made homosexuality into a viable new social identity. 

Unlike the work of D’Emilio, Meeker, and Boyd, George Chauncey refutes the 

notion that social isolation and invisibility characterized the lives homosexual men in the 

past. Chauncey challenges the reification of Stonewall as a transformative historical 

moment in which invisibility and social isolation ceased to constrain the life of gay men 

in the city. Instead, in Gay New York, Chauncey captures the social milieu of men in the 

city from late 19th century to the eve of World War II.58 Benefiting from the anonymity 

and diversity offered by the metropolis, gay men developed cultural strategies to identify 

one another and to move in and out of a wide range of social situations—some visible 

                                                 
57 Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006). 
58 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 
1890-1940 (New York: BasicBooks, 1994). 
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and permissive and others hostile and forbidding.59 The "gay world" crossed both the 

public and private spheres—encompassing bathhouses, cafeterias, drag balls, rooming 

houses, bars, streets, speakeasies, and bohemian neighborhoods. According to Chauncey, 

it was a growing sense that male prerogatives were being undermined that led to the more 

aggressive policing of gender roles that followed the repeal of Prohibition. After the 

1930s, with greater visibility of the gay world, a more rigid system of defining deviance 

based on sexual object choice and the binary between homosexual and heterosexual 

identities emerged. This, Chauncey argues, was the repressive atmosphere that allowed 

the "closet" to become a useful metaphor for gay male invisibility and isolation, but that 

does not accurately reflect the experience and understanding of same-sex desire as it 

existed early in the twentieth century.  

Chauncey’s work has been very influential in social histories of sexuality that 

have followed. In particular, his attention to the historical contingency of categories of 

sexual difference has inspired a series of works that trace the development of gay and 

lesbian communities in a number of major American cities, including Memphis, Montreal 

and Philadelphia.60 Others have also expanded the community framework to define a 

                                                 
59 For example, gay men sought out one another using subtle clues that would be undetected by the straight 
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work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman argues that individuals act as performers in social 
situations. They assume recognizable roles, selectively present information about themselves, and attempt 
to guide and control how others perceive them.  
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regionalist approach to gay and lesbian history—most notably in looking at the American 

South.61 Much of this work has been supported by local history groups and community-

based archives engaged in collecting, preserving and cataloging the organizational 

records, periodicals, and personal papers of gay and lesbian activist in the post-war 

years.62  Additionally, a number of biographies and personal memoirs have framed local 

community histories through both the activism of gay rights leaders63 and the personal 

remembrances of ordinary people.64 

Chauncey’s work has been explicitly referenced for its usefulness in thinking 

about the historical contingency of identity. In an article articulating a feminist approach 

to historical geography, Mona Domosh stresses the need to think about gender operating 

historically in ways that are neither fixed, nor explanatory.65 Drawing from work done by 

feminist historian Joan Scott, she favors an examination of how “experiences” have shape 

women’s identities through social and spatial processes. In projecting presentist 

assumptions about gender expectations and hierarchies, we risk missing the ways gender 
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is part of an ongoing social process. For her, feminist historical geographers must look at 

the conditions (i.e. context) under which these alterations occur.  

Although the works discussed above speak to the complexity, contingency, and 

fluidity of sexual identifications in the past, they by and large treat urban space as an 

environment that facilitates certain kinds of social interaction. For example, Chauncey’s 

characterization of the city as a site where anonymity coupled with a wide range of 

sexual appetites contributed to the growth of a large, visible “gay world” owes much to 

Lewis Mumford's characterization of the city as "a theater of social action.”66 Social 

action, however, can be a response to processes of city building and rebuilding.  

Even though San Francisco has played a significant role in forging contemporary 

notions of sexual difference, few researchers have looked critically at how urban 

economic development has influenced the social life of the city’s sexual subcultures.67 

One notable exception is Gayle Rubin’s work on the impact of the city’s redevelopment 

policies on the gay male leather community in the South of Market section of San 

Francisco.68 In mapping changes in the size and distribution of the leather-oriented 

commercial spaces, she charted the expansion of the community in the 1970s and its 

contraction in the 1980s and early 1990s. She demonstrated how the city’s ongoing 

efforts to transform the area from a light industrial warehouse zone into a commercial and 

retail district played an important role in diminishing the leather community’s presence in 
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the area. Her work challenged the widespread assertion that the number of leather-

oriented establishments declined as a consequence of high AIDS-related mortality rates 

in the leather community. She instead documents the impact of urban redevelopment 

pressures and a public health campaign on South of Market leather bars, bathhouses and 

sex clubs. As a sign of the leather community’s continued association with the area, she 

points to the expansion of annual leather festivals and street fairs that draw thousands into 

the streets and sidewalks South of Market. 

THE TERRAIN AHEAD 

As a guide to the pages that following, it would be helpful to lay out with more 

precision some of the recurring concepts. Throughout, I use “urban renewal” and “urban 

redevelopment” interchangeably to denote the planning philosophy that posited that in 

order to save the city its outdated elements had to be replaced with “modern” ones.  The 

material consequence of implementing this philosophy was that buildings, road networks, 

and transit systems that were labeled obsolete or undesireable were destroyed and, in 

their place, master planners constructed new versions that offered the benefits of 

convenience, efficiency, and/or greater economy. By including transit systems and road 

networks—rather than restricting the discussion to the explicitly delineated projects of 

the Redevelopment Agency that relied on federal urban renewal funds—the full impact 

that the renewal philosophy had on the urban landscape will be more apparent. 

A complex—and at times confusing—vocabulary is needed to differientate the 

ways same-sex social and sexual relationships were perceived and experienced in the 

past. In the time period covered in this dissertation, “gay” went from being a code word 

used by men to identify one another to a popular term used to denote a type of person 

with a particular sexual preference, or orientation. In the earlier useage, it served as one 

of multiple ways to identify places where same-sex social and sexual relations could be 
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found. Other coded language used to identify such places, included “unique places” and 

“places of particular interest.”69 These terms were used by Guy Strait, publisher of what 

is considered the city’s first “gay” newspaper, in the early 1960s. He did not identify the 

paper, or the businesses in which it circulated as “gay” in print, but retained the use of 

coded language. He argued not for “homosexual rights” per se, but for “sexual freedom” 

which included harassment of homosexuals and the operators of businesses that served 

them. 

“Gay” was not used by early activist who publicly advocated for an end to 

discrimination against homosexuals. Groups like the Mattachine Society and the 

Daughters of Bilitis fought to remove the social stigmas that were experienced by 

“homosexuals” and were imbedded in the medical, legal and religious institutions. They 

also, however, used the term “homophile” to connote the affective social relations among 

people of the same-sex that existed in addition to, if not apart from, sexual attraction. 

Here the term “homophile” will be limited to refer to the politics of legitimation 

embodied by these groups. 

The difficulty in using the term “gay” in the period under discussion is that its 

contemporary useage gives it a taken-for-granted meaning that it did not have in the 

1950s—that of a widely-understood, fully-formed, affirmative sexual identity.  That is 

not to say that its contemporary useage is universally accepted. “Queer” activists reject 

the term as too reductionist to encapsulate the complex field of sexual subjectivity and 

too susceptible to cooption and commodification. These activists have embraced the term 

“queer” with its historical connotation of “strange,” “deviant,” “odd” or “not normal” to 

stake out a political space from which to “speak from the margins.”  This stance is fully 
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anti-modern in that it rejects the rational partitioning of human experience into knowable 

categories of conscious desire. In that sense, as a theoretical framework, it provides a 

compelling avenue to critique the modernizing project of urban renewal outlined in this 

project. The same problem with using “gay,” however, arises when using the term 

“queer” as part of a historical project. The term has contemporary resonance that can 

impede efforts to understand the contextual salience of sexual subjectivity in past places. 

Where possible, I will avoid using either term and instead try to describe the “queer” 

social contexts in which “gay” men circulated. When not possible, I reserve the word 

“queer” to refer to people, places and events lacking a commonly-recognized, explicit 

sexual identity (or meaning). That is, “queer” signals an ambiguity in sexual meaning or 

significance. “Gay” refers to instances were the meaning or identity of people, places 

and/or events were clearly understood or intentionally marked as “homosexual.” In this 

useage, a “queer” bar is thus quite different from a “gay bar.” Whereas men might seek 

out one another for sexual liaisons in either, only in a “gay bar” would the place have a 

taken-for-granted “sexualized” identity. In a “queer” bar, no pre-existing assumptions 

would narrow the function and meaning of space, but a range of “sexual” connotations 

could be at play, including putatively non-normative and transgressive ones. 

Rather than an explicit search for historical evidence to further a “queer” reading 

of recent urban history or postwar sexual politics, this project takes as its departure an 

assumption that the world is—and always has been—full of “queerness.” That is, the 

normative and categorical have always coexisted with the transgressive and relational. 

Neither is this project an uncritical, recuperative social history of “gay” San Francisco. 

There is no assumption of a progression from an awakened political consciousness to full 

participation in the civic and economic spheres—all preconditioned by a preexisting 

urban culture of liberal tolerance. Rather the starting point is that urban renewal had a 
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significant impact on the physical, social, political, economic, and cultural fabric of the 

city. It is important to acknowledge that something was lost with the destruction of the 

erotically charged, often permissive—and, at times, dangerous—“queer” spaces of sexual 

liminality that preceded urban renewal. At the same time, what was created in the wake 

of urban renewal—a more clearly marked sexual landscape—has its own exclusions and 

its own normative constraints. 

The following chapters are organized into two parts, each with its own 

introduction. The first part, “Renewal,” consists of fours chapters that, together, chart the 

emergence of urban renewal as a major component of a postwar, pro-growth economic 

development strategy in San Francisco. The emphasis is on tracing the tensions between 

the proponents of urban renewal and the defenders of the unique character of the city. 

The arrival of urban renewal as a novel planning concept occurred on the eve of World 

War II. After a strong public reaction against one of the “modernization” projects—a plan 

to replace the city’s cable cars with buses, the contours of the struggle between continuity 

and change were well established. Urban renewal boosters tried to rally public support for 

redevelopment projects in a series of “drives” to clean-up the city. In the early 1960s, the 

necessary financial, legal and administrative tools were in place to begin demolishing 

large-sections of the city to make way for what Berman called “totally moderning 

spaces.” The second part, “Arousal,” explores the impact of urban renewal on the sexual 

geography of the city. In particular, it looks at three different areas of the city: 1) the area 

in and around the city’s first urban renewal project which stretched from the southern 

edge of North Beach to the waterfront, 2) the Union Square hotel and theater district and 

associated areas reserved for tourism development, and 3) the Haight-Ashbury 

neighborhood. Taken together, these two parts trace the imbricated history of urban 

renewal and gay “community” formation in San Francisco in the 1950s and early 1960s.
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PART I: RENEWAL 

On the morning of April 21st, 1954, nearly five thousand office workers gathered 

along Montgomery Street in a funeral for “Albert the Monster”—the world’s largest pile 

driver that had rattled San Francisco’s financial district for nearly four months.1 The 

thumping machine had driven 460-piles to provide a firm foundation for Equitable Life’s 

new 25-story, 10 million dollar office building. Construction of the Equitable Life 

Building shattered a nearly twenty year-long hiatus in highrise building in downtown San 

Francisco and marked the beginning of a new round of creative destruction.2 In order to 

make way for the new building, workers with sledge hammers and wrecking ball 

operators reduced the Kelly-Dohohoe Bank to rubble.3 With much of the structure gone, 

a rigging crew from Oakland dragged three massive safes away from the ruins. The safes 

had survived the devastation of the 1906 earthquake and fire, but they were unable to 

withstand the destructive force of downtown redevelopment. With the venerable structure 

out of the way, Equitable Life would be able to put the prominent site on the “Wall Street 

of the West” to more productive use. 

With the bank building gone and the new piles driven, the site now had a firm 

foundation on which to build the city’s first new downtown skyscraper since the Great 
                                                 
1 "Montgomery Street Jubilation, the Monster Dies as Throng Cheers," San Francisco News, April 21, 
1954, 1. 
2 The last major office building completed in San Francisco at the time was the twenty-two story Mills 
Tower in 1931. The only other building over ten stories constructed in the financial district was the 
federally-funded Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Building. Emporis, Highrise Buildings, San 
Francisco [website] (Emporis Company, 2008 [cited January 15, 2007]), available from 
www.emporis.com.  
3 "Two Large Safes Being Removed from the Site of the Old Donohoe-Kelly Bank Building at Sutter and 
Montgomery Streets [Photo ID: AAC-4420]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1951). 
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Depression. The funeral was a festive affair with serpentine and confetti. Pallbearers 

carried a pine box labeled “The Monster’s Noise.” The silent “Albert” was decorated 

with several six-foot tall wreaths. A motorcade crept down Montgomery Street loaded 

with waving dignitaries paying their last respects.4 Adding to the spectacle, an orchestra 

played while the assembled crowd sang “Happy Days are Here Again.” Barflies emerged 

from nearby saloons. Two women fainted. After it was over, the celebrants left relieved 

by the end of the rhythmic thumping of Albert and the return to quietude.  

The wake for the “monster” pile driver did not usher in a return to tranquillity; it 

marked the start of period of dramatic urban landscape changes that affected the physical, 

political, and social fabric of the city. In the next ten years, large sections of the city 

would be targeted and razed for office buildings, high rise apartments, parking structures 

and freeways. The wake foreshadowed the complicated reactions San Franciscans would 

have to urban renewal. Their responses were neither an uncritical celebration of progress 

nor a forceful attempt to resist change. The destruction of whole sections of the urban 

landscape to make way for large-scale, centrally planned structures did arouse strong 

reactions from ordinary San Franciscans; however, these reactions were not always one 

of obstructionism, but often included a cultural politics of claiming space in the modern 

landscape through performance and spectacle. These spectacles at times served to rally 

support for safeguarding cherished elements of the city as it was. At other times, 

pageantry was a means of claiming a place in a redeveloping city. In either case, 

performance offered a way for ordinary San Franciscans to cope with the maelstrom of an 

                                                 
4 According to the press coverage, the idea for the funeral came from a travel agent in the area. Perhaps 
motivated by a desire to soften their image with the public, exectutives from Equitable Life and the 
construction companies involved rode with the travel agent in the motorcade and provided the serpentine 
and confetti. 
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urban landscape in flux and put into motion by political and economic forces outside of 

their control.  

Part I charts the ascendence of renewal in San Francisco from its introduction as a 

new planning philosophy to its implementation as an institutionalized, economic 

development policy. Between the early 1940s and the early 1960s, regional-scale 

urbanization made possible by the automobile undermined the centrality of traditional 

urban cores and cast a dark shadow over the future of the city as an engine for economic 

growth. In this period in San Francisco, following similar developments in other cities, a 

coalition of business leaders, elected officials, planning experts, and civic boosters came 

together and promoted a slate of economic growth initiatives, including many urban 

renewal projects. The formation of this coalition, however, occurred over a number of 

years during which competing projects, conflicting approaches, and inadequate means 

slowed action on urban renewal. The legal, political, and financial mechanisms to embark 

on an ambitious program of rebuilding city centers from the ground up took fifteen years 

to put in place. It took another five years for San Francisco to come to a consensus on 

how to proceed with its first urban redevelopment project. During the 1950s, public 

campaigns, or “drives,” were waged in the city’s newspapers to raise alarm about the 

deteriorating condition of the city. As part of these drives, the sexually permissive 

character of the city was deemed by renewal advocates as antithetical to their efforts to 

remake the city. In this response to the crisis of urban decline, renewal advocates used 

shaming rhetoric to reshape perceptions about city and spur residents into action. In Part 

II, a series of responses to the displacements wrought by urban renewal reveal changes in 

the sexual geography of the city.  These responses involved the cultural politics of 

claiming space through performance and spectacle and coincided with a redefinition of 

sexual difference. 
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Chapter Two: Pioneering a New “Space for Living” 

[We] played a lively role in the beginnings of the environmental planning and 
design movement in San Francisco and the Bay Area…While not realizing it, we 
found ourselves in a truly pioneering position…We had singled out betterment of 
the physical environment and its social purposes as our mutual goal. 

Francis Violich, Co-Founder of Telesis, from “The Planning Pioneers,” 1978.1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early 1940s, a group of young, academically-trained planning and urban 

design professionals calling themselves Telesis introduced modern planning ideas to San 

Franciscans. Telesis members embraced modernist design aesthetics, followed the latest 

national and international developments in planning theory and practice, and presented a 

farreaching vision for replacing the exisiting urban landscape with a new “Space for 

Living.” The “betterment” referred to above by Telesis co-counder Francis Violich was 

distinct from earlier attempts to “improve” the city by tackling problems like congestion, 

visible signs of decay, and the scarcity of affordable housing. Telesis members saw the 

urban landscape itself as an obstacle to postwar economic growth and therefore 

unsalvageable. Their “pioneering” approach was to replace the outmoded, 19th-century 

fabric of the city with a completely new, designed environment suited for the modern 

age.  

With the active involvement of Telesis members, city officials and planning 

bureaucrats in San Francisco were soon preoccupied with developing a Master Plan and 

establishing an effective, professional and “modern” planning department. Throughout 

                                                 
1 Francis Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," San Francisco Chronicle & Examiner, California Living 
Magazine, February 26, 1978, 29-35. 
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much of the 1940s, renewal proponents did not make explicit reference to the “moral” 

conditions in the city. Instead, they proclaimed the superiority of the new over the old; 

they disparaged the “antiquated” while celebrating the “modern.” Not until the narrative 

of progress was successfully challenged by cable car preservationists near the end of the 

decade did the rhetoric shift to the shaming discourse of cleanliness over sexual 

immorality. 

THE TELESIS APPROACH TO PLANNING 

In early September 1939, several young architects, city planners and landscape 

architects formally established a bi-weekly discussion group for the purpose of 

formulating and advocating a comprehensive approach to planning and design in San 

Francisco. They set the general guidelines for how the meetings would be conducted: the 

facilitator would rotate, no more than two new members would be invited to each session, 

and a record of the conversations would be kept. Over the course of the next ten months, 

the group grew from four to forty and came to call itself Telesis.2 Many of the members 

were graduates of the Department of City Planning at the University of California, 

Berkeley and had begun their careers at New Deal agencies like the Farm Security 

Administration, the National Planning Resources Board, local Housing Authorities, and 

county planning commissions.3 Members included architects Vernon DeMars and Francis 
                                                 
2 For a more personal account of the formation of Telesis and its goals, see Vernon Armand DeMars, "A 
Life in Architecture: Indian Dancing, Migrant Housing, Telesis, Design for Urban Living, Theater, 
Teaching," in University History Series, ed. Suzanne B. Riess (Berkeley: Regional Oral History Office, 
University of California, Berkeley, 1992). For an account of the role of Telesis members in the founding of 
the Department of Community and Regional Planning at the University of California, see Francis Violich, 
"The Grassroots Origins of the DCRP," Berkeley Planning Journal 12 (1998): 20-24; Francis Violich, 
"Two Views of Catherine Bauer, "Houser: The Life and Work of Catherine Bauer [Review]," APA Journal 
66, no. 2 (2000): 202-04. The papers of both Bauer and Telesis are housed in the Bancroft Library at the 
University of California, Berkeley. The group picked its name from the “New Words” section of the 
Webster’s dictionary because the term captured its underlying philosophy--“progress intelligently planned 
and directed.” Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 31. 
3 Gabriel Metcalf, SPUR History [Website] January 1999 [cited February 8, 2007]), available from 
http://www.spur.org/about_history.shtm; Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 25. 
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Violich; planners T.J. Kent, Corwin Mocine and William Spangle; landscape architect 

Edward Williams; and industrial designer Walter Landor.4 Many of whom went on to 

become prominent local leaders in their professions both in the private sector and in 

academia. T.J. Kent, for example, served as the Director of the San Francisco Department 

of City Planning and later, along with Mocine, established the College of Environmental 

Design at the University of California, Berkeley, which brought together the Departments 

of Landscape Architecture and City and Regional Planning and the College of 

Architecture.5 

Telesis meetings served as forum for local professionals to discuss the planning 

and design ideas of Lewis Mumford, Henry Wright, Catherine Bauer, Frank Lloyd 

Wright and LeCorbusier and consider ways they could be applied to urbanization in the 

Bay Area.6 In the course of their discussions, Telesis members refined their ideas into a 

statement of beliefs. Violich, one of the original founders, summarized the “credo” in an 

account of the group’s activities: 

We held in common a deep seated belief in the use of a comprehensive and 
planned approach to environmental development, the application of social criteria 
to solving physical problems, the team effort of all professions that have a bearing 
on the total environment, the importance of the individual as the module, and the 
involvement of an informed public in the ultimate choice of potential solutions.7 

                                                 
4 These were the members quoted in a 1978 retrospective of the Telesis group written by co-founder 
Francis Violich. Violich referred to “twenty-five associate members from the established design 
community,” but listed only Ernest Born, Thomas D. Church, Gardner Daley, Thomas J. Kent, Edward B. 
Page, Timothy Pflueger, and William Wilson Wurster. Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 32. For more 
information on the life on work of some of the founding members of Telesis, see Donald Foley and Melvin 
Webber, Corwin R. Mocine, City Planning: Berkeley [Website] (Academic Senate, University of 
California, 2001 [cited June 18, 2007]), available from http://academic-
senate.berkeley.edu/memoriam/memoriam.html; John King, "Vernon DeMars--UC Professor, Architect 
Who Influenced Bay Area," San Francisco Chronicle, May 4, 2005, B-7; Kathleen Maclay, Francis 
Violich, Emeritus Professor of City Planning and Landscape Architecture, Dies [Website] (University of 
California, Berkeley, 2005 [cited January 9, 2007]), available from 
http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2005/09/07_violich.shtml. 
5 Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 34. 
6 Ibid., 31. 
7 Ibid., 26. 
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Telesis members advocated a comprehensive approach to planning the “total 

environment”—meaning the man-made, built environment. By bringing planners and 

designers together, they sought to consolidate control over both the aesthetic and 

functional aspects of urban space. They proposed completely new urban environments on 

a larger scale that contained a cohesive modernist design aesthetic and the efficient, 

integrated arrangement of spaces in which to live, work, socialize and move around the 

city. They were also keenly interested in the coherence of spaces at multiple scales. 

Spangle recalled, “we attempted to deal with the complete environment—going from the 

small object, then to the building, to the site, and finally to the region.”8 

At the time of Telesis’ founding, the City and County of San Francisco was only 

minimally involved in urban planning. In fact, San Francisco did not have a city planning 

department until 1942—making it one of the last major cities to form such a department.9 

At the time, the only local government agency involved in land-use matters was the San 

Francisco Planning Commission that consisted of a five-member board of mayoral 

appointees with a staff of three administrative assistants.10 It largely limited its activities 

to routine zoning permit issues. After the Great Depression, the Commissioners 

coordinated the "many surveys, a model, and reports” funded by the Works Progress 

Administration as part of the New Deal’s national economic development program. 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 35. 
9 Metcalf, SPUR History. 
10 Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 32. The San Francisco Planning Commission was established in late 
1917 by Mayor James Rolph at the request of the Commonwealth Club, an association of business and 
civic leaders. Its first task was to conduct land use surveys and develop a zoning code. The code was 
approved in 1921 and the Commission’s role was to enforce the code through a permitting process. In the 
late 1920s, there was also a short–lived organization that tried to develop a regional plan. The Regional 
Plan Association was initiated by the Commonwealth Club in 1925, but went dormant in 1928. See Steven 
Warshaw, The City of Gold: The Story of City Planning in San Francisco (San Francisco: Crown 
Zellerbach Corporation, 1960), 25-27. 



 42

Despite the increased involvement in research activities, the Commission’s efforts did not 

translate into an assertive planning program.11 

The most active citizen group involved in urban planning issues was the San 

Francisco Housing Association. In San Francisco, the housing reform movement dated 

back to the early part of the twentieth century, when Alice Griffith and Dr. Langley 

Porter founded the Housing Association after the 1906 earthquake. The group lobbied for 

the State Housing Act of 1911 that established building codes aimed at preventing the 

construction of tenements.12 After much of the city was rebuilt by the 1920s, the group 

entered a period of inactivity. The organization was revived in 1938 as part of an effort to 

seek federal funds to build public housing in Chinatown. Dorothy Erskine brought 

together a group of volunteers—including the group’s original founder Alice Griffith—to 

determine how to qualify for federal, public housing funds under the Wagner Act of 

1937.13 Working with the Planning Commission in 1938, the Housing Association 

conducted a survey of the overcrowded and unsanitary housing conditions in 

Chinatown.14  

Telesis members initially reached out to the San Francisco Housing Association. 

Years later, Dorothy Eskine recalled how the objectives of Telesis fit into a long tradition 

of liberal social reformers: “All these young men in Telesis were philosophically 

exploring the consequences of the Depression…They believed that by changing the 

environmental picture, people’s lives could be changed.”15 Like the housing reformers of 

                                                 
11 For example, one project involved the gathering of land use data. Although the data were collected in 
1937, it had yet to be compiled and analyzed.  
12 Metcalf, SPUR History. 
13 Violich, "The Planning Pioneers." 
14 John Jacobs, An Interview with Dorothy Erskine January 1999 [cited January 20, 2008]), available from 
http://www.spur.org/documents/990101_article_02.shtm. 
15 Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 35. 
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the Housing Association, Telesis members saw the improvement of urban space as the 

key to social betterment. The forerunners of both groups were the liberal reformers of the 

late 19th and early 20th century who were motivated by a desire to alleviate the human 

suffering found in the overcrowded and unhealthy immigrant ghettos adjacent to 

congested industrial districts.16 In particular, Jacob Riis, Jane Addams, and Frederick 

Law Olmsted sought urban design and planning solutions to social problems. Jacob Riis 

focused on the inadequacy and unhealthiness of tenement housing and launched the 

housing reform movement in the late 1890s.17 Jane Addams led a movement to bring 

Christian morality and healthy habits to slum areas by building social service-oriented 

settlement houses. Frederick Law Olmsted sought to improve the social climate of cities 

by integrating parks and playgrounds. Initially, at least, Telesis members echoed the 

objectives of the New Deal housing advocates and earlier liberal reformers in calling for 

the use of social criteria in designing and planning new urban spaces.  

In early 1940, Telesis members were ready to introduce their “environmental” 

approach to planning the city officials and the general public. They found the opportunity 

in an invitation from Grace McCann Morley, the founder of the San Francisco Museum 

of Art (later the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art), to present an exhibition 

introducing modern city planning ideas to Bay Area residents.18 Griffith and Erskine, 

along with nearly forty other sponsors, provided financial assistance to put together the 

display. In putting together the exhibit, the organizers solicited and received materials 

and endorsements from leading figures in the national and international modern design 

                                                 
16 For a brief discussion of Progressive Era reform measures aimed at alleviating urban social problems, 
see Hall, Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design in the Twentieth 
Century, 34-44. 
17 Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives: Studies among the Tenements of New York (New York: Dover, 
1971). 
18 Violich, "The Planning Pioneers." 
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movement, including Ansel Adams, Imogene Cunningham, Walter Gropius, the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York, Mies Van der Rohe, and Skidmore and Owings. After six 

months of preparation, “Space for Living: An Exhibition that Concerns You” opened in 

July 1940 at the Museum of Art. The 4,500 square foot exhibit emphasized the need for 

“environmental planning” at the local and metropolitan regional scale as well as modern 

design aesthetics in the home, the work place, and leisure spaces. Among the displays 

were sets of contrasting images of the city “as it was” and “as it should be.” The futuristic 

drawings by architect Vernon DeMars drew heavily from Frank Lloyd Wright’s 

conception of a Broadacre City—a mix of high and low rise structures spread out across a 

park-like landscape and connected by high speed freeways and gently curving arterial 

roadways.19 The exhibit not only introduced the city to the principles of modern city 

planning, but contributed to a growing familiarity with modernist aesthetics. The four 

week exhibit was viewed by 10,000 visitors, including all of the members of the Board of 

Supervisors, and was favorably reviewed in the San Francisco Chronicle. 

The exhibit and the promotional efforts of Telesis had some immediate impacts. 

Soon after the exhibit, the San Francisco Housing Association was reorganized under a 

new name—the “San Francisco Planning and Housing Association.” The group took an 

active role in promoting urban redevelopment projects to city leaders and the general 

public in the 1940s and 1950s. The exhibit also had an impact on local government. Only 

three months after the exhibit closed, Telesis members built a coalition of civic groups to 

put pressure on the city officials to professionalize the Planning Commission and task the 

                                                 
19 Although the Broadacre City vision promised a harmonious balance between the built environment and 
the pastoral landscape, in practice, it facilities sprawling suburbanization. For an assessment of the legacy 
of the Broadacre City vision, see Hall, Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and 
Design in the Twentieth Century, 285-91. See also: Frank Lloyd Wright, When Democracy Builds 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945). 
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Commission to oversee the development of a Master Plan for the city.20 The civic groups 

included the Junior Chamber of Commerce and the Downtown Association.21 Citing the 

lack of local expertise, Commission staff member Mark Jorgensen proposed that the city 

hire a “Professional City Planner” with the proper “scientific” knowledge and experience: 

City Planning has become a science and but few persons in the Nation can claim 
qualifications and at the same time point to actual experience and work done. 
There are but few cities of comparable size and but about six persons or firms in 
the United States who can actually point to work done.22 

Additionally, he recommended the formation of a citizen’s advisory committee composed 

of “persons in private life engaged in various businesses and occupations, both in the 

ranks of Capital and Labor.” While balancing the concerns of both organized labor and 

downtown interests, the committee would also “instill public confidence in the minds of 

the general public as to the Worthiness of the Plan.” The Board of Supervisors accepted 

Jorgensen’s recommendation and increased the Commission’s budget from $15,315 to 

$38,642. With the additional revenue, the Commission increased its staff of three to 

seven members and hired a part-time professional city planning consultant.23 By 1943, 

the Planning Commission had hired L. Demming Tilton to be the city’s first Director of 

City Planning. He along with his staff—which included Telesis members T.J. Kent and 

Francis Violich—constituted the San Francisco’s new Department of City Planning.  

                                                 
20 Violich’s Telesis records from the early 1940s included correspondence with many local decision 
makers and powerful business interests, including the San Francisco Planning Commission, the San 
Francisco Housing Authority, the Public Health Department, the Public Health Department, the San 
Francisco Federation for the Arts, the Downtown Association, the Chamber of Commerce, the State 
Department of Education, and the California State Planning Board. See Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 
32. 
21 Mark Jorgensen, "A 'San Francisco Master Plan': Report and Recommendation for Its Achievement," 
(San Francisco: San Francisco Planning Commission, 1941). 
22 Ibid., 3. 
23 San Francisco Department of City Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 
Francisco," (San Francisco: San Francisco City Planning Department, 1948). 
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WARTIME PLANNING: NEW PRIORITIES, NEW VISIONS 

During the war, the nascent planning bureaucracy focused on developing plans for 

how to make postwar improvements to the city’s overburdened infrastructure. The 

military had taken possession of much of the publicly held property. Aquatic Park, the 

Ferry Building, Treasure Island and the Civic Center Plaza had all been converted to 

wartime uses. The industrial waterfront along the city’s eastern shore was dramatically 

expanded, attracting a new labor force and spurning an unprecedented level of 

productivity. The federal government leased privately held lands for temporary use as 

wartime housing. In spite of the strong military presence, the Planning Commission 

proceeded with its work under the Tilton’s leadership. When he began in early 1942, 

Tilton had just recently completed co-editing a Master Plan for Los Angeles24, but has 

been lured north to teach a seminar in government planning at the University of 

California.25 Trained as a landscape planner prior to World War I, he had worked on 

zoning issues for several different counties in southern California. At the time, planning 

in Southern California was at least ten years ahead of the Bay Area due to projects 

completed in the 1920s. The San Diego Planning Commission—one the oldest in the 

state—had a developed a comprehensive plan in 1908 and another in 1926.26 The latter 

                                                 
24 George W. and L. Deming Tilton Robbins, "Los Angeles, Preface to a Master Plan," (Los Angeles: 
Pacific Southwest Academy, 1941), 703-04. 
25 Immediately preceding the war in 1940, Tilton had been invited to present a seminar in governmental 
planning in the Public Administration department at the University of California. This was part of an effort 
to develop a planning curriculum lead by Samuel C. Mays, a faculty member and former chair of the State 
Planning Board. After the war, Tilton advocated for the expansion of course offerings in planning. See L. 
Deming Tilton, "At the University of California, Berkeley," The Journal of Land & Public Utility 
Economics 21, no. 4 (1945): 309-11. 
26 Roger Lotchin, "World War II and Urban California: City Planning and the Transformation Hypothesis," 
in Planning the Twentieth-Century American City, ed. Christoper Silver (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1996), 316. 
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served as “a master plan for San Diego’s physical development for the next eighteen 

years.”27 

Tilton was hired by the Planning Commission to write a Master Plan for San 

Francisco. The Los Angeles Master Plan, co-edited by Tilton the previous year, was a 

compilation of twenty-one essays written by various experts—including four academic 

geographers. Aimed at a scholarly audience, the Los Angeles Plan made recommendation 

to “correct the city’s existing evils” and was widely reviewed in academic publications.28 

For the Master Plan of San Francisco, Tilton adopted a more systematic approach in 

compiling, evaluating, and prioritizing capital improvement projects proposed by various 

city departments. To begin, he proposed a series of area studies focusing separately on 

“business and industrial sections, residential neighborhoods, blighted areas, and other 

areas.”29 From these individual area studies, he would develop a “general city-wide plans 

for better housing, transit service, transport terminals and facilities for recreation, 

education, sanitation and the like.”30 Within this framework, the entire set of reports 

would collectively be called a Master Plan and serve as a “prescription” for treating the 

“whole urban organism.”31 

To initiate the process, the Tilton and his staff first focused on the specialized 

districts located along the shoreline. The rationale for first focusing on the city’s 

waterfront came from a recent act by the California legislature that set aside state tideland 
                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 For example: H.F. Raup, "Review: A Plan for the City of Los Angeles," Geographical Review 31, no. 4 
(1941): 703-04. 
29 L. Deming Tilton, "Shoreline Development: A Portion of the Master Plan of San Francisco; Preliminary 
Report," (San Francisco: San Francisco City Planning Commission, 1943), 2. 
30 Ibid., 2. 
31 This metaphor of planner as doctor was a logical extension of conceptualization of the city as an living 
organism composed of interacting parts. For example, like a biological organism, a well functioning—and 
healthy—urban organism consisted of a well regulated circulatory system. For Tilton, the role of the 
planner was to submit the city to “clinical examination” in order to diagnose problems and prescribe 
solutions.  
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oil revenues for beach improvement.32 “Shoreline Development: A Portion of the Master 

Plan of San Francisco” was published in July 1943 as the nascent city planning 

bureaucracy’s first technical report. The first printing—limited to 35 copies—was 

distributed to city officials, but attracted much wider interest. In the fall, 500 additional, 

revised copies of the report were made available to the public. Cognizant of their inability 

to influence urban development during wartime, the Tilton and his staff—including 

Telesis members Francis Violich and T.J. Kent—sought to create a guide for post-war 

planning and focused on how to revitalize areas “radically altered by new, largely 

unanticipated wartime activities.” The proposal included nine specific elements of the 

“postwar program” to improve transportation, expand the industrial district by reclaiming 

tidelands, and rehabilitate unused (or poorly used) land.  

In the “Shoreline Development Plan,” Tilton stressed the need for both industrial 

expansion through tideland reclamation and the completion of a continuous 23-mile drive 

along the entire length of the city’s shoreline. The segment of the shoreline drive along 

the bay would be a modern high-speed freeway serving the city’s principle industrial and 

warehouse districts. Linking transportation planning with industrial development was 

aimed at satisfying both labor and business interests. The shoreline drive was an updated 

and more detailed version of an idea that had been discussed and generally agreed upon 

for a number of years. Tilton—trained as a landscape designer in the early 1910s—drew 

from Daniel Burnham’s 1905 plan for San Francisco which called for an “embracing 

highway” as part of a new network of radial boulevards. Neither the boulevards, nor the 

prominent plazas and traffic circles associated with them, were built—even with the 

opportunity created by the destructive 1906 earthquake. 
                                                 
32 In 1943, the legislature set aside one-third of 70% of the “tidelands oil fund” for the acquisition, 
maintenance and management of the state’s coastline. The remaining two-thirds of the 70% was earmarked 
for the acquisition of state park lands.  
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As the first technical report published by the City Planning Commission, the 

“Shoreline Development” report emphasized aesthetic or recreational needs in five of the 

eight proposals it contained. These included plans to revitalize the area around the Ferry 

Building; improvements in the Great Highway along western margin of the city; and 

“new beaches, shore parks and picnic areas.” The remaining proposals stressed the need 

to expand the industrial capacity of the city. The latter reflected concerns about what 

impact the return to peacetime activity would have on the economic vitality of the region. 

Coming out of the New Deal approach to planning, Tilton viewed public works projects 

as a means as an ends. In his preface to the report, he emphasized the importance of not 

only the projects themselves, but the jobs they would create as well. He believed that 

implementing the shoreline plan would provide “a defense system for the protection of 

the City against those disorders and destructive forces which spring easily from mass 

unemployment.”33 

While Tilton worked on a comprehensive plan, the staff dealt with issues of more 

local concern as well as several projects that had been languishing for years. During 

1944, the Planning Commission produced a rezoning study impacting the Sunset District, 

a 40-foot height limit resolution for Telegraph Hill to protect views of the neoclassical 

Coit Tower, a “digest and analysis” of citywide land-use data collected in 1937,34 and an 

action plan for finishing John McLaren Park which had been underdevelopment since 

1926.35 Like the Great Highway improvements, the 23-mile shoreline drive, and the Ferry 

Building rehabilitation, completing McLaren Park and protecting the sightlines to Coit 

                                                 
33 Tilton, "Shoreline Development: A Portion of the Master Plan of San Francisco; Preliminary Report," 2. 
34 L. Deming Tilton, "Budgeting the Land: A Report on Present and Prospective Uses of Land on the City 
and County of San Francisco," (San Francisco: San Francisco City Planning Commission, 1944). 
35 L. Deming Tilton, "John Mclaren Park: A Report to the Supervisors," (San Francisco: San Francisco 
City Planning Commission, 1944). 
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Tower on Telegraph Hill were in keeping with longstanding efforts to “beautify” the 

city.36  

McLaren Park—intitially known as “Mission Park”—was proposed in 1926 as a 

needed civic improvement for the developing neighborhoods in the southeast section of 

the city. It was also conceived as a complement to Golden Gate Park. Voters, however, 

rejected a $2 million bond measure that would have facilitated land acquisition for the 

park. Without bond financing, the city resorted to purchasing parcels in a piecemeal 

fashion and the process of land assembly was still ongoing in the 1940s. As a result, the 

original layout for the park had to be scaled back because much of the level land had 

already been developed for residential or institutional use. In the 1944 report, park 

planners fixed the park boundaries and suggested maintaining the site in a natural state—

similar to the native California landscape found in the woodlands of San Mateo County.37 

While Planning Commission staff completed work on these more specific 

projects, Tilton continued to work towards a city-wide, comprehensive plan. Within 

weeks of the successful D-Day invasion of Normandy, Mayor Lapham requested a 

programmatic blueprint for returning to a peacetime economy. Lapham—elected on a 

business-oriented platform in 1943—pushed for as much “advance planning as 

possible…so that a larger volume of construction will be 'ready to go'”38 at the conclusion 

                                                 
36 Like the terminus of Market Street, the top of Telegraph Hill was identified as an important focal point 
by Daniel Burnham. Based on his sketches, he proposed transforming the site as a reincarnation of one of 
the seven hills of ancient Rome. After the 1906 earthquake, his plan for a landmark on the hilltop was 
realized with the completion of Coit Tower, dedicated as a monument to the firefighters who fought the 
conflagration that destroyed a large portion of the city. See Crown Zellerbach Corporation, The City of 
Gold: The Story of City Planning in San Francisco (San Francisco: The Corporation, 1960), 18. 
37 In contrast to the well manicured Golden Gate Park, McLaren Park was developed to take advantage of 
its rustic, rugged quailites. Park planners included facilities for archery practice, “footpaths and overlook 
structures,” youth camping facilities, and “scenic drives and viewpoints.” See Tilton, "John Mclaren Park: 
A Report to the Supervisors." 
38 San Francisco City Planning Commission, "Postwar Improvements: Preliminary Six-Year Program for 
Planning, Land Acquisition, and Construction," (San Francisco: The Commission, 1944). 
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of the war. In order to consolidate his control over postwar planning, Lapham replaced all 

five members of the Planning Commission with new appointees.39 Tilton—with two 

years remaining in his four year term as Planning Director—oversaw the completion of 

the Master Plan, albeit as a much different document than he had initially proposed.  

In the fall of 1944, Tilton and his staff completed and presented the first draft of 

the Master Plan, this time packaged as a “Preliminary Six-Year Program for Planning, 

Land Acquisition, and Construction.” The document consisted primarily of a prioritized 

list of infrastructure improvement projects requiring $131,000,000 in municipal 

expenditures. In the preparation of the draft, the Commission compiled and evaluated 

project proposals submitted by various city departments which were cumulatively valued 

at $280,000,000. Reflecting Lapham’s business-orientation and indicating a break from 

the earlier balance between business and labor interests, the plan emphasized “capital 

improvement” projects that would enhance private investment opportunities, rather than 

“public works” projects aimed at ensuring full employment. Additionally, the authors 

also appealed to community pride and severed the pre-war dependent relationship 

between the city and the federal government by stressing the need for local initiative:  

We have rejected the idea of basing the future of this proud City upon 
expectations of Federal aid, or leaving its discharged service men and working 
forces to the mercy of gigantic relief or WPA programs. It can be safely said that 
there will be plenty of help for us if we help ourselves.40 

                                                 
39 During Mayor Rossi’s second term (1940-1944), he appointed the following commissioners: W.W. 
Chapin, Con F. Collonan, Clarence H. King, Milton Meyer, Mrs. A. W. Stokes, Douglas Dacre Stone, 
Carlton H. Wall, and William P. Wobber. None on these individuals served under Mayor Lapham in his 
single term as mayor (1944-1948). He appointed Gardner A. Dailey, Morgan A. Gunst, George W. Johns, 
Mrs. Charles B. Porter, J. Joseph Sullivan, James J. Walsh, Michel D. Weill, and Herman Weinberger. 
40 San Francisco City Planning Commission, "Postwar Improvements: Preliminary Six-Year Program for 
Planning, Land Acquisition, and Construction," 35. 
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The Six-Year program redefined the role of the Planning Commission from acting as a 

coordinator of federally funded, labor-friendly construction projects to serving as a 

facilitator for local private interests in generating economic development. 

In terms of the specific projects that were given preference, economic 

development initiatives took precedence over landscape aesthetics. The recommended 

projects were grouped into three different categories: A) “To Help Business, and Provide 

Private Employment” (totaling $69.2 million), B) “To Improve Living Conditions 

Throughout the City” (totaling almost $56.7 million), and C) “To Aid Government and 

Increase the Attractiveness of the City” (totaling $5.7 million). The relatively modest 

$5.7 million investment “to aid government” would be invested in the construction, repair 

and modernization of municipal buildings as well as the completion and beautification of 

the Civic Center.41 

In keeping with the recommendation of involving the city’s business community, 

the preliminary Master Plan was reviewed by the “Citizens’ Postwar Planning 

Committee” composed of local leaders appointed by Mayor Lapham.42 The Citizens’ 

                                                 
41 At the time, temporary military structures occupied much of the Civic Center plaza. Additionally, an Art 
Moderne “Hospitality House” faced the plaza opposite City Hall.  Sometime after the war, the “Hospitality 
House” became the headquarters of Planning Commission. By 1965, the building’s tattered awnings gave it 
a dilapidated appearance and it was characterized as an eyesore. The Commission had long been surpassed 
by the Redevelopment Agency in its influence over the urban landscape. The non-conforming Art Moderne 
building was later razed and the new Main Public Library was eventually built on the site—in a post-
modern style that echoed the Beaux Arts details of the other structures around the plaza. "City Planning 
Commission Headquarters at Civic Center Plaza," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1965). 
42 The committee consisted of: Adrien J. Falk, Chair; William G. Merchant, Vice Chair; Mrs. Paul Eliel, 
Secretary; Lloyd H. Fisher; Silas H. Palmer; LeLand M. Kaiser; Wendell Phillips; Chester R. MacPhee; 
Adolph Uhl; Nadeau Bourgeault; William J. Nasser; Carl F. Wente; Ralph R. Brunton; and Carroll 
Newburgh; The committee alternates were: F.S. Baer, Sylvester J. McAteer, Charles P. Burgess, Mrs. 
Morse Erskine, Arnold Grunigen, Jr, Cyril Magnin, Edward T. Mancuso, Dewey Mead, Alfred Henry 
Meyer, Edward L. Siller, Lloyd Taylor, and Virginia Woods. See preface to: Citizens' Postwar Planning 
Committee, "Report of the Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee to Mayor Roger D. Lapham," (San 
Francisco: The Committee, 1945). 
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Committee enthusiastically endorsed the need for major investment in public 

infrastructure and added $46,000,000 in projects after reviewing the 550 proposals 

submitted by various city departments and civic organizations.43 Warning that the city 

had “become careless and allowed itself to ‘run down at the heels’,” the Citizens’ 

Committee challenged the city to “correct its deficiencies and take advantage of the 

opportunities now knocking at our door.”44 Twenty-four projects made the list of funding 

priorities for the following six-years (Table 1). 

As with the “Shoreline Development” proposals, many of the priorities were 

continuations of pre-war projects—themselves scaled-back elements of the Burnham 

Plan. During the years after the war, the city made progress on many of these projects. 

Priorities #3 and # 13 included funds for land acquisition and completion of John 

McLaren Park. Priority #14 called for the construction of a tunnel under Russian Hill to 

link the urban center to the neighborhoods in the northwestern portion of the city. The 

“Broadway Tunnel” was the continuation of a WPA project begun in 1938 to enhance the 

Western Addition’s “finest east-west artery” with a four-lane boulevard.45 By 1950, bond 

financing had been secured and construction was underway.46 Additionally, 6 of the 24 

proposals were in some way related to the renovation and expansion of the Beaux Arts 

Civic Center, including new construction (#4), Auditorium remodeling (#16), library 

funds (#17), building improvements (#18), the addition of new parking facilities (#19), 

and land acquisition (#23). 

                                                 
43 Crown Zellerbach Corporation, The City of Gold: The Story of City Planning in San Francisco. 
44 Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee, "Report of the Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee to Mayor 
Roger D. Lapham." 
45 "View of Broadway, Looking from Atop the Hill between Leavenworth and Jones [Photo ID: AAB-
2959]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1938). 
46 "Bus Used as Temporary Replacement for the Hyde Street Cable Line During Construction of the 
Broadway Tunnel [Photo ID: AAC-7762]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1950). 
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Table 1: Funding Priorities Proposed by the Citizens’ Postwar Planning Committee, 
August 20, 194547 

Priority Project Estimated Cost 
1 San Francisco Airport Expansion $20,000,000
2 Market Street Improvements $3,000,000
 Streets and Highways $17,544,000
 Motor Terminals $3,000,000
3 Recreation Department (first allotment) $4,000,000
4 Board of Public Works Buildings $1,373,000
5 Urban Redevelopment Sites $2,100,000
6 Tidelands Development (Land Purchase) $215,000
7 Fire Department (first allotment) $2,578,500
8 Police Department (Hall of Justice) $2,095,000
9 Park Department $3,500,000
10 6th-7th Street Freeway Extension $8,000,000
11 6th Street Viaduct $5,000,000
12 Separation of Grades-Division & 13th $6,000,000
13 Recreation Department (second allotment) $4,000,000
14 Broadway Tunnel $3,200,000
15 Fire Department (second allotment) $1,900,000
16 Civic Auditorium –remodeling $445,000
17 Library Department – Main Library $705,000
18 Courts Building, City Hall and Civic Center Power House $6,409,000
19 Municipal Garage $600,000
20 County Jails $587,500
21 Museums $841,750
22 Tidelands Development, fill, etc (second allotment) $3,785,000
23 Police Department, Traffic Court (second allotment) $350,000
24 Triangle of Land – Civic Center $1,065,000

 

                                                 
47 Citizens’ Postwar War Planning Committee, “Report of the Citizens’ Postwar Planning Committee to 
Mayor Roger D. Lapham,” 3.  
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The Board of Supervisors adopted the Master Plan with an outline of tasks ahead 

on December 20, 1945.48 With the basic blueprint for development in place, the Planning 

Commission undertook efforts to reorganize and professionalize its staff. In 1946, 

commission staff recommended to the Civil Service Commission that “advanced national 

standards in the city planning profession.”49 The good government measure was intended 

to ensure that the new planning bureaucracy would be staffed by planning “experts” 

rather than political appointees in patronage positions. The move was followed by a 

charter reform initiative spearheaded by the Junior Chamber of Commerce and the San 

Francisco Planning and Housing Association.50 A charter amendment prepared under the 

guidance of the Chamber was embraced by the Board of Supervisors in early 1946 and 

approved by a large majority of voters in the fall. According to the measure’s boosters, it 

gave the Commission “the most modern enabling legislation of any city planning agency 

in the United States and assure[d] coordinated municipal planning on a comprehensive 

and permanent basis.”51 Organizationally, it established the San Francisco City Planning 

Department overseen by an appointed director and three division chiefs. It also added the 

city’s Chief Administrative Officer and Manager of Public Utilities to the Planning 

Commission. The reorganization plan strengthened the power of the Planning 

Commission to reshape patterns of landuse. The primary role of the Planning 

Commission in the 1920s and 1930s was to oversee routine zoning matters. When it was 

adopted in 1921, the city’s first zoning code favored the continuation of established 

patterns of land use. As a consequence, the Planning Commission’s role was to protect 
                                                 
48 Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee, "Report of the Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee to Mayor 
Roger D. Lapham." 
49 San Francisco City Planning Commission, "Planning for Planning," (San Francisco: The Commission, 
1946). 
50 San Francisco Department of City Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 
Francisco," 8-9. 
51 Ibid. 
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vested property interests by preventing new, non-conforming landuses from the 

disrupting established pattern of landuse. The revival of interest in zoning in the 1940s 

reflected a desire to utilize zoning in a more proactive way. Through a more aggressive 

Planning Commission, the reform measure was designed to replace the conservative 

approach to planning with a new authority that could impose a new spatial order on the 

city. This new spatial order, mapped out by planning experts with the appropriate 

technicial expertise and analytical skills, would reflect modern imperatives for the 

efficient functioning of the city. 

The organizational restructuring was accompanied by a major turnover and 

professionalization of planning personnel. The Planning Commission turned to former 

Telesis members for the necessary expertise to staff the new “modern” planning 

bureaucracy.  In addition to the departure of the Planning Director, L. Demming Tilton, at 

the end of 1946, eleven of the staff of 26 were no longer with the agency by 1948. Tilton 

was replaced by T.J. Kent, one of the four original founders of Telesis and a strong 

advocate of comprehensive, environmental planning. During Tilton’s tenure, he pressed 

for completion of the Civic Center complex and other unrealized projects aimed at 

enhancing urban aesthetics and rekindling civic pride. Tilton oversaw modest growth in 

both the Commission’s staff and budget (Table 2) and saw the Master Plan through to its 

adoption.52 

TELESIS AT THE HELM OF THE CITY PLANNING DEPARTMENT 

T.J. Kent—along with several of his Telesis colleagues, including Sydney 

Williams and Francis Violich—immediately pressed for action on several of the key 

elements of the Master Plan. Kent saw city planning as more than compiling and 
                                                 
52 L. Deming Tilton, "The Master Plan of the City and County of San Francisco," (San Francisco: San 
Francisco Planning Commission, 1946). 
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prioritizing public works projects and acting as in an advisory capacity. He saw planning 

as an essential and permanent function of municipal government that required a 

professionally trained staff and greater authority in overseeing the design, financing and 

construction of urban renewal projects. In his short, one-year tenure, Kent worked with 

the Public Utilities Commission and Mayor Lapham to act on the top two post-war 

planning priorities—airport expansion and transit improvements. Kent’s work was 

facilitated by organizational changes implemented during Tilton’s tenure as planning 

director. To ease coordination of traffic and transit issues, the Commission recommended 

to the Mayor that he authorize the formation of an Administrative Transportation 

Planning Council with a Technical Committee composed of the Manager of Utilities, the 

Director of Public Works, the Director of Planning, and the Chief of Police.53 Lapham 

acted quickly and the Council’s Technical Committee soon became the working group 

responsible for devising a “coordinated program of transportation improvements.” The 

group prepared the city’s first comprehensive transportation planning document 

addressing the technical challenges of integrating motorized vehicles into the urban 

landscape.54 

The report entitled “Traffic, Transit, and Thoroughfare Improvements for San 

Francisco” was prepared during 1946 and presented to the Mayor and Board of 

Supervisors in early 1947.55 The comprehensive program called for immediate action on 

several street widening projects, the frequently discussed Broadway tunnel, a number of 

street extensions and several additions to planned state highway routes. In the central 

                                                 
53 San Francisco Department of City Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 
Francisco." 
54 Technical Committee of the Mayor's Administrative Transportation Planning Council, "Traffic, Transit 
and Thoroughfare Improvements for San Francisco," (San Francisco: Administrative Transportation 
Planning Council, 1947). 
55 Ibid. 
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business district, an expanded network of one-way streets was proposed to serve the 

downtown retail and office districts. To address the need for more parking, the authors 

identified an “inner and outer belt” of land suitable for off-street parking. Several of the 

city’s public squares—namely, Portsmouth Square, St. Mary’s Square, and the Civic 

Center Plaza—were also proposed as sites for developing new subterranean parking 

garages.  

Soon after Kent took over as Planning Director, the Public Utilities Commission 

accepted the Administrative Transportation Planning Council’s recommendation to put 

several bond measures on the November 1947 ballot. Modernization of the railway 

system was divided into two separate measures. The first set aside $20 million for the 

purchase of new transit vehicles—including streetcars, trolley coaches and motorized 

buses—and the creation of an electric trolley system. The second measure created a 

$22.85 million fund for streetcar track removal and street reconstruction. Additionally, 

voters were asked to approve $5 million for garage construction and $2.2 million to pay 

of debt obligations left from the city’s purchase of the Market Street Railway in 1944.56 

Over the course of 1947, city officials and business leaders organized and led a drive to 

pass a slate of “Progress Bonds.”57  

In his final report “Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 

Francisco,” Kent highlighted the accomplishments of the six-year old planning 

department. He marked his tenure as Planning Director during 1947 as the year that city 

                                                 
56 Virgil L. Elliott, "Utilities Bond Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," (San Francisco: Public 
Utilities Commission, 1957). 
57 “Progress” would continue to be the buzzword for the next several years among planning boosters. In 
particular, bond rallies were a common occurrence as city leaders repeatedly went the voters for funds to 
implement the list of postwar projects specified in the master plan. See, for example, "If This Is 'Progress', 
Do We Want Any?," San Francisco News, October 3, 1956; Dick Nolan, "Progress Bonds Get New 
Backing by Civic Leaders," San Francisco Examiner, July 1, 1954. 
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planning became “a major function of your city government.”58 Over the course this 

campaign, led by many of members of the Telesis group, the staff of the Planning 

Commission evolved into a professional Planning Department with a larger staff and 

budget (Table 2). Through the post-war planning process and the adoption of a master 

plan, city officials, citizen groups, art organizations, and public utilities managers 

established and began to act on a ranked list public works and civic improvement 

priorities. Chief among the accomplishments were voter approval of a charter amendment 

giving the Planning Commission greater power, passage of $50 million in “Progress 

Bonds” for transportation improvements, and initiation of an active redevelopment 

program in the Western Addition.  

Soon after taking office in 1948, Mayor Elmer Robinson appointed five new 

Planning Commissioners who, in turn, hired a new planning director. Michel Weill, 

owner of The White House department store, stepped down as head of the Commission. 

After little more than a year as Planning Director, Kent resigned his post and went on to 

help establish a graduate program in urban planning and design program at the University 

of California.59 In that capacity, he continued to advocate for urban renewal. He returned 

to play a more direct role in city planning under Mayor Jack Shelley (1964-1968).60 Kent 

took a leave from teaching at Berkley to serve as Coordinator of Housing, Planning, ad 

Development. 

                                                 
58 San Francisco Department of City Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 
Francisco.", 3. 
59Violich, "The Planning Pioneers," 33. 
60 John F. Shelley, "John F. "Jack" Shelley Papers, 1953-1967 (SFH10)." in San Francisco History Center, 
San Francisco Public Library (San Francisco). 
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Table 2: Expansion of the San Francisco Planning Commission, 1940-194761 

Year Budget Staff Planning Director 

1940 $15,315 3 -- 

1941 $38,642 7 -- 

1942 $87,897 16 Tilton 

1943 -- 19 Tilton 

1944 -- -- Tilton 

1945 $94,475 20 Tilton 

1946 $100,245 21 Tilton 

1947 $341,942* 26 Kent 

1948 -- -- Opperman 
 
Including $200,000 to develop a “long-range transportation plan.” 

 

                                                 
61 San Francisco Department of City Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 
Francisco," 4-9. 



 61

CONCLUSION  

The efforts of Telesis to bring a new “planning mentality” to the city in the 1940s 

focused the attention of elected officials and civic leaders on the need to take a more 

interventionist role in guiding urban development. The tangible results of these efforts 

included a Master Plan that outlined postwar planning priorities, a strengthen Planning 

Commission with expanded role in implementing new projects, and a “modern” 

professional planning department headed by one of the Telesis co-founders.  Throughout 

the 1950s and 1960s, a growing chorus of adherents to the new “planning mentality” 

pushed a series of modernizing projects designed to impose a new spatial order on San 

Francisco’s urban landscape.  

The projects that grew out of this more proactive approach to planning were 

distinctly “modern” in a number of ways. First, many of projects—including the new air 

terminal, freeway, and transit improvements—were designed to accelerate movement 

into and within the city.62 The intent was to speed up and bring a new vitality to the city 

while also linking it both literally and culturally with the outside world. Second, 

advocates of these projects explicitly invoked the discourse of progress in marketing 

these projects. They disparaged elements of the exisiting urban fabric as “old,” 

“antiquated,” “outmoded,” “dilapidated,” or “obsolete,” while touting the new designs as 

future-oriented monuments of technological progress. Initially, these designs were 

exhibited for public appreciation and were portrayed—if not evitable—at least highly 

desireable. Later, they were concealed from public view and presented as schematic plans 

still open to input until after the political approval and financial resources were secure. 
                                                 
62 The collapse of time and space is an important aspect of the modernity and has been widely discussed. 
See Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity; Harvey, The Condition of 
Postmodernity.  
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The latter approach had the affect of reinforcing the sense that the projects had either 

already been approved or were so far from implementation that they would likely not be 

completed. In either case, the power to transform the urban landscape remained 

concealed until the moment that the wrecking ball and bulldozer arrived. Third, 

proponents of these modernizing projects stressed the need for more efficient and 

economical use of urban space. Urban problems were solvable using an economic 

calculus in which a small set of possible solutions could be generated through reputedly 

objective, scientific methods.  Finally, academically-trained planning professionals 

claimed ownership of the knowledge needed to identify, analyze, and solve urban 

problems. As a result, public input into the planning process was restricted, as planning 

decisions were increasingly concentrated in the hands of a strong, centralized planning 

authority. This concentration of power over the urban landscape—as well as power over 

the production of knowledge about that landscape—facilitated efforts to bring about a 

new spatial order. 

As the next chapter will show, one of the city’s first “modern” urban planning 

projects provoked strong anti-modern sentiments from San Franciscans. When presented 

with transit modernization plan, voters repeatedly rejected elements of the plan that they 

thought undermined the distinct character of the city. The tensions between continuity 

and change, tradition and progress, sentiment and rationality framed coming battles over 

urban redevelopment and the imposition of a new spatial order. As the next chapter will 

show, a transit modernization plan aimed at replacing cable cars with busses aroused the 

first in what would be a series of citizen movements aimed at slowing, if not blocking, 

progress on plans to “modernize” the urban landscape.   
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Chapter Three: Sentimental Friction and the Need for Speed 

...among a population as large and as diverse and complex as that of San 
Francisco there are some persons who are bound to have their toes stepped on in 
any advance forward, and there are others who reject the idea of advancing at all, 
despite that fact that such a do-nothing attitude is tantamount to retreat. 

Administrative Transportation Planning Council, Traffic, Transit, and 
Thoroughfare Improvement in San Francisco, “Introduction,” March 19471 

 

…Mrs. Hans Klussmann, to whom all good San Franciscans may be grateful that 
today there is a single grip in operation on their storied hills. Without her forceful 
offices the sterile dreary forces of economy and what passes for “progress” would 
long since have done away with what is at once San Francisco’s most valuable 
tradition and most valuable—indeed priceless—tourist attraction. 

Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg, foreword to Cable Car Carnival, 19512 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In a 1936 letter to the editor of the San Francisco News, a traffic engineer posed 

the question “Shall we give up the cable cars?”3 The engineer, F.H. Redewill, answered 

his own question in the affirmative by recounting his presentation to a local meeting 

before “an internationally known scientific study club…studying the traffic problems of 

San Francisco.” In his speech to the club, he had outlined a long list of problems with the 

cable car system. He told the crowd that the cable cars were overcrowded. In particular, 

he asserted that the Powell and Sacramento lines were barely able to handle their daily 

                                                 
1 Technical Committee of the Mayor's Administrative Transportation Planning Council, "Traffic, Transit 
and Thoroughfare Improvements for San Francisco," 2-3. 
2 Lucius and Charles Clegg Beebe, Cable Car Carnival (Oakland, Calif: Hardy, 1951), x. 
3 F.H. Redewill, "Shall We Give up Cable Cars? [Letter to the Editor]," San Francisco News, October 15, 
1936. 
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load of 40,000 passengers. He also called the cables the “slowest moving vehicles in the 

United States” and blamed them for causing automobile to move along at a crawl. 

Redewill said the cars were uncomfortable, especially during inclement weather. He also 

said that they were noisy, causing many sleepless nights for patrons of a number of the 

“finest hotels in the West” that lined their routes. He claimed that the system was 

antiquated beyond repair. Adding cars would strain the cables beyond their design 

capabilities. Finally, he asserted that the cable cars impede the flow of suburban 

commuters to the city. At the time, construction was already underway on both the 

Golden Gate and Bay Bridges. Once completed, Redewill predicted that visitors from the 

suburban districts would refuse to ride them, preferring instead to travel into and around 

the city by car. If San Francisco hoped to “hold its suburban people,” then the problems 

of limited road space and undeveloped parking amenities would have to be solved. For all 

these reasons, Redewill recommended that San Francisco replace its cables cars with 

motor coaches and trackless trolleys.  

Redewill’s speech and letter to the editor foreshadowed a post-war transit 

modernization campaign led by the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, the City 

Planning Department, organized business groups, and several “citizen’s” committees. 

Proponents of transit improvements pushed to replace the city’s electric streetcar and 

cable car network with busses and electric trolley coaches. The push came in the form of 

a series of bond drives in which voters were asked in approve financing for the 

conversion of the city’s rail system to a “trackless” system. Between 1936—the year 

Redewill made the case for eliminating the cable cars—and 1954—the year that the 

current configuration of the cable car system was endorsed by voters, the electorate 
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weighed in on fifteen measures related to railway changes (Table 3).4 Five of the bond 

measures involved raising public funds to purchase privately owned rail and cable routes; 

eight related to the purchase new busses and trolleys and the removal streetcar tracks and 

cable lines. Bond measures required a two-thirds majority in order to pass, making it 

necessary for proponents to hold bond rallies and wage publicity campaigns to sway the 

electorate. Even with these efforts, however, ten of the fifteen bond measures failed to 

garner the required two-third majority. 

The proponents of transit modernization, nonetheless, made a concerted and 

sustained effort to purchase privately owned transit systems with public funds with the 

intention of systematically dismantling the rail and cable routes and replacing them with 

busses and “trackless” trolleys. To make their pitch to the voters, they tied transit 

modernization to a “progress” agenda by explicitly stressing the need to break from the 

past and embrace of “modern” modes of transportation.5 The “progress” agenda for 

transit modernization, however, faced strong opposition from an increasingly well 

organized group of cable car supporters lead by Frieda Klussmann. Klussmann, along 

with other active members of local women’s civic organizations and openly gay railroad 

aficionados Lucius Beebe and his lifelong partner Charles Clegg, prepared their own 

ballot measures and launched their own publicity campaigns to protect the cable car  

                                                 
4 The last bond measure for expanding rail system was put to the voters in 1933. Elliott, "Utilities Bond 
Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," 1-4. 
5 The term “progress” was used repeatedly in efforts to eliminate street- and cablecars. For example, the 
November 1947 ballot included a slate of bond “Progress Bonds” earmarked for the postwar funding 
priorities established the city’s Master Plan. The following year, “progress” peppered T.J. Kent’s 
valedictory report to the “people of San Francisco” upon his resignation as director of the San Francisco 
Department of City Planning. In the report, he recounted his accomplishments during his one-year tenure 
including his involvement in plans to dispose of the cable cars. See San Francisco Department of City 
Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San Francisco." In the November 1953 
election, the “Citizens’ Progress Committee for All Bonds”—a group of business leaders who publicly took 
the lead in promoting the seven different “Progress Bonds.” See "Bond Issues Backers Set for Final Drive," 
San Francisco Examiner, October 19, 1953. 
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Table 3: Transit Related Ballot Measures, San Francisco, 1933-August, 6, 19576 

 

                                                 
6 Elliott, "Utilities Bond Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," 1-4. 

Date Type Purpose Amount Result 
Nov. 7, 1933 Bonds Municipal Railway Extension $63,000 Failed 
Nov. 2, 1937 Bonds Rapid Transit System (subway) $49,250,000 Failed 
Sept. 27, 1938 Bonds Market Street Railway purchase $24,480,000 Failed 
Nov. 8, 1938 Bonds Market Street Railway purchase $5,000,000 Failed 
Nov. 8, 1938 Bonds Passenger bus purchases $9,000,000 Failed 
Nov. 3, 1942 Bonds Acquisition of Market Street 

Railway properties 
$7,950,000 Failed 

April 20, 1943 Bonds Acquisition of Market Street 
Railway properties 

$7,950,000 Failed 

May 16, 1944 Proposition Market Street Railway purchase 
with cash and earnings from 
acquired property 

$7,500,000 Passed 

Nov. 4, 1947 Bonds “Railway Modernization” $20,000,000 Passed 
Nov. 4, 1947 Bonds Funds to pay remaining Market 

Street Railway debt 
$2,200,000 Passed 

Nov. 4, 1947 Charter 
Amend. 

Allowing payment of debt to 
Market Street Railway 

 Passed 

Nov. 4, 1947 Bonds Street reconstruction, track 
removal 

$22,850,000 Passed 

Nov. 4, 1947 Bonds Parking facility bonds $5,000,000 Passed 
Nov. 4, 1947 Charter 

Amend. 
Protection of publicly owned 
cable car lines 

 Passed 

June 1, 1948 Bonds California Street Cable Co. 
purchase 

$200,000 Failed 

Nov. 8, 1949 Bonds California Street Cable Co. 
purchase 

$150,000 Passed 

Nov. 4, 1952 Bonds Additional bus purchases; cable 
car reduction plan 

$6,620,000 Failed 

Nov. 3, 1953 Bonds Municipal Railway 
replacements 

$3,871,000 Failed 

Nov. 3, 1953 Bonds Municipal Railway conversions $2,749,000 Failed 
June 8, 1954 Proposition Proposition E for “Plan B” 

(cable car reduction) 
 Passed 

Nov. 2, 1954 Proposition Proposition J (protection of all 
publicly owned cable car lines 
as of 1/1/54) 

 Failed 
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system. To counteract the discourse of “progress,” which stressed the benefits of greater 

efficiency and cost savings, the cable car supporters emphasized a romantic attachment to 

the city’s past and a sentimental affection for the cables. Although they were able to 

protect municipally-owned cables in the first round of transit modernization in 1947, 

transit planners and business interests continued to try to eliminate privately owned lines 

into the early 1950s. By 1954, however, a new coalition of business interests began to 

take a greater interest in urban affairs and to undermined the influence of women’s civic 

organizations over city planning issues. In the process, the cable car supporters and the 

proponents of transportation modernization offered contrasting narratives of the culture 

of the city in their competing media and electoral campaigns. The following sections 

trace the way these contrasting—and gendered—narratives were framed by both the 

romantic cable car preservationist and future-oriented advocates of “progress.” 

THE DISPOSITION OF THE CABLE CARS 

Andrew Hallidie successfully tested the world’s first cable car system on the 

eastern slope of Clay Street in San Francisco in 1873.7 Over the next several decades, 

cable car lines were constructed throughout the city as an efficient means of transporting 

San Franciscans over the hills of the city. By 1893—the peak of the cable car system—

seven different transit companies operated cable car lines in the city (Figure 2). The 1906 

earthquake hastened the conversions of many of the nineteenth century lines to electric 

streetcars.8 By the 1930s, the surviving five cable lines were owned by the Market Street 

Railway and the California Cable Railway Company, known as “Cal Cable” (Figure 3).  

                                                 
7 George W. Hilton, The Cable Car in America: A New Treatise Upon Cable or Rope Traction as Applied 
to the Working of Street and Other Railways, Revised edition ed. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1997). 
8 Beebe, Cable Car Carnival, 114. 
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Figure 2: Map of Cable Car Routes as of January 1, 1893, San Francisco9 

 

 

                                                 
9 Jon Bell, San Francisco, California: Cable Car Routes as of 1 January, 1893 [Map] 2001 [cited January 
23, 2007]), available from http://web.presby.edu/~jtbell/transit. 
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Figure 3: Map of Cable Car Routes 1906 to Present, San Francisco10 

 

 

                                                 
10 Jon Bell, San Francisco, California: Cable Car Routes after 1906 [Map] 2001 [cited January 23, 2007]), 
available from http://web.presby.edu/~jtbell/transit. 
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The Market Street Railway owned by Powell-Mason, Washington-Jackson, and 

Sacramento-Clay routes. Cal Cable owned the California and Hyde-O’Farrell-Jones 

routes. 

Not long after Redewill’s 1936 call for cutting the cables, pressure grew to 

consolidate the privately operated transit systems under municipal control. Between 1938 

and 1943, voters rejected five separate bond measures devised to raise funds to purchase 

the Market Street Railway—which operated a number of streetcar lines as well as most of 

the remaining cable car lines. During the city’s campaign to buy up the lines, the Market 

Street Railway began converting its cable lines to buses. With improvements in motor 

coaches and rubber tires, busses had become a technologically feasible alternative to 

cable cars for ascending the city’s steep hillsides. An incentive for replacing cable cars 

with busses was the lower operating cost of busses. Whereas a cable car required a 

gripman and a conductor, by a single driver could operate a bus. One transit official 

suggested that the touristic appeal of the cable cars could easily be replaced by open air 

buses that retain the “romance of the cable cars…with scroll work and pictures of San 

Francisco scenes painted on the sides” (Figure 4).11  

In 1940, the Castro Street and the Fillmore Hill “balance cable” lines were 

replaced by motor coaches.12 Two years later, Market Street Railway executives tried to 

eliminate both its Washington-Jackson and Sacramento-Clay lines. The move provoked a 

swift response from local newspapers and the hastily organized “Save the Cable Car 

League.” Despite their protestations, on February 15, 1942, the Sacramento-Clay was 

discontinued and soon replaced by a new bus line. The route included the original stretch  
                                                 
11 "Bus Proposed as Replacement for San Francisco's Cable Cars [Photo ID: AAC-7760]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1940). 
12 Roy S. Cameron, "History of Public Transit in San Francisco, 1850-1948," (San Francisco: 
Transportation Technical Committee of the Departments of Public Works, Public Utilities, Police and City 
Planning, 1948). 
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Figure 4: Bus proposed as replacement for San Francisco's cable cars13 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 The annotation on the images reads: Newscopy: "Because Captain Munn wants to get rid of the city's 
cable cars, which he contends are a traffic hazard, he has suggested that buses of this type (note the absence 
of top) could be substituted for the present cable system. In inclement weather, canvas tops would protect 
customers. Romance of the cable cars would be replaced by scroll work and pictures of San Francisco 
scenes painted on the sides of the buses, Captain Munn says." "Bus Proposed as Replacement for San 
Francisco's Cable Cars [Photo ID: AAC-7760]." 
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 of Clay Street on the eastern slope of Nob Hill where cable car inventor Andrew Hallidie 

had made his first test run in 1873. This conversion corresponded to the start of a 

fourteen year long “rails-to-rubber” transit modernization campaign that lasted until the 

city’s current configuration of cable cars was enshrined in the city charter.14 During the 

1942 fight to preserve the cables, the “Save the Cable Car League” was able to prevent 

the destruction of the Washington-Jackson line. 

Elected to office in November 1943, Mayor Roger Lapham (1944-1948) took up 

the challenge of modernizing the city’s transit system. In the first five months of his term, 

Lapham successfully campaigned for a new ballot imitative to purchase the privately-

owned Market Street Railway. Five earlier attempts to raise the money through bond 

measures had been rejected by voters. Only the most recent April 1943, bond measure 

even earned simple majority well shy of the two-thirds threshold required for passage. 

Lapham, a “businessman’s mayor,” devised a new financing plan that required only a 

simple majority. In the plan, the Market Street Railway lines would be purchased with a 

down payment of $2,000,000 in cash set aside from the city coffers. The balance, 

$5,500,000, would be paid to the Market Street Railway over time out of operating 

revenues collected by the city. Because no bond monies were involved, a simple majority 

on the ballot proposal would be sufficient to move forward on the transit modernization 

plan. To rally public support for the measure, Mayor Lapham held a “Transportation 

Parade” on the weekend before the May 1944 election (Figure 5). In the parade, Mayor 

Lapham he rode down Market Street in an old-fashioned horse car—a mode of 

transportation that had been retired in 1913—to lampoon sentimental attachment to the  

                                                 
14 According to Cameron, the substitution of coaches along rail lines began in 1935. Prior to that time, 
motorized buses connected less developed areas to existing rail lines with well established ridership. In 
1940-41 several rail lines were converted to motor coach—a practice that was interrupted during the war 
years, but was quickly revived afterwards. 
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Figure 5: Mayor Roger Lapham driving an old horse car in a Transportation Parade on 
Market Street, May 194415 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
15 The image is part of the San Francisco News-Call Bulletin photo morgue (1920’s to 1965) archived at 
the San Francisco History Center of the San Francisco Public Library and accessible on-line at: 
http://www.sfpl.org/librarylocations/sfhistory/sfphoto.htm. Full caption reads “Newscopy: "HORSE CAR--
Mayor Lapham driving the old horse car in the Transportation Parade on Market-st today in a windup 
demonstration on behalf of purchase of the private trolley system. The last mayor to drive a horse car on 
Market-st was the late James Rolph. The horse cars used to be connecting link between Sutter-st cars at 
Market-st and the Ferry Building. When the horse cars were eliminated the then Mayor Rolph drove the 
last trip." "Mayor Roger Lapham Driving an Old Horse Car in a Transportation Parade on Market Street 
[Photo ID: AAC-8193]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1944). 
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past. The publicity stunt was a reenactment of the ceremonial last horse-car ride down 

Market Street on June 24, 1913 in which Mayor James “Sunny Jim” Rolph 

commemorated the conversion of horse cars to electrified streetcars. He referred to cable 

cars as an “outmoded, broken-down form of transportation” and made the explicit 

analogy the just as “the horse car had to go” so too the cable car must go.16  

The campaign worked and voters endorsed the purchase plan 108,621 to 84,078.17 

At 5 AM on September 29, 1944, the city took possession of the Market Street Railway 

and consolidated its routes under the control of the Municipal Railway. Soon afterward, 

Mayor Lapham, in order to speed up repayment of the balance of the purchase price, 

raised transit fares from seven to ten cents. Once the debt was paid back, according to a 

report in TIME magazine: “Then it will be time to talk about junking the old cars, ripping 

up the extra tracks on Market Street.”18 Opponents of the fare increase gathered enough 

signatures to put a recall proposition on the July 1946 ballot. The mayor survived the 

referendum after hiring a clever public relations campaign that raised doubts about who 

would replace him if voters chose to oust him.  

With less than a year remaining in his term in office, Mayor Lapham redoubled 

his effort to modernize the transit system. To do so, he continued to criticize the existing 

system as antiquated and inadequate. He compared the cable cars to a series of 

amusement park rides: “San Franciscans who like bumping the bumps and riding the 

curves [should] find their enjoyment in the chutes, scenic railway or spinno-rocket at the 

beach.” 19 At the same time, he endorsed moves to make the city streets more automobile-

friendly. For example, in late August, he demonstrated the operation of the city’s first 

                                                 
16 Christopher Swan, Cable Car (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 1973), 114. 
17 Elliott, "Utilities Bond Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," 2. 
18 "The Triumph of Roger Lapham," TIME, May 29, 1944. 
19 Swan, Cable Car, 114. 
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parking meter for the press (Figure 6).20 The new “gadget” was installed near Bush and 

Polk—in a commercial shopping district at the western base of Nob Hill, not far from the 

California Street cable car line.  

Behind the scenes, the mayor and transit planners developed a strategy for 

consolidating and converting the Municipal Railway and former Market Street Railway 

street- and cable car lines into a modern system of motor coaches and electric trolleys. 

Mayor Roger Lapham—on the recommendation of the City Planning Commission—

created the Administrative Transportation Planning Council (ATPC) to make 

recommendations for modernizing the city’s transportation system. The ATPC was aided 

by its own Technical Committee charged with drafting a series of transportation 

improvement proposals. The Technical Committee was composed of the Manager of 

Public Utilities, the Director of Public Works, Director of Planning, and Chief of 

Police.21 At the time, the Director of the Planning was T.J. Kent, one of the founding 

members of Telesis and a strong proponent of comprehensive planning. 

The Technical Committee presented its recommendations in a 1947 report entitled 

“Transit, Traffic and Thoroughfares.” In the report, Project #7 succinctly outlined the 

“Disposition of the Cable Cars.” It began: “The recommendation of this committee is to 

convert all cable car lines into more modern means of transport—eventually, trolley 

coaches.”22 The Technical Committee based its recommendation on “three factors which 

make cable car operation in a modern city inadvisable: 1) Interference with the flow of 

 

                                                 
20 "Mayor Roger D. Lapham Testing the First Parking Meter in San Francisco," (1947). 
21 The work of the ATPC was described by TJ Kent in his progress report to the people of San Francisco. 
San Francisco Department of City Planning, "Progress in City Planning: A Report to the People of San 
Francisco." 
22 Technical Committee of the Mayor's Administrative Transportation Planning Council, "Traffic, Transit 
and Thoroughfare Improvements for San Francisco," 52. 
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Figure 6: Mayor Roger D. Lapham testing the first parking meter in San Francisco23 

 

 

                                                 
23 The annotation reads: “Newscopy: "MAYOR LAPHAM TESTS PARKING METER - First Gadget 
Installed at Bush and Polk Streets.” "Mayor Roger D. Lapham Testing the First Parking Meter in San 
Francisco." 
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 traffic and with the operation of other forms of mass transportation, 2) Safety, and 3) 

Financial loss involved.” The primary concern—interference with the flow of traffic—

was illustrated by the common practice of cable cars stopping in the middle of 

intersections to take on and discharge riders, blocking traffic in both directions on 

intersecting streets. In terms of safety, the Committee recognized that there had not been 

any recent “spectacular accidents” involving cable cars, but warned that one derailment 

could “bring about the most appalling accident in San Francisco history and bankrupt the 

Municipal Railway…a gamble scarcely worth the taking.” The Technical Committee 

recommended two alternatives to address the problem of cable cars. The preferred 

alternative was to pass a bond measure to purchase the California Street Cable Company 

and dismantle it’s cable lines as well as the already municipally owned lines that had 

been purchased from the Market Street Railway a couple of years earlier. Perhaps 

recognizing that public sentiment would be in favor of protecting the cable car system, 

the Committee included a second alternative that involved consolidating the private and 

public lines and eliminating all but the Powell-Mason route and a section of the Powell-

Hyde line. The latter alternative would be more expensive, requiring a million dollars to 

rehabilitate protected cable lines. The Technical Committee expressed a strong 

preference for the first alternative and argued that it could be implemented without public 

input. If, however, the public wanted to preserve part of the system, it would “express its 

views in terms of dollars and cents rather than sentiment” by passing an additional 

million dollar bond measure.24 

In his 1947 annual address to the Board of Supervisors, Mayor Lapham publicly 

endorsed the plan and declared that the city had already ordered ten buses to replace the 

                                                 
24 Technical Committee of the Mayor's Administrative Transportation Planning Council, "Traffic, Transit 
and Thoroughfare Improvements for San Francisco.", 54. 
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two municipally owned cable lines. The press announced the mayor’s executive decision 

in bold headlines meant to pre-empt public interference with the decision: “Doom of 

Cable Cars Sealed,” “The Cable Cars are on Their Last Legs,” and “We’ll Miss Them.”25 

The Call-Bulletin ran an alarming editorial: “Street Car Peril! Public Safety Demands 

End to Ancient Equipment and Willfully Negligent Operation.”26  

MRS. FRIEDA KLUSSMANN AND THE “COMMITTEE TO SAVE THE CABLE CARS” 

Lapham’s 1947 transit modernization plan aroused a strong cable car preservation 

movement that was organized and sustained by group of prominent women active in civic 

improvement groups. The November 1947 election became a showdown between the 

cable car preservationists and the proponents of transit modernization. In early March, 

during a meeting that brought together representatives from twenty seven women’s civic 

organizations, a critical mass of cable car supporters formed a committee to take on the 

mayor. The meeting was organized by the San Francisco Federation of the Arts and the 

California Spring Blossom and Wildflower Association. Mrs. Frieda Klussmann, a very 

active member of the Federation of the Arts and wife of a well known local surgeon, was 

chosen to head the newly formed “Committee to Save the Cable Cars.”27 Under her 

leadership, the group soon embarked on a vigorous public awareness campaign using the 

city’s referendum process, a legion of civic-minded female volunteers, and the backing of 

the retail and tourism industries. The local press—aware that growing public interest in 

the merits of modernizing the public transit—began to feature discussions about the 

                                                 
25 Quoted in: Swan, Cable Car, 113. 
26 "Street Car Peril! Public Safety Demands End to Ancient Equipment and Willfully Negligent 
Operation," Call-Bulletin, January 15, 1947. 
27 The role of Mrs. Hans Klussmann in preventing the destruction of cable cars has been chronicled several 
by railroad and transit enthusiasts. See Hilton, The Cable Car in America: A New Treatise Upon Cable or 
Rope Traction as Applied to the Working of Street and Other Railways, 220-25; Walter and Val Lupiz Rice, 
"The Cable Car Lady and the Mayor," Vintage Rails, No. 14 (1998): 63-82; Swan, Cable Car, 113-16. 



 79

wisdom of eliminating the cable cars. For example, in a “cable car broadcast” aired by 

KSFO in mid-March, radio show host Stuart R. Ward moderated a debate between 

supporters and opponents transit modernization.28 In the broadcast, James Turner, a 

manager of the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission and the bureaucratic 

spokesperson pushing the plan, argued that the cable system had outlived its usefulness. 

Representatives of the growing convention and tourism industry offered counter 

arguments. Miss Judy Sanchez, the 1947 Hotel Greeters' Queen, emphasized the 

significance of the cable cars to the city’s identity; Walter G. Swanson, head of the San 

Francisco Convention and Tourist Bureau, touted their importance to the business 

community. Support among business leaders for the cables had a long history comprised 

of civic improvement groups promoting transportation projects that would enhance the 

accessibility of their holdings.29 

In the spring of 1947, the “Committee to Save the Cable Cars” launched a six-

month long public relations campaign to amend the city’s charter to mandate the 

continued operation of the municipally-owned lines. By early April, the group began a 

series of publicity events showcasing a petition drive to put the measure on the November 

ballot. The kick-off event at the Golden Gate Theater was a screening of “San Francisco-

Gateway to the Pacific,” a documentary film that promoted tourism and showed many 

scenes of cable cars climbing its steep hills. After the film, the first to sign the petition 

                                                 
28 See caption on photograph "Stuart R. Ward Questioning James Turner, Judy Sanchez and Walter G. 
Swanson About Their Views on San Francisco Cable Cars [Photo ID: AAC-8101]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1947). 
29 For example, when the world’s first commercial cable car was put into service in San Francisco in 1873, 
it touched off a flurry of speculation for land on San Francisco’s hardest to access hilltops. For nearly sixty 
years, the cable car system grew as new lines were added and new areas of the city were made more 
accessible to daily commuters. Residential districts outside the urban core—previously separated by 
distance and topography—were integrated in the retail district east of Union Square and the financial core 
along Montgomery Street. See Gray Brechin, Imperial San Francisco: Urban Power, Earthly Ruin, 
California Studies in Critical Human Geography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 65-66. 
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was John T. Johnson, a gripman with 55 year experience.30 With the help of hotels and 

department stores, many more events followed that would keep the issue in the public 

eye. Several of the city’s finer hotels hosted booths where added signatures to the petition 

were gathered. Women from the many different civic organizations staffed the booths. At 

the Palace Hotel, women and their husbands presented a domestic scene of “couples 

donating their time” to put the initiative on the November ballot.31 At the Hotel 

Whitcomb, Jean Plaa presented her cable car cake to newspaper photographers eager to 

cater to reader interest in the developing story. Nearby, artist Marion Cunningham 

exhibited a series of cable car prints to add to the spectacle.32 “Cable Car Mania” took 

hold as poems were written, songs were performed, and new merchandize was fabricated. 

At Macy’s and the Emporium, cable car print dress flew off the racks.33  

A variety of personalities gained celebrity during the series of publicity events. 

Appealing to the city’s sizeable, organized labor force, retired cable car workers reflected 

on their many years of service. John T. Johnson, Hugh Thomas and Warren Shoefelt—

who had all worked on the Market Street Cable Car system in the 1890s—posed for 

publicity photos and told stories of the earlier years when even more cable lines were in 

operation. In addition to the photos of the retired workers, the press also printed images 

of better known celebrities. Irene Dunne, a well-known actress in town for the filming of 

“I Remember Mama,” received a certificate of appreciation for her volunteerism from 

                                                 
30 "John T. Johnson, Hugh Thomas and Warren Shoefelt Looking at a List of Signatures on a Petition to 
Preserve San Francisco's Cable Cars [Photo ID: AAC-8075]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1947). 
31 "Mr. And Mrs. Russell G. Palmer Soliciting Signatures for a "Save the Cable Cars" Petition at the Palace 
Hotel [Photo ID: AAC-8073]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1947). 
32 "Mae Evans Signing a Petition to Preserve San Francisco's Cable Car System While a Group of 
Supporters of the Initiative Look on [Photo ID: AAC-8084]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1947). 
33 Swan, Cable Car, 115. 
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Mrs. Klussmann in front of the flashbulbs of reporters (Figure 7).34 Other women 

involved in the effort were also publicly and ceremonially honored. Employing the 

trappings of a beauty pageant—a well established advertising method for generating 

spectacle and attracting interest—three women were collectively named Miss Cable Car 

1947 at the San Mateo Fiesta.35 Each received a crown, a sash, and an honorific title 

corresponding to one of the three cable car lines. Miss Powell Street, Miss California 

Street, and Miss Hyde Street were so honored because they raised the most money to 

save the cable cars (Figure 8).  

By the election in November, it was clear that the mayor and transportation 

planners had overreached in their effort to modernize the transit system. Frieda 

Klussmann’s publicity campaign was a resounding success. More than three out of four 

voters supported the charter amendment to protect the municipally owned lines. The final 

tally was 166, 989 to 51,457.36. For Frieda Klussmann and the “Save the Cable Cars 

Committee,” it was an unequivocal statement of support for preserving the cable cars. 

In the 1947 petition drive and charter amendment campaign, the women of the 

“Save the Cable Car Committee” exercised their influence over transportation planning 

decisions at a time when municipal decision making was largely the domain of men. 

Their influence came not necessarily through their electoral strength or political 

                                                 
34 "Irene Dunne Receiving a Certificate from Mrs. Hans Klussmann in Recognition of Her Contribution to 
the "Save the Cable Cars" Campaign [Photo ID: AAC-8066]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1947). 
35 "Three Women, Mauricette Du Frony, Joy Groom and Sandy Day, Being Crowned "Miss Cable Car of 
1947" by Winston Churchill Black [Photo ID: AAC-8074]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1947). 
36 Emiliano Echeverria, and Walter Rice, San Francisco's Powell Street Cable Cars, Images of Rail (San 
Francisco: Arcadia, SC, 2005). 
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Figure 7: Irene Dunne receiving a certificate of recognition from Mrs. Frieda 
Klussmann37 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
37 "Irene Dunne Receiving a Certificate from Mrs. Hans Klussmann in Recognition of Her Contribution to 
the "Save the Cable Cars" Campaign [Photo ID: AAC-8066]."From the annotation on the photograph: 
“Newscopy: Irene Dunne, in San Francisco for filming of scenes for RKO Radio's 'I Remember Mama,' 
was one of the first to receive a certificate indicating she had contributed to the Save the Cable Cars 
campaign. With her is Mrs. Hans Klussmann, head of the citizens committee organized when Mayor Roger 
Lapham first announced his program to eliminate the cable cars.”  
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Figure 8: The coronation of "Miss Cable Car of 1947"38 

 

 

                                                 
38 "Three Women, Mauricette Du Frony, Joy Groom and Sandy Day, Being Crowned "Miss Cable Car of 
1947" by Winston Churchill Black [Photo ID: AAC-8074]."According to the caption: “Newscopy: 
"Because they raised the most money to help save the cable cars, these girls were crowned Miss Cable Car 
of 1947 today and presented flowers by Winston Churchill Black, director of the San Mateo Fiesta. They 
are, left to right, Mauricette Du Frony (Miss Hyde-st), Joy Groom (Miss Powell-st) and Sandy Day (Miss 
California-st).” See "Three Women, Mauricette Du Frony, Joy Groom and Sandy Day, Being Crowned 
"Miss Cable Car of 1947" by Winston Churchill Black [Photo ID: AAC-8074]." 
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connections, but through a positive portrayal of the city’s transportation heritage and an 

ability to mobilize volunteers to spread their message. In framing the cable car as a local 

adaptation to the city’s famed hills that grew out of nineteenth century mining 

technology, the preservationists appealed to local pride of place and a connection to the 

past. In particular, many of the staged publicity events were ceremonies that recognized 

female volunteers for their community spirit. For example, the “Miss Cable Car of 1947” 

event recognized the young women who had raised the most money to help save the 

cable cars. 

The appeal of Mayor Lapham and the transportation planners for transit 

modernization was framed in implicitly gendered language. In promoting the 1947 cable 

car abandonment plan, Lapham told skeptics, “sentimentalists do not have to pay the 

bills.”39 To the exclusively male proponents of consolidating and converting the transit 

system to motor and trolley coaches, the age of the cable cars made them “old” and 

“outmoded” rather then “historic” and “venerable.”40 In labeled opponents of transit 

modernization as “sentimentalists,” the mayor implied that they were motivated by an 

emotional attachment to the past, rather than a more rational understanding of the true 

cost of maintaining the system. The clear subtext was that transportation planning should 

be left to men with the business acumen and financial expertise to run the city. To pour 

more money into the antiquated cable cars—as the women’s group wanted to do—would 

be a waste of resources and would return only an unquantifiable “sentimental” value. On 

another level, the proponents of modernization also emphasized the need to keep pace 

with national trends in transportation planning. To them, progress required taking 

                                                 
39 "Americana," TIME, February 10, 1947. 
40 This assertion that the proponents of modernization were “exclusively male” is based on the lack of any 
women expressing support for eliminating the cable cars in press coverage of the time. 
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advantage of advances in transportation technology and abandoning a transit innovation 

from the past—even if it was invented locally. 

 “CABLE CAR MANIA” KEEPS MODERNIZATION AT BAY 

Emboldened by the 1947 campaign, the “Committee to Save the Cable Cars” and 

Klussmann turned their efforts to expanding the city-owned cable car system by 

purchasing the three privately held California Street Cable Company lines. In June 1948 

and again in November 1949, the cable car preservationist rallied for passage of ballot 

indicatives to purchase “Cal Cables.” While the first attempt barely failed to garner the 

needed two-third majority (131,689 to 92,165), the second attempt carried by earning the 

necessary simple majority (115,551 to 105,244). Prior to both elections, the “Committee 

to Save the Cable Cars” pushed for passage with publicity events featuring children. The 

events played on the sentimentality of newspaper readers while at the same time enlisting 

children to lobby their parents to vote for propositions. For example, in May 1948, the 

“Pooch Parade” combined the cuteness of children with the adorableness of puppies. The 

press covered it with a picture of “Little Barbara Wiley, with Hans, her dachshund, and 

Christopher, her cocker spaniel” riding a cable car.41 In another example—this one for 

the 1949 campaign—model Pegg Smith entertained children from a mock cable car set 

up in various neighborhoods around the city. Her real platform was to urge parents to 

“Vote Yes on Proposition M: Keep the Cable Cars Running.”42 

The 1949 campaign differed from the 1947 and 1948 campaigns in that it resulted 

in additional revenue specifically earmarked for preserving the cable car system. It was 
                                                 
41 "Barbara Wiley and Her Two Dogs, Hans and Christopher, Riding a Cable Car on Their Way to a 
"Pooch Parade" [Photo ID: AAC-8099]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1948). 
42 "Model Pegg Smith, Sitting on a Platform with a Model of a San Francisco Cable Car, Entertaining a 
Group of Children [Photo ID: AAC-8088]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1949). 
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also unique in that it was the first to explicitly emphasize the economic value of cable 

cars as a tourist attraction. This was accomplished by Klussmann who enlisted the help of 

the city’s tourism industries. Tourism-related industries were eager to participate in 

promotional events and soon the cable car became both a vehicle for tourist and a vehicle 

for tourism promotion. The Western Pacific Railroad, in its efforts to promote San 

Francisco as a tourism destination for potential riders, transported car No. 524 to the 

Chicago Railroad Fair of 1948-49 where it was ridden by over 400,000 spectators.43 The 

event and others like it both raised the profile of the city’s tourism facilities and 

reinforced the identification of the city with the cable car. As air travel became more 

commonplace, airlines employed similar tourism promotion tactics—especially with the 

addition of new trans-Atlantic connections. In the fall of 1949, European journalists from 

14 different countries arrived abroad an American Overseas Airlines “Stratocruiser” on 

the first stop on the two-week tour of the United States. After being treated to breakfast 

by the Press Club at the “top” of the Mark Hopkins Hotel on Nob Hill, the visitors took a 

downhill cable car ride to the shopping district below.44 The same year, the 

transformation of the cable car into a tourism vehicle continued as Klussmann presented 

a design for a new “souvenir ticket” to Mayor Robinson. The 25-cent pass was good for 

two rides but more importantly ensured that tourists would “show they really took the 

                                                 
43 Frieda Klussmann greeted the cable car and its escort, D. W. Yungmeyer, when they returned from the 
Fair aboard a flatbed railcar in the fall of 1949. The occasion was yet another photo opportunity to promote 
the cable car. This one, however, was made an explicit connection between the cable car the tourism 
industry. 
44 "European Journalists Riding a Cable Car [Photo ID:AAC-8025]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1949); "Fifty European Journalists Eating Breakfast 
at the Top of the Mark Restaurant [Photo ID: AAB-2198]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1949). 
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ride” to their friends back home.45 The emphasis on the touristic value of the cable cars 

worked. In November 1949, voters agreed to set aside up to $150,000 to purchase the 

three Cal Cables lines.  

The department stores near Union Square that benefited from cable car traffic 

contributed funds in exchange for reaching their female customers. Feminine beauty 

continued to be an important marketing strategy. In the San Francisco News, a crowd of 

“pretty girls” posed aboard a Powell Street car for its christening by Mrs. Robert A. Roos 

of Roos Brothers department store. The car was adopted by the Roos Brothers department 

store which pledged “to help build the necessary budget to keep the cable cars running.” 

The “pretty gals” posing on the car were attractive, young female store employees.46 

(Figure 9) 

Hoteliers were keen to promote cable cars as a key element of the city’s 

transportation infrastructure, particularly those best situated on the route map. The 

Fairmont Hotel, a posh edifice located at the crest of Nob Hill at the intersection of the 

California and Powell Street cables, hosted the first annual Cable Car Carnival in the 

spring of 1950 (Figures 10 and 11). Hotel-owner Benjamin Swig, a Bostonian who had 

risen to national prominence through from his success as a real estate speculator during 

the 1920s and 1930s, had purchased, renovated and moved into the Fairmont in the 

1940s.47 His financial success was consequence of his keen ability to anticipate and profit 

from changes in the urban land market. In the coming years, he would take a much more  
                                                 
45 "Art Commissioner Ernest A. Born and Mrs. Hans Klussmann Presenting Mayor Elmer Robinson with 
Designs for a Souvenir Cable Car Ticket [Photo ID: AAC-8117]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1949). 
46 "Mrs. Robert A. Roos Smashing a Bottle of Champagne at a Ceremony Marking the Adoption of a Cable 
Car by Roos Bros. Store [Photo ID: AAC-8097]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1949). 
47 According to Chester Hartman, by the end of World War II, Swig and his East Coast investment partner 
J.D. Weiler were the “biggest individual real estate dealers in the country.” Hartman, City for Sale: The 
Transformation of San Francisco, 12. 
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Figure 9:  Mrs. Robert A. Roos smashing a bottle of champagne at a ceremony 
marking the adoption of a cable car by Roos Bros. store, October 194948 

 

 

 

                                                 
48 "Mrs. Robert A. Roos Smashing a Bottle of Champagne at a Ceremony Marking the Adoption of a Cable 
Car by Roos Bros. Store [Photo ID: AAC-8097]." The caption on the image reads: Newscopy: "Mrs. 
Robert A. Roos, making believe that the cable car is a whopping big liner, smacks it on the nose with a 
bottle of champagne, officially christening it as Roos Bros. own baby. The store is adopting the car as its 
own to help build the necessary budget to keep the cable cars running. The pretty gals getting splashed with 
champagne all are Roos Bros. employees."  
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Figure 10: Posing on a model cable car in preparation for the “Cable Car Carnival,” 
May 195049 

 

 

 

                                                 
49 "Mrs. Frank Hinman, Miss Shirley Brown, Mrs. James Hart and Mrs. J. Max Moore Posing on a Model 
Cable Car [Photo ID: AAC-8095]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco 
Public Library (1950). The annotation on the image reads: Newscopy: "Getting into the spirit of things for 
the Cable Car Carnival, which will be held June 2 at the Fairmont Hotel, are Mrs. Frank Hinman Jr. (left), 
Miss Shirley Brown, Mrs. James Hart and Mrs. J. Max Moore. The affair, which backers hope will become 
a yearly event, is being given to raise funds for the work of the Citizens Committee to Save the Cable 
Cars."  
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Figure 11: Mrs. H. B. Price, Mrs. Vera Schwabacher, Mrs. Norman Smith and Mrs. 
Charles Spivok, “Cable Car Carnival,” June 195050 

 

 

 

                                                 
50 "Mrs. Vera Schwabacher and Mrs. Norman Smith Helping to Make Preparations for a Cable Car 
Carnival at the Fairmont Hotel [Photo ID: AAC-7842]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1950). On back: "Arranging for the first annual Cable Car 
Carnival, June 2 at the Fairmont Hotel, are, left to right, Mrs. H. B. Price, Mrs. Vera Schwabacher, Mrs. 
Norman Smith and Mrs. Charles Spivock..”  
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prominent—and public—role in crafting a number of urban renewal projects that would 

bolster the number of visitors to the city. In June 1950, however, the city was focused on 

enhancing and expanding its tourism infrastructure. The Cable Car Carnival was an 

opportunity to do so by raising funds for the Citizens Committee to Save Our Cable 

Cars.51 The organizers put together a very effective publicity operation in the weeks 

leading up to the festivities. They sent press releases to local newspapers that appealed to 

civic minded women and made feminine “beauty” the festival theme. The women’s 

editor of the San Francisco News received a photo of stylish female volunteers taking  

phone reservations.52 The paper ran a short piece with a publicity photo of several models 

posing on a mock cable car. The main attraction of the event was a beauty pageant with a 

wide array of corporate sponsors. At the conclusion of the carnival, aspiring model, neck-

tie sales girl, and Shell Oil-backed contestant Sylvia Baraff was crowned “Queen of the 

Cable Cars” with an orchid lei flow in from Hawaii by Pan American Airways. 

 “THE QUINTESSENCE OF SAN FRANCISCO” 

At the height of the cable car “mania” in San Francisco, Lucius Beebe and his 

partner Charles Clegg published Cable Car Carnival, a well researched and nostalgic 

chronicle of both the transportation and social history of the city.53 Beebe, a journalist, 

author, and a self-proclaimed founder of “Café Society,” and Clegg, his life-long 

                                                 
51 "Mrs. Frank Hinman, Miss Shirley Brown, Mrs. James Hart and Mrs. J. Max Moore Posing on a Model 
Cable Car [Photo ID: AAC-8095]."; "Sylvia Baraff, Newly Crowned "Queen of the Cable Cars," Being 
Congratulated by "Miss San Francisco" Pat Sheehan [Photo ID: AAC-8076]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1950). 
52 "Mrs. Vera Schwabacher and Mrs. Norman Smith Helping to Make Preparations for a Cable Car 
Carnival at the Fairmont Hotel [Photo ID: AAC-7842]." 
53 Two anthologies of Beebe’s writings are prefaced by details of his personal life with Charles Clegg. 
Lucius Beebe, The Provocative Pen of Lucius Beebe, Esq. (San Francisco: Chronicle Publishing Company, 
1966); Charles and Duncan Emerich Clegg, ed., The Lucius Beebe Reader (Garden City, NY: Doubleday 
and Company, 1967). See also Austin Woodward, "Virginia City Remembrances," Journal of the West, 
January 1998, 80-85. 
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personal and writing companion, were drawn to the Golden West from New York by a 

passion for railroads and rowdy mining towns. In the early 1950s, they moved from New 

York to Virginia City, Nevada—the boom town that generated vast riches for San 

Francisco’s Silver Kings in the 1870s. Beebe and Clegg were always photographed 

together, usually in formal black coat and tie. The relationship was usually characterized 

in the press as professional, with Clegg in the supporting role. Clegg was variously 

identified as Beebe’s “associate,” “secretary,” or “photographer.” Nevertheless, their 

romantic attachment to one another was an open secret.54 For example, they proudly 

showed off their restored home in Virginia City by posing with a patrician air in front of 

an elaborate Victorian fireplace.55 It was a scene that conveyed the unmistakable 

connotations of gay male domesticity (Figure 12). A cropped version of the image ran in 

the San Francisco News announcement of the publication of Cable Car Carnival. By 

removing the fireplace and failing to identify the home they were posing in as their own, 

the newspaper editors partially obscured the fact that the two lived together. At the same 

time, a brief biography of the two authors that accompanied the image incorrectly 

identified the pair as “Mr. Beebe and Mrs. Clegg.”56  

 

                                                 
54 According to Reevy and Cupper: “Beebe and Clegg had a fairly open homosexual relationship for the 
time. Members of Café Society and others considered them a couple.” They go on to quote John H. White, 
Jr., a retired transportation curator of the Smithsonian Institution: “People suspected, but it was not a topic 
that was talked about. There were lots of jokes and snide comments about Beebe. But, remember, he was 
not effeminate at all—he was very masculine.” 
55 "Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg, Author-Photographer Team in a Restored John Piper's House in 
Virginia City, Nev. [Photo ID: AAA-5438]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1951). 
56 "'Cable Car Carnival' Captures Spirit of S.F.," San Francisco News, May 25, 1951, 10. 
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Figure 12: Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg at their home—the restored John Piper 
house—in Virginia City, Nevada, May 195157 

 

 

 

                                                 
57 "Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg, Author-Photographer Team in a Restored John Piper's House in 
Virginia City, Nev. [Photo ID: AAA-5438]." 
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The fantastic Wild West world that Beebe and Clegg sought to construct around 

themselves led them to split time between Virginia City, Nevada and Burlingame—a 

wealthy, old money suburb south of San Francisco. After Beebe’s death in 1966, Clegg 

recounted how they came to live in Virginia City. Beebe was attracted to the town and 

convinced Clegg it was a good decision because “the alcohol proof…is so high, the moral 

tone so low, that we can be absolutely inconspicuous.”58 Beebe, the force behind the duo, 

had authored a society column—“This is New York” in the Herald Tribune—during the 

Depression and war years.59 Beebe’s fascination with the “West” developed out of an 

interest in railroads. He and Clegg—vocal opponents of airplanes, or the “Wright 

Brothers’ folly”—traveled by an opulently decorated private railcar, the Gold Coast. 

Living out their romantic fascination with the old west, the two purchased the pioneer 

weekly, The Territorial Enterprise and used it to promote the town to outsiders 

throughout much of the 1950s.60  

When the two came to San Francisco in 1951 to promote Cable Car Carnival, they 

were very well received by both the press and elected officials. The promotion was billed 

“Cable Car Week” and in the week leading up to it San Francisco News published 

excerpts from the book in serial form. In addition to introducing readers to the history of 

the cables, the serial highlighted the book’s romanticized view of the opulence of the 

railroad era and the mineral wealth that brought an urbane bawdiness to San Francisco. 

Beebe and Clegg became local celebrities. Mayor Robinson presented them with a key to  

the city embossed with a cable car (Figure 13). They posed with the mayor and offered 

                                                 
58 Clegg, ed., The Lucius Beebe Reader, 13. 
59 Beebe, The Provocative Pen of Lucius Beebe, Esq. vii. 
60 Clegg, ed., The Lucius Beebe Reader. 
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Figure 13:  Key to the City Presented to Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg by Mayor 
Elmer E. Robinson, June 195161 

 

                                                 
61 "Lucius Beebe with Charles Clegg and Mayor Robinson [Photo ID: AAA-5537]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1951). 
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 him a signed copy of their book for the city’s archives.62 At another publicity event—a 

book signing at a major downtown department store—Beebe and Clegg drew a large 

crowd of young women eager for an autograph and photo (Figure 14).63 

Cable Car Carnival was more than a detailed history of San Francisco’s cable car 

system; it was also a nostalgic social history of the city’s “golden” past. In the foreword, 

they described their motivation for writing the text: “What interests the authors more than 

the mere existence of an engaging and characteristics type of transportation is some 

glimpse of the times and people it served, the institutions with which it was coeval and 

the part it played in the lives, imaginations, habits and manner of people who rode it.”64 

Written as a history of the San Francisco built environment from the vantage point of the 

city’s first families, the book provided a flattering portrait of the city that appealed to the 

pride and vanity of San Franciscans. In building a mythology around the “halcyon days 

when gold was still the legitimate coin of the land,” Beebe and Clegg sought to legitimate 

the social hierarchy established during city’s formative years.65 For example, they 

stressed the connection between the first cable cars and the development of Nob Hill as 

“an aristocratic faubourg of the town.”66 The chapter “Hill of Nabobs” includes detailed 

accounts of the lives—and riches—of the “railroad millionaires and Comstock Kings” 

who built mansions on the hill soon after the cables made it accessible. The authors 

reinforced the ways that the “destinies of Nob Hill…and the cable cars have been  

 

                                                 
62 Ibid. 
63 "Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg at Autograph Party at the Emporium [Photo ID: AAA-5540]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1951). 
64 Beebe, Cable Car Carnival. ix. 
65 Ibid., 63.For example, William Randolph Hearst, owner of the San Francisco Call Bulletin at the time, 
was the son of George Hearst, one of the “Comstock Kings” who amassed a vast fortune from the gold and 
silver mines in California and Nevada.  
66 Ibid., 82 
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Figure 14: Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg at autograph party at the Emporium, June 
195167 

 

                                                 
67 "Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg at Autograph Party at the Emporium [Photo ID: AAA-5540]." 
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inseparable” from the 1870s to the present—a point surely not lost, on Benjamin Swig, 

owner of the hilltop Fairmont Hotel. 

In addition to stressing the refining influence of mineral and railroad wealth, 

Beebe and Clegg also connected the cable cars to the permissiveness of the city’s 

“champagne age.” They celebrated both the refinement of opulent hotels, deluxe 

restaurants, and world-class theaters, and the moral laxity of the brothels, bohemian 

restaurants, and resorts were patrons came for discreet extramarital affairs. The Poodle 

Dog restaurant, for example, was where “ladies and gentlemen who had a 

rendezvous…frequently arrived on separate Hyde Street grips and departed in the same 

well shuttered hack.”68 Other places that suggested the moral laxity of the period were the 

“fabled men’s bar at The Palace” and the brothels and saloons of the Barbary Coast and 

Pacific Street where one could experience the “unconcealed license of the open caress.”69 

In Cable Car Carnival, this frontier urbanity—characterized by mixture sexual 

licentiousness and fabulous wealth —was not presented as a relic of the past, but rather 

“the quintessential expression of San Francisco’s altogether admirable individualism.”70 

To them, the individualism of San Francisco still resided in its valorization of 

entrepreneurialism and its libertarian approach to pleasure seeking. In Cable Car 

Carnival, Beebe and Clegg openly ridiculed talk of “improving” or “modernizing” San 

Francisco as indicative of the opportunism of “big business,” “auto-bus manufacturers,” 

“real estate hucksters,” “crass commercialism” and the an “infrequently beloved” mayor. 

In contrast to the “big business efficiency” of the Mayor Lapham and the Public Utilities 

Commission, they touted the passionate sentimentality of the cable car preservationists 

                                                 
68 Beebe, Cable Car Carnival., 63. 
69 Ibid., 70 
70 Ibid., ix. 
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over heartless rationality of the bus hawkers and transit experts. The campaign to save the 

cable cars played to the emotional politics of modernization. In his successful bid to 

become mayor in the fall of 1951, Elmer Robinson took every opportunity to express his 

affection for the cable cars in visceral terms, such as “I am a candidate with a good heart” 

or “My whole heart is for the cable cars.”71 

The publication of the Cable Car Carnival in the summer of 1951 preceded by 

only a couple months the purchase of the “Cal Cables” lines—the only remaining 

privately-owned cable car routes in the city.72 Although voters had set aside as much as 

$150,000 for the purchase the company, the deal was delayed because negotiations over 

the price were at a stalled. The description of the Cal Cables system in the 1947 ATPC 

report indicated that the system was in good repair:  

The tracks, cable cars, and other equipment of this company are in excellent 
operating condition. This condition obtains from a policy of management to 
constantly maintain the properties by reconstruction with the best materials and 
always to a high standard. Selection of capable operators and artisans is also a 
contributing factor.73 

Nevertheless, in August 1951, however, the fortunes of Cal Cable changed. The board of 

directors voted to shut down the California Street line after Lloyd’s of London refused to 

renew the accident insurance policy.74 The company soon declared bankruptcy and put its 

facilities up for sale. In early November, the city and Cal Cables came to a purchase 

agreement for a modest $138,785.57.75 Celebrating the bright future for the cables, 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 125. 
72 The publicly owned and operated Municipal Railway (Muni) owned the Mason Street and Powell Street 
cable car lines and Cal Cables operated the Jones, O’Farrell-Hyde, and California Street lines. 
73 Technical Committee of the Mayor's Administrative Transportation Planning Council, "Traffic, Transit 
and Thoroughfare Improvements for San Francisco," 50. 
 74 "Directors of the California Street Cable Railroad Company During a Stockholders' Meeting at the 
California and Hyde Streets Cable Car Barn [Photo ID: AAC-8079]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1951). 
75 Elliott, "Utilities Bond Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," 1-4. 
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Klussmann and several other supporters posed for press photo aboard a car in the 

California and Hyde Street carbarn prior to its transfer to municipal control.76 

In January 1952, the city took possession of the three Cal Cable lines, an event 

that marked the high point of the campaign to preserve the cable cars that had begun in 

1947. The media campaign launched by Klussmann was staffed by civic-minded women, 

aided by an openly gay couple of railroad enthusiasts, and funded by an array of 

downtown department stores and hotels. The women’s groups were able to demonstrate 

their commitment to civic improvements; the gay railroad enthusiasts were able to 

present an appealing portrait of frontier urbanity; downtown retailers got help in their 

competition for female consumers; and the hoteliers protected a tourism asset. 

A PARADE OF BUSES 

From the point of view of proponents of transit modernization, the purchase of 

Cal Cables fit into their own plans to consolidate and reduce the cable car system. In fact, 

transit modernization was already underway. In addition to rejecting efforts to dismantle 

the city-owned cable car system in 1947, voters passed a $40,000,000 bond measure that 

funded the conversion of many streetcar lines to electric trolleys.77 With funds available, 

the Municipal Railway began reducing the network of streetcars and paving the way for 

motorized vehicles. In February 1948, the first new electric powered Muni buses—

dubbed “trackless trolleys”—arrived to the city.78 Between December 31, 1947 and 

                                                 
76 "Group of People Celebrating the Liquidation of the California Street Cable Car Company and the 
Beginning of the Cable Car Line's Operation as a Municipal Utility [Photo ID: AAC-8091]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1951). 
77 At the time, only a few ‘trackless’ trolleys were in the Muni fleet. These had been purchased in the mid-
1930s. "Municipal Railway Trackless Trolley 33 Line, Car Number 52 [Photo ID: AAC-8767]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1935). Elliott, "Utilities Bond 
Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," 1-4; Woodward, "Virginia City Remembrances." 
78 "First Electric Powered Muni Bus [Photo ID: AAC-7768]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1947). 
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December 31, 1951, the Municipal Railway increased its fleet of electric trolleys from 34 

to 340.79  

Local business leaders soon got involved with the transit modernization program 

and pressed for quicker results. A “committee of private citizens” lobbied the Board of 

Supervisors to hire the Chicago-based firm of DeLeuw, Cather and Company to draft 

another set of transit improvement recommendations.80 The DeLeuw Report—presented 

to the city in early 1948—stressed the need for an immediate action and convinced the 

city to purchase 259 motor coaches to speed up the conversion from “rails to rubber.” 

The authors argued that rather than waiting 18-months for delivery of the electric trolleys, 

the city could begin removing streetcar tracks within four months if they used motorized 

buses as an interim mode of transit. The city accepted the recommendation and more than 

tripled its order for buses. To partially offset the cost of the new buses, several additional 

street car lines were slated for scrap and the order of new streetcars was reduced from 55 

to 35. 

In June 1948, a “mile-long parade” of 55 new buses paraded down Market Street 

and was heralded by the press as the start of a “new era.”81 Before being put into service, 

they were displayed for a time in the Civic Center Plaza in front of the City Hall.82 Soon 

after there arrival, workmen ripped up the outer track of rails on Market Street in 

preparation for the “trackless trolleys.”83 For a short period—before the electric system 
                                                 
79 Inventory statistics for equipment operated by the Municipal Railway is summarized in: Marmion D. 
Mills, "Report on the Rehabilitation of the San Francisco Municipal Railway from 1947 to 1951," (San 
Francisco: Public Utilities Commission, 1951). 
80 Cather & Co. and Ladislas Segoe Associates DeLeuw, "Report to the San Francisco Planning 
Commission on a Transportation Plan for San Francisco," (San Francisco: 1948). 
81 "Buses Lining up Along Market Street near the Ferry Building [Photo ID: Aa-6448]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1948). 
82 "Buses Gather in the Civic Center across from City Hall [AAB-7520]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1948). 
83 "Workmen Ripping up the Pavement on Market Street [Photo ID: AAB-6450]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1948). 
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was in place—the motor coaches operated on Market Street alongside the streetcars on 

the inner track. The same sequence of transit vehicle substitutions was used throughout 

the modernization program. Motor coaches replaced streetcars until the electric trolley 

system was in place for a particular line. Once the trolley system was in place, the motor 

coaches would be moved elsewhere to take over a new streetcar line. And so the process 

of modernization progressed between 1948 and 1950. Between December 31, 1947 and 

December 31, 1951, Muni disposed of 503 street cars. By the end of the period, only 203 

streetcars remained—primarily along routes serving the western districts of the city. The 

narrow tunnels through Twin Peaks precluded the conversion of these lines to electric 

trolleys. 84 

While Frieda Klussmann, Lucius Beebe, George Clegg and the cable car 

preservations were rallying around the cable cars, the transportation officials were busy 

eliminating streetcars and making new plans to eliminate the privately held cable lines. In 

February 1950, the Public Utilities Commission hired Marmion D. Mills as a fulltime 

“Transit Consultant and Expediter.”85 Mills was hired soon after voters approved 

$150,000 bond measure to purchase Cal Cables. He had previously been a regional 

manager for General Motors’ Yellow Coach division as well as president of Pacific City 

Lines—an organization backed by General Motors that campaigned to dismantle urban 

streetcar systems.86 It was during Mills’ tenure that bus manufacturers and operators 

began to promote bus ridership as an attractive, modern alternative to streetcars. Soon 

                                                 
84 Inventory statistics for equipment operated by the Municipal Railway is summarized in: Mills, "Report 
on the Rehabilitation of the San Francisco Municipal Railway from 1947 to 1951." 
85 Ibid. 
86 Joseph P. Regan, "The Role of Labor in the Conversion of the San Francisco Streetcar System: The One-
Man Streetcar Controversy," Ex Post Facto: The Journal of the History Students at San Francisco State 
University VIII (1999). For an interesting expose of the history of National City Lines, see Jim and Martha 
Olson Klein, Taken for a Ride, directed by Jim Klein, (Hohokus, New Jersey: Independent Television 
Service, 1996), film. 
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after he was hired, Mack Truck, Inc. put a new 50 passenger, 40-foot long diesel-powered 

“Bus of Tomorrow” on display in front of City Hall for all San Franciscans to come and 

see (Figure 15).87 In publicity shots for the occasion, the scenes depicted were markedly 

different that those staged by the cable car advocates. Whereas the cable car advocates 

highlighted the leisure world of women heading downtown to shop or tourists taking in 

the sights, the bus promoters portrayed the everyday reality of predominately male office 

workers commuting to the central business district. In one such image, a young, 

unmarried working girl is surrounded by well mannered men in suits on their way to the 

office. She is identified as “Miss Modern Transportation,” Jean St. Clair and is aided by 

the “gentlemanly” Mayor Elmer Robinson who is shown offering her his seat. (Figure 16) 

The image is one in a series of other images that both identify Mayor Robinson as a bus 

proponent and demonstrate to citizens the rules of proper public transit etiquette.88 

By the spring of 1951—after much of the 1947 modernization program had been 

completed and the “Cal Cables” purchase was about to go through—Mills focused on 

generating additional bond revenue to underwrite a new round of bus conversion projects, 

including the elimination of the “Cal Cables” lines. In April 1951, Mills presented a 

status report on the ongoing transit modernization program.89 He cataloged the progress 

                                                 
87 "Mayor Elmer E. Robinson and Jean St. Clair, 'Miss Modern Transportation,' Riding on a Bus [Photo ID: 
AAD-7717]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1950). 
88 Other shots illustrate the importance of exiting the bus one at a time, always having the correct change, 
not distracting the driver, and showing your transfer when you board. Ibid. 
89 Mills, "Report on the Rehabilitation of the San Francisco Municipal Railway from 1947 to 1951." 
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 Figure 15:  Mayor Elmer E. Robinson sitting in the driver's seat of a new Muni bus, 
June, 195090 

 

 

                                                 
90 "Mayor Elmer E. Robinson Sitting in the Driver's Seat of a New Muni Bus [Photo ID: AAD-3263]," in 
San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1950).Caption from back 
of other photo in series: "Mayor Elmer Robinson looks from driver's seat of new 50-passenger bus which 
begins a two week trial run on Mission street today. Muni Railway officials and other city officials went on 
inauguration ride.” 
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Figure 16: Mayor Elmer E. Robinson and Jean St. Clair, "Miss Modern 
Transportation," riding on a bus, June 195091 

 

 

 

                                                 
91 "Mayor Elmer E. Robinson and Jean St. Clair, 'Miss Modern Transportation,' Riding on a Bus [Photo ID: 
AAD-7717]."Annotation on the image reads “Newscopy: ‘Always the gentleman, Mayor Elmer E. 
Robinson rises to give his seat to Jean St. Clair, also known as Miss Modern Transportation, who was a 
passenger today on a new 50-passenger diesel 'Bus of Tomorrow,' which was displayed today. None of the 
buses has been ordered - they're just letting us look. The 40-foot vehicle is the product of Mack Trucks, Inc, 
is hydraulically operated for steering and braking. Engine is at rear and is insulated to spare passengers 
smoke and heat.’” 
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 made in replacing streetcars with electric trolleys and motor coaches funded by the $40 

million in “Progress Bonds” passed by voters in 1947. He recommended a new bond 

measure for the November ballot to complete the modernization program. His list on 

needed improvements included conversion of several additional streetcar lines to electric 

trolleys, an annual program for replacing aging buses, and a “unified cable system.” In 

the report, he laid out the rationale for consolidating the cable network. The Cal Cable 

lines—soon to be purchased by the city—were “unsound” and a “wasteful duplication” of 

service already provided by the Municipal Railway. Mills reasoned that the Public 

Utilities Commission could eliminate the lines without a city-wide vote because, he 

argued, the 1947 charter amendment protecting the cable system applied only to the lines 

that were owned by the city at the time it was adopted. Anticipating the public’s 

reluctance to reduce cable car service, he scrutinized the cable car’s “two distinct holds 

upon the affection of the city.” The first, he dismissed as “the purely sentimental value 

attached by the old timers residing on Russian Hill and Nob Hill.”92 The second value, 

which had merit, was “the undoubted tourist attraction of certain of these lines to the 

visitors who bring so much business to San Francisco.” Based on the latter, he 

recommended a reorganization of the cable lines to focus on ferrying visitors from the 

hotel and retail district around Union Square to the city’s main tourist attraction, 

Fisherman’s Wharf. 

Just days after the election, Mayor Robinson—in a reversal of his earlier “whole 

hearted” embrace of the cables—chastised voters for their backwardness and blamed the 

carmen's union and the poor Muni management for the defeat. The carmen’s union 

opposed the modernization program because the new trolleys and motor coaches required 

                                                 
92 Mills, "Report on the Rehabilitation of the San Francisco Municipal Railway from 1947 to 1951," 32. 
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only one driver, rather than the two operators on each cable and street car. Doubts were 

also raise about whether to retain Marmion Mills as a transit consultant. With his 

connection to the bus manufacturers clearly limiting his ability to expedite the transit 

modernization program, Robinson called for the formation of a new citizens’ advisory 

group to expedite a “unified program for city improvements.”93 Rather than narrowly 

focusing on transit issues, Robinson’s “San Francisco Forward” citizens’ committee 

became deeply involved in a wide range of urban planning and transportation issues, 

often challenging city officials to implement elements of the Master Plan that had been 

largely ignored since its adoption. The group included the participation “of all groups 

representative generally of San Francisco, as well as individual civic leaders who have 

expressed interest in the future welfare and growth of our city.”94 Its most public 

spokesperson was Philip Landis who resigned his post as Manager of Utilities of the PUC 

to become chair of the group’s transportation subcommittee. In his new role, Landis 

organized business leaders to push for transportation improvements and was frequently 

quoted favorably in the Hearst-owned San Francisco Examiner.95  

Initially, San Francisco Forward sought to expedite transit modernization by 

minimizing voter participation in transit planning and bypassing existing municipal 

departments involved in transportation issues. They put forward a government 

reorganization proposal to create a new city transit authority with “full jurisdiction over 

schedules, personnel, salaries and wages, purchasing and the issuance of revenue 

bonds.”96 The reorganization proposal was met with resistance from the Parking 
                                                 
93 Dick Nolan, "Mayor Raps Muni Vote, Deplores Defeat of Bond Issues," San Francisco Examiner, 
November 6, 1952, 1. 
94 Dick Nolan, "'Forward S.F.' Group Planned by Robinson," San Francisco Examiner, November 21, 
1952, 22. 
95 "S.F. Forward Group Renews Traffic Plan," San Francisco Examiner, October 16, 1953, 6. 
96 Dick Nolan, "Transit Board Seeks New City Authority," San Francisco Examiner, November 11, 1952, 
1. 



 108

Authority, Police Department and Public Utilities Commission—all of which would have 

had a diminished role in municipal affairs under the reorganization plan. In the absence 

of a powerful transit authority with the raise and allocate funds, San Francisco Forward 

focused on prodding city officials to act on civic improvement projects and drafting and 

promoting bond measures during election time.97 

In the weeks leading up to the November 1953 election, “Citizens’ Progress 

Committee for All Bonds”—headed by Benjamin H. Swig—pushed a slate of seven 

“Progress bonds,” including two railway improvement bonds totaling $6.62 million.98 For 

Swig—owner of the Fairmont Hotel and sponsor of the Cable Car Carnival—his 

outspoken support for the bonds was an indication that the coalition of “Cable Car 

Ladies” and downtown business groups had unraveled. Despite the efforts of San 

Francisco Forward and Swig’s bond promotional committees, the railway bond failed to 

garner the required two-thirds majority.99 Along with the 1947 and 1952 ballot measures, 

the failed 1953 “progress bond” marked the third time voters rejected a city-backed plan 

to abandon cable car lines. Nevertheless, proponents of transit modernization continued 

to press for a conversion of cable lines to motor coaches.  

THE “NEW ECONOMIES” 

Frustrated with voter and bureaucratic resistance to the transit modernization plan, 

the transportation subcommittee of San Francisco Forward, aided by the San Francisco 

Examiner launched a coordinated campaign in January 1954 to force city leaders to 

abandon a large portion of the cable car system. Pressured by the San Francisco 

Examiner and Mayor Robinson, the Public Utilities Commission (PUC) relented and 

                                                 
97 "Mills Mum on Transit Study," San Francisco Examiner, October 27, 1953, 6. 
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99 Elliott, "Utilities Bond Issues Submitted to the Voters, 1900-1957," 1-4. 
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agreed to the closed door meeting with San Francisco Forward and “newsmen.”100 The 

following day, the five member PUC board voted unanimously to abandon major 

portions of the Cal Cables lines.101 Coincident with the action taken by the PUC, Francis 

J. McCarthy, a former Telesis member and current member of the Board of Supervisors, 

introduced a charter amendment to eliminate portions of the Washington-Jackson line. As 

part of the public relations push, “Mrs. San Francisco,” Ann Dippel announced her 

support for the reduction as “a grand idea for civic betterment.”102 In particular, she 

outlined how the plan would save the beneficial parts of the system and eliminate the 

sections serving the unsavory parts of town: “[It] would leave us the tourist attractions 

while eliminating the dangerous routes and those that are dragging down the city.” 

The following day, Mayor Robinson backed the decision by the PUC to cut the 

O’Farrell-Hyde-Jones and part of the California line. The Downtown Association urged 

representatives from other groups to speak out in favor of the reductions during a meeting 

of eight business and civic groups.103 A new urgency in addressing the traffic and transit 

problems also resulted in the reintroduction of a series of proposals backed by San 

Francisco Forward. Supervisors Byron Arnold and Edward T. Mancuso revived the San 

Francisco Forward proposal to create a transit authority with broad powers over 

transportation and parking issues. 

By the end of the month and in a vote of 7 to 4, the Board of Supervisors 

approved plans for a major reduction in the cable car system. Newspaper coverage of the 

Board’s proceedings revealed how the balance of power was shifting away from those 
                                                 
100 "Utilities Board Hit for Dodging Traffic Plan Meet," San Francisco Examiner, January 11, 1954, 1. 
101 "PUC Acts to End Hyde Cable, Slash Calif. St. Route," San Francisco Examiner, January 12, 1954, 1. 
102 "Utilities Board Hit for Dodging Traffic Plan Meet," 1. 
103 These groups were: The Downtown Association, Retail Dry Goods Association, Chamber of 
Commerce, Building Owners and Managers Association, Hotel Employees Association, Junior Chamber of 
Commerce, San Francisco Real Estate Board, and the San Francisco Hotel Association. "Groups Cite 
Parking Need," San Francisco Call-Bulletin, January 13, 1954, 1. 
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who felt the cable cars had an inherent, historical value toward those who viewed them as 

part of a larger strategy to enhance tourism revenues. The San Francisco News covered 

the meeting during which “an army of women descended on the City Hall and jammed 

the Board of Supervisors' chambers” (Figure 17).104 Although the San Francisco News 

would later provide coverage more sympathetic to the cable car supporters, the tone had 

changed. Along with a photo of a crowd of stern-faced women was another showing one 

of the three “partisan” banners emblazoned with “Save the Cable Cars” unfurled in the 

city hall rotunda. Images of children with puppies, smiling beauty pageant winners, and 

civic minded female volunteers gave way to these images that portrayed of a mass of 

anonymous women “descending” on City Hall. Civic participation no longer took the 

form of women making the city beautiful by employing their domestic talents, but was 

cast as an uprising of rowdy women speaking out of turn—and out of place. Coverage in 

the San Francisco Examiner stressed the “new economies” that consolidation would 

bring and privileged the expert advice of planners and budget analysts.105 In the coming 

months, public protests aimed at slowing progress and rejecting the scientific rationalism 

of “experts” were disregarded as non-rational and overly sentimental. 

                                                 
104 "Crowd of People in the Board of Supervisor' Chambers at City Hall During Hearings on a Proposal to 
Abandon a Major Portion of the City's Cable Car System [Photo ID: AAC-8070]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
105 See, for example, "Hyde Cable Line Ends New Bus Route Takes Over," San Francisco Examiner, May 
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Routes," San Francisco Examiner, January 27, 1954, 6. 
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Figure 17:  Crowd of people in the Board of Supervisor' chambers at City Hall during 
hearings on a proposal to abandon a major portion of the city's cable car 
system, January 26, 1954106 

 

 

 

                                                 
106 "Crowd of People in the Board of Supervisor' Chambers at City Hall During Hearings on a Proposal to 
Abandon a Major Portion of the City's Cable Car System [Photo ID: AAC-8070]." The annotation reads: 
“Newscopy: ‘DEFEND CABLE CARS--An army of women descended on the City Hall and jammed the 
Board of Supervisors' chambers as hearings opened late today on a proposal to abandon a major portion of 
the city's cable car system. Outside the hearing room were banners demanding the cars be kept.’”  
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During public hearings before the Board of Supervisors, Klussmann appeared 

with a copy of the City Charter and argued that the city could not proceed without a 

formal report from the City Planning Commission.107 The head of the Department of City 

Planning, Paul Opperman had admitted that the Planning Commission had not studied the 

issue—an indication of the marginal role the agency played in urban affairs at the time. It 

was a delaying tactic aimed at gaining time to organize a citizen response to protect the 

system. Without the support of the business community and most of the Supervisors, the 

cable car advocates had few supporters in positions of authority. The strongest remaining 

ally was Supervisor McAteer, who quickly proposed a ballot initiative for the June 

primary election that would extend charter protection to the former Cal Cable lines. In 

doing so, he made the case that the issue should be decided by the public not elected 

officials, or the unelected planning bureaucracy. In an editorial in the San Francisco 

Chronicle, the paper came out strongly in support of the McAteer ballot initiative: 

…we urge the Supervisors to reconsider their hurried decision, to withhold the 
knife before the amputation has been irrevocably performed, and to discover the 
true state of public opinion before doing damage that cannot be undone… The 
public, of course, must be consulted in these instances and should be in others…It 
is essential before mass transit is further impaired, that the will of the people be 
ascertained.108 

Two propositions were drafted and placed on the June primary ballot and the election 

would ascertain the “will of the people” and determine the fate of the cable car system. 

Proposition E specified the three-car consolidation championed by the Public Utilities 

Commission and adamantly opposed by the “Save the Cable Cars” committee. Supervisor 

McAteer’s Proposition would keep the entire system intact by amending the city charter 
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to specify that all lines must remain in operation unless a majority of voters decide 

otherwise.109  

Business leaders, city officials, transit planners, and the San Francisco Examiner 

justified the elimination of some cable car lines while others were valued for their 

connection to the tourism and retail amenities around Union Square. A reconfigured 

cable system would have a couple of advantages for businesses in the area. First, the new 

route map retained a high degree of tourist traffic for Union Square—while severing 

connections to the low rent hotel and cheap entertainment district to the west. Secondly, 

by removing cable cars on O’Farrell Street, the city could greatly improve the traffic 

circulation in the area. The Master Plan called for the conversion of many downtown 

streets into quicker and more efficient one-way thoroughfares. These plans required the 

elimination of slower, two-way cable car traffic.110 And finally, as previously mentioned, 

the new configuration would enhance the travel connections between Union Square and 

Fisherman’s Wharf. For these reasons, there was little incentive for the department stores, 

hotels, and airlines to stand in the way of progress by backing calls to protect the entire 

cable car system.  

Unwilling to wait for the results of the referendum, the Public Utilities 

Commission proceeded with their schedule of replacing cable cars with buses. At 11:01 

pm on February 6, 1954—after 53 years of service—the Jones Shuttle made its last trip 

up the hill loaded with 100 riders (Figures 18 and 19). The “first victim of the cable car 

economies,” the shuttle was a short line that connected Market Street and the O’Farrell  

 

                                                 
109 Echeverria, San Francisco's Powell Street Cable Cars, 81. 
110 James R. McCarthy, "Modernizing Downtown San Francisco," (San Francisco: Department of City 
Planning, 1955). 
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Figure 18:  Crowd of people protesting the replacement of Hyde Street cable cars with 
buses111 

 

 

                                                 
111 The annotation reads: Newscopy: "OLD NO. 51 RETIRES--The famed Hyde-st grip cable cars said 
farewell this weekend - they're now replaced by gas buses. But 'Old No. 51,' the last car on the run, didn't 
give up without a struggle. Here she is shown as she tried to get into the barn with the biggest and loudest 
load of passengers she ever carried. And the passengers obviously didn't want cable cars replaced by 
buses." "Crowd of People Protesting the Replacement of Hyde Street Cable Cars with Buses [Photo ID: 
AAC-8063]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
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Figure 19:  Crowd of people protesting the replacement of Hyde Street cable cars with 
buses112 

 

 

                                                 
112 The annotation reads: Newscopy: "HEAVE-HO!--Unwilling to see the last of the Hyde-st cable cars go 
into oblivion, a group of cable car proponents put their shoulder to the car and force it back from the 
carbarn. The incident took place Saturday night on the car's last run, loaded with demonstrating citizens." 
"Crowd of People Protesting the Replacement of Hyde Street Cable Cars with Buses [Photo ID: AAC-
8098]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
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Street line. It ran through the middle of the Tenderloin, a low-rent hotel district serving 

the city’s poor and an adult nighttime entertainment zone that had been revived during 

the war. Coverage in the San Francisco Chronicle characterized the event as something 

between a “wake” and a protest. According to the article, noisy crowd sang, cheered and 

waved “placards attacking supervisors who voted to cut cable-car operations.” Police 

motorcycles accompanied the car—decked out on black crepe paper—past “a pair of 

banks, several theaters, and a burlesque house” as riders sang “God Save Our Cable Car” 

to the tune of "My Country, 'Tis of Thee.”113 This was a new kind of publicity event; one 

meant to quite literally slow the pace of progress. The Municipal Railway, under the 

umbrella of the Public Utilities Commission, planned to unceremoniously end service at 

the completion of a regular weekend schedule under the cover of darkness. No public 

officials—other than the police on motorcycles provided to keep order—attended. No 

sentimental speeches were made. By staging a “wake,” the crowd illuminated the event 

with the flashbulbs of the press and insured it would not go unnoticed as city officials had 

intended. The city was moving forward with dismantling the cable cars without public 

input and without public ceremony. The “singing” crowd intended to permit neither. 

Two weeks before the June primary, the Public Utilities Commission made 

known it would make further service cuts. It announced May 16th plans to replace the 

Hyde-O’Farrell cable with a Leavenworth bus route and cut the length of the California 

Street line in half. This time the cable car supporters were more organized and planned a 

rally in Union Square for the evening of Friday, May 7th. The next day, the San 

Francisco News ran a photo of the event that showed the hundreds of supporters drawn to 

the protest. In support of the group’s goals, the paper announced that footage of the rally 
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would be broadcast on the Edward R. Murrow’s television show the following Tuesday 

evening.114 

The demonstration of support for the cable cars failed to dissuade city officials to 

wait for the outcome of the referenda and the Hyde-O’Farrell line came to a stop as 

scheduled on May 16th. The occasion attracted an even larger crowd of protesters than 

the Jones Shuttle had several months earlier. According to the San Francisco News, “the 

biggest and loudest load of passengers she ever carried” piled aboard the “Old No. 51” as 

it struggled to make one last ascent up and over Hyde hill to the car barn on Beach Street. 

Demonstrators unable to fit in the car, walked along side carrying signs of protest: “The 

People’s Choice, Cable Cars,” “The people want cable cars 13 to 1,” “You can’t stop the 

people, We want Cable Cars,” “What sort of city government is this?” and “To work so 

hard against the wishes of the people.”115 The overwhelming sentiment was that the city 

officials were acting against the will of the people. In a final act of resistance, a group of 

protestors put their shoulders to the car and with their collective strength forced the car 

back from the entrance to the car barn at the end of the line. The next day, while UPI 

press photos circulated documenting the protests, the San Francisco Examiner 

downplayed the occasion: 

The ancient Hyde Street cars…made their final clattering runs last night. As far as 
the city went there was little notice of their passing. Some costumed devotees 
rode on one of the last trips carrying signs protesting the service cut; fans crowded 
old No. 51 for the final ride and others massed at the carbarn in a petition rally. 
But that was all.116 
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The rest of the piece touted the inauguration of the new bus lines that immediately went 

into service and superciliously added that “cable car riders will start learning new riding 

habits.” 

Even with the publicity generated by the cable car supporters backed by the San 

Francisco News, it was the Examiner’s support of modernization thorough consolidation 

that proved decisive. On the day before the election, the Examiner left readers with the 

impression that the strong opponents of Proposition E had changed their position and 

now supported its passage. In an article pointing out array of groups supporting the 

measure—including the Citizens’ Committee for Transit Progress, the Chamber of 

Commerce, the Civic League of Improvement Clubs, the San Francisco CIO Council, and 

the Down Town Association—the editors included the “AFL Committee to Save the 

Cable Cars.”117 The union-affiliated group with a very similar name, but did not share the 

same position as Klussmann’s better known “Committee Save the Cable Cars” which 

backed McAteer’s proposition, not E. The article also included a quote from Mrs. Emily 

Martin, chairwoman of the Cable Car Festival, that suggested she supported 

consolidation. The following day Proposition E carried by a slim margin of only 10,000 

Votes and McAteer’s initiative failed to win a majority.118 An effort to reverse the 

consolidation decision through a November ballot initiative failed as well.119 As the 

election results came in on the night of November 2, 1954, Frieda Klussmann addressed 

the “Citizens Committee to Save the Cable Cars” one last time:  

The committee is proud of the eight years’ fight to keep the cable cars—and its 
achievement in reversing the policy of the Public Utilities Commission and other 
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political and powerful interests who would have destroyed the entire cable car 
system.120  

By the following July, pedestrians watched city workers tear up the tracks along Jones 

and O’Farrell streets (Figure 20).121 In March 1957, the new reconfigured Powell-Hyde 

route made its first test run after a three-year long period of reconstruction.122 San 

Francisco Junior Chamber of Commerce was quick to celebration the opening of the new 

line by staging a publicity photo with the “Miss San Francisco 1957” contestants.123 In 

September 1957, a smiling Frieda Klussmann posed aboard a festooned Powell-Hyde 

cable car stationed along its new route linking Fisherman’s Wharf and Aquatic Park to 

the Union Square shopping and retail district.124  

CONCLUSION 

In the coming years, the cable car would increasingly be used as a marketing and 

promotional vehicle to draw tourists and conventioneers to the city. By the late 1950s, 

motorized cable cars began to appear on city streets across America to promote San 

Francisco as a tourist center. Airlines and department stores had been the high bidders at 
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Figure 20:  Pedestrians inspecting the uprooted tracks of the Jones street cable car125 

 

 
 

                                                 
125 "Pedestrians Inspecting the Uprooted Tracks of the Jones Street Cable Car [Photo ID: AAB-4123]." 
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auctions held to sell off the city’s obsolete stock of cable cars. Western Airlines 

purchased “No. 44” from a nostalgic collector for their 100,000 mile tour around the 

Western United States, Mexico and Canada—as a “Rolling Ambassador of Good 

Will.”126 In October 1958, a cable car rolled through New York’s Times Square with 

Mayor Christopher’s representative aboard—a San Francisco detective in a TV series 

“The Lineup.”127 By the mid-1960s, a fleet of cable cars had been assembled by Cable 

Car Advertisers, Inc. for use in “promotion purposes by airlines and department 

stores.”128 At the 1972 dedication of the Powell Street rapid transit station, Frieda 

Klussmann sat on the dais with the other civic leaders. The modern sunken plaza—

adjacent to the Powell cable car turnaround and named for Andrew Hallidie, the inventor 

of the cable car—was designed to serve the newly revitalized retail shopping district 

along Market Street.129 

Sentimentality in the face of modernization continued to operate as a trope for 

advocates of preservation. When the Black Cat—a North Beach gay bar—was closed 

down by the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board in 1963, a weepy patron lamented to a 

San Francisco Chronicle reporter: “That place is like an institution. This is like losing the 

cable cars or the Golden Gate Bridge.”130 By the mid-1960s, sentimentality gave way to 

anger as residents became increasingly disillusioned with efforts to “modernize” the city. 

By the early 1960s, however, the romance of the cable cars was revived by the popular 
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song “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.”131 Although the song was written in 1954, it 

was not until 1962 that it became widely associated with the city as part of a tourism 

promotional campaign. 

Although they were not able preserve the entire system, the “Committee to Save 

the Cable Cars” was successful in challenging efforts to modernize the urban landscape. 

In the first round of the “cable car war,” Frieda Klussmann—later recognized by the city 

as “The Cable Car Lady”—led a committee of civic minded female volunteers in staging 

a series of successful publicity events with the backing of local newspapers. She and the 

Committee succeeded in blocking the elimination of the former Market Street Railway 

lined by enlisting the support of retailers interested in attracting female shoppers and 

hoteliers well-situated along selected routes. The second round of the “cable car war”—

which involved a series of ballot fights in 1952, 1953 and 1954—the Committee was 

initially effective in rallying support for protecting the former “Cal Cables” lines.  In the 

final election, however, voters accepted the need for “new economies” which was the 

basis for the argument of transit planners who advocated merging and reducing the 

former Market Street Railway and Cal Cable lines. Planners, business leaders, and city 

officials—many of whom supported the earlier efforts of the Klussmann and the 

Committee to preserve the cable car system—became advocates for a reduced system that 

would cater to the tourism economy. Without the support of the business community, 

municipal bureaucrats, and many elected officials, cable car enthusiasts were unable to 

persuade a majority of voters to protect the entire system. The appeals to public sentiment 

were drowned out by the rationality of “new economies.” By proceeding without waiting 
                                                 
131 "To be where little cable cars climb halfway to the stars...." The song was composed in 1954 by the 
Douglas Cross and his lover George Cory after they moved away to Brooklyn. It did not become 
popularized until 1963 after Tony Bennett recorded the song. He reportedly first sang the song in the 
Venetian Room at the Fairmont Hotel. By then, the cable cars were widely appreciated as an important 
tourist attraction. Stryker, Gay by the Bay: A History of Queer Culture in the San Francisco Bay Area, 38. 
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for the outcome of the referendum process, transportation planners exhibited a disregard 

for public participation and demonstrated their ability to push through projects despite 

significant resistance. The consolidation of the cable car system would be the first in a 

series of modernizing projects designed to remake the urban environment. The publicity 

campaign to save the cable car system foreshadowed the growing tension between the 

advocates of urban renewal and proponents of preserving the urban fabric. This tension 

surfaced in different contexts, was led by different actors, and affected different elements 

of the urban landscape. The motivation to reconstruct San Francisco as a “modern” city 

came from anxiety about the economic and physical decline of downtown. The next 

chapter explores how the discourse of decline was used by renewal advocates to build 

public support for greater planning controls over the built environment. 
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Chapter Four: The Shaming Rhetoric of Urban Decline 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early 1950s, a series of urban reform campaigns focused attention on the 

dilapidated and so-called morally degenerate condition of the tattered margins of 

downtown San Francisco. These campaigns stemmed from a deepening concern about 

urban decay and heighthened anxiety about the shift in economic growth from the urban 

core to the suburban peripheries. As in other cities, San Francisco business and real estate 

leaders sought to ensure that the downtown financial and shopping districts would 

maintain their centrality in an expanding urban region.  

This chapter traces the progress of three specific campaigns—1) congestion relief, 

2) slum clearance, and 3) “vice” control—at a time when downtown business leaders 

began to take an active role in promoting urban renewal. While these campaigns appeared 

to have different objectives—better traffic flow, improved housing, a new moral 

climate—they were all motivated by a desire to reverse the economic decline of 

downtown by making it more accessible and more attractive as a place to visit, shop, and 

work. The discourse of decline was used to promote measures that extended legal 

authority over the urban landscape at a time when the city lacked an effective urban 

redevelopment program. These measures established new administrative authorities 

charged with imposing spatial order over the reputedly inefficient, unhealthy and unruly 

urban landscape.   

The following sections outline three of the strategies used to draw attention to and 

build a case for eliminating undesirable elements of the urban landscape in the 1950s. 

These specific strategies included siting new parking and transit projects in parts of the 

city occupied by unwanted groups; targeting “blighted” properties for demolition as part 
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of an environmental health and sanitation campaign headed by the Health Department; 

and waging a “vice war” against “B-girl operations” and “disorderly houses” in order to 

close down nighttime entertainment districts. 

CONGESTION POLITICS: SAN FRANCISCO FORWARD AND THE PARKING COUNCIL 

Before the formation of an effective redevelopment program, traffic congestion 

played an important role in mobilizing and unifying the business community around a 

“progress” agenda in the early 1950s. The politics of traffic congestion were imbricated 

with urban renewal politics as project developers looked for new sites to locate parking 

structures. In the fall of 1952, the Parking Authority endorsed a plan by Louis R. Lurie, 

“one of the city’s largest real estate holders,” to construct five eleven story parking 

structures around the central business district. The facilities would be accessed by exit 

ramps from the proposed Central and Embarcadero freeways and the Broadway Express 

Way.1 At the time, the Authority was preparing financial studies for seven garages of 

their own, five in the South of Market area. Supervisor Christopher proposed locating a 

major facilities in the South of Market “Skid Road” to both clean up the area near 3rd and 

Howard streets by razing structures and ease traffic congestion.2 The Parking Authority 

deemed the idea unworkable because the site was too far from the downtown shopping 

office districts. 

A lack of consensus on how to make traffic and transit improvements led Mayor 

Robinson to appoint a new “Forward San Francisco” committee to develop a unified 

program from city improvements.”3 In announcing the move soon after the defeat to 

bonds to fund a second round of transit modernization, Robinson stressed the need sort 
                                                 
1 "Parking Authority Leans toward Long Range Program of Freeways," San Francisco Examiner, 
November 13, 1952, 15. 
2 "3rd and Howard Parking Lot Called Too Remote," San Francisco Examiner, November 14, 1952, 12. 
3 Nolan, "'Forward S.F.' Group Planned by Robinson," 22. 
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through a series of competing proposed solutions to the city’s key problems of “traffic, 

transit and parking.” Under the leadership of Phillip Landis, the San Francisco Forward 

subcommittee on transportation played a key role in building a business consensus 

around “a unified program for the city’s improvements.”4 Before joining San Francisco 

Forward, Landis served as the city’s public utilities manager. In that capacity, he had 

worked with a transit consultant to purchase the city’s privately owned cable system and 

made a failed attempt to raise revenue to dismantle the entire cable system. 

In the fall of 1953, San Francisco Forward proposed a scheme that would 

combine slum clearance with transportation improvements. In the plan, the 

Redevelopment Agency and the Parking Authority would work together to ease 

congestion in the downtown retail district by funneling private automobiles to new 

garages in an inner and outer “fringe parking belt.” The Agency would use its 

condemnation powers to assemble properties and the Authority could build large publicly 

owned and operated parking facilities. San Francisco Forward lobbied the San Francisco 

Parking Authority to map out an “inner belt” within easy walking distance to the 

department stores, hotels, and major office buildings clustered in the central business 

district. Additionally, it sought the demarcation of an “outer belt” that would be served by 

a “shopper’s special” shuttle bus.5 The controversial plan included a specific proposal to 

use the condemnation powers of Redevelopment Agency to clear blighted slums in the 

Western Addition for the construction of “huge, open air parking lots…[linked to] the 

downtown area with speedy transit service.”  

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 Dick Nolan, "Plan to Ease Downtown Parking Told," San Francisco Examiner, October 28, 1953, 1; 
"S.F. Authority Dubious over Fringe Parking," San Francisco Examiner, October 23, 1953, 3. 
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After a second attempt to pass revenue bonds for a new round of “transit 

modernization” failed in November 1953, Landis focused his energies on organizing 

downtown business leaders to push for the elimination of the cables. It was a daunting 

challenge. In addition to the lack of bond financing to pay for the cable car-to-bus 

conversion plan and the 1947 charter provision protecting the system, elected officials 

and utilities managers were reluctant to go against the will of voters who had repeatedly 

expressed their desire to maintain the system. Under pressure from a growing coalition of 

business groups and the press, the Public Utilities Commission agreed to meet with 

Landis, the spokesperson of San Francisco Forward on transit issues.6 The following day, 

the PUC voted unanimously to cut the cables.7  

Landis lobbied for a united show of support for the reduction plan at an assembly 

of eight downtown business groups hosted by the Downtown Association. The assembly 

was attended by leaders and representatives of the Chamber of Commerce, the Building 

Owners and Managers Association, the Retail Dry Goods Association, the Hotel 

Employers Association, the Junior Chamber of Commerce, the San Francisco Real Estate 

Board, and the San Francisco Hotel Association.8 Swayed by the show of support from a 

mobilized and unified business community, Mayor Robinson and a majority of members 

of the Board of Supervisors publicly endorsed the cables reduction plan.9 In another sign 

of the growing influence of the “pro-modernization” coalition, Albert H. Jacobs, chair of 

the Parking Authority and opponent of the “fringe parking” plan, stepped down.10 The 

animosity generated by the “cable car war,” however, significantly diminished the ability 
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Examiner, January 13, 1954, 1; "Groups Cite Parking Need," 1. 
9 "Mayor for Cable Plan; Lauds Move by Utility Board," San Francisco Examiner, January 13, 1954, 1. 
10 "Parking Group Elects Rae T. Smith to Head Authority," San Francisco Examiner, January 14, 1954, 14. 
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of San Francisco Forward to unify the business community and advance civic 

improvement projects. The San Francisco Forward’s subcommittee on transportation 

dissolved and, by April 1954, the San Francisco News advertised for volunteers for a new 

“top-flight group to tackle downtown transit [and] parking.”11 As a result, the Parking 

and Transit Council soon succeeded San Francisco Forward as the business community’s 

main lobbying group for transit modernization. Unlike members of San Francisco 

Forward who were selected by the mayor, the Parking and Transit Council was organized 

by a joint meeting of the Chamber of Commerce and the Downtown Association where 

the groups were able to “scuttle old jealousies and make common cause.”12 Phillip Landis 

became the committee chairman.  

By the fall of 1954, the urgency of action on traffic congestion brought renewed 

calls to tighten the city’s control of land-use in the central business district. In October, a 

group of business leaders, elected officials and city administrators “tagged” the Parking 

and Transit Council “as the proper agency to map a fight against deterioration of the 

entire downtown parking district.”13 The decision was made at a meeting called by the 

Downtown Association. Chair of the Association’s city planning committee, S. Walter 

Newman, set up the meeting to address the problem of “cheap bars, honkytonks, 

"firesales,” and theaters that specialize in lewd motion pictures” in the downtown 

shopping district (Figure 21). He cited the encroachment of “undesirable” businesses, 

including “phony sales, auction sales , and penny arcades where the sale of hot dogs in 

open store fronts is combined with shoeshine parlors.” Additionally he railed against the 

"undesirable" bars where the armed services have continually complained of "the  

                                                 
11 Mary Ellen Leary, "Wanted: Top-Flight Group to Tackle Downtown Transit, Parking," San Francisco 
News, April 5, 1954, 3. 
12 Ibid. 
13 "Market Street Action on Honkytonks Urged," San Francisco Examiner, October 12, 1954, 1. 
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Figure 21: Mapping plans to clean up “honky tonks, phoney ‘action sales’, and penny 
arcades” on Market Street, 1954 14 

 

 

                                                 
14The image accompanied an article in the San Francisco Examiner. Ibid. Annotation from image: 
“Newscopy: "MAPPING PLANS--Thomas A. Brooks, (left), city administrator; Edwin Hoover (standing), 
Real Estate Board vice president, and S. Walter Newman, chairman of the city planning and improvement 
committee of the Down Town Association, go over a report on degeneration of Market Street into an area 
of honky tonks, phoney 'action sales,' and penny arcades. Newman presided at a meeting today to discuss 
how to cope with this problem." "Thomas A. Brooks, at a City Planning and Improvement Meeting [Photo 
ID: AAA-6321]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library 
(1954). 
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presence of panderers and the mulcting of servicemen." He challenged the Parking and 

Transit Council to spearhead a different kind of campaign against property owners and 

business operators. "This is not a paint-up, clean-up effort, but rather an attempt to reach 

basic fundamentals whereby the main shopping district of downtown San Francisco can 

be improved." Unlike the Lewis’ earlier effort to cleanup the South of Market “skid road” 

through the health inspections and condemnation proceedings, the new approach called 

for eliminating a whole list of specific business types from the shopping district. 

Supervisor Christopher pressed the business leaders to come up with a plan that they 

could unite around. The Planning Director suggested using sign ordinances to improve 

the streetscape. A representative from the District Attorney’s office argued that a more 

fundamental change in the nature of the businesses was needed. A Real Estate Board 

representative contended that it would be unrealistic to expect property owners to be too 

selective in accepting tenants. Preparing for a second attempt to win the mayor’s office, 

Supervisor Christopher stressed that the Board wanted to help, but business leaders 

needed to make up their minds about what they wanted and “not change your minds 

every two minutes.” He threw out the possibility of enacting an ordinance to shut down 

the “lewd” motion pictures on Market Street, however, he told them to “lock yourselves 

up with city officials and come up with something.” Despite the Downtown Association’s 

attempt to expand its function, the Parking and Transit Council did not take the lead 

reversing the deterioration of the shopping district. Subsequent coverage of parking and 

transit issues ceased to even mention the Parking and Transit Council soon afterwards. 

This may have been because—like San Francisco Forward—the Parking and Transit 

Council was associated with the politically divisive cable car reduction plan. The 

meeting, however, focused attention to the deteriorating economic conditions in the 
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downtown retail district and likely mobilized business leaders to search for ways to 

regulate land-uses in the area to reverse the decline. 

San Francisco Forward and the Parking and Transit Council were soon succeeded 

by the “Committee of Eleven.” The “Committee,” organized by banker Charles Blyth and 

paper magnate J.D. Zellerbach, mobilized business leaders to take charge of the urban 

renewal program and soon became more formally referred to as the “Blyth-Zellerbach 

Committee.”15 Often working outside of the city’s planning bureaucracy, the group hired 

architects, landscape planners, public policy, real estate professionals, and economist to 

prepare urban renewal plans. They also used their status as “civic leaders” in a series of 

public campaigns for redevelopment projects, government reform measures, and revenue 

bond measures. After reading “Rebirth of the Cities” in the December 1955 issue of 

Time, Zellerbach discussed the article with Blyth. Both were concerned that San 

Francisco did not appear in the piece on urban renewal and began to discuss their 

concerns with nine other business leaders, or “men who could provide money when it 

was needed.”16 Until the formation of the San Francisco Planning and Urban Renewal. 

Association (SPUR) in 1959, the Blyth-Zellerbach Committee was the most active 

“citizens’ group” to push for urban renewal in the city. The group underwrote a number 

of studies to determine feasible of moving redevelopment forward—one of their first 

projects was to push to make the foot of Market Street—the natural threshold of the 

city—“the birthplace of modern San Francisco.” This project brought them in conflict 

with the State Division of Highways and evolved to include involvement in the Golden 

Gateway project in Redevelopment Area E.  

                                                 
15 For an excellent discussion of the influence of the Blyth-Zellerbach Committee on city planning, see 
Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San Francisco; Mollenkopf, The Contested City. 
16 Allan Temko, "San Francisco Rebuilds Again," Harper's Magazine, April 1960, 51-59. 
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THE SLUM COURT, BUILDING A CASE FOR “BLIGHT” 

In addition to pushing an aggressive transit and parking program, the San Francisco 

Examiner also strongly advocated for a slum clearance during the 1950s. Over the 

summer, the Examiner printed photographs of dilapidated dwellings throughout the city 

(Figure 22).17 The images included scenes of hazardous construction sites on Diamond 

Heights; shabby, cramped living quarters in the Western Addition; sagging apartment 

structures on Telegraph Hill; the well-worn Columbia Square Park in a working class 

residential section of the South of Market district; and the potentially unstable 

Montgomery Block, a famous but aging building in the financial district. Scenes of slum 

housing offered a stark contrast to a competing set of images that also circulated during 

the same summer—including interior shots of the newly completed Parkmerced Towers 

(Figure 23).18 

Marking the start of “slum clearance drive,” the Health Department began holding 

monthly condemnation hearings in November 1952.19 Anticipating an expansion of code 

enforcement activity, the Health Department director proposed a reorganization plan that  

                                                 
17 "Children Standing near a Pool of Contaminated Runoff on Goettingen Street [Photo ID: AAB-3764]," 
in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1952); "Columbia 
Square [Photo ID: AAA-6835]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1952); "Decaying Home on 1144-50 Ellis Street [Photo ID:AAB-3512]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1952); "Montgomery Block Building 
[Photo ID: AAC-5066]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1952); "Rear View of an Apartment Building on Telegraph Hill [Photo ID: AAC-1442]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1952); "Sleeping Child in Crib 
at an Unidentified Home on Geary St [Photo ID: AAC-1944]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1952). 
18 "Furnished Apartment at Parkmerced Towers [Photo ID: AAC-0320]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1952). 
19 There was an earlier post-war slum drive in 1947 that seemed to fizzle out after the health department 
did not fully get behind District Attorney Pat Brown—who launched the drive. "D.A. Asks Slum Area 
Clearance," San Francisco Call-Bulletin, May 7, 1947, 24; "D.A. Drive on Slum Health," San Francisco 
Call-Bulletin, December 3, 1947, 7; "Map S.F.'S First Slum Clearance Project Today," San Francisco Call-
Bulletin, December 4, 1947, 3. 
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Figure 22: Sleeping Child in Crib at an Unidentified Home on Geary Street, May 
195220 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 The caption read: Newscopy: "SHABBY-This is one room of two-room 'apartment' on Geary-st where a 
family of six lives.” Written on back of the image: "ran ur (under?) Mary Crawford in 'Dollars in Slums' 
5/26-5/52.” "Sleeping Child in Crib at an Unidentified Home on Geary St [Photo ID: AAC-1944]."The 
series “Dollars for Slums” ran in the San Francisco Examiner in May 1952. 



 134

Figure 23: Furnished apartment in Park Merced Towers, 195221 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 The caption on the image read: Newscopy: "MODEL APARTMENT--W. & J. Sloan decorators have 
furnished two model apartments at Park-merced Towers [sic], which are open to public inspection daily. 
One is pictured above. It shows a bedroom with a forest-green print draperies, and an avocado and gray 
synthetic fabric carpet." "Furnished Apartment at Parkmerced Towers [Photo ID: AAC-0320]." 
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institutionalized the health code enforcement under a new “Environmental Sanitation” 

division responsible for gathering health inspection data.22 Seeking an expanded role for 

the business community in the process, Health Director Ellis Sox asked the mayor to 

appoint a committee of leading citizens to oversee the project, with city officials acting in 

an advisory role. Perhaps reticent to turn over so much control over private land holdings 

to a group of business leaders, the mayor rejected the proposal and instead Sox’s monthly 

“slum court” took over the responsibility for condemnation proceedings. The 

condemnation hearings held by the Health Department were part of a coordinated 

campaign by city officials establish an effective urban redevelopment program. The press 

aided the campaign by publishing images of dilapidated structures and land clearance 

activities in the area beginning in the summer of 1952.23 By the fall, the first building 

owners to come before the “slum court” were identified in “door-to-door inspections in 

the slum-fringe areas of the Western Addition” (Figure 24).24 Not coincidentally, the 

four-year old San Francisco Redevelopment Agency hired its first “full-time land 

specialist to help purchase property” the same area.25 William J. Durkin, a veteran San 

Francisco real estate salesman was hired as a “land purchase advisor” and quickly set 

about assembling properties for the development. It marked the beginning of the land 

acquisition activities by the Redevelopment Agency in the Western Addition. 

With land acquisition underway in the Western Addition, attention shifted to the 

South of Market area. In September 1953, Supervisor Lewis screened several films of the  

                                                 
22 "Dr. Sox Raps Lack of Cash," San Francisco Examiner, December 10, 1952, 6. 
23 "First Building Being Demolished to Make Room for Housing Project [Photo ID:AAC-1907]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1953); "Rear View of 
Doomed Flat on Willow Street [Photo ID: AAC-1947]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1953). 
24 Gale Cook, "City Condemns 10 Buildings in Fringe Section: Health Department Takes Action," San 
Francisco Examiner, November 7, 1952, 1. 
25 "Anti-Slum Unit Hires Land Advisor," San Francisco Examiner, November 4, 1952, 13. 
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Figure 24: Aerial View of Western Addition Area Targeted for Redevelopment, May 
195426 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 "Aerial View of the Western Addition District [Photo ID: AAC-1870]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
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 “skid road” conditions found on a strip of working class hotels, bars and restaurants on 

Howard Street.27 Shown to the Board of Supervisors, the films depicted police attempting 

to impose order on the rundown district by cracking down on public drunkenness.28 

Lewis called for a “cleanup, paint-up” campaign on the area. Soon afterward, the Board 

passed a resolution directing the City Health Department to conduct a survey of health 

and sanitation violations in the area (Figure 25).29 Reflecting shifting redevelopment 

priorities, Sox began to target an area South of Market bounded by Third, Fourth, 

Mission and Howard streets in early 1954. The properties evaluated by health inspectors 

were on the same city blocks real estate developer Benjamin Swig was trying to create an 

office, tourism and sports complex. At the time, Health Director Ellis Sox declared the 

South of Market “Skid Road” as “Problem No. 1” in the city’s slum clearance program.30 

As with the Western Addition, the press aided the push for redevelopment by publishing 

images of the “Skid Road” and the razing of structures in the area. In addition to shifting 

attention to the South of Market area, Lewis’ hearings also initiated an effort to remove 

the bureaucratic obstacles to urban renewal. Lewis pressed for charter reform to 

streamline the city’s “hodge-podge of conflicting powers, administrative details and 

ambiguities.”31 In illustrating the need for improved urban governance, he cited the 

inability of five different city departments to work together to plan for slum clearance in 

the Skid Row district. 

 

                                                 
27 "Howard Street [Photo ID: AAB-4009]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1953); "Policemen Arresting Someone on 'Skid Road' [Photo ID: AAC-0687]," 
in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1953). 
28 "Policemen Arresting Someone on 'Skid Road' [Photo ID: AAC-0687]." 
29 "Howard Street [Photo ID: AAB-4009]." 
30 "Sox Urges Committee to Push Slum Removal," San Francisco Examiner, January 14, 1954, 21. 
31 Dick Nolan, "Lewis Says: City Charter a Mess: Asks Complete Rewriting," San Francisco Examiner, 
October 16, 1953, 1. 
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 Figure 25: Policemen Making an Arrest on Howard Street “Skid Road”32 

 

 

                                                 
32 Caption reads: “Newscopy: SKID ROAD--This is a scene from films taken along Skid Road for 
Supervisor Marvin E. Lewis, right, who is planning a cleanup campaign in the rundown district. Lewis is 
showing the films to board members today at their meeting in City Hall.” "Policemen Arresting Someone 
on "Skid Road" [Photo ID: AAC-0687]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1953). 
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Sensing an investment opportunity, hotelier and real estate developer Benjamin 

Swig proposed acquiring and razing the four block area bounded by Third, Fifth, Mission 

and Harrison streets at the Parking and Transit Council, a newly formed citizen 

committee created to rally business support for downtown transportation improvements.33 

Swig’s “Prosperity Plan” rested on public-private cooperation to transform the South of 

Market “skid row” into mix of office, sports, and convention facilities.34 Swig’s 

redevelopment strategy was modeled on the “Pittsburgh Plan”—using public financing 

and government authority to complete land clearance and improvement projects with the 

intent of attracting private investors to large-scale redevelopment schemes. Soon after it 

was unveiled, the plan received a long list of endorsements including Mayor Robinson, 

Redevelopment Agency Chairman J. Joseph Hayes, Supervisor Byron Arnold, the 

Parking Authority, the Manager of the Downtown Association, and Chief Administrator 

Thomas Brooks. City leaders were especially interested in remedying the lack of 

convention facilities after the embarrassing spectacle of pitching a circus tent in front of 

the Civic Auditorium to house exhibits for the visiting American Medical Association 

conference.35 The Swig’s Prosperity Plan was soon overshadowed, however, by other 

redevelopment priorities. In 1955, with opposition from newly elected Mayor 

Christopher, the Director of Planning, and the federal renewal administrators, the plan 

was dead.36 Examiner columnist Dick Nolan cited one reason for the long list of 

                                                 
33 Leary, "Wanted: Top-Flight Group to Tackle Downtown Transit, Parking," 3. 
34 Dick Nolan, "Board Praises Swig's Huge Downtown Plan," San Francisco Examiner, May 25, 1954, 10; 
"Slum Board Votes to Aid Swig's Plan," San Francisco Examiner, May 26, 1954, 14; "Swig Proposes 
1250-Car Garage and Convention Hall," San Francisco Chronicle, May 19, 1954, 1; "Swig Rebuilding 
Plan Gets Hayes' Approval," San Francisco Examiner, July 1, 1954, 12. 
35 Sherman Miller, "Lack of Convention Hall Plagues City; Bond Issue Proposed," San Francisco 
Examiner, June 27, 1954, 1; "Slum Board Votes to Aid Swig's Plan," 14. 
36 Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San Francisco, 14. 
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opponents to the Swig Plan was the people wanted redevelopment to begin in Produce 

Area, rather than South of Market.37  

Soon after it was designated a redevelopment area in early 1955, “skid road” was 

eclipsed by the “Embarcadero-Lower Market Street Redevelopment Area” as the city’s 

number one urban renewal priority. The 28-block area was given high priority at a time 

when state highway engineers were making plans to start the Embarcadero Freeway. 

Downtown business leaders initially sought to influence the freeway design. When their 

interventions failed, they focused on preventing “freeway blight” on the “Lower Market 

Street.” The large-scale redevelopment project also encompassed the produce market—an 

area that downtown business interests had been targeting for redevelopment since before 

the war. While the Western Addition and South of Market areas were primarily 

residential, the produce market was occupied by “wholesale grocers, coffee and spice 

dealers, sellers of dairy products, fish and poultry, and wholesalers of meat.”38 The 

Federal Housing Act of 1954 provided federal funds to redevelopment of “blighted” 

urban districts—expanding the existing slum clearance program established by the 1949 

Housing Act. With greater resources at their disposal, the city’s Redevelopment Agency 

began to prioritize a list of areas to target for urban renewal. Although the Housing Act 

was intended to be used for slum clearance and new housing construction, the Planning 

Commission approved a plan to designate the produce area, a “blighted” district. A 

subcommittee of the Board of Supervisors initially refused to pursue federal funds to 

redevelop the area when it came before them in the summer of 1954. By the fall, 

however, they reversed themselves and the full Board of Supervisors asked the 

                                                 
37 Dick Nolan, "Showdown Nearing on the Swig Plan," San Francisco Examiner, November 27, 1955, 28. 
38 Lawrence Lackey, "Elements of Planning and Rebuilding Area 'E': A Report to the San Francisco City 
Planning Commission," (San Francisco: San Francisco City Planning Commission, 1956), 26. 
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Redevelopment Agency and Planning Commission to determine whether the produce 

market could be considered blighted based on its “outmoded, archaic and inefficient” 

character of the area.39  

As with Howard Street “skid road,” the City Health Department Director Ellis 

Sox was tasked to search for code violations and crackdown on the “illegal use of the 

sidewalks…to store produce.” Sox’s inspectors—actively searching for blighted 

structures in the area—had already shut down the Colchester Hotel the previous spring. 

Labeled a “public nuisance,” the low-rent rooming house with a tavern on the first floor 

and a potato warehouse behind was evacuated and ordered demolished.40 The press also 

helped build the case that the district had become outdated and inefficient. The San 

Francisco News pulled a photo from its image archive that had run ten years earlier 

showing a line of parked trucks loading fruits and vegetables for early morning delivery 

to area grocers (Figure 26). 41 When the image originally ran in February 1943, it was 

accompanied by an informative caption describing the daily journey of produce to the 

market shelves where the “housewife pops in to look over the stocks and decide what 

she'd like to have for the family dinner.” In the September 1953—when the image ran for 

a second time—the caption announced that the busy district where “tons of fruits and 

                                                 
39 "Board Oks Study of Produce Mart Shift as Slum Area," San Francisco Examiner, September 28, 1954, 
2; Nolan, "Showdown Nearing on the Swig Plan," 28; Dick Nolan, "Swig Asks Delay in Fifth, Mission 
Garage Proposal, Has Bigger Plans," San Francisco Examiner, October 12, 1955, 2; Dick Nolan, "Two 
Million Voted for 5th, Mission Garage Property: Unanimous Ok by City," San Francisco Examiner, 
October 25, 1955, 1. 
40 "Colchester Hotel [Photo ID: AAB-1965]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1954). 
41 "Delivery Trucks Parked Outside of a Downtown Produce Market in the Early Morning [Photo ID: 
AAC-0558]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1943). 
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Figure 26:  Delivery trucks parked outside of a downtown produce market in the early 
morning42 

 

 

                                                 
42 The photo was taken in 1943 and used to illustrate three different newspaper articles between 1943 and 
1955. The captions associated with this image illustrate a marked change in the way the Produce Market 
was represented in the press: Newscopy: (2/26/43) - "This scene is general of the entire district. This (sic) 
trucks parked at the curb belong to local grocers and market operators. They arrive early, load up with fresh 
produce as quickly as possible, then lumber back to the stores to get the vegetables on shelves and in bins 
by the time the first housewife pops in to look over the stocks and decide what she'd like to have for the 
family dinner." (9/14/53) - "DUE FOR MOVE--This is the city's commission (produce) district, where 
daily tons of fruits and vegetables are brought in from outlying areas and then hustled to the city's markets. 
Now the City Planning Commission has approved a suggestion it be moved from the Front and Davis-sts 
area to a new site between Hunters Point and Candlestick Point." 1/17/55 - "'BLIGHTED'--Planning 
Commission has declared part of produce district shown here to be 'blighted,' clearing the way for move of 
the district to new area." Ibid. 
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 vegetables [are] hustled to market” was “DUE FOR A MOVE.” The third time the image 

ran—in January 1955—it both announced and reinforced the Planning Commission’s 

findings: “BLIGHTED.” The more than ten-year old, recycled image helped build the 

case that the market was antiquated and in need of redevelopment. Each time the image 

was used, it framed the district differently and in progressively disparaging terms. 

VICE CONTROL AND A “CLOSED” TOWN 

In the early 1950s, a series of public calls for ending the “open town” policy 

coincided with a broader effort to dramatically transform the urban landscape by 

expanding the central business district into the adjacent sections of cheap hotels, low rent 

bars and waterfront-oriented industrial activities. Like the “slum clearance drive,” anti-

vice prosecutions first targeted the Western Addition as part of an effort to initiate an 

urban renewal project in that district. An anti-prostitution law that originated in the 1910s 

that had not been enforced in years was revived as a tool to crackdown on undesirable 

property uses. In November 1952—the same time that the slum court was established—

the police announced in the San Francisco Examiner that, with the help of the San 

Francisco District Attorney, they would “dust off” the red-light abatement act to go after 

“B-girl operations.”43 The Examiner praised the move and claimed that the first 

abatement hearings would be the first since “the Barbary Coast Days.”44 With the help of 

the Army, the police began compiling information on “places with records of vice arrests 

or venereal contacts” for abatement proceedings. The method for determining where vice 

flourished, however, was admittedly not objective. In cases where sufficient evidence 

was not available, the law enforcement officers would request that the military put 

                                                 
43 Ernest Lenn, "Redlight Act Dusted for New War on Vice," San Francisco Examiner, November 3, 1952, 
8. 
44 Ibid. 
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suspected places “out of bounds”—a practice common during the war years. The first red 

light abatement proceedings were filed the day after the San Francisco Examiner 

announced the new drive. The first target was the Geary Hotel in the Fillmore District 

where District Attorney’s office charged the property owner and leasee with using the 

premises for the purposes of “lewdness, assignation and prostitution.”45 Not coincidently, 

the Hotel was located in the center of the city’s highest priority urban renewal project—

the blocks on either side of the proposed Geary Expressway on its segment through the 

Western Addition.46  

The “revival” of red-light abatement proceedings was short-lived.47 It did, 

however, contribute to a larger discussion about whether the city should remain an “open 

town” where “vice” was tolerated as one of its attractions. The term was used at the time 

to mark a preference for allowing prostitution and gambling to flourish in nighttime 

entertainment districts like the Tenderloin and North Beach. Boyd defines this to mean “a 

place where anything goes.” Elected officials and city administrators, backed by the San 

Francisco Examiner, openly debated whether the “open town”48 policy toward the city’s 

vice-oriented tourism economy could coexist with the “progress agenda.”49 Opponents of 

urban renewal argued that San Francisco, as a seaport and tourist town, relied on a more 

relaxed policy toward gambling and prostitution to attract visitors. 

                                                 
45 "Vice Action against Hotel, Similar Action Planned against Others," San Francisco Examiner, 
November 4, 1952, 32. 
46 When the redevelopment agency began formally designating redevelopment project areas, this area was 
designated A-1.  
47 After the abatement proceedings against the Geary Hotel, it does not appear that further such actions 
were taken. 
48 Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965. 
49 Former Police Chief Michael Riordan later explained that “It was all right if San Francisco was a little 
crooked.” Nan Boyd describes the connection between tourism and vice as part of a system in which 
“police captains and beat cops guarded their territory with a vigilance connected to cash payoffs .” Ibid., 
141-2.  
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Prior to the attempt to revive the red-light abatement statute, a proposed initiative 

to legalize gambling sparked debate about how “open” the city should be. Proponents of 

legalized gambling argued that an “open” policy would allow the city to eliminate the 

sales tax as Reno had done. The Republican, reform-minded President of the Board of 

Supervisors, George Christopher was one of the few supervisors to publicly oppose an 

ordinance to begin licensing poker parlors. At the time, Christopher was preparing to 

challenge Mayor Elmer Robinson in his run for a second term. Mayor Robinson, the 

Police Department and several supervisors remained silent on the issue of gambling, 

while privately supporting the measure.50 Christopher took a strong public stance and 

criticized the mayor for taking campaign contributions from Tenderloin gambling 

interests. By focusing public attention on the issue, Mayor Robinson was forced to take a 

stand against the measure. Although Robinson won the race, Christopher’s anti-vice 

stance was well received by voters.51 Christopher ran a very close race in most districts of 

the city, however, Robinson won a majority with strong support in the Tenderloin and 

Chinatown where gambling interests where concentrated. Christopher’s strong showing 

made him a strong contender for the office in the next mayoral election. 

In another development that signaled San Francisco’s days as a “good time” town 

were coming to an end, the State Attorney General Pat Brown and San Francisco District 

Attorney soon launched undercover surveillance and police raids against places suspected 

of violating “moral laws.”52 In May 1952, officers raided the Mercury Athletic Club and 

arrested seven employees and attendants for a long list of morals charges including, 

permitting indecent exposure, contributing to the delinquency of minors, gambling, petty 

                                                 
50 George Dorsey, Christopher of San Francisco (New York: MacMillan, 1962), 88. 
51 The total tally was 100,254 for Robinson, 97,596 for Christopher, and 52,745 for J. Joseph Sullivan. 
Ibid., 96. 
52 "4 Men Face Obscene Show Trial Today," San Francisco Examiner, December 10, 1952, 12. 
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theft for operating crooked gambling devices, and illegal liquor sales. The ensuing 

investigation implicated the police department in a payoff scheme involving a “syndicate 

of lewd show promoters.” The growing scandal triggered disciplinary proceedings by the 

Police Commission against the officers involved. It also prompted a grand jury inquiry 

into police corruption. 

Beginning in the fall of 1953, the State Board of Equalization—responsible for liquor 

licensing—stepped up its campaign against “B-Girl” operations. 53 “B-girls” were women 

employed by bar owners as hostesses to attract customers and to induce them to purchase 

high priced, watered down drinks. The police charged that these women augmented their 

earnings by prostituting themselves, sometimes with the tacit support, if not complicity, 

of the bar owners. This practice was particularly common in bars that catered to 

servicemen. The first area the Board moved against was the “International Settlement,” a 

two-block strip of Pacific Street on the north edge of the Montgomery Street prime office 

corridor and west of the Commission District. The entertainment district was likely a 

remnant of the Golden Gate International Exposition, during which different sections of 

the city turned to the tourist trade. The International Settlement was an important 

attraction because it included many of the only remaining intact structures of “Old 

Francisco,” dating back to the Gold Rush era. In keeping with the Fair’s opening “Wild 

West” theme, the Pacific Street was lined with “saloons,” night clubs and dancehalls 

(Figure 27).54 The rowdy, frontier theme fit well history of the street—it was the center of  

                                                 
53 For a discussion of the overlapping social worlds of prostitutes and lesbians in North Beach in the 1950s, 
see Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965; "S.F. Tavern in B-Girl Case 
Appeals Loss of Its License," San Francisco Examiner, October 21, 1953, 36. 
54 Other neighborhood’s in the city were also given names during this period, including “Polk Gulch” 
which would later become the city’s first gay neighborhood. After the war, the “Polk Gulch Fiesta” was 
revived briefly. See "Polk Gulch Fiesta, Hyde and Jefferson Street [Photo ID: AAB-4061]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1949); "Polk Street [Photo ID: 
AAB-5033]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1944). 
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Figure 27: Souvenir of International Settlement, Undated55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
55 Written on front: "Souvenir of International Settlement, Comic Photos, San Francisco, California." 
Written on back: "For additional Prints write to Coronet Pictures." "Two People Posing for a Comic Photo, 
International Settlement [Photo ID: AAB-9097]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (Undated). 
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the “Barbary Coast”—a red-light district with roots back to the Gold Rush.56 Herbert 

Asbury chronicled the gambling, drinking and prostitution for which the Barbary Coast 

was known until it was closed down in 1917.57 A two block section of Pacific Street that 

was the core of the Barbary Coast became known as the “Internaitonal Settlement” by the 

1930s. During the war years, it remained active as an adult entertainment district and was 

frequented by soldiers and sailors on leave and San Francisco became a “dormitory 

city.”58 “Hospitality” was equated with not only housing visiting military personnel, but 

also showing them a “good time.” 

By the early 1950s, once military traffic died down, the “International Settlement” 

and the nearby Broadway nightclub corridor were targeted in raids on “B-girl 

operations.” State Board of Equalization efforts to shutdown prostitution in the 

“International Settlement” were ineffective at best. In fall 1953, the operators of Pago 

Pago, the House of Blue Lights and Arabian Nights were all able to halt revocation orders 

based on “B-Girl” charges by appealing to the State District Court of Appeals.59 In early 

1954, the Board launched five new license revocation proceedings against “B-girl 

operations,” including a second attempt to close down the House of Blue.60 By April 

                                                 
56 According to Herbert Asbury: “The nucleus around which the Barbary Coast developed was the colony 
of Chileno harlots and thieves which clustered along the waterfront at Broadway and Pacific.” Herbert 
Asbury, The Barbary Coast: An Informal History of the San Francisco Underworld (New York: Garden 
City Publishing, 1933), 49. 
57 Ibid. For a description of policing of prostitution and the shuttering of the Barbary Coast, see Neil 
Shumsky, and Larry M. Springer, "San Francisco Zone of Prostitution, 1880-1934," Journal of Historical 
Geography 7 (1981): 71-89. 
58 An image of the 500 block of Pacific from 1946 shows the neon-glow of several night clubs that 
continued to operate after the war, including House of Pisco, Diamond Horseshoe, Monaco, Gorman’s Gay 
90’s, The Barn and The Hurricane. See "International Settlement District [Photo ID: AAB-9091]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1946).For a discussion of the 
impact of World War II on San Francisco and other California cities, see R.W. Lotchin, The Bad City in the 
Good War: San Francisco, Los Angeles, Oakland, and San Diego (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2003). 
59 "S.F. Tavern in B-Girl Case Appeals Loss of Its License," 36. 
60 "Tavern Wins License Round," San Francisco Call Bulletin, September 22, 1953, 6. 
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1954, three of the four places in the International Settlement continued to operate under 

“stays of execution”—including the House of Blue Lights, Arabian Nights and Gay N’ 

Frisky.61 

In the spring of 1954, in the lead up to George Christopher’s second run for 

mayor, the vice war intensified. Christopher’s opponent was George R. Reilly, a local 

administrator of State Board of Equalization—the agency in charge of overseeing liquor 

law enforcement.62 In order to highlight the ineffectual leadership of Reilly, the San 

Francisco district attorney and chief of police tried to “spark” their own drive against B-

girls with the assistance of a new “super vice squad.”63 The squad, headed by Inspector 

Frank Ahern, was created in February 1954. By April, the Chief of Police petitioned the 

Board of Supervisors for a special fund to gather better evidence against bar operators.64 

To stress the need for quicker action, the police chief specifically cited the failure of the 

State Equalization Board to close three bars in the International Settlement after a year of 

legal proceedings.65  

The campaign against “B-girl” operations had its critics, who saw the practice an 

important part of the city’s appeal to tourists. Supervisor Marvin Lewis strongly opposed 

the expanding the “super vice squad” on the grounds the San Francisco was “bad for 

business.” In his remarks, Lewis laid out the economic benefits of maintaining an “open 

town”: 

                                                 
61 "Chief Gaffey Wants $10,000 to Fight Vice," San Francisco News, April 9, 1954, 9. 
62 Dorsey, Christopher of San Francisco, 98-105. 
63 During the campaign, Reilly shrugged off a question about why San Francisco had fewer arrests for 
liquor-related violations than surrounding jurisdictions. He responded, “I think San Franciscans can hold 
their liquor better.” Ibid., 102. 
64 "Chief Gaffey Wants $10,000 to Fight Vice," 9. 
65 These included “Gay N’ Frisky,” Arabian Nights, and the House of Blue Lights in the International 
Settlement and the Tux Club across from the Whitcomb Hotel on Market Street.  
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This city is a seaport town and a tourist city, not Salem, Mass., and I don’t like the 
witch hunting…We’re going to have a certain amount of vice. I don’t care how 
much police work is done. These investigations stir up mud and then it settles 
back to the bottom…Every city has gambling and prostitution. I guess they 
always will. 

None of the other Supervisors were willing to go on record against the funds. The 

appropriation passed with Lewis casting the sole dissenting vote. The public support for 

the “war on vice” notwithstanding, the sentiments expressed by Supervisor Lewis soon 

won out in a strange turn of events. Within days of the appropriation of funds for the 

“super vice squad,” the police chief disbanded the special unit and made the claim that 

“vice such as prostitution, gambling and bookmaking is at an irreducible minimum.”66 

The chief cited several accomplishments of the “super vice squad,” including uncovering 

a prostitution ring, crackdowns on bookies, and disruption of a “floating craps 

game…hidden in the rear of a pie wagon.” With the squad dissolved, the responsibility 

for vice operations devolved to district police captains. The Police Commission, sensing a 

new laxity in crime suppression, issued an ultimatum to the captains “keep things in 

order.”67 The San Francisco Examiner carried the stern warning to the captains on the 

front page. 

In the fall of 1955, voters were presented with a clear choice in the mayoral 

election. Board of Supervisor’s President George Christopher had a reputation as a 

reformer and crusader against vice in part from his successful campaign against a 

legalized gambling statute. Christopher’s opponent was George R. Reilly of the State 

Board of Equalization and was responsible for liquor licensing. In the lead up to the race, 

reform-minded Republicans worked to make liquor licensing a key campaign issue. 

                                                 
66 "Gaffey Kills Super Squad," San Francisco News, April 15, 1954, 1. 
67 Ernest Lenn, "Ultimatum to Cops: Lid on Vice Demanded, Board Warns Captains," San Francisco 
Examiner, May 26, 1954, 1. 
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George Christopher won convincingly over George R. Reilly—162,280 to 77,085—in the 

fall 1955 mayoral election.68 Christopher had the backing of all of the city newspapers 

and the business establishment. Reilly was endorsed by organized labor.  

Reilly may have lost, in part, because he was too closely tied to the state’s failed 

liquor licensing bureaucracy. Reilly had lost his position with the State Board of 

Equalization in January 1955, when the sweeping state liquor law reform law took effect. 

Liquor licensing reform was championed by a newly appointed member of the State 

Board of Equalization in a speech to San Francisco’s Commonwealth Club in October 

1953.69 In his speech, he charged state liquor control agents and the San Francisco police 

with failing to cleanup “miserable liquor mess” in the city. His speech coincided with 

Assemblyman Casper Weinberger’s appointment to head a subcommittee of the Joint 

Legislative Committee on Government Reorganization charged with overseeing liquor 

control.70 Weinberger, representing San Francisco, spent the next three months holding 

public hearings held around the state. In February 1954, the subcommittee recommended 

shifting liquor licensing from the State Board of Equalization to a newly formed Alcohol 

Control Board with enhanced powers and stiffer rules over licenses.71 The liquor reform 

measures proposed by the Weinberger Committee were adopted by voters in November 

1954 and put into effect in January 1955.72 Soon afterward, Assemblyman Weinberger 

sponsored an amendment to the California Business and Professional Code that expanded 

the grounds for revocation of liquor licenses. The revised code of conduct targeted 
                                                 
68 Dorsey, Christopher of San Francisco, 104. 
69 "Leake Assails S.F. Police on Liquor Laws," San Francisco Examiner, October 3, 1953, 1. 
70 "Liquor Board under Study," San Francisco Examiner, October 3, 1953, 6. 
71 "Weinberger Committee Urges Drastic Changes in State Liquor Control Setup," San Francisco News, 
February 5, 1954, 3. 
72 Nan Boyd has reconstructed how liquor licensing reform impacted queer sites in North Beach during the 
1950s and early 1960s. She argues that policing of queer bars played an important role in organizing the 
city’s queer population into a mobilized, politically engaged community. Boyd, Wide Open Town: A 
History of Queer San Francisco to 1965. 
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operators of any “resort for illegal possessors or procurers of narcotics, prostitutes, 

pimps, panderers, or sexual perverts.”73 In effect, it gave the new state agency authority 

to close down a variety of businesses that operated on the edge of the central business 

district—precisely the area where private investors, the Parking Authority and the 

planning bureaucracy needed to acquire property for their redevelopment schemes. In a 

move that highlights the connection between liquor law reform and urban redevelopment, 

Casper Weinberger was given serious consideration to head the city’s Redevelopment 

Agency only a couple of years later. He was taken out of consideration after he revealed 

that his firm represented some of the property owners in one of the major urban renewal 

project areas.74 

George Christopher acted swiftly on his campaign pledge to reverse the “open 

town” policy of his predecessor. One of his first acts as mayor was to shakeup the police 

department. He replaced Chief Healy with Inspector Frank Ahern, the aggressive head of 

the “super vice squad.”75 The first district targeted for “clean-up” under George 

Christopher was the International Settlement. A series of photographs of the district 

reveal the transformation of the International Settlement from a clearly demarcated 

nighttime entertainment district to a respectable commercial district (Figures 28, 29 and 

30). After the war, the International Settlement was still set apart by gateway metal 

arches at either end of the one-block section of Pacific Street. By 1957, the Settlement 

was transformed into a strip of antique stores and interior design firms following two 

years of aggressive policing in the area by the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board. In the 

fall of 1958, the Chief of Police and director of the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board  

                                                 
73 Quoted from: Ibid., 137. 
74 Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San Francisco, 17. 
75 Dorsey, Christopher of San Francisco, 108. 
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Figure 28:  Gateway to the International Settlement, Pacific and Sansome Streets, 
Looking West Down Pacific Street, c195276 

 
 
Courtesy of the San Francisco Library Historical Photography Collection. 
 

                                                 
76 "International Settlement [Photo ID: AAB-9096]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, 
San Francisco Public Library (c1952). 
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Figure 29: Gateway to the International Settlement, Montgomery and Pacific Street, 
Looking East Down Pacific Street, 1950s77 

 

 
 
Courtesy of the San Francisco Library Historical Photography Collection. 
 

                                                 
77 "Looking in to International Settlement [Photo ID: AAB-9092]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (undated). 
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Figure 30:  Gateway to the International Settlement, Montgomery and Pacific Street, 
Looking East Down Pacific Street, 1964.78 

  
 
Courtesy of the San Francisco Library Historical Photography Collection. 

 

                                                 
78 "Pacific Avenue at Kearny Street [Photo ID: AAB-3418]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1964). 
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lifted the “problem area” designation from the International Settlement and shifted 

attention to the North Beach’s Broadway nightclub corridor a couple blocks north.79 As a 

visual reminder that the “wide open” days of the district were over, the signs greeting 

visitors to the “International Settlement” were removed from the two gateway arches 

soon afterward. 

CONCLUSION 

In the early 1950s, a series of urban reform campaigns focused attention on the 

dilapidated and morally degenerate condition of the tattered margins of downtown San 

Francisco. The Health Department began a series of “slum clearance” drives that 

coincided with efforts to purchase property for redevelopment in “blighted” districts. The 

District Attorney “dusted off” red-light abatement laws and launches a “moral crusade” 

against “lewd shows” and “B-girl operations.” The Police Department initiated a 

complementary “vice war” that targeted many of the same area. During the same period, 

transportation planners grew increasing concerned with improving access of the central 

business district as an antidote to region-wide decentralization. They began to look to the 

“fringe” area around the central business district to locate new parking facilities—

sometimes explicitly citing the indirect benefit of “slum clearance.” All of these efforts—

condemnation proceedings, red-light abatement hearings, vice wars, and parking 

improvements—shared the common objective to make room for an expanding central 

business district by assembling land for redevelopment in the entertainment, low-rent, 

and industrial districts that surrounded “downtown.” At the end of the 1950s, these 

approaches to landscape improvement were superseded by the consolidated and expanded 

powers of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency. The sensationalized moral “clean-
                                                 
79 "Liquor License Ruling: North Beach Has a Problem Area," San Francisco Chronicle, September 17, 
1958, 2. 
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up” drives splashed across the headlines of the San Francisco Examiner were replaced by 

the seemingly disinterested implementation of bureaucratic procedures. Whether cloaked 

in the language of moral cleansing or land economics, the outcome was the same. By the 

end of the 1950s, the downtown business and retail districts were poised for expansion at 

the expense of bars, cheap hotels, union halls, produce warehouses, and nighttime 

entertainment spots. 

Coincident with turnover in leadership of the San Francisco Planning and 

Housing Association, the push to “clean-up” the urban landscape took on a more punitive 

tone that employed shaming metaphors of disease and filth. Both a “slum clearance 

drive” launched by the Health Director and a new “vice war” spearheaded by the District 

Attorney operated similarly and had the same intended consequence. Administratively, 

they both targeted property owners in order to “clean-up” particular sections of the city. 

To do this, enforcement officers made systematic inventories of code infractions in 

targeted areas in order to build a case against property owners. The list of infractions was 

then used in administrative hearings where municipal bureaucrats were authorized to 

force the property owners radically change how they used the property. Business owners 

could be forced to cease operations. Landlords could be forced to evict tenants. Building 

owners could be force to reduce their holdings to rubble. To justify the urgency of their 

work, they cast a scornful eye on property owners, shaming them into action with the 

threat of annihilation to back it up. In short, they were both publicly waged campaigns 

aimed at radically transforming the urban landscape, backed by civic leaders, and 

implemented through a seemingly disinterested bureaucratic process. Both “slum drives” 

and “vice wars” also made good copy. They were often announced by—if not prompted 

by—eye-catching headlines and photos in the San Francisco Examiner meant to shock. 
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Overt the next decade, however, the planning bureaucrats would gain the legal 

authority and fiscal ability to act on their modernist vision for the city. Property rights—

previously an obstacle to assembling large tracts of land for redevelopment—were 

weakened by new legal precedents that allowed the taking condemned parcels in 

“blighted” areas. Federal funds were available to limit the cost to developers and the 

financial risk to the local government. With these impediments removed, the pace of 

urban change in San Francisco began to accelerate as condemned structures were razed, 

public building were relocated, and whole sections of the city were reduced to scraped 

earth. Soon even for residents living far from the bulldozers and wrecking balls, change 

would be perceptible as displaced residents began to migrate to new districts and the 

creeping specter of “blight” cast a shadow over their own future. 
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Chapter Five: The Birthplace of Modern San Francisco 

 

THE EVOLVING EMBARCADERO WATERFRONT1 

In the 1930s, the Ferry Building and adjacent waterfront was a major hub of 

activity for the city. Many of the city’s street- and cable car lines radiated out from the 

lower Market Street waterfront to serve the daily commuters and visitors who arrived to 

the ferry terminal—the primary gateway to the city. On some of the long finger piers that 

flanked the Ferry Building, longshoremen loaded and unloaded cargo that moved 

between ships and the belt-line railway. On other piers, soldiers and sailors disembarked 

from their military transport ships. In short, it was a major crossroads for moving goods 

and people in and out of maritime San Francisco and the center of union activity before 

the war. On the Embarcadero, conflicts between organized laborers and shipping firms 

over hiring practices reached a crisis point in 1934 when a policeman shot and killed two 

picketing dock workers.2 A significant concession won by the strikers was greater control 
                                                 
1 Official city maps designate the shoreline roadway from Bay Street on the west to Berry Street on the east 
as “The Embarcadero.” The Port Authority defines the “Northern Waterfront” as extending from the Hyde 
Street Pier near Fisherman’s Wharf to the Bay Bridge crossing near Pier 24. For planning purposes, it has 
given special designation to two smaller segments, the “Fisherman’s Wharf Sub Area” which extends from 
the Hyde Street Pier to Pier 39 and the “Ferry Building Sub Area” which extends from Pier 5 to Pier 24. 
The Redevelopment Agency in the mid-1950s included waterfront blocks from Pacific to Mission Street in 
the “Embarcadero-Lower Market Street Redevelopment Area, E.” In addition, the “lower Market Street” 
portion was limited to the first block of north of Market Street. The “Embarcadero Freeway” at its greatest 
extent passed over the Embarcadero from Howard Street to Broadway with two additional ramps branching 
west at Clay Street. This chapter focuses on the Embarcadero waterfront and adjacent blocks roughly 
coincident with Redevelopment Area E. For Port Authority boundaries, see Matthew Jasper Rubin, "A 
Negotiated Landscape: Planning, Regulation, and the Transformation of San Francisco's Waterfront, 1950 
to the Present" (Dissertation, University of Maryland, College Park, 2003). 48-56. For the extent of 
Redevelopment Area E, see "Embarcadero-Lower Market Redevelopment Project Area E-1 : A Report on 
the Tentative Redevelopment Plan," (San Francisco: Redevelopment Agency of the City and County of San 
Francisco in cooperation  with the Department of City Planning, 1958). 
2 Many of the sites connected to the Waterfront Strike of 1934 are in and around “the front.” Clashes 
between longshoremen and police occurred on the Embarcadero over the course of several days and 
resulted in the shooting deaths of two laborers. The shootings occurred on the backside of the front at the 
corner of Steuart and Mission. The strike headquarters of the International Longshoremen’s Association 
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over the hiring practices. Until it was relocated to Fisherman’s Wharf in the mid 1950s, 

Pier 16 continued to serve as the hiring hall for the International Longshoremen & 

Warehousemen's Union.3 

In the late 1930s, the Embarcadero waterfront entered a period of prolonged 

decline as cars and trains became the new principle mode of interurban transportation 

with the opening of the Bay Bridge. When commuter train service began operation 

between San Francisco and the East Bay in January 1939, the new principal point of entry 

into the city shifted to the new Trans Bay Terminal at First and Mission.4 The new central 

transit terminal was located several blocks away from the waterfront, resulting in a major 

remapping of daily commuting patterns. The upper deck of the Bay Bridge carried 

automobile traffic, while the lower deck was devoted to train service. At the Transbay 

Terminal, commuters transferred from “Key” trains to the Municipal Rail network. 

Overnight, the Ferry Building was transformed from a place of centrality into a marginal 

zone with dramatically fewer people passing through on a regular basis. The press 

contributed to the perception that the Ferry Building was a peripheral, uninhabited space 

by labeling it a “ghost terminal.”5 Ferries did continue to operate, however, they were 

phased out as automobile use become more common. By the late 1950s, ferry service had 

                                                                                                                                                 
was nearby. See David F. Selvin, A Terrible Anger: The 1934 Waterfront Strike and General Strikes in San 
Francisco (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1996). 
3 The hiring hall was moved around the time planning for the Embarcadero Freeway got underway. The 
freeway necessitated the destruction of the belt-line railroad that served as an important transportation link 
between the piers and the warehouses up and down the waterfront industrial zone. "Group of Bay Area 
Ministers Inspecting a Longshoremen's Hiring Hall [Photo ID: AAD-5654]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1955). 
4 "San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge Key System Train Terminal [Photo ID: AAD-1746]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1939). 
5 "Ferry Building," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library 
(1939); "Ferry Building [Photo ID:AAB-6418]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1939). Ferries continued to operate out of the building for a number of years, 
however, on a rapidly diminishing schedule of service. During the two seasons of the 1939/40 Golden Gate 
International Exposition, ferries provided one of a number of gateways to the fairgrounds on Treasure 
Island in the middle of the bay. 
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diminished to an all time low. When the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge across the northern 

reaches of the Bay opened in 1958, “the next-to-last ferry boat [was] forced into 

oblivion.”6 On the occasion, the press pointed out the magnitude of the shift from ferries 

to bridge traffic: “20 years ago this week, all-time traffic records were broken when 9,249 

cars were ferried from Sausalito to San Francisco on a Sunday night, whereas last June 

17, 62,846 vehicles crossed the Golden Gate Bride.” 

During the war, the waterfront witnessed a resurgence of activity. The Ferry 

Building was soon put to new uses. The steel pedestrian bridge that offered safe passage 

for commuters to cross over the congested Embarcadero was dismantled for urgently 

needed scrap metal.7 The upper floor waiting rooms were converted to dormitories for 

servicemen by the Travelers Aid Society and the Convention and Visitors Bureau with 

the support of the State Board of Harbor Commissioners. It was part of a citywide 

campaign to increase temporary housing stock. The press welcomed the plan: 

“Servicemen will no longer have to sleep in hotel lobbies and park benches on free 

weekends here if these men can help it.”8  

After the war, the interior spaces were reconfigured to accommodate state 

government bureaucrats and foreign trade boosters. Only a couple of months after 

Japan’s surrender, the removal of the Army’s “Port of Embarkation” shield over the 

entrance to Pier 15 signaled a drop in troop movements through the Embarcadero.9 

                                                 
6 "View of Ferry Building with Yerba Buena Island and Nearly Completed Bay Bridge in Background 
[Photo ID: AAD-6316]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1958). 
7 "Steel Pedestrian Bridge Crossing the Embarcadero to the Ferry Building [Photo ID: AAD-6321]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1942). 
8 "Will F. Morrish, Joseph F. Marias, T. Louis Chess and Walter G. Swanson Inspecting the Upper Floor of 
the Ferry Building [Photo ID: AAD-6370]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1943). 
9 "The Port of Embarkation Shield Is Taken Down from Pier 15 [Photo ID: AAC-2321]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1946). 
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Reflecting further reductions in troop activity, the military decommissioned Fort 

McDowell on Angel Island in August 1946.10 Operated by the Army’s Transportation 

Corps, Fort McDowell had served as an important point of entry for returning war 

veterans. The Korean War postponed the complete cessation of troop movements through 

the city until around 1954 when Seattle became the main port of embarkation of soldier 

bound for Asia. 11 Although they did not mention the impact on the social spaces 

dependent of visiting military personnel, Mayor Robinson, U.S. Representative John 

Shelley, and shipyard operators accurately predicted the financial blow to the many small 

businesses that offered supplies and services to troops passing through the city—

including many along the Embarcadero. 

During the 1940s, the Ferry Building housed offices for the California 

Department of Fish and Game, the California Department of Corrections, the State 

Division of Oil and Gas, the Marine Beneficial Association, and the Board of State 

Harbor Commissioners. In addition to providing office space for various state agencies, 

the building also contained remnants of its earlier function as the principle port of entry 

to the city. Prior to the opening of the Bay Bridge, the city Chamber of Commerce 

greeted visiting business leaders and dignitaries in a private oak-paneled reception room. 

Guests were then given an overview of California geography with the aid of a 450 foot 

long map of the state illustrating its pattern of economic activities and a tour of the 

California Bureau of Mines’ extensive mineral collection.12 Near the end of World War 

                                                 
10 "United States Army Lowering Flag on Angel Island as Military Deactivates Fort Mcdowell [Photo ID: 
AAC-9610]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1946). 
11 "Parley Asked for Troopship Switch; Mayor Wants Talks with Military Soon," San  Francisco News, 
April 8, 1954; "Shelley Thinks About Running for Mayor," San Francisco News, April 21, 1954. 
12 Nancy Olmsted, The Ferry Building: Witness to a Century of Change, 1898-1998 (Berkeley: Port of San 
Francisco in conjunction with Heyday Books, 1998). 
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II, business leaders eagerly anticipated reestablishing the Ferry Building as a major 

gateway to the city and as a centerpiece post-war economic redevelopment.  

THE CHAMBER, THE ARCHITECT, AND THE PROPOSED WORLD TRADE CENTER 

In the 1943 Shoreline Development Report—the first professional document 

prepared by the city’s nascent planning department—planning director L. Demming 

Tilton took a comprehensive view of the problems affecting the waterfront and the need 

to reestablish the centrality of “the foot of Market Street.”13 He outlined a number of 

challenges that postwar planners would face in efforts to bring “vitality” back to the 

district, including the obsolescence of the Ferry building, the disorderly mixture of 

nearby land use, the age of the structures, and inadequacy of the transportation 

infrastructure. Rather than recommending a specific plan of action, he suggested several 

uses for the Ferry Building that were circulating at the time. These included preserving 

the Ferry Building so that it “might be kept as an antique,” remodeling it with the intent 

of “putting it to better use,” or “land clearance” in order to construct a “Water Gate”—

referring to a proposal to build a passenger cruise ship terminal on the site.14 According 

to Tilton, the problem with lower Market was the lack of economic activity resulting in a 

decline in property values and tax revenue. He noted that lessened activity in the area had 

led to numerous vacancies in the one and two-story buildings in the surrounding area—a 

problem he predicted would become more acute after the war.15 

The plans for the waterfront that Tilton alluded to in the Shoreline Development 

report were being developed by business leaders associated with the Chamber of 

Commerce who, in the same year as the report was published, hired William Gladstone 

                                                 
13 Tilton, "Shoreline Development: A Portion of the Master Plan of San Francisco; Preliminary Report." 
14 Ibid., 3. 
15 Ibid., 48. 
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Merchant to design a World Trade Center for the lower Market area.16 Early in his career, 

Merchant worked with Bernard Maybeck on the Palace of Fine Arts for the 1915 Panama 

Pacific International Exposition. By the 1930s, he had established himself as a prominent 

San Francisco architect and served on the Architectural Commission for the 1939 Golden 

Gate International Exposition. His experience with self-contained, large-scale projects 

made him well qualified to draft plans for the World Trade Center. Merchant and backers 

of the World Trade Center project considered several locations for the development. The 

Commission District—a zone of low-rise warehouse and light industrial buildings located 

between the waterfront and the Montgomery Street financial district—was considered 

one possibility. The other was the Ferry Building and sections of the nearby buildings 

lining the Embarcadero (Figure 31). 

Plans to redevelop the Commission District preceded the involvement of 

Merchant and may have originated with efforts by the Chamber of Commerce to expand 

the downtown office district to the east of Montgomery Street—the city’s prime office 

corridor at the time. After an extensive survey of the Commission District done in 1939 

to evaluate the system for distributing of wholesale fruits and vegetables throughout the 

city, the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce set up a committee of “agricultural 

business interests” and farmer groups to study the problem and suggest improvements.17 

The Agricultural Committee of the Chamber of Commerce lobbied the city to replace the 

                                                 
16 William Gladstone and Hans U. Gerson Merchant, "William G. Merchant / Hans U. Gerson Collection,  
(1930-1967)," (Berkeley, California: Environmental Design Archives. College of Environmental Design. 
University of California, Berkeley.). 
17 Erdman Calhoun, and Mehren,, "Improving the San Francisco Wholesale Fruit and Vegetable Market," 
(Berkeley: United States Dept. of Agriculture, Bureau of Agriculture Economics, in cooperation with 
University of California, College of Agriculture, Agricultural Experiment Station, 1943). 



 165

Figure 31: Early Design for World Trade Center18 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 William G. Merchant, "William G. Merchant Collection, 1934-1941," (Berkeley, California: 
Environmental Design Archives. College of Environmental Design. University of California, Berkeley.). 
Image accessible on-line at http://www.ced.berkeley.edu/cedarchives/profiles/merchant.htm.  
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wholesale fruit and produce market at the heart of the Commission District with a 

modern, sanitary facility elsewhere (Figure 32).19 The first detailed analysis of alternative 

sites for handling wholesale produce was prepared in 1942 by rural development planners 

associated with the University of California’s College of Agriculture. In the report, the 

author’s mapped the “Washington Street Fruit and Vegetable Market District” and 

recommended that it be relocated in its entirety to the eastern margin of the city—

specifically, either Islais Creek or the Channel district near China Basin. 

The development plans of the World Trade Center boosters was, in part, 

contingent not only on moving the produce merchants, but also eliminating the 

Washington-Jackson cable car line which looped through the center of the district (Figure 

33). The first attempt to cut the line, in 1942, was initiated at the same time alternatives 

for relocating the produce market were under review. Once the “Save the Cable Car 

League” won the fight the following year to keep the line running, the World Trade 

Center boosters hired William Merchant to develop plans to construct the complex at the 

foot of Market Street. This site, however, proved to have problems of its own—namely 

the question of whether to raze the Ferry Building and the challenge of integrating the 

shoreline freeway into the design. 

                                                 
19 The committee enlisted the help of the Wholesale Fruit and Vegetable Dealers Association, the Central 
Council of Civic Clubs, the California Farm Bureau Federation, the California Division of Farmers’ 
Educational and Cooperative Union of America, and the Pacific Rural Press. At the request of the 
Chamber’s Agricultural Committee and their supporters, the Board of Supervisors authorized the United 
States Department of Agriculture and the University of California to recommend “improvements and 
economies” to the system.  
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Figure 32:  Aerial View of Embarcadero Waterfront with Outline of Produce Market, 
Department of City Planning20 

 

 

                                                 
20 This image is dated June 24, 1954 and labeled as the future site of the Embarcadero Center. Also, its 
provenance in linked to the Department of City Planning. The outlines of the areas targeted for 
redevelopment corresponds to the Produce, or Commission, District, as defined in the 1943 report on the 
wholesale fruit and vegetable market. See Calhoun, "Improving the San Francisco Wholesale Fruit and 
Vegetable Market," vii. 
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Figure 33: Produce District and Portion of Washington-Jackson Cable Car Line, 194221 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
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Reflective of the uncertainty that surrounded the final determination of where to 

locate the World Trade Center, the Citizens’ Postwar Planning Committee assembled to 

prioritize peacetime civic improvement efforts left the details of the project “in the 

capable hands of a body of public-spirited citizens who have incorporated and propose to 

finance it with private capital.”22 Ceding control over the Center’s design to private 

interests, the Planning Commission limited its role in the project to overseeing efforts to 

relocate the produce market while remaining silent about how to best to use the cleared 

site. The policy of leaving downtown redevelopment in the hands of private interests 

contrasted with the city’s more aggressive efforts to redevelop rundown and overcrowded 

residential districts. Nevertheless, “citizens’ groups” were eager to involve city leaders 

when public improvement projects would facilitate privately-financed redevelopment 

schemes. In early 1947, Mayor Lapham revived efforts to eliminate the city-owned cable 

car network, including the Washington-Jackson line which passed through the center of 

the Produce Market. Just as the “Save the Cable Car League” had done five years earlier, 

an organized group of preservationists successfully blocked a campaign to cut the cables 

led by elected officials and backed by downtown business leaders. After Frieda 

Klussmann’s successful 1947 campaign to save the cables, the World Trade Center 

boosters—at the time an incorporated group of public-minded citizens—petitioned the 

state legislature to expand public-sector involvement in the project with the creation of 

the “World Trade Center Authority.” With the Produce Market site no longer considered 

feasible, the group stepped up efforts to push for construction of the World Trade Center 

at the foot of Market Street. Redeveloping the new location posed a different set of 

obstacles. Because the waterfront was under the jurisdiction of the Board of State Harbor 

                                                 
22 Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee, "Report of the Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee to Mayor 
Roger D. Lapham." 
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Commissioners, the world trade boosters were forced to deal with a different group of 

property interests. The Authority was formed to ease coordination between the World 

Trade Center backers and the Harbor Commissioners. A seat on the Authority’s board 

was reserved for the president of the Harbor Commission. 

The World Trade Center plans were finally unveiled to the general public in early 

1948 and subjected to greater scrutiny from the press.23 Merchant’s plan called for a 

major land clearance and bay reclamation project at the foot of Market Street.24 Two-

thirds of the three million square foot development was to be constructed on fill added 

beyond the seawall at the foot of Market. The remaining third would be built on a cleared 

section of waterfront blocks on either side of Market Street. The focal point of the 

development was to be a modern 30 story office tower dedicated to promoting and 

managing international trade for the benefit of the port, shipping firms, and local 

industry. Around the central tower, a rigid grid of five to eight-story office blocks would 

frame several “sheltered plazas” and mark the boundaries of a fortress-like complex. The 

north-side of the new district fronting the Bay, a new passenger cruise ship terminal 

would reestablish the area as a gateway to the city, albeit for a different class of 

visitors—tourists rather than daily commuters. 

The San Francisco Chronicle endorsed the plan, while also acknowledging 

support for the project would face “sentimental objections” and require integrating the 

planned shoreline freeway into the design.25 Critics of the plan immediately voiced 

opposition to tearing down the Ferry Building, arguing that the structure was an iconic 

                                                 
23 From editorial in the January 24, 1948 San Francisco Chronicle. Cited from: Rubin, 151. 
24 Sketches of the proposed World Trade Center done by Merchant date back to at least 1942 indicating 
that private discussions about development alternatives predated both Merchant’s employment as project 
architect and the decision to locate the Center at the foot of Market rather than the Produce Market. 
25 Quoted from: Rubin, "A Negotiated Landscape: Planning, Regulation, and the Transformation of San 
Francisco's Waterfront, 1950 to the Present"., 151. 
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symbol of the city. Supervisor Marvin Lewis charged that its meaning to residents was 

comparable of the Eiffel Tower for Parisians or the Statue of Liberty for New Yorkers. 

The plan, however, was stalled not by the appeal of preservationists, but by bureaucratic 

infighting. Legal experts disputed over whether one state agency—the Harbor Board—

could sell property to another—the World Trade Authority—with the intent of leasing it 

back. Despite the setback, the Authority continued to press for action on the plan. In 

1951, it published a prospectus with a series of drawings, including one superimposed 

over a bird’s eye aerial photograph of the waterfront. An impressive array of government  

leaders lent their support, including Governor Earl Warren, Mayor Elmer Robinson, and 

the Secretary of Commerce. By 1951, it was clear that the World Trade Center Authority 

lacked the resources and backing to launch a large-scale redevelopment project in the 

lower Market Street area and lapsed into a period of inactivity. 

ARTHUR CAYLOR AND THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE 

In the early spring of 1954, Arthur Caylor, a columnist for the business-friendly 

San Francisco News, redirected attention to redeveloping the northern waterfront.26 He 

credited real estate “operator” Edward D. Keil with the idea to redevelop the 

Embarcadero.27 According to Caylor, Keil’s inspiration came from visit to Boston where 

he learned of the city’s efforts to raze the West End immigrant neighborhood and replace 

it with residential towers in a park-like setting. In his column, Caylor outlined a new 

                                                 
26 Arthur Caylor, "Use State Oil Funds for S.F. Development," San Francisco News, April 13, 1954. 
27 Perhaps ironically, Edward D. Keil was also the President of the Pioneer Society of California, a social 
register of descendents of early American settlers who had arrived before 1850. Keil’s claim that the 
Embarcadero was “where San Francisco began” is not quite accurate. The earliest European settlements 
were the Spanish mission and Presidio founded in 1776 and the Yerba Buena settlement that grew out of a 
homestead established by Englishman William Richardson in 1835. The lower Market Street area was built 
several decades later on land reclaimed from Yerba Buena Cove. During the Gold Rush years, the cove was 
filled with ships that were abandoned in the shallow shoals once they arrived and their crews headed for the 
goldfield. 
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financing strategy for shoreline improvements. Caylor described how local and state 

officials in Pennsylvania worked in cooperation to level and rebuild a large section of 

Pittsburgh’s riverfront. The “Golden Triangle” project succeeded because it used public 

expenditures to attract private investment to a scheme the transformed the city’s “rotten” 

industrial waterfront into a mixture of park land, parking structures, and office towers. In 

language laced with a religious fervor, Caylor called the project a “miracle,” “a most 

spectacular rebirth” that brought back the city’s birthplace that had “gone to hell” from 

“fire, flood, smoke and plain old age.” 

In a departure from the earlier characterizations of the area as either lacking 

sufficient vitality or congested to the point of inefficiency, Caylor tagged lower Market 

Street with a new label: “blighted.” His appeal to eliminate blight, however, was more 

than simply a moralist’s campaign to clean up the city—it contained a pragmatic plan for 

initiating redevelopment. He proposed funding the development with royalties from the 

state’s offshore oil drilling leases. The “tidelands fund” had been held in escrow while its 

use was under litigation, but at the time the state had begun accepting proposals to fund 

local shoreline development projects.28 Caylor strongly urged state officials to use the 

money to jumpstart private investment in redevelopment projects along the waterfront. 

As a model, he pointed to the recently completed “Golden Triangle” development in 

Pittsburgh where private investors were “convinced” to put up millions to rebuild a 

blighted district once the state funded plans for an adjacent riverfront park and 

underwrote the land acquisition and clearance costs. To emphasize the need for backing 

from state officials, Caylor repeated called on the “STATE of California” to take the lead 
                                                 
28 Often referred to the “tidelands fund,” this was the same source of revenue that generated interest in 
shoreline improvements over ten years earlier. The first professional planning report prepared by the newly 
formed city planning department was drafted as a guide for how to allocate the city’s share of tideland 
funds. Among the priorities identified was rehabilitation of the area around the Ferry Building. See Tilton, 
"Shoreline Development: A Portion of the Master Plan of San Francisco; Preliminary Report." 
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because it both had the “dough” and “owns” the harbor, the piers, the Embarcadero and 

the Beltline Railway. Caylor challenged San Francisco and the State of California follow 

the example set in Pittsburgh by reallocating $4 million in tideland money currently 

earmarked for “face-lifting” the Palace of Fine Arts. Clearly signaling embrace of the 

modern, Caylor characterized the remnant of the 1915 Panama Pacific International 

Exposition as “the beautiful but decayed hulk” and a “Project Rathole.” In challenging 

the wisdom of using the funds for a historic preservation project, Caylor’s suggestion to 

fund a modernist project instead foreshadowed a fight between downtown business 

interests and the tourism boosters over how to best develop the city’s northern shoreline. 

He closed his column with the final benediction “Praise God from whom oil blessings 

flow.” 

The particular modernist vision that Caylor advocated was influenced by 

redevelopment projects already underway elsewhere. Boston provided the inspiration for 

waterfront redevelopment and Pittsburgh demonstrated how it could be financially 

feasible. Caylor also suggested that Rio de Janeiro’s stone quays with their unobstructed 

views of the water and concealed storage sheds were superior to the acres of unneeded 

piers along the bay. He was careful to also draw on local experiences to illustrate how 

San Francisco’s lower Market district could be transformed into a modern space of living. 

Caylor asked readers to picture the city’s recently completed Stonestown development 

transplanted to the northern waterfront:  

Think of Metropolitan Towers being transplanted from the fog belt to the spot 
along the Embarcadero where San Francisco began. What a view—particularly at 
night! What weather—like the lee of Telegraph Hill. What a location—within 
walking distance of everything but the Cliff House. Imagine the upper floors 
apartments and offices, the lower floors a shopping center like Stonestown. If 
need be the piers can be made into low, double decked parking lots…it would 
make sense to tie the [planned] Embarcadero freeway to our vacant pier roofs and 
use their vast expanse for parking. Why should the seagulls get all the breaks? 
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High-rise living, freeways, new parking structures, and modern shopping amenities were 

all meant to deliver a “knockout blow” to decentralization—to reverse the flow of San 

Franciscans across the bridges and down the peninsula in search of suburban domesticity. 

“Stonestown” and the “Metropolitan Towers” represented a new modern way of 

living that emphasized convenience, efficiency, and auto-mobility. The Stoneson 

Brothers—Ellis and Henry—had built 300 homes in the early 1940s for defense workers 

employed in the Bayview district. After the war, the brothers turned their resources to a 

more extensive project by developing a large parcel in the city’s far southwestern region. 

Named Stonestown, the new “city-within-a-city” would be well situated to take 

advantage of the new planned freeway network as well as the adjacent green space of 

Lake Merced. The 23 million dollar, 67 acre project included 28 two- to three-story 

apartment buildings and four 10-story apartment buildings with 90 units each. In 1950, 

the privately financed 783 rental units were complete and marketed as the city’s newest 

neighborhood—with space for 3,000 to 3,500 new residents.29 To add to the appeal, the 

“Stonestown” Shopping Center was planned for an adjacent tract. It was the city’s first 

and only “modern” mall. Several of the Union Square-area retailers opened branch stores 

in the outdoor retail center—eager to remain competitive as consumers began to seek out 

more accessible nearby shopping amenities and avoid traditional downtown retail district. 

South of Stonestown and the growing San Francisco State University campus, 

Parkmerced was the city’s first master planned “neighborhood” with apartment towers. 

Started in 1941, construction began in earnest after the war—around the time the 

Stoneson brothers began drafting plans for Stonestown. Like Stonestown, Parkmerced 

was planned by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company of New York in anticipation of 

                                                 
29 "Construction of Stonestown Apartment Buildings [Photo ID:AAC-0804]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1949). 
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a new high speed connection to the urban core—the Junipero Serra freeway. Both 

developments included smaller two and three story apartment buildings as well as taller 

residential towers in a well manicured park-like setting. To add to its appeal, Parkmerced 

was laid out with an orderly and “themed” street pattern—a radiating web of boulevards, 

drives and avenues designated by Spanish surnames. The $30,000,000 project included 

living space for 5,000 residents in 2,000 rental units—many in a complex of eleven 13-

story “skyscraper apartments.” To augment street parking, three two-deck garages were 

designed to accommodate 1,600 automobiles.30 In 1952, the Metropolitan Life introduced 

San Franciscan’s to modern high-rise living by inviting the public to view furnished 

model apartments complete with “forest-green print draperies, and an avocado and gray 

synthetic fabric carpet."31  

The Park Merced and Stonestown projects were covered in the press and touted as 

part of a “model city” for a new form of urban life. From their inception in the 1940s 

until their completion in the early 1950s, the San Francisco News provided images and 

news copy that tracked the evolving skyline of the southwest corner of the city. The two 

districts reflected dramatic shift away from the traditional urban fabric of the city. Most 

of the city’s existing neighborhoods were oriented around a pedestrian and public transit 

oriented shopping district. Rather than a pattern of land-use that separated housing from 

shopping, these traditional neighborhoods integrated the two with housing in the upper 

floors above the ground floor retail and usually low-rise Victorian row houses in the 

surrounding blocks. These two new post-war privately financed housing districts 

assumed a very different pattern of daily movement for its new residents. They 

                                                 
30 "Construction of Parkmerced Apartment Buildings [Photo ID:AAC-0332]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1950). 
31 "Artist's Sketch of a Proposed Parking Garage on Market Street [Photo ID: AAB-6263]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1941). 
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presupposed automobile ownership and partitioned the space in ways that sheltered 

people, but also their principle mode of transportation. In short, they were precisely the 

kind of development that Caylor and Keil wanted to see on the northern waterfront. 

The day after Caylor’s column ran, the editors of the San Francisco News 

endorsed his “dream” and reiterated the benefits of modernizing the waterfront.32 The 

editors endorsed the idea of using state revenues to make the waterfront more appealing 

to private investors and directing redevelopment efforts to acquiring and clearing land. 

While the editors stopped short of calling the district blighted, they painted an 

unflattering image of it in calling the Ferry Building a “crumbling ruin” and the area 

around it “an eyesore in our very front yard.” Going further than Caylor, the editors 

specified that by making “the land available for modernization” the city could push begin 

to deindustrialize the northern waterfront and final eliminate the Commission district 

from the path of downtown expansion:  

Suppose the whole string of now useless wharves were made usable for other 
purposes. Suppose the Embarcadero were freed of the state’s Belt Line Railroad 
on the north side of Market Street and paved to make a wide esplanade with the 
freeway as a second deck. Suppose the ramshackle buildings along the west side 
of the Embarcadero were replaced by handsome modern structures extending up 
into the present commission district. 

For the city’s business elite, the Embarcadero likely conjured up memories of the 1934 

Waterfront Strike where striking longshoremen played a major role in strengthening 

workers rights on the West Coast, and even nationally.33 To erase the scenes where union 

picketing sparked a deadly reaction from the heavily armed police force, port operators 

likely resented that the lower Market Street area continued to serve as organizational hub 

of maritime trade unionism. With the planned start of the Embarcadero freeway, 

                                                 
32 Frank R. Ford, "Caylor's New Dream," San Francisco News, April 14, 1954. 
33 Selvin, A Terrible Anger: The 1934 Waterfront Strike and General Strikes in San Francisco. 
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however, the 5,000-member International Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s Union 

began preparations to leave their quarters just east of the Ferry Building.34 

Although he did not secure tideland funds to initiate redevelopment on the 

Embarcadero, Caylor did revive the World Trade Center project and spark interest in 

redeveloping the waterfront. The following week the “San Francisco Harbor Bond 

Finance Committee” authorized the issuance of waterfront development bond to fund a 

scaled-back version of the World Trade Center and a five-story garage on piers north of 

the Ferry Building.35 Soon afterwards, the News unveiled revised plans for a Merchant’s 

World Trade Center complex.36 Unlike earlier version, the new plan called for retaining 

the Ferry Building but extensively remodeling the north wing to house World Trade 

Center offices. Additionally, the revised plan sought to integrate the Embarcadero 

freeway into the scheme by constructing a stepped plaza at the foot of Market Street. The 

broad plaza would be framed by new annexes of the World Trade Center and an elevated 

esplanade the allowed visitors to look over the freeway to the Ferry Building on the other 

side. Unlike the earlier appeals for redevelopment that relied on vivid descriptions of the 

lower Market area as it was and could be, this one used images to sell the idea. Two 

photographs taken at the base of Market Street—one looking north across the 

Embarcadero and the other south—took direct aim at the “clutter and decay, the drab 

harbor front nobody cares about.” What had once been the “city’s front” had become “the 

edge of San Francisco that citizens forgot.” A third image—a sketch of Merchant’s 

                                                 
34 Local 10 of the union purchased land near Fisherman’s Wharf in July 1954 to build a new hiring hall and 
auditorium. "S.F. Union Buys Land from PG&E: $1 Million Hiring Hall to Be Built," San Francisco News, 
July 24, 1954. 
35 The Harbor Bond Finance Committee was established in 1951 by the state legislature. The committee 
consisted of the governor, state controller, state treasurer, and the president of the State Board of Harbor 
Commissioners. "Forward San Francisco: Swig Shows Faith in S.F. Future," San Francisco News, April 
19, 1954; H.W. Kusserow, "Port Building Bonds Okayed," San Francisco News, April 15, 1954. 
36 "The City's Front Need Not Be So Far, Far Behind," San Francisco News, July 24, 1954. 
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World Trade Center with the “terraced fountain-and-garden plaza treatment—illustrated 

how the area would again be the “center of downtown” and become the “birthplace of 

modern San Francisco” (Figure 34). 

Caylor’s call for a large-scale waterfront redevelopment project shifted the city’s 

priorities in its ongoing “slum prevention drive” headed by the Health Department and 

“war on vice” launched by the District Attorney’s office. Both the “slum drive” and “vice 

war” had begun in late 1953 and initially targeted the predominantly African American 

Western Addition and the South of Market “skid road.” The complimentary campaigns 

constituted the city’s first effort to develop an urban renewal program. In April 1954, 

both the “slum clearance drive” and the “war on vice” were expanded to include the 

lower Market waterfront—precisely the area identified by Caylor in need of a “Golden 

Triangle”-type redevelopment project. The Health Department—after months of targeting 

properties in the Western Addition and South of Market areas—expanded its activities to 

include the waterfront.37 At the largest hearing to date, the two-story Colchester Hotel—a 

47 year old building with two taverns and a potato warehouse on the first floor—was 

tagged a “public nuisance” and razed soon afterwards.38 The San Francisco News, eager 

to shift redevelopment priorities to the waterfront, emphasized the Colchester Hotel 

findings in its coverage of the hearing. It also included an image of the structure to 

illustrate to readers its seismic vulnerability and its unsightly appearance. The image of 

the Colchester Hotel may have been the first in a steady stream of similar “blight” photos  
                                                 
37 Prior to the April meeting, the San Francisco News described the upcoming proceeding as part of a 
“South of Market Cleanup” involving 31 property owners in the area. Based on the findings at the meeting 
and the press coverage afterwards, it is reasonable to assume that the South of Market renewal project 
backed by Benjamin Swig was overshadowed by efforts to reshape the waterfront.  "31 Properties Face 
City Condemnation," San Francisco News, April 7, 1954; "Colchester Hotel [Photo ID: AAB-1965]."; 
"Store Is Ordered out of the Building; Sox Acts after Inspector Reports 'Sinking in the Middle'," San 
Francisco News, April 8, 1954. 
38 "Colchester Hotel [Photo ID: AAB-1965]."; "Store Is Ordered out of the Building; Sox Acts after 
Inspector Reports 'Sinking in the Middle'." 
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Figure 34: The Proposed Ferry Plaza and World Trade Center, 1954. 
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that appeared in the San Francisco News during the 1950s. Photos of this type were used 

to build public support for redevelopment projects—almost always appearing in 

conjunction with fundraising drives or on the eve of hearings about the projects. 

In early 1955, a dispute involving the San Francisco Public Works Department, 

the State Board of Harbor Commissioners, the World Trade Center and the State Division 

of Highways put an end to the grand designs for a Trade Center plaza at the foot of 

Market.39 The Public Works Department complained that the plan conflicted with the 

municipal trolley car system. The Harbor Commissioners objected to the structure’s 

restrictions on truck access to the piers. William G. Merchant raised concerns about the 

roadway’s impact on the Ferry plaza and pedestrian access to the Ferry Building. He was 

backed by Edward Keil and the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, who favored 

minimizing the impact of the freeway by creating a “parkway” the would “create a beauty 

spot attractive to private investment.” State highway planners rejected the plaza design, 

but offered to include tunneled pedestrian underpasses connecting the Ferry Building to 

Market Street. The inability of the various state and local bureaucracies to come to an 

agreement on a comprehensive design for the Embarcadero delayed the city’s urban 

renewal program for several years. In the interim, urban renewal proponents pursued a 

more modest plan for rehabilitating the Ferry Building while they lobbied to minimize 

the visual impact of the planned freeway. 

Merchant’s plan for a World Trade Center Building and Plaza straddling the 

freeway lacked the financial and political support to move forward. Under the guidance 

of Cyril Magnin, a well-known civic leader and retail magnate, the north wing of the 

Ferry Building was refashioned into a World Trade Center, but the low-rise waterfront 

                                                 
39 Mary Ellen Leary, "Ferry Building Plaza Plan Stirs Row," San Francisco News, February 11, 1955. 
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blocks were unaffected. Operated by the “World Trade Association” of the Bay Area 

Council, the new facility provided leasable office space to association members 

beginning in 1955.40 By bringing together representatives of the city’s maritime industry 

with representatives from foreign countries, the Council sought to continue the wartime 

economic expansion of the Bay Area through the post-war cultivation of foreign trade. 

By 1957, World Trade Center tenants included “four foreign nations, 18 import-export 

firms, three steamship lines, several admiralty lawyers and maritime trade 

organization.”41 

As a venue to facilitate interaction among Association members, an elegant wood 

paneled “World Trade Club” with bay views was added the same year as a space to hold 

social events and host invited speakers. With this project, Magnin—who had recently 

been appointed to head the State Board of Harbor Commissioners—began a nearly 

twenty-year long career as a major advocate for shoreline redevelopment and started a 

sustained effort to shift control of port facilities from state to municipal ownership. By 

the time of he stepped down from the San Francisco Port Authority—the locally 

controlled governing body that replaced the State Harbor Board—the northern waterfront 

had been largely transformed from an industrial zone to a strip of tourist attractions, 

apartment towers, and office buildings.42 

                                                 
40 Olmsted, The Ferry Building: Witness to a Century of Change, 1898-1998. 
41 "Trade Center Now About 3/4 Rented," San Francisco Chronicle, March 1, 1957. 
42 Magnin resigned from the Port Commission (a reorganized version of the Board of Harbor 
Commissioner to which he had been appointed by 1955) in 1974 after the new city attorney adopted 
conflict of interest rules. Rubin, "A Negotiated Landscape: Planning, Regulation, and the Transformation 
of San Francisco's Waterfront, 1950 to the Present"., 229. 
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AREA E, THE BLYTH ZELLERBACH COMMITTEE, AND THE EMBARCADERO 
FREEWAY 

In early 1955, it was clear that the World Trade Center would not be the 

development scheme that would reshape the northern waterfront. The failure of World 

Trade Center plan and the associated dispute over freeway design resulted in greater 

involvement of downtown business and real estate interests in urban planning issues. 

Determined to clear the waterfront blocks from the northern margin of an expanding 

downtown, business leaders began to push city officials to seek federal and state funds to 

meet their redevelopment objectives. In February 1955—at the urging of the Chamber of 

Commerce43—the Board adopted a resolution to designate the 28-block “Embarcadero-

Lower Market Redevelopment Area.”44 

Redevelopment Area E was much larger in scale than the World Trade Center 

project which had been contemplated for either the area around the Ferry Building or the 

nearby “Commission District.” Area E included both areas in one large tract of land, 

thereby effectively linking the Montgomery Street office corridor to the waterfront. 

Despite the mix of land-uses within Area E, the redevelopment project was characterized 

as an effort to move the “produce market,” a concentration of wholesale produce 

warehouses where local merchants received goods shipped to the waterfront piers. The 

core of activity was a three block stretch of Washington Street between Battery and 

Drumm.  

                                                 
43 The Chamber of Commerce took great interest in the Ferry Building. During the 1920s and 1930s, 
visiting businessmen were hosted in the mahogany paneled offices of the California Chamber of Commerce 
on an upper floor of the building. In the Grand Nave, a 450-foot long map of the California on display since 
the mid-1920s provided visitors an aerial view of the state in an era that preceded widespread commercial 
air travel. Olmsted, The Ferry Building: Witness to a Century of Change, 1898-1998. 
44 San Francisco Redevelopment Agency, "Annual Report to Mayor Christopher for the Fiscal Year 7/1/55-
9/30/56," (San Francisco: Redevelopment Agency of the City and County of San Francisco, 1956)., 8 
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The push to open up the produce market for new development, first proposed 

during the war years by postwar planners, was revived in the early 1950s. A campaign to 

highlight the deficiencies of the produce market began in the fall of 1953 when the San 

Francisco News republished a ten-year old image of the district. The paper used the 

outdated image to make the case that the produce market lacked proper sanitation and 

adequate transportation facilities. Soon after the Federal Housing Act of 1954 was 

enacted, the Board of Supervisors directed the City Planning Commission and 

Redevelopment Agency to investigate whether the produce market and a wartime 

housing district in the southeast section of the city could be considered “blighted” and 

eligible for the federal urban renewal funds. The Department of City Planning found that 

both areas were eligible for federal urban renewal funds and recommended that both be 

designated “redevelopment areas” under a scheme that would have relocated the old 

produce market to a new modern facility built on the site of the dilapidated wartime 

housing. Additionally, the planning bureaucracy also recommended that the downtown 

urban redevelopment area be expanded beyond the produce market to encompass the 

adjacent waterfront blocks the fronted the Ferry Building.45 The impact of this decision 

was that it ensured that the fate of plans to spruce up the Ferry Building area would be 

coupled with the contentious redevelopment politics of Area E. 

The “Embarcadero-Lower Market Redevelopment Area” designation for the combined 

waterfront and the produce market set the stage for local business leaders to pursue a 

“Pittsburgh Plan” for San Francisco. Whereas the World Trade Center project was 
                                                 
45 The produce market, a section of the ‘commission district’, was largely confined to a six-block area 
bounded by Drum, Battery, Clay and Jackson with two blocks of Washington Street serving as the core. 
The redevelopment plan, however, included not only the produce warehouses clustered around a two-block 
stretch of Washington Street but several blocks of waterfront bars, restaurants and cheap hotels along the 
Embarcadero. In total, the boundaries included 28 city blocks between the core of the financial district and 
the waterfront. The waterfront blocks on either side of Market Street and directly in front of the Ferry 
Building were included in the area targeted for redevelopment. 
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pushed by the Chamber of Commerce, the new project greatly expanded downtown 

participation in the planning process. In the fall of 1955, a coalition of business leaders 

and design experts unveiled plans for state park at the foot of Market Street that would 

highlight the Ferry Building and minimize the visual impact of the Embarcadero freeway. 

The design was prepared by Vernon DeMars, representing the Northern California 

Chapter of the American Institute of Architects and Theodore Osmundsen of the 

California Institute of Landscape Architects (Figure 35).46 The two, along with 

Merchant’s architecture firm and a member of the San Francisco Art Commission, 

worked on a voluntary basis to develop the park plan. It was the first attempt to 

implement the “Pittsburgh Plan.” If completed, the park would attract private investors to 

rebuild in the adjacent parcels, tagged by the Redevelopment Agency as “blighted.” It 

would also provide funds to raze part of “the Front” and drive industrial land-uses away 

from the central business district. 

In October 1955, a group of business leaders presented the “Ferry Building State 

Park” proposal to the State Park Commission. At the meeting, the business community 

was represented by Jerd Sullivan, President of the Crocker First National Bank and 

Thomas Mellon, president of the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce. Associated with 

them were a number of influential business leaders: Cyril Magnin, president of the State 

Harbor Board; Edward V. Mills, president of the Down Town Association, and Benjamin 

Swig, hotelier and real estate developer. The group proposed that the $2,000,000 project 

                                                 
46 "Ferry Building Park Plan Gets Sudden Revival," San Francisco News, October 24, 1955. 
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Figure 35: DeMars and Osmundsen Plan for Ferry Plaza Park and Curved Embarcadero 
Freeway 
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 be financed out of the $30,000,000 tidelands oil fund set aside for developing State parks 

and beaches. The initial plan called for semicircular park fronting the Ferry Building and 

extending under the Embarcadero Freeway and replacing the first block of low-rise 

structures on the Embarcadero. The layout would provide pedestrian access to the Ferry 

Building and waterfront by strolling under the planned elevated freeway. Surface truck 

traffic would be routed around the southern edge of the park on a curved roadway. The 

State Parks Commission found that the design did not create an appropriate setting for the 

Ferry Building because the planned freeway would obscure the building’s façade.47 In 

response to the Commissioner’s comments, the park planners redesigned the layout to 

accommodate the concerns of the Parks Commission by rerouting the freeway along a 

curved path away from the Ferry Building. In December 1955, DeMars and Osmundsen 

argued for the acceptance of the curved design and the State Park Commission endorsed 

it. The San Francisco Chronicle urged freeway planners not to proceed too hastily to 

build a structure that could “irretrievably damage the city’s appearance.”48 State traffic 

engineers contended that the curved freeway route was too costly and would cause 

delays.49 The Board of Supervisors rejected a proposal to have the city pay for the cost of 

the curve. 

The collapse of the Ferry State Park plan raised doubts about the city’s ability to 

redevelop Area E. The business community got more deeply involved in urban 

governance and planning through “the Committee of Eleven,” lead by investment banker 

Charles R. Blyth and James D. Zellerbach, head of Crown Zellerbach, a major paper 

products manufacturer. Like Caylor whose imagination was captured by the “Golden 

                                                 
47 "How the Park Idea Grew; Mayor Says We'll Get It," San Francisco News, October 3, 1955. 
48 In a January 1956 editorial entitled “Why the Rush? It Might Prove Fatal.” Quoted in Olmsted. 
49 "Here Are Whys, Wherefores: Value of Park Told," San Francisco News, October 3, 1956. 
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Triangle” project in Pittsburgh, Zellerbach’s interest in urban renewal was sparked by 

projects progressing in other cities. The Blyth-Zellerbach Committee embraced a 

modernist plan to submerge the freeway with an 800-foot wide underpass in front of the 

Ferry Building (Figure 36). The underpass would be topped by an expansive, paved plaza 

stretching from the front of the Ferry Building, across the Embarcadero to Steuart Street. 

The plaza would become “a great tourist mecca and real estate stabilizer” and “attract 

millions in new money.” In addition to eliminating several blocks of waterfront bars, 

restaurants and cheap hotels, the design would also dramatically enhance the Southern 

Pacific Building at Market and Steuart—a benefit that was accentuated in sketches that 

circulated in the press.50 The sunken freeway design was rejected by traffic engineers as 

prohibitively expensive. They pointed out that the estimated $15 million cost far exceed 

the $9 million allocated for the freeway.51 

In October 1956—as the State Division of Highways began seeking bids for the 

straight, above ground double-decked freeway—members of the Blyth-Zellerbach 

Committee all but conceded defeat in stopping the Embarcadero Freeway. After meeting 

with the mayor to voice their concerns, they tried to put a positive spin on their failed 

efforts to minimize the visual impact of the freeway. Zellerbach was quoted in the San 

Francisco News: “For all time now, the state highway engineers know this city’s interests 

must be heeded. We will be watching them every inch of the way on that Embarcadero 

Freeway.” Admitting defeat, he recognized the efforts of Charles Blyth and the 

 

                                                 
50 Ibid; Olmsted, The Ferry Building: Witness to a Century of Change, 1898-1998. 
51 Olmsted, The Ferry Building: Witness to a Century of Change, 1898-1998., 158. 
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Figure 36: Proposed Ferry Building Plaza with Submerged Embarcadero Freeway 
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architects, but acknowledged the group was unable to funds needed to “submerge the 

thing.” In a editorial in the same edition, the paper renewed its call for a Ferry Building 

Park regardless of where the freeway goes and called for strengthening the authority of 

the Planning Commission to stand up to “outside engineers and assorted highway 

‘experts’ with their slide rules and mumbo-jumbo statistics.” The Mayor pledged to 

improve the neighborhood “because it is important to all San Francisco.” In a remark that 

would be proven wrong in less than two years, he also asserted the inevitability of 

freeway development: “We’ve exhausted every avenue short of saying we don’t want the 

freeway. And I don’t think San Francisco is quite willing to halt freeways. It needs them 

to cope with traffic.”52  

The efforts to minimize the treatment of the Embarcadero Freeway failed. In 

October 1956, the State Division of Highways solicited bids to construct the section 

between Howard and Broadway along the Embarcadero.53 The first leg of the freeway—

the connection between the Bayshore Freeway and Howard Street—was already well 

underway.54 In April, construction began along the Embarcadero with the closure of the 

railroad underpass under Market Street.55 The narrow tunnel had allowed belt-line 

railway serving the waterfront piers to move without obstruction under the busy streetcar 

loop above. Cyril Magnin, president of the State Board of Harbor Commissioners, 

complained that the Division of Highways and the construction contractor had filled the 

Embarcadero from Vallejo to Mission with construction materials and restricting traffic 

to two lanes.56 By December 1957, the support columns were completed along the 

                                                 
52 "Fight Pledged on S.F. 'Freeway Blight'," San Francisco News, October 4, 1956. 
53 "Ferry Freeway Bids Set This Week," San Francisco News, October 8, 1956. 
54 Olmsted, The Ferry Building: Witness to a Century of Change, 1898-1998. 
55 "View of the Embarcadero Subway in Front of the Ferry Building [Photo ID: AAD-6343]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1957). 
56 "Road Losses, Leaks: Worries Crowd in on Harbor Board," San Francisco Chronicle, April 11, 1957. 
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Embarcadero. In the spring of 1958, the first phase of the Embarcadero freeway was 

finishing with the opening of the Broadway on-ramp. In the same year, the famous San 

Francisco “freeway revolt” put a moratorium on freeway construction for several years. 

Plans to extend the Embarcadero Freeway to connect to the Golden Gate Bridge were 

revived by state highway builders and again rejected by San Franciscans in the early 

1960s. As a result, the plan for a “marginal” freeway that would wrap around the city 

waterfront was never fully realized. The only additional work on the Embarcadero 

freeway involved the addition of the Clay Street on-ramps in 1964. The ramps were a key 

component of the redevelopment of Area E and a part of the original highway plan that 

had been delayed for six-years. The ramps funneled commuters to and from a major 

parking garage at the base of one of the project’s signature high-rise office buildings—

Alcoa’s “One Maritime Plaza.” 

MARIO CIAMPI AND THE FERRY BUILDING STATE HISTORIC PARK 

As construction commenced on the first phase of the Embarcadero Freeway in 

1956, the city’s ability to redevelop the waterfront and commission district was in doubt 

and the specter of incipient “freeway blight” raised alarm among downtown boosters and 

renewal advocates. Nearby property owners organized into the San Francisco Downtown-

Market Street Improvement Association and promoted a modest beautification project to 

limit the visual impact of the freeway. 57 A precursor to a more formalized and 

geographically defined business improvement district, the two dozen members pledged to 

beautify the lower Market Street area by transforming a small, triangular traffic island at 

California Street into a landscaped “plaza.” Additionally, they announced plans to add 

boxed trees along the sidewalk along Market Street. With the Ferry Building Park stalled 

                                                 
57 Mary Crawford, "Businessmen Organize to Plan, Finance Plaza," San Francisco News, October 8, 1956. 
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and Embarcadero freeway construction about to begin, the group’s modest proposal was 

touted as “the beginning of a beautiful downtown area.” The city ceded jurisdiction over 

the parcel and endorsed a plan to double or even triple the size of the island by 

contributing a traffic lane of California Street. Perhaps foreshadowing a trend to cede 

jurisdiction over public space to adjacent private property owners, the director of Public 

Works and the press welcomed the initiative shown by business leaders to improve the 

area. In return, the group attempted to set an example by chiding citizens not to expect 

the government alone to fix-up the city: “This is the reverse of the usual thing. Everybody 

is always asking Uncle Sam for something. We’re asking if we can do it ourselves.” 

The very modest impact of the business improvement group was soon 

overshadowed by a call for a more aggressive urban renewal program in the city. The San 

Francisco News made an appeal for “general agreement on the need for a Ferry Building 

Park,” more coordination in planning projects, and a more powerful Planning 

Commission.58 The Blyth-Zellerbach Committee heeded the call and deepened its 

involvement in building an urban renewal program by working with and through the San 

Francisco Housing Association. They tried to build popular support for urban renewal 

and modern environmental planning. In October 1956, renewal advocates selected their 

new spokesperson to lead the effort when the renamed San Francisco Planning and 

Housing Association elected Lawrence Lackey as their new president.59 Lackey had 

                                                 
58 "Let's Have Some Planning," San Francisco News, October 3, 1956. 
59 Lackey was a trained architect who had spent much of his professional career with Finnish modernist 
designer, Eliel Saarinen. Saarinen—with his son and partner Eero—built an influential architectural design 
firm that brought mid-century modernist aesthetics to a number of American cities. After settling down in 
San Francisco after the war, Lackey designed the master plan for the Stanford University shopping center. 
"Twin Ferry Building Park Project Proposed," San Francisco News, October 8, 1956. 
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recently submitted an economic analysis of Area E. He estimated that redevelopment in 

the area could produce a net annual increase in tax revenues of over $1.5 million.60  

Over the next year, waterfront and produce market redevelopment became a top 

priority for the city, surpassing the Western Addition (Area A), Diamond Heights (Area 

B), and South of Market (Area D). The shift in priorities was the direct result of the 

assertiveness of the Blyth-Zellerbach Committee. The group put up half of the $50,000 to 

pay for private consultants to prepare the preliminary and tentative plans for Area E. The 

funds were matched by the city and earmarked to go to the architectural firm Skidmore, 

Owings & Merrill. The architectural firm unveiled its master plan for area E in January 

1957 with the presentation of a scale model and a map of the projected land uses (Figure 

37). The plan called for redeveloping the produce market and surrounding blocks into a 

mix of office and apartment towers dubbed the “Golden Gateway.” Most of the 

waterfront was set aside for a new publicly financed park that would minimize the visual 

impact of the Embarcadero Freeway. Planning Commission President Roger D. Lapham, 

Jr. boasted that the ‘prize of the area would be a two-block office building and park 

development at the foot of Market Street.”61 The mayor quickly embraced the plan and 

promised, “We are going ahead on schedule with this project like a locomotive engine.”62 

City Planning Director Paul Opperman concurred, “I would suggest seriously that all 

condemnation suits for the entire area be filed at once.” 63 Business leaders endorsed the 

project through the “Citizens Participation Committee for Urban Renewal” and the 

“Chamber of Commerce Redevelopment Committee.”64 

                                                 
60 Lackey, "Elements of Planning and Rebuilding Area 'E': A Report to the San Francisco City Planning 
Commission." 
61 Michael Harris, "Low-Cost Produce Area Plan Offered," San Francisco Chronicle, January 17, 1957. 
62 "Gateway Plan Lauded by Mayor," San Francisco Chronicle, January 20, 1957. 
63 Michael Harris, "City Rejects "Piecemeal" Gateway Plan," San Francisco Chronicle, January 25, 1957. 
64 "Gateway Plans Win High Praise," San Francisco Chronicle, March 3, 1957. 
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Figure 37: Plan for Golden Gateway Project 
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While the Blyth-Zellerbach was lobbying the Redevelopment Agency, the 

Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors to adopt the master plan, architect 

Mario J. Ciampi was preparing a plan for the adjacent waterfront.65 Ciampi’s plan called 

for removing both wings of the Ferry Building while leaving the tower as a major 

landmark. South of the Embarcadero Freeway, a landscaped plaza funded by the city 

would replace the low-rise waterfront blocks. The landscaping would extend across 

Market Street and connect with the “generously spaced office towers” of the Golden 

Gateway.66 Moving sidewalks would bring pedestrians under the freeway to the bay-side 

plaza with a major office building, parking garages, a heliport, a terminal for large 

passenger ships, and a circular pier. The circular pier would define a protected basin 

filled with historic ships and contain a pavilion with historic exhibits.  

Prior to unveiling the new plan, Mayor Christopher named a “30 member 

citizens’ committee” to build public support for the project and put together a funding 

proposal to be submitted to the State Park Commission. The group was headed by Harold 

Zellerbach, Arts Commission president and brother of James D. Zellerbach. His role was 

to oversee the fundraising and public promotional campaigns. A model of the park plan 

was unveiled in the Public Library on July 16th. The San Francisco News showcased the 

project on the front page with a large picture of the model and a glowing review.67 The 

public was unenthusiastic and the San Francisco Chronicle was skeptical.68 The 

Chronicle editors outlined a number of obstacles facing the plan including the high cost, 

bureaucratic “bickering,” and competition with nearby “cargo-moving and shipping 

                                                 
65 George Christopher, "George Christopher Papers, 1950-2000.," in San Francisco History Center, San 
Francisco Public Library (San Francisco). Box  
66 Quoted from a description of the project prepared in conjunction with the library exhibit. Ibid. 
67 Dick and Joseph B. Sheridan Chase, "Planners Unveil $100 Million Dream for Embarcadero Park; Plans 
for Ferry Bldg. Site Surprise Officials," San Francisco News, July 16, 1957. 
68 "Ferry Park Plan Faces Obstacles," San Francisco Chronicle, July 18, 1957. 
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activities.” They also pointed out that the strongest proponents of the new park plan were 

the most vocal critics of rerouting the freeway or submerging it underground.  

At a public meeting to review the project, the Planning Commission adopted the 

Ciampi plan as master plan for the waterfront. It also adopted a series of detailed steps 

needed to complete the project with associated funding sources.69 Jerd Sullivan, who had 

promoted the DeMars-Osmundsen Plan, also became the new public spokesperson for the 

Ciampi Plan. He challenged the Chronicle’s assertion the city was not up to the challenge 

of such a large scale project. 70 He called upon the city’s civic pride, “I am sure there is 

enough of that old fighting spirit amongst all of us to meet this new challenge, close 

ranks and get the community behind the project.” In the lead up to the presentation to the 

State Parks Commission, the Committee coordinated efforts to garner resolutions of 

support from local business organizations, arts associations, civic improvement clubs, 

real estate groups, tourism and convention boosters, and preservationists. The employed a 

press officer to coordinate a speakers bureau, press releases, and radio presentations. It 

was a sophisticated public relations campaign designed to gather as many local 

endorsements as possible. 

The Chronicle remained skeptical of the waterfront development plan and backed 

a competing proposal for the city’s share of tideland oil funds.71 The Maritime Museum 

Association sponsored a plan to develop Aquatic Park into a major tourism destination. 

                                                 
69 The detailed description was likely prepared as a response to skepticism of the feasibility of the project. 
The specifics reveal that Southern Pacific, headquartered on Market Street adjacent to the Redevelopment 
Area E, was involved in the project. It had expressed interest in developing an office tower where Mission 
Street intersects the Embarcadero. If such a building had been built, the proposed Embarcadero Park would 
be framed on two sides by Southern Pacific. The Planning Commission also resolved to petition the State 
Division of Highways to color cement used for the Embarcadero Freeway with “old gold” pigment and to 
line its railings with flower boxes. 
70 Mary Ellen Leary, "Ferry Building "Exciting"; Sullivan Calls on S.F. Spirit to Push Plan," San Francisco 
News, July 26, 1957. 
71 "Mayor Asks Unity for Ferry Park," San Francisco Chronicle, July 30, 1957. 
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Aquatic Park, just to the west of Fisherman’s Wharf, had been built during the 1930 as a 

public bathing facility and included a swimming lagoon, sandy beach, and exquisitely 

decorated bathhouse. The museum association’s plan, named “Project X,” was to enhance 

the maritime museum—located in the former Aquatic Park bathhouse—by building 

additional transportation-oriented exhibits nearby. The recently reconfigured Hyde-

O’Farrell cable car line was designed to shuttle tourist between Union Square and the 

growing Aquatic Park-Fisherman’s Wharf tourism complex. The Chronicle characterized 

the Ferry Park Committee’s “unity” meeting as unsuccessful, remarking that the 

Maritime Museum president R. Stanley Dollar did not attend. Dollar had already issued a 

press release to the Planning Commission disputing Commission President Lapham’s 

assertion that the museum supported the project. In particular, he made it clear that the 

museum would not “lend” its collection of historic ships to the Ferry Building Park 

scheme. The museum preferred its current location and revived earlier plans to develop a 

ferry boat exhibit and put the 450-foot map of the state that for many years greeted ferry 

terminal passengers back on display. The stand off between the Ferry Park planners and 

the museum directors was over where to exhibit and interpret the city’s maritime cultural 

artifacts. Planning Commission President Roger Lapham, Jr. revealed his own cynical 

perspective on the importance of including the ships. He referred to them as an “historical 

gimmick” that would be viewed favorably by the State Parks Commission. Museum 

Director Dollar charged him with trying to “pirate” the ships. The Mayor sided with the 

Ferry Park boosters and urged the Project X supporters not to oppose the park proposal 

when it came before the State Parks Commission.72 In exchange, the Planning 

Commission agreed to refrain from laying claim to the Maritime Museum’s collection of 
                                                 
72 "Ferry Park Reaction--Very Cool," San Francisco Chronicle, August 20, 1957; "Ship Row Hits Ferry 
Park Plan," San Francisco Call-Bulletin, August 20, 1957; "Unity Sought on Ferry Project," San Francisco 
Examiner, August 20, 1957. 
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historic ships. Commission President Lapham remained vague about the historic exhibit 

component of the project. Perhaps this presented a greater obstacle to obtaining state park 

funds than the lack of civic unity. A key component of the “Golden Triangle” project in 

Pittsburgh was the development of the waterfront park as a heritage site. Ciampi’s plan 

obliterated remnants of the area’s maritime industry, as well as much of the Ferry 

Building. 

Despite the endorsement of seventeen business and civic groups and Mayor 

Christopher impassioned presentation, the State Parks Commission rejected the city’s 

proposal to spend $2 million on a “Ferry Building State Park and Historical Monument.” 

In his speech, the Mayor stressed the historical significance of the Ferry Building as a 

major city landmark. As a “great meeting place of the world,” he claimed the project 

would surpass St. Mark’s Square in Venice, the Place de la Concorde in Paris, “the public 

squares of Westminster, London and the Rio de Janeiro esplanade.” He pledged that if 

Commission agreed to release the $2 million to build the state park where the ferry slips 

were located, he would immediately lobby the Board of Supervisors to issue bonds to 

acquire land for the complementary municipal park on the city-side of the freeway. The 

four State Parks Commissioners unanimously rejected Ferry Park proposal. The 

commissioner reasoned that “while this plan may be satisfactory to the city in reconciling 

the double decked freeway with the city’s redevelopment program, it is no satisfactory in 

providing an appropriate historical setting and approach to the Ferry Building as a State 

historical monument,”73 In reacting to the decision, a spokesperson for the Maritime 

Museum praised the Commission and characterized the scheme as “out and out 

                                                 
73 Francis B. O'Gara, "State Park Board Bans Ferry Park Plan, Double-Deck Freeway Sways Commission," 
San Francisco Examiner, August 24, 1957. 
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chicanery” and “the antithesis of a historical monument” because it called for eventual 

destruction of all but the ferry terminal tower. 

After the refusal of the State Parks Commission to support the Ciampi Plan, the 

Mayor and the Ferry Park backers turned to San Francisco voters to raise the necessary 

funds. By a vote of 8-2, the Board of Supervisor rejected an attempt to put a $2.5 million 

bond measure on the June primary ballot.74 They argued that plans for the money were 

too vague. In June, the mayor pressed the city officials and representatives from the Port 

to come to an agreement on the park boundaries. As a result of the mayor’s lobbying, a 

bond measure was added to the November 1958 ballot. Although the vote was ostensibly 

about funds for the park plan, it soon became a referendum on downtown redevelopment. 

In a bond rally held at the foot of Market Street, Mayor Christopher stressed how the 

measure, if passed, would launch the city’s redevelopment plan for the entire Lower 

Market-Embarcadero area.75 To add to the sense of urgency, the double decked freeway 

was almost finished after nearly a year of construction activity. From the upper deck of 

the freeway, a press photos captured “the blight at the foot of Market.”76 The camera 

focused not on the visual impact of new freeway, but on the waterfront buildings slated 

for demolition as part of the park proposal. Appeals for support of the bond measure 

stressed the connection between the park and redevelopment plans for the surrounding 

area. For example, the Call Bulletin recommended a “Yes” vote on the grounds that the 

bonds would “enhance surrounding property values.”77 Miss San Francisco, Judy Rae 

Wilson, campaigned for the bonds in front of a 14-foot mobile “diorama” showing the 
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proposed park. Despite the effort, the measure failed to win the necessary two thirds 

majority. The final tally was 155,495 for and 94,801 against. The Call-Bulletin 

characterized the loss as part of a widespread “tax revolt” based on the fact the all six 

bond measures on the ballot failed.78 The mayor argued that the ballot was “congested” 

with bond measures which turned off voters to all of them. 

The mayor and the Ferry Park Committee made second attempt to finance the 

project through voter backed bonds the following year. The Committee, headed this time 

by banker and “municipal bond expert” Alan Browne, was conscious of overwhelming 

representation of “downtown interests” among its membership. To improve their public 

image, they added an officer in the local chapter of the AFL-CIO Cook’s Union to their 

ranks.79 Local architect and city park planner Ernest Born was retained by the citizens 

committee to draw up plans for replacing the “three blocks of rundown, decaying, tax-

eating structures” with a new revenue enhancing park. Despite the continued efforts to 

rally voters, the ferry bond measure failed to gain the needed two-thirds majority. After 

several unsuccessful attempts to finance a Ferry Park with state park funds and bond 

measures, the Board of Supervisors agreed to appropriate funds for the park in three 

annual installments.80 The park funds—along with federal grants and loans effective June 

30, 1959—enabled city planners to begin acquiring land in Redevelopment Area E. 

Between late December 1959 and September 1963, the Redevelopment Agency acquired 

and began razing structures on 178 of the 181 parcels in the project area boundaries.81 
                                                 
78 The failed bond included a $3.6 million measure to rehabilitate the Palace of Fine Arts. The funds were 
needed to augment the $2 million approved by the State Parks Commission. The Palace of Fine Arts had 
secured the money denied to both ‘Project X’ and the Ciampi Plan. 
79 "500 Expected to Join Campaign to Build Market Street 4-Acre Park," San Francisco Examiner, 
September 9, 1959. 
80 City and County of San Francisco Grand Jury, California, "Grand Jury Reports," (San Francisco: 1960), 
65. 
81 Redevelopment Agency of the City and County of San Francisco, "Progress Report to Mayor George 
Christopher for the Period October, 1955 to September, 1963," (San Francisco: 1963). 
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CONCLUSION 

Out of the peacetime planning efforts initiated during World War II, business 

leaders—first organized through the Chamber of Commerce and later as the Blyth-

Zellerbach Committee—waged a twenty year-long campaign to rehabilitated the 

Embarcadero waterfront that consisted of a series of disappointing failures. The first 

redevelopment plan—drafted during the war as a blueprint for postwar improvements—

was put together by private investors. After initially receiving backing from city and state 

officials, it fell apart after project planners and the State Division of Highways failed to 

reach an agreement on how to incorporate the Embarcadero Freeway. As the highway 

engineers proceeded with their plans, a new group of business leaders—stirred by 

environmental design and regional planning ideas—pressed city leaders to establish an 

aggressive redevelopment program that targeted the waterfront and adjacent produce 

market as priority number one. They unsuccessfully pushed a series of waterfront park 

plans designed to minimize the aesthetic and economic impact of the Embarcadero 

Freeway. As such, the park was an essential element of the city’s first urban renewal 

project—the expansion of the central business district northeastward to the waterfront. By 

the end of 1959—after several failed efforts to secure park funds from voters and the 

state—city leaders and planning officials had secured sufficient local and federal urban 

renewal funds to begin acquiring land in Redevelopment Area E. In the prescient words 

of Arthur Caylor and the San Francisco News, it would soon become “the birthplace of 

modern San Francisco.”82  

                                                 
82 "The City's Front Need Not Be So Far, Far Behind." 
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PART II: AROUSAL 

April 18th, 1962 was proclaimed “D-Day” for the Embarcadero waterfront by 

Guy Strait, the editor of the L.C.E. News, the city’s first newspaper “of particular 

interest” to gay bar patrons.1 It was the date set aside for the demolition of “Jack’s 

Waterfront Hangout,” a popular gay bar across from the Ferry Building and located on 

land that set aside for a new freeway project. The project consisted of a set of on- and off-

ramps that would link the four-year-old Embarcadero Freeway to a massive parking 

garage in the middle of the Golden Gateway redevelopment project. The owners of 

“Jack’s,” George Bauman and Mary Brown, had anticipated the day for several months. 

They made arrangements to move “Jack’s” to the former Seaboard Hotel which was a 

couple blocks south, but still on the Embarcadero. In the new larger location—renamed 

the “Edgewater Hotel”—they re-established “Jack’s” just off of the ground floor lobby 

and soon afterwards rented out the refurbished upstairs rooms to both permanent and 

transient guests. 

 “Jack’s Waterfront Hangout” was only one of several bars on the Embarcadero 

that attracted gay patrons during the 1950s and early 1960s. What set “Jack’s” apart, 

however, was that it was the first gay bar to be displaced by urban renewal in 

Redevelopment Area E. The bar operators, Guy Strait and its patrons anticipated the 

closure as a culturally significant event. As its last day of operation at its original location 

drew near, Strait blamed Mayor Christopher and lamented the decision to “tear down a 

cultural landmark like Jacks just to build apartments for the middle income (around 
                                                 
1 Guy Strait, "Exodus," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, April 30, 1962. 
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12,000 per year) bracket.” To document the occasion, Strait offered to commission “one 

of San Francisco's top photographers to be on hand when the steel ball is applied to Jacks 

to record this for posterity.” In February, George Bauman announced in an advertisement 

in the L.C.E. News that “Jack’s” would move to its new location in the early morning 

hours of April 19th, after a “Demolition Party” at the original location. The date coincided 

with the 56th anniversary of the 1906 earthquake—a point of reference that Strait used to 

convey the historical significance of this new round of landscape destruction. In an even 

more hyperbolic comparision, he labeled the move an “Exodus” from the original 

“Jack’s.” 

On the morning of the final day at the old location, some of the “old timers” laid a 

wreath at Lotta’s Fountain—the site of annual public rememberance of the 1906 

earthquake. Bauman opened the evening festitives at “Jack’s” with the proclamation: 

“Jack’s Waterfront will close its doors at 12:00 midnight at 111 Embarcadero and will 

open its doors at 12:01 [A.M.] at 226 Embarcadero.” In the final hours of the original 

“Jack’s,” bartenders poured stiff drinks, determined not to leave behind any half-empty 

bottles. At 11:30 [P.M.], the “demolition” commenced as patrons began stripping all of 

the interior furnishing from the bar. For “sentimental reasons,” patrons took the décor 

from the walls, the bamboo drapes, the ash trays, and the sign above the door that read “If 

you are molested here, tell the management.” The taller patrons pulled the “stars from the 

ceiling.” Strait inquired about taking the cash register. Then at midnight, the patrons all 

left the original “Jack’s” and walked the quarter-mile distance along the Embarcadero to 

the new “Jack’s.” Strait speculated that if the survivors of the 1906 earthquake could 

have seen the parade they would have “died of shock.” The new place had its own décor 

consisting of pink walls with silver and gold leaves, a fishing net hanging from the 

ceiling, Tiki Gods in every nook and cranny, and flowers everywhere from wellwishers. 
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The “Demolition” party which—like the parade following the final thump of 

“Albert the Monster” piledriver—marked a moment of flux in which the solidity of the 

urban landscape was melting away and something new and modern would be coming. It 

was during the most intense period of urban redevelopment, when the planning of the 

1950s gave way to the wrecking balls and bulldozers of the early 1960s, that the 

slipperiness of the urban landscape aroused a new sexual politics in the city’s gay 

population. Landscape destruction brought the spaces of queer sociability into public 

view as operators and patrons of “gay bars” became more explicit about a shared sexual 

identity.  The term “gay” shifted from an in-group code word used by men seeking out 

sexual and social relationships with other men to a new publicly-circulating term for a 

collectively engaged, politically mobilized “community.” This new cultural definition of 

sexual difference came out of efforts to mark places that were being lost to urban renewal 

and to draw attention to their social significance. At the same time, the performance of a 

cultural “gayness” became an important way to attract men to new commercial spaces 

that catered to homosexual men. During the early 1960s as urban renewal destroyed the 

social spaces where gay men met and socialized during the 1950s, these men made 

explicit claims to new spaces in the city. The following three chapters illustrate how the 

disruptions and displacements wrought by urban renewal in San Francisco in the early 

1960s aroused explicit and public performances of sexual difference. 
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Chapter Six: Exodus on the Eve of Destruction 

Homosexuals had flocked into the city from all parts of the United States. They 
were everywhere. They filled the bars in the city’s cheap ‘Tenderloin’ district, off 
Market Street, in the city’s mid-section. They thronged together in the city’s parks 
and squares. It made no difference whether the park was in skidrow or in the 
better areas, like on top of Knob [sic] Hill, or Union Square…On lower Market 
Street, near the waterfront’s Embarcadero, the ‘queen’ homos were bustling with 
activity. A “queen” wears female garb to trap a soldier or sailor who has imbibed 
too much. Striking up a friendly conversation with a serviceman, it isn’t long until 
the two are in a cheep [sic] hotel room. The ‘woman’ then gives a song and dance 
about ‘her’ physical condition, which is slightly askew at the moment. Usually the 
serviceman awakens, the next morning, with a buzzing head and his money gone. 
Lt. Eldon Bearden, Chief, Sex Crimes Squad, San Francisco Police Department 
as told to Terry Hansen of Men magazine, April 1955.1 

INTRODUCTION 

Lining the Embarcadero on the south side of Market Street, a row of three narrow 

rectangular half-blocks referred to simply as “The Front” contained a mixture of bars, 

cheap restaurants, cigar stores and newsstands (Figure 38). With reduced ferry traffic 

after the opening of the Transbay Terminal in 1939, these businesses no longer benefited 

from a steady and dependable flow of commuters and visitors moving through the area. 

The loss of commuter traffic sapped some of the vitality from the lower Market 

waterfront and over time it became a peripheral zone frequented only by people who 

lived or worked there. The population that remained included residents of the waterfront  

                                                 
1 Lt. Eldon Bearden and Terry Hansen, "Don't Call Us 'Queer City'," Men, April 1955, 60-63. 
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Figure 38: The Base of Market Street at the Embarcadero Waterfront, 19462 

 

 
 

                                                 
2 "Aerial View of the Embarcadero Subway [Photo ID: AAB-3616]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1946). 
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Army and Navy YMCA and the numerous low-rent hotels in the area.3 With names like 

the “Sailor Boy” tavern, the “Admiral,” and the “Ensign Club,” waterfront bars catered to 

visiting sailors and naval troops. On “The Front,” servicemen crossed paths and likely 

socialized with longshoremen who worked the cargo piers. In this social milieu, however, 

men also sought out one another for sexual relations. By the mid-1950s, according to Lt. 

Bearden of the Sex Crimes Squad, the waterfront was “bustling” with homosexual 

activity that existed below the surface of the putatively heterosexual bar culture. Unable 

to fathom that soldiers and sailors themselves might be homosexuals, Bearden 

characterized the waterfront as a danger zone where gender transgressive men preyed on 

unsuspecting heterosexual men in search of a good time.  

Closer examination of oral histories, contemporaneous newpaper stories, court 

testimony and later recollections published in the gay press suggest that during the 1940s 

and 1950s, the waterfront was home a thriving subculture in which men sought out sexual 

liasons with one another. The intensification of police surveillance and crackdowns on 

businesses catering to homosexuals coincided with growing pressure to redevelop the 

waterfront into an extension of downtown San Francisco. Additionally, many of the 

seminal events that scholars point to as keys to understanding how homosexuals formed a 

“gay community” in the post-war period are imbricated in urban renewal politics on the 

waterfront in the late 1950s and early 1960s. In the following sections, I will summarize 

several of these events and offer a new way of interpreting them as both the product and 

consequence of the material transformation of urban space. After a brief outline of 

scholarly studies of sexual identity formation in San Francisco, I will recontextualize this 

                                                 
3 The eight-story YMCA, built in the 1920s to serve visiting military personnel, was, and still is, the most 
prominent structure on “The Front.” See "Sketch of the Army and Navy Branch of the Y.M.C.A. By Carl 
Werner, the Architect [Photo ID: Aae-1052]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1924). 
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historical narrative by detailing how waterfront redevelopment aroused bar operators and 

patrons to publicly articulate an explicitly cultural form of sexual identity. In particular, 

heightened, public performances of “gayness” awakened a collective response among bar 

patrons to the destruction of sexually permissive zones of the city. These performances 

included drag shows that took on the explicitly political purpose of raising funds or 

registering voters; street festivals and parades that attracted patrons to “gay bars” and 

foreshadowed the growth of a “pink economy”; and parties and celebrations that marked 

the opening and closing of “gay” businesses and helped men navigate the changing 

sexual landscape of a city in flux.4  

GAY COMMUNITY FORMATION 

Several historians have focused on a series of events between the years 1959 and 

1965 in San Francisco as important precursors to the gay liberation movement. How did 

the homosexuals organize themselves into a politically and socially significant “minority” 

group? The popular narrative centers around the Stonewall Riots in New York in 1969. In 

his 1983 work, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, the Making of the Homosexual 

Minority, John D’Emilio challenged this narrative by insisting that a sense of group 

identity must have preceded political action.5 He argued that this sense of shared identity, 

or “community” came when the homophile organizations of the 1950s were joined by a 

politically mobilized bar culture in the early 1960s. The Mattachine Society and the 

                                                 
4 Guy Strait was the first to speculate in print about the size of gay counsumer market in San Francisco. 
The San Francisco Chronicle recognized the significance of the city’s “pink economy” in 1977. "Pink 
Economy," San Francisco Examiner-Chronicle, August 28, 1977, 1/2; Guy Strait, "A Market 
Survey...12,000,000 Homosexuals Will Earn and Spend $49,236,000,000 This Year," L.C.E. [Citizen's] 
News, August 31, 1964. For a critical assessment of the aggressive target marketing of gay consumers in 
that emerged in the 1990s, see Alexandra Chasin, Selling Out: The Gay and Lesbian Movement Goes to 
Market (New York: Palgrave, 2000). 
5 D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United 
States. 
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Daughters of Bilitis were the principal national homophile organizations and both were 

headquartered in San Francisco by the mid-1950s. National homophile leaders as well as 

heads of local chapters worked with medical professionals and legal experts to de-

pathologize and decriminalize homosexuality. These homophile groups operated as a 

membership organization restricted to dues paying members, structured in a hierarchy of 

elected leaders, and governed by elected representatives from local chapters who 

convened at periodic regional and national conventions. The organizations played an 

important role in building support for the equal treatment of homosexuals by enlisting 

help from leaders in legal, medical and religious circles.  Nevertheless, they did little to 

draw gays and lesbians into the political process. In an effort to gain legitimacy and 

respectability, they initially distanced themselves from the bar culture, except to provide 

legal assistance to men and women caught up in the periodic “sweeps.”6 

Homosexual rights grew from a political project of homophile activists into a 

broader social movement when disengaged bar patrons began to organize into a 

community in the early 1960s. In particular, several organizations oriented toward the 

concerns of local bar operators and patrons in San Francisco formed during this period. 

These included the League for Citizen Education (L.C.E.) [1961]; the Tavern Guild 

[1962]; the Council on Religion and the Homosexual (C.R.H.) [1964]; and the Society for 

Individual Rights (S.I.R.) [1964].7 The L.C.E., founded by a group of bar hosts and 

patrons, was devoted to increasing political participation by building a gay voting bloc 

and promoting gay businesses through its free bi-weekly newspaper. The Tavern Guild 

                                                 
6 Martin Meeker has demonstrated that behind the public effort to promote civil rights by legitimatizing 
homosexuality as a natural variatation in human sexuality, the Mattachine society worked to provide basic 
social services to gay men. See Martin Meeker, "Behind the Mask of Respectability: Reconsidering the 
Mattachine Society and Male Homophile Practice, 1950s and 1960s," Journal of the History of Sexuality 
10, no. 1 (2001). 
7 Stryker, Gay by the Bay: A History of Queer Culture in the San Francisco Bay Area, 41-44. 
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was an organization of owners and bartenders of gay bars that promoted business among 

Guild members and sought legal protection from police harassment of patrons. The 

C.R.H. was founded by progressive clergy members and homophile leaders to provide 

outreach and social services to youths in the Tenderloin. S.I.R. was founded after the 

disbandment of the L.C.E. as a membership organization to “aid in the advancement of 

educational, social, legal, and social projects.”8 In addition to a monthly magazine, S.I.R. 

established the city’s first gay community center which served as a venue for public 

lectures, Candidates Nights where local politicans courted gay voters, and social events 

that served as fundraisers for the organization. What all of these organizations had in 

common and what distinguished them from the earlier homophile organizations was that 

they focused on a local rather than a national constituency and they emphasized service to 

the “community” over advocacy of homosexual rights.  

Nan Boyd has emphasized several events that “functioned as a catalyst for the 

development of a more articulate, cooperative and resistant gay and lesbian social 

movement.”9 In particular, she credits six events with “stimulating public discourse about 

homosexuality” and “changing the climate for queers” in San Francisco, including the 

1959 mayoral election, Vallerga vs. Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control, the 

“gayola” scandal, José Sarria’s 1961 bid for supervisor, the Tay-Bush raid, and repeal of 

the vagrancy law. She argues that these six events—which illustrate a growing level of 

police repression as the city shifted away from being “wide open town”—contributed to 

the formation of the L.C.E., the Tavern Guild, S.I.R. and the C.R.H. by increasing the 

visibility of the gay population in the mainstream press. The greater visibility served to 

                                                 
8 "Campaign by Society for Individual Rights," Town Talk 1, no. 1 (1964). 
9 Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965, 202. 
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deepen and broaden preexisting queer social networks and spurred a stream of gay 

migrants to the San Francisco which further strengthened the community.  

Although scholars like Boyd have added greater detail to and richer description of 

the queer bar cultures and homophile activities of the 1950s and 1960s, D’Emilio’s basic 

framework for explaining the origins of the sexual identity movement has endured.10 

What this approach has overlooked is both the specific locations many of these events 

occurred and the larger forces that were at work in reshaping these parts of the city. By 

looking at both the material transformations of the built environment and the work of 

sexual subcultures to organize in new ways, the formation of a gay community stands out 

as both a justification for and consequence of urban redevelopment. In the 1950s, when 

proponents of urban renewal were seeking new authority over the urban landscape and 

trying to build public support for a redevelopment program, deviancy and sexual 

perversion, like “blight,” were part of the discourse of shame that was used to mark areas 

as irredeemable and in need of demolition. In the early 1960s, when redevelopment 

moved from the planning to the implementation stage, the rhetoric of shame subsided as 

the processes of land assembly and clearance began to make a more significant impact on 

the spaces of gay sociability. It was in this latter phase—when efforts to “clean-up” the 

city were replaced by a more effective means of “clearing out” sections of the city—that 

the homophile politics of legitimizing homosexuality as a variation of human sexuality 

gave way to the cultural politics of preserving and protecting a discursively constituted 

“gay community.” 

                                                 
10 See for example, Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Forging Gay Identities: Organizing Sexuality in San 
Francisco, 1950-1994 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of 
Queer San Francisco to 1965; Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and 
Community, 1940s-1970s; Stryker, Gay by the Bay: A History of Queer Culture in the San Francisco Bay 
Area. 
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CLEANING UP THE EMBARCADERO IN THE 1950S 

During the summer of 1954, law enforcement officials opened a new front in the 

vice war—a “drive on deviates” which consisted of uniformed and plain-clothed police 

officers conducting several citywide “roundups” of homosexuals from “known gathering 

places.”11 The drive focused the public’s attention on the moral conditions of the city’s 

parks, squares, and marginal zones. Coverage of the June 1954 “roundup” reveals that, at 

the time, the lower Market Street waterfront was the scene of a thriving gender- and 

sexually-transgressive subculture that was well-known to law enforcement authorities, if 

not the general public. In a prominently displayed front page story, the paper recounted 

how the “Sex Crimes Detail”—augmented by twenty uniformed officers—“swept 

through known gathering places throughout the city in a roundup aimed at homosexuals.” 

The paper identified “lower Market Street” as one of the known gathering places “where 

men dressed as women parade the sidewalks late at night.” Lt. Bearden, head of the sex 

crimes detail, revealed further details of the nightly sweeps, “One arrest on lower Market 

Street involved a man with a prior record who was impersonating a woman and accosting 

servicemen.”12 After the third night, the Examiner reported that there was a "sharp 

decrease in the number of transient sex deviates loitering in public.”13 These public 

spaces included Union Square, the lower Market Street waterfront, several municipal 

parks scattered around the city, and busy transit terminals. On July 1st, the police 

explained that the drop in activity occurred because "known or suspected deviates 

                                                 
11 "Police Jail, Warn Sex Deviates in Full Scale Drive; S.F. Meeting Places Hit," San Francisco Examiner, 
June 27, 1954, 1. 
12 "Military Aids S.F. Drive on Sex Deviates," San Francisco Examiner, July 1, 1954, 1. 
13 Ibid. 
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without visible means of support have been warned to leave town or face vagrancy 

arrest.”14  

By September, the San Francisco Examiner expressed disappointment that the 

drive had “fizzled out” and expressed concern about a “mass influx” of homosexuals that 

was giving the city a reputation as a “haven for homosexuals.”15 Although the Examiner 

stopped running sensational exposes of police “drives” against homosexuals, the 

campaign to rid the city of homosexuals continued through targeted judicial and 

bureaucratic proceedings against businesses in the nighttime entertainment zones of 

North Beach, the International Settlement, and the waterfront.  The Grand Jury worked 

on the “smashing of a narcotics and sex ‘thrill’ ring” of older, “sexually deviate” women 

accused of supplying drugs to teenage girls in North Beach.16 After January 1955, the 

newly created Alcoholic Beverage Control Board (ABC) focused on dismantling the 

International Settlement as well as sending agents to known homosexual hangouts to 

gather evidence for revocation proceedings. Using vagrancy laws, the San Francisco 

police raided the Sea Cow Café, a late night restaurant near the waterfront known for 

“Beer, Wine and Seamen.” The raid netted “Bunny” Breckenridge, a local celebrity and 

an heir to the Comstock fortune who had recently announced his intention to become a 

woman through sex reassignment surgery.17 The raids were used to intimidate bar patrons 

and owners alike and to drive “undesireables” out of sexually permissive and gender-

transgressive zones on the margins of downtown.  

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 "Will Drive on Sex Deviates Fizzle out Again?," San Francisco Examiner, September 11, 1954, 10. 
16 "Grand Jury Sets Action on Vice as Probe Spreads; Fillmore St. In Quiz," San Francisco Examiner, 
September 11, 1954, 1. 
17 Dal McIntire, "15 Years Ago," Advocate 4, no. 7 (1970): 17. 
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The June 1954 drive against “deviates” and the subsequent efforts to “clean-up” 

the city coincided with the arrival of an organized homophile presence in the city. In May 

1954, the Mattachine Society convened its first annual convention in San Francisco.18 

Although the Society was founded in Los Angeles in the early 1950s, this convention 

marked a revival of the group’s activities and marked a shift in national operations from 

Los Angeles to San Francisco. Perhaps not coincidentally, the San Francisco News 

published Caylor’s call for redeveloping the entire waterfront on the day before the local 

Mattachine Newsletter announced the convention. The small convention was hosted by 

the American Friends Services Committee as well as several local restaurants. The out-

of-town delegates received a convention guide of local attractions. The very closely 

guarded guide included twenty four entries, included three bathhouses and three 

restaurants as well as various bars, night clubs and cocktails lounges.19  

A couple weeks after the height of the public drive against “deviates,” 

representatives of the Mattachine Society met with the police sex crimes squad and tried 

to reassure the police about the benign aims of the organization.20 The Mattachine 

representatives described the meeting as the “first direct public relations contact” 

between the two groups. The Society members emphasized their open and frank 

presentation of the group’s aims and activities to the law enforcement officers. To 

demonstrate their willingness to cooperate with the police on a “program of research, 

                                                 
18 The convention was announced in the April 15th edition of the local Mattachine chapter’s monthly 
newsletter. The convention was held on May 14-15 at the American Friends Service Committee offices at 
1830 Sutter. A Saturday evening banquet was held at the Three Little Swiss restaurant at 530 Broadway, in 
North Beach. The same month, four North Beach night clubs showcased performances of female 
impersonators—the Beige Room, Finocchio’s, Ann’s 440, and the Chi Chi. "Convention Plans Are Going 
Ahead Here," San Francisco Mattachine Newsletter, April 15, 1954, 1; "General Convention Begins Today 
in San Francisco," San Francisco Mattachine Newsletter, May 15, 1954, 1. 
19 Eric Garber, and Willie Walker, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco [Unpublished 
data] (Gay and Lesbian Historical Society of Northern California, 1997 [cited January 2001]). 
20 "Public Relations in Action at San Francisco," San Francisco Mattachine Newsletter, July 15, 1954, 2. 
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education and social action,” the Mattachine representatives invited members of the sex 

crimes detail to speak at a future meeting, delivered copies of newsletters to the police 

officials, and offered to continue to meet in the future. Rather than assuage the fears of 

the growing homosexual presence in the city, it heightened them. The following March, 

the head of the sex crimes detail, Lt. Eldon Bearden, wrote a column for the nationally 

distributed, sensational Men magazine in which he defended San Francisco against claims 

that it had become a “Queer City.”21 Bearden had been one of the officers who met with 

representatives of the Mattachine Society.  

In early 1955, a more powerful motivation for targeting the marginal areas around 

downtown began to take shape. In January, the San Francisco Board of Supervisors 

accepted the recommendation to tag the 28-block “Lower Market-Embarcadero 

Redevelopment Area E” as a blighted district in need of redevelopment. As the previous 

chapter outlined, the intial plan to expand downtown targeted the produce market and 

emphasized the functional obsolescence of congested, aging district. In early 1955, urban 

planners merged the neglected waterfront and the congested produce market into an 

ambitious redevelopment project that stretch from the financial district to the Ferry 

Building and included several half-blocks on the south side of Market. In January, the 

Board of Supervisors fixed the boundaries of the Redevelopment Area E. The addition of 

the waterfront blocks was critical for the plans success because with its inclusion federal 

officials would be unlikely to underwrite the multi-million dollar investment in the 

project. The waterfront was slated for razing to make way for a Ferry Park that would 

enhance the attractiveness of the planned complex of office buildings and high-rise 

apartments.  

                                                 
21 Bearden and Hansen, "Don't Call Us 'Queer City'," 60-63. 
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The changing fortunes of the Ensign Cafe and its owner illustrate the forces at 

work to reshape the waterfront as they changed from a system of periodic policing to 

wholesale destruction and renewal. The Ensign Cafe was part of “wilder days” on the 

waterfront: 

My friends tell me that in the 1940s and 1950s that San Francisco was even 
wilder than it is now. Times were different then...The Embarcadero, or “The 
Waterfront” as it was called in those budding days, hosted many a gay bar, the 
likes of which you will probably never see again...There was the Tin Angel, a 
place for gals, and the Front and, of course, the Blind Mouse all on the waterfront. 
The Ensign Club [sic] was something else- never anybody at the bar; they were all 
downstairs, which was the reason for going there in the first place.22 

The Ensign Cafe opened sometime before 1942 and was incorporated as a restaurant and 

“beer parlour” during the war. Based on its proximity to the temporary military housing 

in the Ferry Building and the Army YMCA, it likely attracted a large number of soldiers 

during the war years. After the war, law enforcement had made a number of attempts to 

close the Ensign Cafe down. In 1946 and 1953, Mike Caldaralla, the operator of the 

Ensign Cafe was arrested for staying open late and selling alcohol to minors.23 Coincident 

with Caldaralla’s first arrest in 1946, the Ensign Cafe disappeared from the city directory, 

only to reappear in 1951. Coincident with his second arrest in 1953, the Ensign Cafe was 

relocated to the nearby Federation Hotel at 122 Embarcadero. By 1955, however, when 
                                                 
22 The 1976 recollection was published in the B.A.R. and was like the nom de plume of the gay newspaper 
publisher’s Bob Ross. Robert, "San Francisco as I See It: Down Memory Lane," B.A.R., September 30, 
1976, 19. Reflecting its continued presence in the collective memory of gay San Franciscans, Ensign Club 
was also included in a list of “gay bars in San Francisco that are no longer open” that was compliled in 
1983. The list was compiled as part of a contest sponsored by “Club Dori” on the occasion of its 21st 
anniversary and published in another local gay newspaper, the Sentinel. "Club Dori," San Francisco 
Sentinel, December 8, 1983, 4. The “Tin Angel” (1954-1960) was a jazz club that attracted a mixed 
clientele and was located in an industrial zone at the base of Telegraph Hill. The “Front” (1958-1962) was a 
bar-restaurant that drew a lesbian crowd and participated in fundraisers for the Daughters of Bilitis. It was 
located near the Produce Market. Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco. 
23 The charges were revealed in appeals court testimony in which Caldaralla unsuccessfully sought to 
overturn an earlier assault charge conviction. To support this assertion, the San Francisco city directory 
entries show that the Ensign Café had a history of openings and closings that corresponded to Caldaralla’s 
record of arrests. The People, Respondent, V. Mike Caldaralla, Appellant, 163 Cal. App. 2d 32; 329 P.2d 
137; 1958 Cal. App (1958). 
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the boundaries of Redevelopment Area E were fixed, the Ensign Cafe was back at its 

original location on the south corner of the intersection of Market Street and the 

Embarcadero.  

What is significant about the Ensign Café during the 1940s and early 1950s was 

that it never permamently disappeared, but was only temporarily closed down. By the 

mid-1950s, however, the Ensign Cafe became a target in plans to redevelop the 

waterfront and was featured prominently in press images highlighting urban decay. Soon 

after the “drive on deviates” subsided in late July 1954, the San Francisco News ran a 

photo of the “clutter and decay” on the waterfront and referred to the area as “the edge of 

San Francisco its citizens forgot” and “the drab harbourfront nobody cares about” (Figure 

39).24 Although the accompanying article did not mention the Ensign by name, nor did it 

refer to the presence of homosexuals in the area, it did point to the Ensign Café as 

indicative of the declining conditions on the waterfront and a rationale for restoring the 

centrality of the area by constructing a Ferry Building Plaza. In February 1955, the paper 

again used an image of the Ensign Café to highlight plans for redeveloping the area—this 

time for the proposed Ferry Building Park (Figure 40). This time the frame was narrowed 

to include the “foot of Market” and the adjacent properties slated for destruction in the 

park plans. With a “dotted line slashing property frontages on Market Street,” the photo 

editor did what it was hoped the bulldozer would soon do—demolish the Ensign Café.25 

The caption stressed the importance of “beautifying the eastern gateway” and marked the 

revival of the post-war planning priority of revitalizing the area and reversing its decline 

to a marginal, neglected zone.  

                                                 
24 "The City's Front Need Not Be So Far, Far Behind," 3. 
25 "Photograph of Market Street at the Embarcadero, with Lines Indicating Area Planned to Be Made a 
Park [Photo ID: AAB-6537]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1955). 
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Figure 39: “The Drab Harborfront Nobody Cares About”26 

 

 
 

                                                 
26 "Embarcadero and Market, Looking South [Photo ID: AAB-3549]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
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Figure 40:  The Ensign Cafe and the proposed Ferry Building Plaza, February 11, 
195527 

 

                                                 
27 This image appeared in the San Francisco News with the caption: “BIG PLANS-Dotted line slashing 
across property frontages on Market-st and across the plaza area in front of the Ferry Building show where, 
under newly drawn plans, a green park area would be built to beautify the eastern gateway.” The original is 
now part of the Historical Photograph Collection of the San Francisco Public Library. Leary, "Ferry 
Building Plaza Plan Stirs Row," 3; "Photograph of Market Street at the Embarcadero, with Lines Indicating 
Area Planned to Be Made a Park [Photo ID: AAB-6537]." 
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As discussed in the previous chapter, however, the effort to redevelop the 

waterfront—tied in part to a series of failed attempts to secure funds for the Ferry 

Building Park—dragged on for several years as renewal supporters amassed the 

necessary political, legal and financial resources. The Ensign Café continued attract 

homosexuals until it was closed down after a shooting involving the Caldaralla and a 

disgruntled former employee in 1956.28 Soon after the shooting the Ensign Cafe was 

replaced by Murray’s Corned Beef restaurant and Caldaralla was convicted of assault 

with a deady weapon with intent to kill. Testimony during his appeals trial shows that the 

Ensign Café was part of wider male sexual subculture on the waterfront that was known 

to authorities and had been targeted for a number of years. During his appeal, the Ensign 

Café’s reputation as a “place where homosexuals gather” was raised in order to portray 

Caldaralla as an operator of a “disorderly house.”29 The San Francisco Assistant District 

Attorney Jack Berman cross examined several witnesses called to vouch for the character 

of the seventy-four-year-old bar operator. In a line of questioning aimed at undermining 

their testimony, Berman recounted Caldaralla’s record of prior arrests and challenged 

assertions by his character witnesses that the bar had a “good reputation for peace and 

quiet.” In particular, Berman asked one witness if he was aware that the Ensign Café was 

a “hangout for homosexuals.” Over the objection of Caldaralla’s counsel Mr. Skillen, the 

witness acknowledged that not only were there presumed homosexuals at the Ensign 

Café, but that it was part of a larger waterfront homosexual subculture: 

 
Mr. Berman: Did you ever familiarize yourself with whether the Ensign Cafe, 

No. 1 Market Street, was a hangout for homosexuals?  

                                                 
28 "Bartender Shot in Scrape at Cafe; Owner Gets Bail," San Francisco Examiner, June 24, 1956, 20. 
29 The People, Respondent, V. Mike Caldaralla, Appellant. 
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Mr. Skillin:  Wait a minute.  The question is objected to as assuming facts not in 
evidence, incompetent, irrelevant and immaterial, and not proper 
cross-examination.  

Mr. Berman:  I think it has to do with the question of peace and quiet.  
The Court:  Objection overruled.   
Mr. Duane:  There is no evidence before this Court that that place was a 

hangout for homosexuals. 
Witness A:  There has been homosexuals in the place, that I believed were 

homosexuals -- I have been in there on various times, as I have 
been into most bars on the Embarcadero. 

Mr. Berman: Knowing that fact, did that in any way affect your judgment as to 
the reputation of the defendant for peace and quiet?  

Witness A: No, -- because the Embarcadero has got a few homosexuals on it.30 

The characterization of the waterfront as a place that “has got a few homosexuals on it” 

suggests that the low-rent hotels, cheap restaurants and bars provided the spaces for gay 

men to live, work, and socialize in this margin zone of the city in the 1950s.31  

What the history of the Ensign Café shows is that for over ten years, the owner 

was repeated arrested and forced to close down operations, but was able to reopen for 

business in the same area after policing of died down. By the mid-1950s, however, after 

urban renewal efforts intensified and due to an altercation involving a former employee, 

he was forced out of business for good. While it is difficult to say whether the pressure to 

redevelop the waterfront contributed to the final demise of the Ensign Café, the 

coincidence of “drive on deviates” in the lower Market Street area, the designation of the 

                                                 
30 As described earlier, the official address of the Ensign Club was 14 Market Street according to the city 
directory. It was one of several businesses in the two-story building on the south corner of Market and the 
Embarcadero. Ibid. 
31 The guide for the 1954 Mattachine convention, for example, steered visitors to the Sea Cow Café on the 
backside of the waterfront block. Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco. For a 
discussion of the convention guide, see Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and 
Community, 1940s-1970s, 204-05. 
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waterfront blocks as part of an expanded urban renewal project area, and the outcome of 

the trial against Caldaralla is curious. 

THE CHANGING SEXUAL LANDSCAPE ON THE WATERFRONT 

 In the period between the designation of Redevelopment Area E as a priority one 

urban renewal project and the start of construction on the complex of master planned 

office buildings and high-rise apartments, the gay social world that stretched from the 

waterfront to North Beach changed from a collection of dispersed bars and restaurants 

that drew a mixed crowd into an organized, politically mobilized, and discursively 

constituted gay “community.”  The changing geographic and temporal pattern of gay-

oriented commerical establishments in and around the redevelopment area suggests that 

there were two significant contractions in the number of places where homosexuals 

gathered (Figure 41 and 42). The first crackdown (1955-1958)—during which the 

number of places declined from three to one—was followed by a period of 

reestablishment and growth (1959-1963) in which the number climbed to nine. This brief 

resurgence of gay life on the Embarcadero ended abruptly with the expulsion of eight of 

the nine businesses by the end of 1963. The abrupt closure of gay bars in and around the 

revelopment area E coincided with the completion of land assembly efforts and the start 

of construction in the master-planned Golden Gateway development.  
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Figure 41: Map of Gay “Hangouts” and Bars in and around the Embarcadero-Lower 
Market Street Redevelopment Area, 1954-196632 

 

 
 

 

                                                 
32 Dates for opening and closing culled from City Directories. 
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Figure 42: Chronology of Gay “Hangouts” and Bars in and around the Embarcadero-
Lower Market Street Redevelopment Area, 1954-196633 

 

 

Dark shading indicates periods during which gay patronage has 
been documented. 

Light shading indicates period were documentation of gay 
patronage is lacking, but businesses had same name and operator. 

Dashed lines indicate approximate or speculated dates for start 
and end of gay patronage. 

Solid lines indicate specific open and closing dates have been 
documented. 

 

                                                 
33 Dates for opening and closing culled from City Directories. 
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A detailed examination at the commerical history of several the waterfront blocks 

shows the changing physical and social character of the area (Figures 43 and 44).  In the 

early 1962, an attempt to reestablish a gay bar at the location of the Ensign Café was 

swept away in the period of expulsion. A similar pattern held for the former Sea Cow 

Café. Although it was closed down in 1955, the owners soon reopened it as the 

“Crossroads” and—after fighting off revocation proceedings during the rest of the 

crackdown—began to draw large gay crowd in the ealy 1960s. Then in 1963, urban 

renewal did what periodic policing could not. What this pattern suggests is that 

“clearance” did the work that simple “cleaning up” was unable do.  

The period of repression beginning in 1955 coincides with what Nan Boyd has 

idenitified as “the crackdown.”34 She notes that after a period of “openness” in the early 

1950s, the new Alcoholic Beverage Control Board (ABC), the San Francisco Police 

Department (SFPD), and the Armed Forces Disciplinary Control Board (AFDCB) 

launched a “coordinated an aggressive campaign to shut down and control the city’s gay 

bars” in 1955. This new level of cooperation among local, state and federal agencies 

“transformed the organization of policing in San Francisco” and coincided with the 

election of reform-minded George Christopher as mayor and the formation of the new 

state Alcholic Beverage Control Board. The campaign consisted of undercover agents of 

the ABC visiting numerous bars around the city to document the presence of 

homosexuals. At the same time SFPD officers and the sex crime detail targeted parks, 

public squares, and businesses where homosexuals gathered. The rationale was that 

homosexuals “will not frequent places visited by the police.”35 The crackdown was  

 

                                                 
34 Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965, 137. 
35 Quoted from Ibid., 138. 
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Figure 43: The Commercial and Land-use History of the First Block of Embarcadero 
South, 1953-197236 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
36 This diagram was constructed by first using Sanborn Fire Insurance maps to reconstruct the urban fabric 
and address pattern of the block prior to urban renewal. Then, San Francisco City Directories for all years 
1953-1972 were consulted to determine what, if any, businesses were operating at a particular address for a 
given year. Finally, sites that were in some way associated with gay patrons were shaded appropriately. 
This information came from a listing of gay-oriented businesses in the author’s possession. The list is a 
modified and expanded version of a similar database constructed by archivists at the GLBT Historical 
Society of Northern California. See Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco. 
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Figure 44: The Commercial and Land-use History of the 100, and part of the 200, 
Block of Embarcadero South, 1953-197237 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
37 For a description of the data sources used to construct this diagram, see previously footnoted diagram 
that is similar in nature. 
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sustained for several years as the ABC and SFPD kept pressure on so-called “hangouts 

for homosexuals.” The period of reemergence of gay life on the waterfront coincides with 

legal developments that Boyd has credited with reestablishing the right of homosexuals to 

gather. By 1959, the California Supreme Court ruled that presence of homosexuals in an 

establishment did not constitute grounds for revoking liquor licenses. 

In the waterfront, the crackdown coincided with the construction of the 

Embarcadero Freeway. The commotion associated with tearing up the Embarcadero 

roadway for the double-decked structure likely put a damper of nighttime activity on the 

waterfront. It also had some material effects on “the Front.” To make way for a sharp 

curve in the double-decked waterfront freeway, highway planners razed two-structures at 

the corner of Market and Howard—one of which included the “Sailor Boy” restaurant, a 

place convenient to the YMCA that drew a mixed crowd.38 After the freeway was 

complete, the city officials revived plans to build a Ferry Building Park and again 

targeted the waterfront for renewal. This time the image of “the Front” was taken from 

atop the new freeway looking towards the South Pacific Building and ran with the 

caption “Blight at the Foot of Market.”39 The caption stressed the need to teardown the 

“three blocks of blighted, dilapidated buildings” facing the Ferry Building and urged 

voters to approve a fall bond measure that would finance the project.  

Although the image of “blight” did not mention the presence of homosexuals on 

the waterfront nor did it single out any particular “hangouts,” it did follow the pattern of 

earlier photographs that stressed the need urban renewal. It also touted redevelopment as 

a way to improve the attractiveness of the area for downtown business interests, 

                                                 
38 Sam Whiting, "Where History Was Made, a Tour of 41 Points of Gay Interest All across the City," San 
Francisco Chronicle, June 23, 2000, 13. 
39 "Market Street at the Embarcadero [Photo ID: AAC-6539]." 
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specifically Southern Pacific. Concern about the “blighted” conditions on the waterfront 

was likely heightened by an increase in gay-oriented commerical activity on the 

waterfront. With successful legal challenges to the ABC’s use liquor licensing as way to 

shut down gay bars, a couple new places opened up in 1958. One such place, “Jack’s,” 

had been around since at least 1951 when it was disguised as “The Fisherman” and used 

as a set for D.O.A., a noir film that depicted a seedy, racially integrated urban underworld 

in San Francisco.40 In 1958, George Bauman and Mary Brown took over the bar and 

spoke to a police officer on the local beat about their plan to “change clientele” by 

catering to gay patrons.41 Around the same time, Charlotte Coleman opened “The Front” 

bar with retirement money she received from her IRS job after she was fired for having 

homosexual associations. The following year, Norman Tullis opened “the Castaways” at 

90 Market Street. All three places were within the boundaries of the “Lower Market-

Embarcadero Redevelopment Area.”  

At least two of the places—the Castaways and Jack’s—began paying-off local 

law enforcement official in order to continue operating without police harrassment. Soon 

after Bauman made his intentions to “change clientele” known, a district Sergeant 

dropped by and made it clear that the change would require police cooperation, or "else 

the cops would swarm thicker than homosexuals and business would be dead." Soon 

afterward, Bauman began to make monthly payments of $100 to the police. After the 

1959 mayoral election, when the Democratic challenger to Mayor Christopher made the 

growing homosexual presence in the city a campaign issue, the police doubled the 

                                                 
40 Both interior and exterior shots from the film suggest that “Jack’s” was location of “The Fisherman.” 
The interior included decorations like Tiki masks and a fishing net on the walls and ceiling. These same 
items were mentioned in the decriptions of the interior in the early 1960s and also used to illustrate 
advertisements for “Jack’s” in the L.C.E. News. 
41 Extensive press coverage of a Grand Jury trial in the summer of 1960 included details about the 
intentional shift in clientele and the system of extoration. 
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monthly payoff.42 In the spring of 1960, an undercover sting operation netted an ABC 

agent taking bribes from Norman Tullis at the “Castaways.” After news broke of the 

arrest of the ABC agent, Bauman cooperated with an internal affairs investigation of 

corruption within the SFPD.   During the summer, extentive press coverage of both trials 

exposed the system of police graft that was centered in the waterfront. The “gayola” 

scandal as the press dubbed it has been interpreted by scholars as a key turning point in 

which the silence around homosexuality was broken with the expanded public discourse 

about homosexual rights that convinced with coverage of the trials. One significant 

outcome was a shift in the vocabulary used to characterize the places where 

“homosexuals gathered.” The city’s major newspapers referred to “Jack’s” and the other 

bars caught up in the scandal as “gay bars,” rather than the shaming designation “resorts 

for deviates” or the more transitory-sounding appellation “hangout for homosexuals.”43 

Additionally, scholars have linked it to a subsequent increase in retaliatory raids on bars 

like the Tay-Bush Inn and a rise in arrests.44   

Another reading of the “gayola” scandal suggests, however, that it marked the 

beginging of the end for a system of morals policing that dated back to the Prohibition. 

This system was characterized by public campaigns aimed at “cleaning up” illicit activity 

and behind-the-scenes cooperation between business owners and law enforcement. On 

one hand, reformers pressed for moral cleansing of the city—on the other, entrenched 
                                                 
42 "Cop 'Helped Self,' Bribe Trial Told," San Francisco Chronicle, July 26, 1960, 1. For a discussion of 
1959 Mayor election, see Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965, 204-06; 
D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United 
States, 182; Dorsey, Christopher of San Francisco, 179-92; Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian 
Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s, 63-66. 
43 In an unpublished history of gay bars in San Francisco, Allan Berube identified this shift in language. 
See Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965, 209.  
44 This has been interpreted as the primary significance of the “gaylola” trials in a number scholarly 
treatments, see Ibid., 207-10; D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual 
Minority in the United States, 182-83; Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and 
Community, 1940s-1970s, 159. 
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bureaucratic and commercial interests worked to preserve the status quo. Regulations, 

crackdowns, and clean-up drives while gave the impression that moral conditions might 

improve, instead created a system of police payoffs, shakedowns and extortion. The 

marginal status of the waterfront, reinforced by the construction of the Embarcadero 

freeway and the neglect that accompanied its designation as a “blighted” area, set the 

stage for a new period of behind-the-scenes cooperation between the police and bar 

owners. The “gayola” trials exposed not only the gay subculture of the waterfront, but the 

system of police corruption. The “gayola” scandal only indirectly targeted “gay bars,” 

rather it was aimed at exposing the ineffectiveness and corruption of law enforcement.45 

The trials were part of a campaign for police reform that came out out a frustration with 

ineffectiveness of the ongoing “crackdown.” The ABC, only five-years old, was not only 

loosing its regulatory authority to close down “hangouts for homosexuals” in the courts, 

but its agents had begun cooperating with bar owners to enrich themselves and 

undermine the mission of the agency.  Severing the relationship between bar operator and 

crooked law enforcement officers was a necessary precursor to dismantling the network 

of gay-oriented social spaces on the waterfront to make way for urban renewal. Without 

the informal “protection” arrangements with police, gay bar operators were forced to 

devise a new strategy for protecting their business interests.  

CLEARING OUT THE EMBARCADERO IN THE EARLY 1960S 

In late 1960, soon after the end of the “gayola” trials, a group of gay bar patrons 

and hosts began to discuss ways to promote civic involvement and voter participation 

                                                 
45 This interpretation follows more closely the history of police reform in the SFPD in the 1950s and 1960s 
presented by Christopher Lowen-Engel Agee, "The Streets of San Francisco: Blacks, Beats, Homosexuals, 
and the San Francisco Police Department, 1950--1968" (Disseration, University of California, Berkeley, 
2005). Agee has shown how African Americans, Beats, and homosexuals benefitted from efforts to 
“professionalize” the police force.  
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within the city’s homosexual population. In April 1961, the group, which included Guy 

Strait and drag performers Jose Sarria and “Michelle,” incorporated as the “League for 

Civil Education” (L.C.E). Both Sarria and Strait were World War II veterans who were 

very familiar with the world of gay bars that stretched from the waterfront to North 

Beach. For a brief time, the masthead of the newsletter included a prominent image of the 

Ferry Building (Figure 45). The L.C.E. soon began regular fundraisers to bring a “suit 

against repressive governmental action” against places like Jack’s. Jose Sarria performed 

regularly on Sunday’s at the Black Cat where since 1958 he had been singing playful 

operas laced with political commentaries against police repression.  The opera’s included 

appeals to patrons to stick together against sweeps in public places. Sarria served as the 

treasurer of the organization. His gender-bending performances usually concluded with a 

rousing sing-along of “God Save Us Nelly Queens” and a call for greater solidarity and 

collective action among bar patrons. Guy Strait, who lived in North Beach, became the 

president and soon earned the nickname “the Senator” for his efforts to build a political 

constituency among gay bar patrons. He did this through his editorials in the L.C.E. News 

which he started publishing in October 1961. The L.C.E. News was distributed in local 

bars and aimed at a so-called “community”—estimated to consist of “10,000 new voters.” 

It contained gossip about bar openings and closings, editorials about civil rights and 

police activity, local coverage of legal proceedings against bar owners, and paid 

advertisements.  
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Figure 45: The Masthead of the Citizen’s News, January 1964 
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One of the first actions of the L.C.E. was to demonstrate the size of the city 

homosexual electorate. In the fall of 1961, José Sarria campaigned for a seat on the San 

Francisco Board of Supervisors. In later oral history, Sarria described his motivations to 

running office: 

The election came about in a funny way. We had taken over 90 Market Street, and 
I was running a food concession, cooking and serving there and delivering food to 
the Cat. It had regular kitchen facilities, very nice, so we cooked there rather than 
the Black Cat. This was about 1960...We would prepare the food there for the 
Black Cat. That's when the Southern Pacific Railway Company announced on 
their bulletin boards that anyone coming across to eat in my restaurant would be 
fired. An I mentioned it to some of the kids that used to come over and eat, and 
they said 'Yes, It's true...So I went to the manager and said, 'You put a notice up 
denying the right of the people to eat at my restaurant. That's against the law.'...So 
with that as ammunition, I told them that I was going to bring suit against them; 
defamation of character and this, that, and the other...Meanwhile I had come up 
with the idea that the only way that we could show some strength was to have a 
voting power, and some kind of union.46 

City directories corroborate Sarria’s description of the commercial landscape of the area 

at the time. The two-story storefront at 90 Market Street was across the street from the 

massive Southern Pacific Building. Sol Stoumen, who owned the Black Cat, was also 

associated with 90 Market Street in 1961—as was Sarria.47 The previous summer, “The 

Castaways” at 90 Market was the scene of the first arrest in the “gayola” scandal.  

                                                 
46 Gorman, The Empress Is a Man: Stories from the Life of Jose Sarria, 204-06. 
47 According to city directories, Sol Stoumen operated businesses at 90 Market Street between 1961 and 
1963. In 1961—the directory shows—Stoumen was treasurer and José Sarria vice president of the 
“Vendarteria Inc. restaurant.” In 1962, Stoumen operated the “Last Resort tavern” and Peter and Mrs Ann 
Garajotis ran “Aristocrats restaurant” at 90 Market. In 1963—the last year Stoumen was associated with the 
address—the directory recorded the “Five an Ounce” at 90 Market. Over the next five years, the building 
had a consistent tenant, “Aug L Casazza Wholesale Liquors.” The building was likely owned by the San 
Francisco Redevelopment Agency at the time and leased to the liquor wholesaler. By 1969, the entire block 
was razed to make way for the San Francisco Hyatt. An oral history with José Sarria as well as 
contemporaneous coverage of the goings on at 90 Market in the L.C.E. News show the close connection 
between the Black Cat and 90 Market in the early 1960s.  
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The unspoken significance of repeated efforts to target the series of gay-oriented 

businesses located at 90 Market beginning in the early 1960s was that at the time 

revelopment project planners were engaged in efforts to assemble land in the area.48 The 

block that included 90 Market had already experienced the early impact of urban renewal. 

A group of business interested purchased six-story Terminal Hotel a couple of doors 

down in 1958 and razed it to make room for parking lot in 1960.49  

It is therefore significant that José Sarria’s motivation for running for Supervisor 

was, in part, to protect his business enterprise located inside of the city’s top priority 

urban renewal project, the “Lower Market-Embarcadero Revelopment Area E.” Pressure 

to close the business came, not from the police or the ABC—which did not have 

jurisdiction of businesses that did not serve alcohol—but from downtown business 

interests with a sustained interest in redeveloping the area. Downtown business and real 

estate interests in general, and Southern Pacific in particular, stood to benefit from urban 

renewal in the area and, throughtout the late 1950s, had repeatedly and unsuccessfully 

tried to eliminate the “blight at the foot of market” by replacing the existing urban fabric 

with a Ferry Building Park. The assertion of control by Southern Pacific officials over 

adjacent landuses in 1961 signaled a new threat to the gay social and commercial network 

that spanned the waterfront and North Beach. Unlike the “crackdown” headed by the 

ABC and the SFPD, the aggressive effort on the part of urban renewal officials to 

implement plans for redevelopment in Area E could not be stalled or averted by payoffs, 

legal challenges, and appeals for a “wide-open town.” Police “protection” was no longer 

for sale in the wake of the “gayola” scandal. The combined efforts of Sarria and Strait to 

                                                 
48 Redevelopment Agency of the City and County of San Francisco, "Progress Report to Mayor George 
Christopher for the Period October, 1955 to September, 1963." 
49 "3 Big, Recent Purchases of Slum Area Property," San Francisco Chronicle, October 9, 1958. 
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mobilize direct participation by homosexuals in civic affairs marked not only a shift in 

tactics but recognition of a different threat—the threat of displacement from the marginal 

zone of sexual permissiveness on the edge—and in the path—of an expanding 

downtown. With the help of advertisments and gossip mentions in the L.C.E., the 

network of gay bars on the waterfront grew in the early 1960s, despite a new round of 

surveillance from ABC agents and the hostile reaction of SFPD officers to the “gayola” 

scandal.50 

 Perhaps the most significant factor in the expansion of gay-oriented commercial 

activity on the waterfront in the early 1960s was the combined fundraising and business 

promotion activities of the L.C.E. Fundraisers played a role in the founding of the L.C.E. 

In late 1960, around the time the idea for the group surfaced, bartender Eddie Paulsen 

hosted a fundraiser for the Muscular Dystrophy Society. The event raised $600, but more 

importantly “contributed to a recognition of the ability of the 'crowd' to stick together for 

a common purpose.”51 The Crossroads continued the “community” spirit with a free 

buffet that served as a Christmas toy drive.52 Between 1961 and 1963, bar owners, drag 

performing “hosts,” and the L.C.E. cooperated in organizing a series of fundraisers for 

the “War Chest,” a fund started by Guy Strait and promoted thorugh the L.C.E. News. 

The “War Chest”—a designation that called to mind the bond drives common during 

World War II—was intended as a legal fund to launch campaign for homosexual 

freedom.  

                                                 
50 After the 1959 California Supreme Court case that struck down the ABC’s policy of closing down places 
based on the presence of homosexual patrons, the agency with the cooperation of the SFPD developed a 
more proactive method of building a legal justication for revoking liquor licenses. The new legal threshold 
for revoking licenses required documentation of lewd behavior. Undercover officers, posing as bar patrons, 
visited many of the same bars that survived the earlier crackdown in order to entrap men in lewd acts or 
solicitation. 
51 Guy Strait, "Roving Report," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, April 30, 1962. 
52 Guy Strait, "Roving Report," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, December 25, 1961. 
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Although, with his run for Supervisor, Sarria secured his position as the most 

respected member of a larger network of drag performers, he was only one of a number 

of gender-transgressive entertainers engaged in “community” building and political 

organizing on the waterfront. “Michelle” was another co-founders of the L.C.E. and a 

frequent fundraiser for the “War Chest.” Michelle was also the unofficial leader of the 

“Hairburners’ Association of Lower Embarcadero”—a group of gender-transgressive 

habitués of “Jack’s.” On the gossip column of the L.C.E., Guy Strait made frequent 

reference to the “h-burners” prompting out-of-town readers in New York and Chicago 

about the meaning of the term.53 Guy Strait happily provided the background 

information:  

There is a group of the finest coiffeurs in all of San Francisco who have for years 
congregated along the Embarcadero at Jack’s. They are all close friends when 
they do not have their knives out and travel very muchly in a pack. So we have a 
name for them “Hairburners” or in an abbreviation 'H’Burners.’ 

The term may have deri.ved from the practice of using curling irons to style their 

coiffeurs. Alternatively, it may indicate that many of them may have been hairdressers by 

profession as well. The “Lower Embarcadero” was not a geographic designation that 

made much sense as a section of the city. It was likely a simplification of the “Lower 

Market-Embarcadero Redevelopment Area,” a 28-block area that included Jack’s and a 

number of the other bars frequented by the Hairburners. Members of the “pack” included 

Michelle, Momi, Royal, Gooch, Kramer, Franklin, Kish, Perry, Fernando, Murphy, and 

Scotty.54 

At the height of gay social and commerical activity on the Embarcadero 

waterfront, with Michelle and the Hairburners hosted the “Michelle International” event, 
                                                 
53 Guy Strait, "Roving Report," L.C.E. News, November 26, 1962, 6. 
54 These were the models and participants in May 1962 fashion show promoted in the L.C.E. News. The 
fashion show was held at Jack’s by the “Hairburners Association of the Lower Embarcadero.”  
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a fundraiser for the “War Chest” of the L.C.E (Figure 46). On the first evening of the 

two-evening affair, Michelle took the audience on a tour of her upcoming trip to Europe. 

On the second evening, she emceed a variety show that showcased the talents of 

entertainers from all of gay hotspots on the waterfront, including Walter Hart from the 

Crossroads, Roby Landers from the Barrel House, and Jerry from the Last Resort. José 

Sarria also took the stage. Interspersed between the acts was a fashion show staged by 

“Royal.” The fashion show was an encore presentation of one sponsored the previous 

spring by the Hairburners as a prelude to the Grand Opening of Jack’s in its new 

location.55 These events—like the fashion show and Michelle International—were 

important in fostering a communal outlook among bar patrons that transcended their 

shared sexual desires. They reflected a growing tendency among homosexual bar patrons 

that they were part of a potentially influential social group. 

On a Sunday evening in January 1963, two bartenders sat alone together with the 

juke box blaring in the middle of the Jack’s Hideaway Room at the Edgewater Hotel. One 

was the Sunday morning bartender and the other doubled as a lighting specialist for the 

big events that until recently were a frequent attraction to the waterfront bar. Earlier that 

evening, a large crowd had gathered to watch a slide show of one such event and mark 

the final night of Jack’s. Although the Color images of the “Michelle International” 

performances from a couple of months earlier were projected for the patrons. The 

“Michelle International” event occurred near the end of a period of growth in a gay social 

world that permeated waterfront bars in the late 1950s and early 1960s. A couple weeks 

 

                                                 
55 Guy Strait, "Jack's," L.C.E. News, May 28, 1962, 1. 
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Figure 46: Michelle Opens Jack’s Hideaway Room, November 196256 

 

 

                                                 
56 The reference to “Janet MacDonald” refers to actress Jeanette MacDonald’s performance as an opera 
singer in the 1936 film San Francisco. In the movie, she sings “San Francisco” right before the 1906 
earthquake commences. Guy Strait, "Michelle," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, December 10, 1962, 1. 
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after the event, “a private army” of six ABC agents came into Jack’s and removed the 

liquor license from the wall—ending the four-year-long rocky history of the bar. Bauman 

continued to advertise the “Edgewater Hotel” in the L.C.E. News and, along with Don 

Cavello, opened “Original Don’s Coffeehouse” in the ground floor commerical space 

once occupied by Jack’s. By the fall of 1963, with the exception of the Edgewater Hotel, 

all of the establishments in and around the Golden Gateway development connected to 

the waterfront gay social world were shuttered and their clientele dispersed to new areas 

of the city. In the L.C.E. News, Strait ran a modified version of the advertisement of the 

“Exodus” from “old” Jack’s to “new” Jack’s. This time the “Exodus” was from the 

“new” Jack’s to the “Tool Box,” a popular motorcycle bar in the light industrial South of 

Market district.57 By 1968, all of the buildings within the redevelopment project area 

boundaries were razed and construction on a complex of office towers, highrise 

apartments, freeway ramps and parking garages was well underway.   

CONCLUSION 

Sexual politics and urban renewal politics were interconnected. While frustrated 

city officials and civic leaders failed repeated attempts to redevelop the area, they also 

pressed the police to cleanup the waterfront as part of a series of city-wide “drives” 

against homosexuals. Sites that had once been referred to as “gathering places for sex 

deviates,” “hangouts for homosexuals” or “resorts for perverts” remained as the last 

holdouts against redevelopment on the northern waterfront. In the process of fighting to 

                                                 
57 The “Tool Box” was an important South of Market bar that drew a crowd of masculine gay men 
connected several motorcycle clubs. According to Meeker, an image of men in the “Tool Box” “was the 
first picture of the interior of an authentic gay bar to be published in any mainstream magazine in the 
United States.”  The image appeared in an influential 1964 issue of Life magazine that popularized idea that 
San Francisco was the “homosexual capital of the United States.” Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and 
Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s, 163. 
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retain their hold on the Embarcadero, these places became more clearly identified as “gay 

bars” and the men that patronized them began to see themselves as part of a new kind of 

“community”—one characterized by both their erotic desires and their status as a 

persecuted sexual minority. While they were ultimately evicted from the waterfront—

only to relocate to other areas in the path of redevelopment—they played an important 

role transforming bar patrons into cohesive, politically identified “gay community.” 

Before the urban renewal program gained traction, the police, goaded by the 

District Attorney and Grand Jury, periodically—and at times temporarily—cracked down 

on places where gay men socialized. A policy of containment was used to establish 

clearly bounded and widely recognized permissive zones where adult-entertainments 

operated as an unofficial part of the city’s visitor and tourism industries. Under this 

system, “drives” temporarily and periodically shifted and concealed the spaces of gay and 

lesbian sociability and triggered legal skirmishes over individual civil liberties. Liquor 

law enforcement was utilized to regulate and at times close down “homosexual 

hangouts.”  

Only when these spaces were targeted for elimination, rather than periodic 

regulation, did a new sexual politics emerge—one that evoked the language of 

community and emphasized the need to secure a new place for homosexuals in the 

modern urban landscape. As this chapter demonstrates, the attempts to redevelop the 

Embarcadero waterfront had the effect, if not the intent, of eliminating the social spaces 

that attracted homosexual men to the area. When faced with eviction from the waterfront 

and the loss of a thriving, growing community, these men organized in fundamentally 

new ways. They held fundraisers to establish a legal defense fund. They developed a 

community newspaper complete with business advertisements, a gossip column and 

editorials that critiqued urban renewal and called for “community” activism. By the mid-
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1960s, the gay gathering places were gone and construction began on the Golden 

Gateway project (Figures 47 and 48). 
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Figure 47:  Construction for the Golden Gateway, March 4, 196358 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
58 Caption for the image: Newscopy: "PICTORIAL PROGRESS REPORT ON GOLDEN GATEWAY-- 
Here is a general view of foundation construction for the Golden Gateway redevelopment project at the site 
of the old produce market that once covered several blocks. In the background are the Embarcadero 
Freeway and the Bay Bridge. Most of the remaining buildings are due for demolition soon to make way for 
apartments and park areas. The $85 million project is scheduled for completion in 1966. Eventually it will 
house about 8000 in eight residential towers and more than 100 in individual town houses." "Construction 
for the Golden Gateway [Photo ID: AAB-8762]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1963). 
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Figure 48: Golden Gateway Under Construction, Viewed from Underneath the 
Embarcadero Freeway, February 196459 

 

 

 
 

                                                 
59 "Golden Gateway [Photo ID: AAB-8722]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1964). 
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Chapter Seven: San Francisco’s Modern Tourism Complex 

INTRODUCTION 

After the war, city leaders sought to develop better visitor facilities and transform 

the city into the “convention capital of the nation.”1 At the time, however, the city was 

poorly prepared to handle an influx of conventioneers and tourists. The airport was too 

small and far away. The last new, major hotel in the city was completed in 1930.2 Exhibit 

and convention space was inadequate and poorly situated. Local attractions were limited 

and often of a more sordid nature, owing to the influx of military personnel during the 

war. Beginning in the mid-1950s, planner and business leaders launched a campaign to 

“modernize” downtown San Francisco.3 Their effort was, in part, an attempt to expand 

the Union Square hotel and retail district into the city’s main convention and tourism 

complex. City officials, local business leaders, and transportation planners worked on 

reducing traffic congestion around Union Square, improving access to and from the 

airport, and reconfiguring the cable car system into a vehicle for tourism. Retailers, 

several of whom became active in planning politics, pushed for better parking facilities, 

promoted storefront and sidewalk beautification projects, and backed drives against 

businesses that attracted “undesirables”—principally the nighttime entertainment zones 

around the downtown core. The economic and social vitality of these areas during  the 

                                                 
1 Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee, "Report of the Citizens' Postwar Planning Committee to Mayor 
Roger D. Lapham.", 34. 
2 Here “major” refers to hotels six-stories or more in height. 
3 Several recent works have examine the politics of the downtown development, including: Bernard J. 
Frieden and Lynne B. Sagalyn, Downtown, Inc.: How America Rebuilds Cities (Boston: MIT Press, 1991); 
Allison Issenberg, Downtown America: A History of the Place and the People Who Made It (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005). For a well documented history of changes in downtown hotel living 
prior to urban renewal, see Paul Groth, Living Downtown: The History of Residential Hotels in the United 
States (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994). 
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war declined with a drop in troop movements through the city. Additionally, they were 

viewed as the wrong kind of attraction for “modern” San Francisco.  

By 1955, city planners had grown increasingly concerned that the downtown 

shopping district was not attracting enough shoppers from the suburbs. A staff report 

prepared for the City Planning Department estimated that only one out of six of the 

100,000 people who shopped downtown came from the suburbs.4 In assessing the 

situation, the authors compared and contrasted the amenities of the Stonestown Shopping 

Center and the downtown shopping district. Stonestown offered parking, a separation 

between pedestrians and automobiles, a uniform appearance of its storefronts, minimal 

and clear signage, harmonized street furniture, attractive plantings, and a cohesive design. 

In contrast, the downtown district benefited mostly from established traffic and transit 

routes and desirable other services nearby. The things that detracted from the area were 

its piecemeal appearance, unrelated designs, competition between automobiles and 

pedestrians at crosswalks, limited parking, broken business frontages because of small 

parking lots, “gap-toothed” appearance dues to different building heights, gaudy and 

garish signs, lack of uniformity in street furniture resulting in confusion and clutter on the 

sidewalks, and no consistent planting and landscaping features.  

Planners paid particular attention to conditions in the district to the west of the 

Union Square—the “Tenderloin,” centered along Mason, Turk and Eddy near Market 

Street, was targeted as the most unattractive area in the downtown:  

Streets such as Mason, Turk and Ellis are tawdry to the point of vocation. A 
certain amount of tawdriness is perhaps proper in an area devoted to the 
purveyance of popular entertainment. However, if one condones the banal and 
unimaginative simply because this ostensibly is what is begin bargained for, 
nothing will ever be done to improve the appearance of the area. What is missing 
is any touch of imagination or any touch of glamour…In general, much of this 

                                                 
4 McCarthy, "Modernizing Downtown San Francisco." 
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area, particularly in the vicinity of Mason and Turk Streets, has the appearance of 
a bombed-out sector with buildings, undistinguishable at best, exposing 
unflattering views of back walls and faded signs brought to light after forty years 
by the recent demolition.5 

The result of this unflattering picture of downtown was a recommendation to begin “a 

process of re-education and re-evaluation applied to the appearance of downtown areas.” 

To punctuate the call to action, the authors argued “appearance needs the same serious 

consideration heretofore given to the problems of circulation, parking and transit, for 

these simply help provide better access to what must be made a more attractive locality.”6 

This chapter charts the impact of expansion of “modern” convention and tourism 

facilities on the sexual subcultures in and around Union Square. In order to “modernize” 

downtown for the tourist and convention trade, new transportation infrastructure, tourist 

attractions, and convention hotels were built in these “fringe” areas. City officials moved 

away from an “open town” policy toward one that took a less tolerant stance toward 

“illicit” attractions. In the process, vestiges of a wilder, more libertine age were erased 

from the urban landscape. The cultural politics of these landscape reformation projects 

involved eliminating vestiges of the “gaiety” of “old” San Francisco to realize a 

cosmopolitan—and desexualized—vision of the city’s future. For gay San Franciscans 

who sought out one another in the bars and restaurants near the downtown core, the 

redevelopment of these “fringe” areas meant periodic street sweeps, bar raids, and 

undercover sting operations. Nevertheless, gay men targeted in these crackdowns asserted 

their right to the city by organizing and participating in public spectacles. By the mid-

1960s, with the opening of the new Hilton Hotel, an organized group of gay operators 

and patrons rented out one of the ballrooms for a Halloween drag ball and fundraiser.  

                                                 
5 Ibid., 23. 
6 Ibid. 
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THE END OF THE LINE FOR AIRLINE BUSES AND THE 356 CLUB 

Soon after a completion of a new modern terminal at San Francisco International 

Airport in 1954, city leaders turned their attention to improving the visitor and tourism 

facilities around Union Square. As described in Chapter 3, the cable cars, one of the 

uniquely San Franciscan attractions, were soon transformed into a vehicle for tourists—as 

well as a “vehicle” for tourism promotion. The reconfigured cable system severed transit 

connections between the blocks of low-rent hotels and racy entertainment venues and the 

finer tourist hotels facing Union Square to the east. This fringe area known as the 

“Tenderloin” was targeted for redevelopment into an extension of Union Square hotel 

and entertainment district. More specifically, it was included in the inner “fringe parking 

belt,” a series of city blocks ringing the San Francisco downtown where the Parking 

Authority promoted parking projects. The first above ground, multi-level parking 

structure—the “Downtown Center Garage”—was built in the section of the inner “fringe 

parking belt” in the Tenderloin. Soon after it opened in 1955, airport officials made plans 

to locate the airline bus terminal across the street and the City Planning Commission 

proposed a new four-block convention facility across the street from the parking 

structure.7  

The first redevelopment scheme to target a “homosexual gathering place” was the 

new airline bus terminal built in the Tenderloin “fringe parking belt.” Transportation of 

air travelers to and from the airport was a persistent concern for the airlines officials as 

during the last half of the 1940s and the first half of the 1950s. In the summer of 1954, 

airport bus operator Hobart Barrett and Utilities Manager James H. Turner inspected a 

“streamlined” new bus parked in the plaza in front of City Hall. It was one of a new fleet 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
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of buses that would soon shuttle airline passengers between the growing San Francisco 

International Airport and the various airline ticket counters spread around Union Square.8 

Traffic congestion was becoming a key concern and Supervisor Francis McCarty 

“spearheaded a drive to rid the Union Square area of airline buses.”9 To ease the 

situation, Barrett’s buses were ordered to pick up all passengers at one central pickup 

point in front of the NBC building at 420 Taylor Street. The new approach would 

alleviate the congestion around Union Square by ending the practice of checking in and 

loading passengers for specific flights at the individual airline ticket office. Passengers 

would now be responsible for bringing their luggage to the centralized pickup point and 

boarding the bus corresponding to their flight.10 

Within a year—at the insistence of Supervisor McCarthy—representatives from 

the five major airline using the curbside “terminal” came together to work out a more 

efficient solution. They decided to replace the current system with a new, permanent 

airline bus terminal that provided regular departures at 15-minute intervals and was 

available to all airline passengers. In August 1955, committee announced that it had 

reached a negotiated agreement to construct the new facility near the temporary terminal. 

Larry Barrett—the airline bus operator and owner of several choice parcels on the 

southeast corner of O’Farrell and Taylor—agreed to redevelop the property into a sleek, 

modern, 40,000 square foot terminal. Currently located on the site were six-story Hotel 

Del Rey, the equally tall Bohemian Garage built in the mid-1920s and a smaller two story 

garage.11 

                                                 
8 "Hobart Barrett and James H. Turner Inspecting an Airport Bus Parked in Front of City Hall [Photo ID: 
AAC-7663]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
9 "Air Line Bus Terminal at O'Farrell, Taylor," San Francisco News, August 24, 1955, 1. 
10 While the new system did confine airline bus traffic to the western margins of the tourist hotel district as 
intended, it caused confusion and complications for passengers trying to board the right bus.Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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In covering the developing plans, the San Francisco News included a labeled 

photograph of the street intersection and building that would be razed—meant to show 

readers the precise location of the new terminal (Figure 49). A barricade on O’Farrell 

Street was clearly legible: “Track Removal, Street Reconstruction.” One of Barrett’s 

airline buses was captured in the middle of the intersection—crossing the fresh new 

pavement where the last Hyde-O’Farrell cable car had passed less than a year earlier. The 

loaded northbound bus was headed to the NBC Building and the curbside gateway to the 

city. It moved quickly up Taylor which had just been converted into a one-way street 

along with most of the other downtown streets. With reductions in the cable car system, 

the new traffic pattern made it easier to traverse Market Street and reach the newly 

opened Bayshore Freeway.12 With the cable cars removed, airline buses could more 

easily make a clockwise circuit beginning with the 7th street off ramp of the Bayshore 

Freeway, across Market Street on 6th, and up Taylor to the new terminal at O’Farrell.  

The loaded buses could then return to the freeway by taking O’Farrell—now one-way 

and without cable cars—to Stockton, where a right turn would lead them back to the 

freeway via the Fourth Street on-ramp.13 City Planner, Paul Opperman remarked that the 

new facility “would fit beautifully with the existing one-way street pattern.” Supervisor 

McCarthy was “extremely gratified.” The photo captured the city streets at a time when 

the transformation of the urban landscape was perceptible. It was a moment when 

reminders of the old integrated system of ferry, cable cars and streetcar were beginning to 

fade away and a new transportation regime was taking hold. All of this was just in the 

foreground of the photo. 

                                                 
12 Ibid. 
13 This easy route into out of the city also influenced discussions about the best place to locate new public 
parking and convention facilities. The San Francisco News outlined the route for readers who were just 
learning the new downtown traffic patterns themselves. 
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Figure 49: Southeast corner of Taylor and O'Farrell streets, August 24, 195514 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Newscopy caption on image reads: “AIRLINE BUS TERMINAL WILL GO UP HERE--Chosen as site 
of a permanent airline bus terminal last week was the corner shown here - the southeast corner of Taylor 
and O'Farrell-sts. A new building, replacing the corner hotel and two adjoining garages, will supply more 
than 40,000 square feet of space." "Southeast Corner of Taylor and O'Farrell Streets [Photo ID: AAB-
4833]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1955). 
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  The crudely labeled streets notwithstanding, the focal point was the six-story 

Hotel Del Rey in the center of the image. Like many of the hotels in the area, it was built 

soon after the 1906 earthquake and had lots of ground floor commercial space. With a 

large neon sign oriented toward O’Farrell Street, the “Radio Club” grill and cocktail 

lounge attracted patrons with its prominent façade.15 The hotel entrance—less noticeable, 

but also identified with a neon sign—was on Taylor Street. On the same side but closer to 

O’Farrell, there was an inconspicuous set of partially recessed white double doors. On the 

exaggerated colonial-style pediment above the entrance were the address numbers—

“356” in contrasting black. There were no other markings, and no windows. It was a 

members-only nightclub that attracted a sizeable—and noticeable—gay clientele. It was 

one of the twenty-five places listed in the local guidebook shown to attendees of the first 

annual Mattachine Convention.16 

The ownership, social milieu of the club and its relationship to the surrounding 

area can be partially reconstructed from oral histories, city directories, and the nostalgic 

references it received in gay newspapers twenty years after it closed. In a contest by 

“Club Dori” to name “the most gay bars in San Francisco that are no longer open,” the 

“365 [sic] Club” was remembered almost thirty years after it closed.17 According to the 

San Francisco City Directory, “The Three Fifty Six Club” tavern appears to have opened 

                                                 
15 Details about the Hotel Del Rey were compiled from a variety of sources. The internal layout and its 
relationship to adjoining structures came from examination of Sanborn maps held at the San Francisco 
History Center at the Main Public Library. The appearance, ownership, and redevelopment history came 
from images and articles in San Francisco News and the library’s historical photo archive. Details about the 
location and clientele of the “356 Club” came from the “sites database” maintained by the GLBT Historical 
Society of Northern California. It contains annotations culled from the society’s collection of oral histories 
and periodicals. The tenure of businesses in the structure was inferred from a detailed survey of San 
Francisco City Directories and Phonebooks from 1947-1965. 
16 Meeker describes how this convention bar guide circulated privately out of a concern that it would fall 
into the wrong hands. Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 
1940s-1970s. Listings in the guide from Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco. 
17 The complete list was published as well as the winner. The contest was sponsored by Club Dori on the 
occasion of its 21st anniversary. The winner was Paul Ruehl & Associates. "Club Dori." 
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in 1953 and closed two or three years later. At the time of its closure, the hotel building 

and the adjacent garage properties were owned by bus terminal operator Frank and Larry 

Barrett and Harry Help, Sr.18 Oral histories, however, suggest that either the building had 

different owners previously and/or ground floor commercial space was leased to different 

businessmen. In recollections made over twenty years later, two names were associated 

with 356 Taylor—Charlie Marsalli and Van Kleet. Bob Ross—publisher of the city’s first 

gay newspaper, the B.A.R.—characterized the “356 Club” as the first membership card 

bar in San Francisco and identified Lloyd Fox as a frequent host and Charlie Marsalli as 

its owner.19 In reminiscences printed in Bob Ross’s newspaper in 1976, Marsalli was also 

remembered for drawing a sizeable gay crowd to his nearby restaurant.20 “Robert”—

likely a nom de plume for Ross—wrote a regular column entitled “San Francisco As I 

See It.” In an installment titled “Down Memory Lane,” Robert posed the question “Has 

San Francisco Always Been Gay?” He answered his own question with a compilation of 

remembrances gathered from friends about San Francisco in the 1940s and 1950s. While 

not explicitly answering the question, he claimed that during the war years it was “even 

wilder than it is now.” Robert included a reference to Marsalli’s restaurant at Mason and 

Geary, but not the “356 Club.” This is likely explained by the fact that Ross settled in San 

                                                 
18 "Air Line Bus Terminal at O'Farrell, Taylor." Barret and Hilp had earlier been construction contractors 
involved in the construction of the Golden Gate Bridge as well as the wartime ship building industry. 
19 A notation in the sites database made by Willie Walker paraphrased Bob Ross’s recollection about the 
clubs host and owner. City directories and a later court case involving Charlie Marsalli provided details 
about his other business interests. Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco.  
20 Robert, "San Francisco as I See It: Down Memory Lane," 19. Nanette Asimov, "Bob Ross--Pioneering 
Gay Journalist and Activist," San Francisco Chronicle, December 12, 2003, 29. Marsalli’s Restaurant, at 
Mason and Geary, operated from the early 1950s until 1959 and boasted “San Francisco’s Finest Dinner 
[for only $2.65, and]…Two Surprises Every Night.” Based on city directories, Marsalli appears to have 
closed his restaurant soon after losing a trademark infringement case in 1958. He was charged with illegally 
forming “Marsalli’s Blue Ribbon Coffee Company” in order to sell coffee to restaurants, hotels and other 
institutions in northern California. Marsalli had been buying “Blue Ribbon” coffee from the plaintiff for a 
number of years before starting the new venture. Marsalli's Coffee V. Blue Ribbon Prod. Co., Civ. 17770 
First District, Division Two, 159 CA2d 357 (1958). 
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Francisco after being discharged from the Navy in 1956—likely after the “356” was shut 

down. His reminiscences of San Francisco in the 1940s and early 1950s were probably 

stories he had gathered secondhand. 

In an oral history conducted by Len Evans in the early 1980s, “TR” recalled that 

“The Three Fifty Six Club” was owned for a time by Al Van Kleet and attracted “the cuff 

link set.”21 Van Cleef was remembered to have operated the “Tiara Room” behind the 

Silver Rail. The Silver Rail was a notorious bar on Market Street that attracted 

servicemen during World War II. The Silver Rail was one of nine bars placed on an “off 

limits” list during the war. It was removed from the list only after it was sold “to a new 

ownership and management acceptable to Army and Navy authorities" who were 

obligated to sign a pledge to enforce a new code of conduct. The code included a 

prohibition against allowing “known prostitutes and habitués who may serve [as] a source 

of venereal disease” on the premises. Likely referring to its evolving clientele after the 

war, Bob Ross described the Silver Rail as “the best bar...huge...for nelly queens and the 

cuff-link set.”22 It appears that “The Three Fifty Six Club” succeeded the “Silver Rail” in 

attracting the growing number of gay sales clerks in the downtown shopping area. This 

supposition is based on their opening and closing dates, the similar language used to 

characterize their gay customers, and their shared connection to Al Van Kleet/Cleef. 

                                                 
21 Len Evans was an active member of the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay History Project in the 1980s. As 
part of that project, he conducted several oral histories related to gay life in San Francisco in the 1950s. 
Eight of the taped interviews accompany his papers housed at the San Francisco History Center. Excerpts 
from his interview with “TR”—a coded name to maintain the confidentiality of the subject—are included 
in a compilation of bar histories he posted on-line in 2002. Evans’ compilation misidentifies the site as the 
“365 Club.” The correct location was identified as “Three Fifty Six Club” tavern in the San Francisco City 
Directory in the volumes for years 1953 and 1954. The 1955/56 volume recorded the same location to be 
vacant. Len Evans, Gay Chronicles: Before Stonewall Bar Guide (Len Evans, 2002 [cited January 8, 
2007]), available from http://www.geocities.com/gueroperro/Bars.doc. 
22 Quoted here from an annotation in the sites database. Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in 
San Francisco. 
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“TR’s” recollection of “The Three Fifty Six Club” more than fifty years after it 

closed, includes a detailed description of its posh interior and a brief sketch of the “cuff 

link set”: 

There was a gay bar where the air line terminal used to be on Taylor Street. It had 
a special shaped staircase, and this lovely oval shaped bar with back to back 
registers. You didn't know if you were looking into a mirror or not the way it was 
set up…This was a piss elegant bar. As Tallulah Bankhead said as she went in, 
"This is really a white collar cocksucker's bar." There was a white balustrade and 
red carpeting and all the queens just loved to walk down that spiral staircase.  

It was the cuff-link crowd. I remember one time I was to meet Gary there after 
work. He was already there when I arrived. Gary reached into his pocket and put 
up a pair of cuff-links in front of each of us. I asked, “What's that?” and he said, "I 
just want them to know we own them, although we're not wearing them.” 

The club and its patrons projected a sense of exclusivity and theatricality. A point made 

clear by “TR” in his following remarks:  

They were all ribbon clerks making $35 a week at Macy's, the Emporium, and 
some worked at Weinstein's, but didn't admit to it. It was nothing but ribbon 
clerks that would get their little $35 a week checks and come up there for one 
night and live grand. 

Macy’s was only two blocks away—close to Union Square—and had recently 

doubled in size by building out into the several adjacent lots. Weinstein’s had recently 

added the city’s first escalator and attracted a huge crowd of riders. The Emporium would 

soon open a branch store in the Stonestown shopping center. It was a period of expansion 

and modernization for the city’s downtown shopping district. It required both more land 

and a larger sales staff. Increasingly, the soldiers and sailors attracted to the nearby bars 

and nightclubs of the adjacent Tenderloin began to be replaced by the growing retail sales 

force of that included the “cuff link set.” By the end of the Korean War, the smartly 

dressed “ribbon clerks” had become a visible presence in the area. A number of bars, 

nightclubs and restaurants became increasingly associated with this new clientele as they 

developed networks of repeat customers. Some businesses actively sought to attract gay 
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patrons by hiring hosts and hostesses that set the right mood and tapped into informal 

word-of-mouth social networks.  

SAN FRANCISCO’S CONVENTION COMPLEX 

With airline buses discharging passengers in the Union Square tourism and 

shopping district, it was logical to situate new convention facilities in the same area. Even 

before the end of the war, planners recognized the inadequacy of meeting space in the 

city. Although the planning priorities adopted by the Citizens’ Postwar Planning 

Committee included nearly $500,000 to remodel the Civic Auditorium, it was clear that 

some anticipated more than cosmetic improvements. The Planning Commission foresaw 

the need for more space to accommodate an increase in the number of projected visitors. 

“San Francisco, because of its unfailing low summer temperatures, its restaurants, scenic 

spots, and other features should be the convention capital of the nation.”23 At the time, 

the thirty year old Civic Center Auditorium was in need of rehabilitation. The Art 

Commission proposed a special allocation of funds to study how the city might better 

use, or expand, its meeting facilities. The proposed study would determine the 

relationship of “local income and employment” to “conventions, fairs, exhibits, sporting 

events and cultural activities” and to evaluate the economic feasibility of developing the 

tourism as a major industry.24 A coordinated effort to make the convention trade part of 

the city’s post-war economic development strategy, however, was delayed until after the 

city completed its airport expansion project.  

By the mid-1950s, city officials and business leaders were concerned by San 

Francisco’s poor start in the race to be “the convention city of the nation.” In the early 

                                                 
23 San Francisco City Planning Commission, "Postwar Improvements: Preliminary Six-Year Program for 
Planning, Land Acquisition, and Construction," 34. 
24 Ibid., 32. 
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1950s, its share of the convention trade was on the decline—189 meetings in 1951, 183 

in 1952 and 165 in 1953.25 In 1953, Chicago had earned the title with 1010 conventions, 

followed by New York City with 717. San Francisco was not even the “convention 

capital of California.” In 1953, Los Angeles attracted 4 million visitors who spent $450 

million while San Francisco attracted only one million who spent $63 million.26 

The convention boosters revived efforts to make improvements to the Exposition 

Auditorium in the summer of 1954—coincident with the dedication of the new modern 

airline terminal and the city’s first modern freeway which connected it to downtown. The 

new terminal was designed to handle the projected growth of passengers to 10 million 

annually.27 The new Bayshore Freeway dramatically facilitated the movement of visitors 

between the central hotel district and airport.28 Less then a month after 500,000 visitors 

attended the three-day airport dedication ceremony complete with a futuristic “Jet-o-

rama” display, a group of business leaders organized a municipal bond drive to expand 

the city’s convention facilities. Known as “Dollars for San Francisco,” the group was 

headed by Cyril Magnin, a local department store magnate.29 In the November 1954 

election, the $3,275,000 measure carried and Thomas Brooks, the city’s Chief 

Administrative Officer immediately moved to develop new Civic Center Master Plan.30  

Private real estate developers soon made proposals of their own that would have 

relocated the convention complex closer to Union Square. Benjamin Swig proposed the 

                                                 
25 Bernice Scharlach, Dealing from the Heart: A Biography of Benjamin Swig (San Francisco: Scottwall 
Associates, 2000). 
26 Ibid. 
27 William Flynn, Men, Money and Mud: The Story of the San Francisco International Airport (San 
Francisco: William Flynn Publications, Inc., 1954). 
28 "Aerial View of the South of Market District [Photo ID: AAC-0709]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1954). 
29 "Magnin Heads Prop. A Drive," San Francisco Examiner, September 24, 1954, 11. 
30 "Spending Mapped; Car Shift Due," San Francisco Chronicle, November 3, 1954, 1. 
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“Prosperity Plan” in 1954 which added a convention hall, sports stadium, parking, and 

office space on land occupied by the South of Market “Skid Road.”31 Louis Lurie, 

another major land owner of downtown real estate backed a plan to build a new, modern 

convention hall in the Tenderloin. The rivalry between Swig and Lurie played out in front 

of the Parking Authority where each pushed their own multi-level parking garage 

proposals sited to serve their convention center projects. In its 1955 report, “Modernizing 

San Francisco,” the Planning Commission anticipated the construction of a new 

convention center in a four block section of the Tenderloin.32 When it became clear that 

planning officials preferred to redevelop the Embarcadero-Lower Market Street area 

before the South of Market “skid row,” Swig relocated his proposed stadium-convention 

complex to the northern eastern edge of the downtown business district.33 

After an almost three-year delay that did not alter the original planned expansion 

of the Exposition Auditorium on the Civic Center Plaza, the city excavated the western 

half of the plaza and constructed the subterranean “Brooks Hall”—which was popularly 

referred to as “Mole Hall.”34 When it opened in 1958, it was clear that the new facility 

was not adequate to accommodate the growing convention trade. Saul Pollak, a 

consultant from a New York firm credited as the largest producer of industrial 

expositions in the world, criticized the inadequacy of the San Francisco’s meeting 

facilities, even with the new expansion project. The San Francisco Chronicle, appealing 

to the civic pride, reassured locals that San Francisco was ahead of Los Angeles, but still 

                                                 
31 Nolan, "Board Praises Swig's Huge Downtown Plan," 10; Nolan, "Showdown Nearing on the Swig 
Plan," 28; "Slum Board Votes to Aid Swig's Plan," 14; "Swig Proposes 1250-Car Garage and Convention 
Hall," 1; "Swig Rebuilding Plan Gets Hayes' Approval," 12. 
32 McCarthy, "Modernizing Downtown San Francisco." 
33 Nolan, "Showdown Nearing on the Swig Plan," 28. 
34 "Construction of Mole Hall (Later Brooks Hall) [Photo ID:AAB-7589]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1957). 
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only half way to the matching Chicago and New York.35 Soon afterward, the Civic 

Center Technical Coordinating Committee unveiled a new $51 million plan to expand the 

city center from nearly 40 acres to over 60 acres, replace the Health Department building 

with a new exposition building and refurbish the existing Exposition Auditorium.36 

Perhaps reticent to back more funds for a convention center after the poor investment 

made in Mole Hall, voters rejected bond measures in 1958 and 1959 for the meeting hall 

improvements.37 

In the failed attempt to pass a 1959 Municipal Auditorium rehabilitation bond 

measure, bond drive campaign chairman Harry Lee described how conventions had 

changed and become a major industry for San Francisco: 

Any idea how conventions have changed? Conventions are literally a major 
industry in San Francisco. The whole pattern of national meetings has altered, an 
outgrowth of our fast paced modern living, the mushrooming of special 
techniques and scientific advances, the specialization. No man has the time to 
keep track of the developments in how own field. So he comes to a convention to 
learn. This is totally different from the old-style conventions. Sure, he has fun. 
And he spends. But the primary climate of a convention is no longer the 
disorganized mass assembly gaiety. It is a hard working, serious, tightly 
systematized indoctrination period. A half dozen specialized workshop meetings 
may go on while films are being shown, displays explained, work session on. And 
they come by the hundred, by the thousand, four, five, six conventions here at a 
time.38 

Walter Swanson, head of the Convention and Visitor’s Bureau concurred, citing the 

growth potential of the convention trade and its economic returns. Conventions brought 

$29 million dollars to the city in 1957 and $36.5 million in 1958. The “industry” of 

conventions described by Lee with its emphasis on scientific learning, profession 

                                                 
35 Don McClure, "Exhibit-Hall Space in S.F. Still Short, Experts Say," San Francisco Chronicle, August 
12, 1958, 3. 
36 "51 Million Civic Center Plan Told," San Francisco Call-Bulletin, October 24, 1958, 1. 
37 "Auditorium, '14 Vintage--Time for a Change," S.F. News-Call Bulletin, October 19, 1959, 8. 
38 Ibid. 
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development and “systematized indoctrination” contrasted sharply with the “mass 

assembly gaiety” of the “old-style conventions.” The “good time spots” and “fun centers” 

associated with Exposition and war years were to be replaced by modern facilities 

reserved for serious business and hard work. As a convention city, San Francisco’s 

success would hinge on the quality of its facilities, not its reputation for “fun.” 

Despite the appeal to voters to embrace the convention trade, the measure failed 

to garner the required two-third majority. Rather than wait for the city to expand its 

municipally-run convention facilities, hotel operators began developing meeting facilities 

of their own. No new major hotels had been built in San Francisco since 1930. There had 

been a two earlier hotel construction booms. In the aftermath of the 1906 Earthquake, 

damaged hotels were reconstructed and new one added in the lead up to the 1915 Panama 

Pacific International Exposition (Figure 50). A second construction boom occurred in the 

late 1920s, but was cut short by the Great Depression. The city’s largest hotel 

construction project, the 28-floor William Taylor Hotel near Civic Center was completed 

in 1929, but taken over by the government soon afterwards. After a twenty-seven year 

hiatus, the first new hotel project was the twelve-story Jack Tar Hotel situated to along 

the anticipated route of the Central Freeway on the west-side of the Civic Center 

complex. A Texas developer broke ground for the Jack Tar in 1957, the same year that 

work began on “Mole Hall.”39 Although the Jack Tar Hotel was situated to serve 

                                                 
39 "Building at Van Ness Avenue and Post Street Being Torn Down to Make Way for the Jack Tar Hotel 
[Photo ID: AAB-2114]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public 
Library (1957); "Couple Checking in at the Jack Tar Hotel Via Closed-Circuit Television [Photo ID:AAB-
2112]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1960); "Model 
of the Jack Tar Hotel [Photo ID: AAB-2116]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1957); "Two-Acre Patio at the Jack Tar Hotel [Photo ID: AAB-2111]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1960). 
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Figure 50: Hotel Expansion in San Francisco, 1900 to 200740 

 

 

                                                 
40 Data compiled from “High-rise Buildings” inventory for San Francisco listed on the Emporis Co. 
website. Only buildings with “Hotel” in the name and those that were known to be tourist hotels were 
included in the count. Emporis, Highrise Buildings, San Francisco. 
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 conventioneers, it was not a “convention” hotel in the sense that it was not designed to 

offer meeting space of its own.41 At the time the Jack Tar Hotel opened in 1960, hotel 

and convention boosters had all but given up on the Civic Center “Convention City.” The 

same year, the Board of Permit Appeals set aside zoning code height restrictions and 

approved plans for a $25 million convention hotel proposed by Conrad H. Hilton.42 The 

San Francisco Hilton, however, was not completed until the summer of 1964.  

In the interim, Union Square and the nearly Tenderloin district retained its 

reputation among homosexual men as a place to meet one another. Part of the “gay 

world” of Union Square operated under the surface at the upscale bars and lounges in 

several of area’s fine hotels. The elegant “men-only” Oak Room at the St. Francis Hotel 

was well known, discreet cruising spot among gay men in the 1950s and early 1960s—if 

not earlier. In his oral history interview Evans, “T.R.” recalled how encounters between 

gay men were negotiated at the Oak Room in the early 1950s: 

If you had enough money to go in there and buy a 50-cent beer, which was 15-
cents more than any place else—and you didn't go in there and order a beer 
because they knew exactly what you were—you tried to have a dollar and ten 
cents for a drink. You dressed properly, cruised the tearoom and eyed each other 
down the bar. You wouldn't sit next to the person you were cruising. If someone 
next to you got up and went to the head, you couldn't get up and go right behind 
them. Maybe someone at the other end of the bar—you'd wait for them to go, and 
then you would discretely get up and follow, exchange words [about where to 
meet later], and come back and sit down.43 

                                                 
41 Among the amenities it did provide were a wedding chapel, two-acre “patio in the sky,” a 500 car 
parking garage, and a closed-circuit and pneumatic tube system for checking in and out remotely. At the 
time, it was a considered a “plush, modern hotel.” 
42 In 1958, Hilton broke ground for a “Hilton Inn” at the airport and begun purchasing land in the 
Tenderloin for the “San Francisco Hilton.” By 1960, when the latter was approved, plans were in the works 
to move the Hall of Justice on Portsmouth Square. Hilton later purchased that site to build another high-rise 
hotel—the Hilton Financial District.  
43 Len Evans, Gay Chronicles from the Beginning of Time to the End of WWII October 22, 2002 1996 
[cited January 9, 2007 2007]), available from http://www.geocities.com/gueroperro/Chron-44-
page.wps.htm. 
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According to San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen, the orchestrated manner in 

which the encounters were arranged escaped even the “host” Don London who didn’t 

realize the Oak Room was “gay” for over fifteen years.44 

Other hotels operators clearly did not exhibit the same supposed ignorance of 

their gay clientele. In November 1961, the Benjamin Swig opened a new major addition 

to the Fairmont Hotel, a 22-floor tower topped by the Crown Room cocktail lounge 

which guests accessed by the city’s first glass elevator.45 The lounge quickly became a 

popular stop on the circuit of hotel bars popular with older gay men. By the early 1960s, 

the hotel bar circuit around Union Square included the Oak Room at the St. Francis, the 

Top of the Mark on the Mark Hopkins Hotel, and the new Crown Room of the Fairmont. 

Guy Strait, publisher of the L.C.E. News, made frequent thinly-coded references to this 

circuit in his “Roving Report” column: 

From 12/11/61: Every time I get on the outside elevator of the Fairmount Towers 
[sic], I see some friends. I know they can’t afford to live there. I can’t even afford 
to drink there. Same group as the Oak Grove [sic] on Union Square. Slightly more 
on the 'old folks home' side. They never die, they just fade away.46 

From 1/21/63: Then there is the big rumor that one of the larger hotels here in our 
fair city that has been having some trouble with keeping a crownlarge [sic] 
enough to pay the overhead would like to get some of our business. They 
indicated in their approach to me that they would like to have a certain segment of 
our business without anyone knowing about it. Sorry it cannot be done.47 

The pattern of comments suggests that hotel bar operators hosted gay patrons without 

incident during a time when other, less refined bars were targeted by the liquor control 

agents. Guy Strait attributed the tolerance of the Crown Room to the political connections 

                                                 
44 Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco. 
45 "Construction of 22-Story Tower at the Fairmont Hotel [Photo ID:AAB-2018]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1961); Fairmont Hotel Homepage [cited 
January 10, 2007]), available from http://www.fairmont.com/. 
46 Strait, "Roving Report." 
47 Guy Strait, "Roving Report," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, January, 21 1963. 
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of the Swig’s. His 1963 comment even implies that the Crown Room management 

actively tried to attract discreet gay patrons.  

By the early 1960s, the Oak Room at the St. Francis—the favorite hotel of 

Republican visitors to the city48—apparently welcomed, or at least tolerated, gay bar-

patrons. Strait suggested that the Oak Room was a safe place for gays to socialize during 

a time when other less refined establishments were under close surveillance.  

From 3/23/64: If Malcolm Harris, Chief of Alcohol Beverage Control Department 
of State of California and Tom Cahill Chief of Police of San Francisco are really 
interested in closing down gay bars in San Francisco, then we suggest that they 
start with the best known of them all: The Oak Room of the St. Francis Hotel.49 

Perhaps the fancy hotel bars escaped scrutiny because their gay patrons were more 

discreet; however, Strait’s comment suggests political connections and class privilege 

marked a more significant difference between the hotel bar and the more explicit “gay 

bars” in the city. 

On several occasions, however, the unspoken arrangement of tolerance in 

exchange for discretion that characterized the relationship between hotel operators and 

their gay patrons was disrupted by “mass assembly gaiety.” A police raid on a late night 

café was remembered as the “biggest action of its kind.” In the early morning hours of 

August 13, 1961, police officers raided the café at the Tay-Bush Inn, only a couple of 

blocks west of Union Square.50 Eighty nine men and fourteen women were arrested after 

                                                 
4848 The St. Francis Hotel, for example, hosted Presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford during their 
stays. The assassination attempt made by Squeeky Frome occurred as Ford was leaving the St. Francis. 
49 Guy Strait, "Roving Report," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, March 23, 1964. 
50 Several scholars have interpreted the “Tay-Bush” raid as a payback by police officers angered by the 
recent “gayola” scandal. The scandal exposed a system of graft in which police officers and Alcoholic 
Beverage Control agents took bribes in exchange for turning a blind eye to bars that attracted gay patrons. 
See D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United 
States; Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s. For 
an analysis of how press coverage of the Tay-Bush Raid reveals a shift in public willingness to see police 
repression as a homosexual civil rights issue, see Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San 
Francisco to 1965. 



 264

neighbors complained about the overflow crowd. The Chronicle characterized the raid as 

“reminiscent of the old speakeasy days.”51 Three paddy wagons shuttled back and forth 

making seven trips to the city jail, where those present were charged with visiting a 

“disorderly house.”  

Only a couple of months later, police raided an even larger “mass gathering” of 

gays in the Union Square area. On Halloween, in order to attend all of the costume parties 

held at gay venues around the city, a group of gay hairdressers—dressed in the “most 

glamorous gowns seen in San Francisco in years”—chartered a Grayline “Scenicruiser” 

tour bus and made the rounds to each bar. Strait referred to the “hairdressers” as “the 

H’Burners of the Embarcadero.” In 1961, in their first Halloween tour, they visited the 

Black Cat, Jack’s Waterfront Hangout, Headhunter’s, Primrose Lane, and the Front—as 

well as the festivities “all up and down Turk and Eddy” in the Tenderloin. The 

“H’Burners of the Embarcadero” were especially popular at the waterfront bars in the 

early 1960s—where their regular performances drew large gay crowds. The group was 

headed by “Michelle” and included such personalities as “Gooch,” “McTee,” “Royal,” 

and “Kitty Kramer.” That night, police showed up in force at the “Primrose Lane” where 

they detained 500 participants for an hour and arrested several in attendance, including 

the event promoter.52 Of all the stops on the route, the Primrose Lane was raided because 

of its proximity to the Saint Francis Hotel. Located behind the prestigious hotel, the 

Primrose Lane operated out of the former Walter Baptiste Body Building Club and was 

ostensibly only a dance studio during the day.53 The spectacle of 500 gender transgressive 

                                                 
51 "139 Get Away, Big Sex Raid--Cops Arrest 103," San Francisco Chronicle, August 14, 1961. 
52 The News made no mention of police harassment at the waterfront bars or the Front, a lesbian bar and 
restaurant between North Beach and the Produce Market. In front of the Black Cat, the police made little 
effort to manage the large crowds on the sidewalk and the cars of spectators driving by. 
53 Strait, "Roving Report." 
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celebrants coming and going from a party only a couple doors down from the Post Street 

entrance of the St. Francis Hotel must have been intolerable to authorities. The Tay-Bush 

raid had shown that “visiting a disorderly house” was not grounds for arresting patrons, 

ending the practice of “mass arrests.” Nonetheless, the operators of both the Tay-Bush 

Café and Primrose Lane were charged with running a “disorderly house” and their 

businesses were quickly shut down.54 During 1961, the police sex detail was reorganized 

by Chief Cahill and new undercover agents visited gay bars around the city and gathered 

evidence of lewdness by posing as patrons. The evidence was used to shut down a 

number of establishment in 1961, including the “Paper Doll,” “Don’s Restaurant,” “The 

Gaslight,” “Our Club,” the “Silver Dollar,” “Whoo Cares?” and “Castaways.”55  

Despite efforts to clean up the Union Square tourism district, over the next couple 

years, male street hustlers staked out spots near the Powell and Market cable car turn 

around. For example, in March 1963, Guy Strait commented on the prevalence of hustlers 

in the area: “If there is anything that I cannot abide it is a hustler, but you see my room 

rent is due....”56 The following fall, he described the scene in which several street 

preachers drew unwanted attention to the homosexual solicitation in the heart of the 

tourist district: 

Ordinarily we relegate the hell-fire and brimstone dispensers of gospel to LA and 
Pershing Square, but recently here in SF we acquired a couple who have taken 
over the meat rack area there at the cable-car turntable. The other night they were 

                                                 
54 The practice of arresting business operators continued for at least several months. The party at Primrose 
Lane was hosted by Keno Clark and Don Cavallo. Cavallo hosted another party on New Year’s at his 
restaurant, Coffee Don’s, to mark the closing of the establishment after several years of operation. Patrons 
of the New Year’s party were harassed and Cavallo was again arrested. 
55 Closure date implied from city directories. Gay patronage from: Garber, Queer Bars and Other 
Establishments in San Francisco. The Examiner cited ABC supervisor Norbert Falvey claim that of the 30 
‘gay bar’ that were open in 1960, only 18 were still open by October 1961. Fifteen of those were tied up in 
license revocation proceedings. Ernest Lenn, "Revoking Evidence Sought: Special Cops for 'Gay' Bars.," 
San  Francisco Examiner, October 12, 1961. 
56 Strait, "Roving Report." 
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preaching the typical 'God is Love, We Hate Queers.' At the particular location 
this is not the party line. Some of our nelly blue had to break it up and cautioned 
the dispensers of the gospel of love that a topic of this type might be considered as 
inciting a riot.57 

The label of “meat rack” referred to the line of male prostitutes lined up like products in a 

food market. By the winter, the Call-Bulletin openly complained about male prostitutes 

on Market Street. Strait concurred and suggested that the “Hair Fairies” on Market were 

hurting efforts the homosexual cause in the same way that violence was hurting the 

Negroes in the civil rights movement. He chided the male prostitutes, "don't expect any 

sympathy from your fellow homosexuals.”58 In contrast to Strait’s attempt to distinguish 

between “good” and “bad” homosexuals, other homophile groups at the time were 

devising a social services program to help struggling youths in the Tenderloin—many of 

who were new arrivals to the city in economically precarious situations.59 

NEUROTIC, EROTIC, AQUATIC PARK 

Around the same time, city leaders grew concerned about the presence of 

homosexuals in another part of the city set aside primarily for the tourist trade—Aquatic 

Park, which had become a popular destination for gay sunbathers. By 1962, according to 

Guy Strait, the beach had become “like some of the stretches of Oak Street Beach in 

Chicago”—a popular gay sunbathing and cruising spot.60 The beach—which he dubbed 

“Neurotic Park”—received several additional mentions in Strait’s “Roving Report” 

column and now provides a glimpse of the sexual landscape of the city in the early 1960s. 

On several occasions, Strait promoted the idea that the perfect “After Aquatic Spot” was 

                                                 
57 Strait, "Roving Report." 
58 Ibid. 
59 Reverend Edward Hansen, Mark Forrester, and Reverend Fred Bird, "The Tenderloin Ghetto: The 
Young Reject in Our Society," (San Francisco: Glide Urban Center, 1966). 
60 Strait, "Roving Report." 
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the “Jumping Frog”—one of first gay bars to open on Polk Street (in 1960) and an 

important advertiser in the L.C.E. News.61 In a short mention in early 1964, he remarked 

that sunbathing next to “oldtimers” was “new talent showing itself…[in] bikinis [that] 

would have you believe in Santa Claus."62 In the summer, he noted “San Francisco's best 

known sun tanners: Royal, McTee, Kitty Kramer” were at the beach.63 Royal and Kitty 

Kramer were sometimes referred to by Strait as members of the “H’Burners”—the group 

of hairdressers and drag performers who frequently hosted events at gay bars, including 

the annual Halloween Grayline bus tour.64 

In the summer of 1964—perhaps as a reaction to the visible presence of gay 

sunbathers—city officials and business leaders focused on the “deterioration” 

Fisherman’s Wharf and Aquatic Park.65 John E. Sullivan, head of the San Francisco 

Parking Authority, convened a meeting of city and State officials to develop a strategy 

for improving the area. The group agreed to recommend to Mayor Christopher that he 

appoint a “Fisherman’s Wharf-Aquatic Park Restoration Committee.” Planners proposed 

that the previously two distinct areas be merged into a more extensive tourism district. 

City Planning Director James R. McCarthy proposed enlarging one of the city’s primary 

tourist destination: “We should extend the general recreational development from 

Fisherman’s Wharf to Aquatic Park so the two will become a single area in the public’s 

mind.” Cyril Magnin, whose family name graced several department stores in the Union 

Square district and was now headed of the powerful San Francisco Port Authority, had 
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experience with combating “deteriorating districts”66 and pledged his full support in 

rehabilitating the area. Jack Knight of the State Division of Beaches and Parks projected 

that the improvements could increase the number of annual visitors into the millions. The 

best way to reverse the decline, argued the group, was to improve tourist access to the 

area by building a one-block square underground parking structure or extending the cable 

car lines directly to the Wharf or both. According to Sullivan, quick action was needed 

because “decay” had already set in an area with “possibilities of tremendous growth.” He 

also advocated eliminating “junk that makes part of Fisherman’s Wharf look like Coney 

Island.”67 

In the early summer of 1965, the reason for the previous summer’s “drive” to 

clean-up the merged Fisherman’s Wharf and Aquatic Park area was apparent. The area 

was about to undergo its first in a series of adaptive reuse projects that would transform 

the industrial landscape into a tourist attraction. Attorney turned-developer Leonard 

Martin unveiled a $5.8 million plan to transform the Del Monte Cannery into “a giant 

shopping and dining complex-with street cafes and strolling musicians.”68 Included in the 

plans was the installation of a 95-foot, oak-paneled gallery dating from 17th century. The 

complete room, known as Albyn's Hall, had been brought from England by William 

Randolph Hearst and only recently purchased by Martin. To complement the main room, 

a Jacobean staircase and two Elizabethan rooms would be integrated into the former 

cannery as well. The museum-like attraction—with no real association with San 

                                                 
66 Magnin, appointed as head of the Port Authority by Mayor Christopher, was a strong advocate for 
“cleaning up” the waterfront.  
67 "Drive Set to "Save" Fisherman's Wharf," 1. 
68 "Cannery [Photo ID: AAC-4702]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco 
Public Library (undated); "Leonard Martin with Model of the Cannery [Photo ID: AAC-4695]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1965); "Oak Panelled 17th 
Century Room to Be Reconstructed at the Cannery [Photo ID: AAC-4704]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1965). 
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Francisco other than its connection to antique collector William Randolph Hearst—was 

no doubt meant to lay claim to a more worldly class of visitors. It was indicative of the 

high-“cultural” aspirations of tourism promoters.  

“MASS ASSEMBLY GAIETY” ON PARADE AT THE SAN FRANCISCO HILTON 

While the city struggled to “clean-up” its tourist zones, homophile leaders, gay 

bar operators, and queer San Franciscans remained largely on the defensive. Homophile 

leaders worked with legal experts, medical professionals, religious leaders, and law 

enforcement officials to promote better understanding of homosexuality and improve the 

social status of homosexuals. Bar operators fought legal battles to keep their liquor 

licenses and remain in business. Homosexuals caught up in periodic raids and street 

sweeps sough out legal aid from the homophile groups. By the summer of 1964—after a 

series of local events that kept homosexuality in the news69—homophile leaders and bar 

operators went on the offense in challenging patterns of harassment and police 

repression. One of their first acts was to demonstrate publicly that homosexuals would 

continue to have a place in “modern” San Francisco. They did this by parading through 

the very heart of the new convention center—the San Francisco Hilton. 

The San Francisco Hilton, a 1,200 room, 17-story “hotel wrapped around a 

garage,” was built next to the Airline Bus Terminal and opened in spring of 1964, less 

                                                 
69 These include: the 1959 mayor’s race in which challenger accused incumbent mayor George Christopher 
of allowing the city to be national center for “deviates,” the ‘gayola’ scandals of 1960-61, the “Tay-Bush” 
raid in August 1961, the 1961 candidacy of openly gay drag performer José Sarria for the Board of 
Supervisors, and the closing of the “Black Cat” on Halloween 1963. Scholars have credited this series of 
high profile events with cementing the city’s post-war reputation as tolerant destination for gay migrants as 
well as with generating greater sympathy for homosexuals who were frequent targets of police repression 
during the period. Armstrong, Forging Gay Identities: Organizing Sexuality in San Francisco, 1950-1994; 
Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965; D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual 
Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States; Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay 
and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s. 
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than two months before the 1964 Republican National Convention. 70 The Hilton included 

a complex of meeting rooms, a smaller privatized version of the proposed, but never 

built, publicly financed convention center (Figure 51).71 Several banks of escalators 

carried conference attendees to a “1,900 foot ballroom” that could be reconfigured into a 

variety of smaller meeting spaces—a rational and efficient approach to partitioning space 

for the ever changing functional needs of convention organizers.72 In essence, it was a 

privately built and managed hotel and meeting facility, built at a time when the city had 

not yet mobilized the economic and political power to build a more expansive convention 

center in the low rent hotel district South of Market.  

Soon after the opening of the San Francisco Hilton—the first new, modern 

convention hotel in the Union Square district—it too was patronized by local gay 

clientele. On Halloween 1964, only five months after it opened, the Hilton hosted the 

second annual “Beaux Arts Ball” sponsored by the San Francisco Tavern Guild, a 

business association of gay bar operators and employees.73 The event, attended by 600 

costumed ticket holders who formed a “parade of the highest fashions in women’s wear- 

                                                 
70 "San Francisco Hilton [Photo ID: AAB-2048]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1963). 
71 The political history of the development of the city’s major convention and tourism facilities has largely 
focused on the Yerba Buena project, built in the South of Market area in the 1970s and 1980s. The 
expansion of meeting space around the Yerba Buena development has continued to present. Benjamin 
Swig’s 1954 “Prosperity Plan” was a failed precursor to the Yerba Buena project. Convention and tourism 
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Francisco Redevelopment Agency spearheaded the Yerba Buena project using the more public, formalized 
urban redevelopment process. The Tenderloin was never designated a redevelopment area, leaving the 
land-use decisions primarily in the hands of private property owners and developers. Zoning ordinances 
that impact building height considerations have perhaps been the only significant government intervention 
into the evolution of Tenderloin land-use patterns. See Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San 
Francisco. 
72 "Ballroom inside the San Francisco Hilton," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1964). 
73 The previous year, the event had been organized by Daryl Glied, a bartender at the Jumping Frog, and 
held at “Druids Hall” in the Fillmore. In 1964, Glied served as the president of the Tavern Guild which met 
regularly at the Jumping Frog. Strait, "Roving Report." 
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Figure 51:  Convention Ballroom, San Francisco Hilton, 196474. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
74 Newscopy caption read: “The 19,000 Foot ballroom is just about ready for Hilton guests.” "Ballroom 
inside the San Francisco Hilton [Photo ID: AAB-2091]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph 
Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1964). 
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for-men,” was covered in the San Francisco Chronicle (Figure 52).  Halloween was the 

one night of the year that the gendered expectations of dress and manner were relaxed 

and misdemeanors against “impersonating” the opposite sex were difficult to prove.75 

There was also a history of gay Halloween celebrations having the kind of “disorganized 

mass assembly gaiety” that modern convention planners wished to avoid.  

During the early 1960s, editor Guy Strait covered the annual Halloween festivities 

in his monthly “Roving Report” column. For the three years prior to the 1964 Beaux Arts 

Ball held at the San Francisco Hilton, an annual tradition had developed for celebrating 

Halloween. The 1961 event had ended in the raid on Primrose Lane near the St. Francis 

Hotel and the arrest of the event promoter. The following Halloween, the “H’Burners” 

made another tour of gay night spots on a chartered tour bus. This time, however, they 

were sponsored by the Jumpin’ Frog, where bar manager Daryl Glied saw an opportunity 

to draw more patrons. A retinue of 14 performers, including Michelle, Royal, Gooch, 

Perry and “other headliners” made the rounds. The largest draw was the Black Cat Café 

on the northern edge of the Montgomery street prime office corridor. The L.C.E. News 

estimated that between “five and seven to eight thousand” gathered in front of the Black 

Cat—a crowd that contained “less than 10 percent spectators” and “would make a 

presidential visitor envious.” This time, no mention was made of any police harassment 

and none of the venues were in the Union Square area, despite the fact that the Primrose 

Lane had reopened as “Club Rendezvous.” When the costume parade reached Jack’s 

Waterfront, it was near “bedlam” and the “ovation was a little deafening.” Judging from  

                                                 
75 For additional works on the large urban Halloween street fairs, see Jack Kugelmass, "Imaging Culture: 
New York City's Village Halloween Parade," in Feasts and Celebrations in North American Ethnic 
Communities, ed. Ramon Gutierrez and Genevieve Fabre (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1995); Kay Laureen Wylie-Jacob, "The Greenwich Village Halloween Parade, 1974-1993" (Dissertation, 
1995). 



 273

Figure 52: A Halloween for Kindred Spirits, 196476 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
76 Robert Strebeigh, "Gala Costume Party, a Halloween for Kindred Spirits," San Francisco Chronicle, 
November 2, 1964. 



 274

Guy Strait’s account of the evening, the lower Market waterfront became the new center 

of Halloween “gaiety” in 1962. 

The following year, just days before Halloween, the Alcoholic Beverage Control 

Board announced plans to revoke the liquor license of the Black Cat Café, effective 

midnight October 31st.77 The bar’s owner Sol Stoumen, with the help of ACLU attorney 

Morris Lowenthal, successful challenged repeated attempts by state authorities to revoke 

his liquor license, most notably in 1949 and 1956.78 The charges brought in 1949 were 

thrown out by the California Supreme Court in 1951 on the grounds that the mere 

presence of homosexual patrons in a bar—without proof of immoral acts—was not 

sufficient cause to revoke a liquor license. The charges brought in 1956 stemmed from 

evidence of “lewd acts” among Black Cat patrons observed by undercover law 

enforcement officials. These acts included men kissing in full view of the bartender and 

solicitations for sex overhead by or directed to the undercover cops. On Halloween 1963, 

however, Stoumen had exhausted the appeals process on charges that he operated a 

“disorderly house for purposes injurious to public morals” and served underage patrons.79 

The California Supreme Court refused to hear the case. The Chronicle and Examiner 

covered the closing as the end of an era: “Hexed…So Black Cat Goes on Milk at Last” 

and “Black Cat’s Dry Halloween.” The 1963 costume parade in front of the Black Cat 

                                                 
77 "10th Life for Black Cat?," Mattachine Review 9, no. 11 (1963): 3; "The Black Cat Clings on to Its Last 
Life," 5; Ernest Lenn, "Hexed...So Black Cat Goes on Milk at Last," San Francisco Examiner, November 
1, 1963, 37; Bill Yarlan, "Black Cat's Dry Halloween," San Francisco Chronicle, November 1, 1963, 2; 
Merla Zellerbach, "Rights, Liberties and the Black Cat Closing," San Francisco Chronicle, October 30, 
1963, 41. 
78 These cases were instrumental in limiting the state’s ability to revoke liquor licenses for “catering to 
sexual deviates” or servings as a “resort for homosexuals.” Even after the 1959 case, however, the state 
continued to target the Black Cat. As will be argued in the next chapter, this may have been related to the 
Black Cat’s proximity to the city’s first major urban redevelopment project. Sol M. Stoumen, Plaintiff and 
Appellant, V. Russell S. Munro, as Director of the Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control Et Al., 
Defendants and Respondents, Civ. No. 20310 305 302 (1963); Stoumen Sol M., Appellant, V. George R. 
Reilly, Et Al., Respondents, 234 P.2d 969 (1951). 
79 219 Cal. App. 2d 302; 33 Cal. Rptr. 305; 1963 Cal. App. 
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was an even larger spectacle than in previous years. A caravan of several busses and a 

flat bed truck carried competing contingents of elaborately dresses celebrants, organized 

partly along racial lines. The parade included “Sophie’s Bus,” “Michelle’s Bus,” a flatbed 

truck transformed into an Egyptian-themed royal procession, and a procession of gay 

beauty pageant winners from the “oriental and Polynesian community” The Egyptian 

float was likely inspired by the recent film “Cleopatra” starring Elizabeth Taylor. The 

scene included “Eric” dressed as Cleopatra and “Clyde” as a “Nubian Slave.” The 

contingent of Asian beauty queens was titled “A Night in Shangri-La” and included 

“Miss China” and “Miss Korea.” It may have been inspired by more mainstream contests 

held in nearby Chinatown as part of the annual New Year’s Parade.80 Other festivities 

were held during the night. The Jumping Frog hosted the first annual “Beaux Arts Ball” 

at the Druid’s Hall, a rented venue able to accommodate 2,000.  

In 1964, the Daryl Glied, the bartender at the Jumping Frog, convinced the Tavern 

Guild to sponsor the second annual “Beaux Arts Ball.” The “gaiety” that had been 

typically associated with the Black Cat Café was moved to the heart of the city’s nascent 

“modern” tourism complex—the San Francisco Hilton (Figure 54). According to the 

Chronicle account, several hundred spectators crowded the entrances to see the costumed 

participants arrive in “private cars, limousines, and taxis”—some of whom where 

captured in an accompanying photo (Figure 55).81 The coverage, rather than conveying a 

sense of alarm, captured the celebratory spirit of the occasion. Several interviewee 

stressed the normalcy of the occasion. A security guard who was “’well known to the 

boys’ from past policing of their functions” offered no objection to “men dancing 

together ‘in their own places’” of which he noted the 34th had recently opened. A 

                                                 
80 Guy Strait, "Halloween 1963," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, November 11, 1963, 1. 
81 Strebeigh, "Gala Costume Party, a Halloween for Kindred Spirits," 11. 
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minister, one of three who volunteered to judge the costume contest, suggested that it was 

understandable that “people who lack sexual orientation” would create a “bar-centered 

society” in the face of rejection, ridicule and persecution.82 A lawyer in a “green strapless 

dress with sparkling sequins” underlined the ordinariness of the evening. He was quoted 

as saying “I don’t know why I come to these things. They’re such a bore.” In 

downplaying the significance of the event as just another annual Halloween event for gay 

San Franciscans, the coverage suggested that “mass assembly gaiety” had a place in the 

modern tourism and convention complex. The decision to hold the “gay” Halloween 

celebration at the modern, new San Francisco Hilton on the first anniversary of the 

closing of the Black Cat Café was a provocative act by the event organizers.83  

The coverage in the gay press was more celebratory about the affair. The 

Mattachine’s rival newspaper to the L.C.E. News—Town Talk—called the event 

unprecedented, quoting a bartender who exclaimed “I’ve been tending bar for 30 years 

and I haven’t seen anything like it.”84 The difference in the press accounts between the 

gay newspaper and the San Francisco Chronicle may have been part of a media savvy 

strategy of the homophile leaders to normalize the gay social world that was becoming 

more visible in the downtown hotel and entertainment districts. By claiming the new 

modern convention hotel as the new locale for the rowdy annual gay Halloween party and 

portraying the event as an inevitable and unexceptional outgrowth of a longstanding 

tradition, the organizers provoked a response from the police.  

                                                 
82 The Halloween event was one of first events coordinated with the newly created Council on Religion 
and the Homosexual. The group was composed of homophile groups and young social justice oriented 
clergy members in the Tenderloin. In September, the group had grown to nearly 40 clergy and held a 
conference on “Youth in the Metropolis” at Glide Methodist Church."Strumpets Gall, Organizations Were 
Busy," Town Talk, October 1964, 2. 
83 On the same evening, Guy Strait promoted a celebration at the Palace Hotel on Market Street.  
84 "Guild's Beaux Arts Costume Ball a Brilliant Success," Town Talk, November 1964, 1. 
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Only a couple of months later, a similar costume party sponsored by the Tavern 

Guild, homophile organizations and the Council on Religion and the Homosexual incited 

a police response that has been credited as a turning point in the sexual politics of the 

city. A New Year’s “Mardi Gras” sponsored by the Mattachine Society, the Daughters of 

Bilitis, the Society for Individual Rights, Strait and Associates, the Tavern Guild, and the 

Koits motorcycle club was a fundraiser for the Council on Religion and the 

Homosexual.85 The Council was an umbrella organization for homophile groups and 

local clergy who worked on projects "centered upon information and education about 

socio-sexual phenomena in modern urban society, with emphasis upon the dynamics of 

homosexuality in modern life and its manifestation as sub-culture attempting to gain 

acceptance with the majority."86 The organizers of the Mardi Gras Ball had difficulty 

locating a venue as "one hotel after another turned them down—none seemed to want 

anything like a repeat of Halloween at the Hilton." The group was able to secure 

California Hall, a former German social club on Polk Street. Like the Halloween event, 

tickets were sold at Tavern Guild bars and participants were notified where the event 

would occur shortly before it started. Also like the Halloween party, local clergy from the 

Council on Religion and the Homosexual attended with their wives, giving the 

celebration a mark of legitimacy. Unlike Halloween, however, the police did not stand 

idly by, but attempted to raid the private affair. Their entrance was challenged by several 

ministers and a lawyer who demanded that the police present a search warrant. The night 

ended with several organizers arrested. The police also photographed party participants as 

                                                 
85 For a discussion of the significance of the event in fostering a more tolerant attitude towards gays and 
lesbians in the city, see Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965, 233-35; 
D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United 
States, 192-95; Stryker, Gay by the Bay: A History of Queer Culture in the San Francisco Bay Area, 40-41. 
86 "New Year's Ball Planned as a Church Council Benefit," Town Talk, November 1964, 5; "Soiree on New 
Year's Day Will Benefit Church Council," Town Talk, December 1964, 1. 
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they entered the hall in an attempt to dissuade them from entering under the threat of 

public shaming. The following day, the ministers held a press conference and 

successfully framed the incident as a case of police repression and an infringement on 

civil liberties. 

The California Hall incident has been interpreted by many scholars as the turning 

point in forming a politically effective and socially mobilized “gay” community in San 

Francisco.87 These scholars have described this event as an important turning point in the 

policing of gays in San Francisco. Police raids on gay bars and organized events largely 

ended after the “California Hall” incident because the fallout of the event demonstrated 

the public opposed police harassment of gay bars. At the time, a new generation of gay 

organizations—indebted to the earlier efforts of the Mattachine Society and Daughters of 

Bilitis—were beginning to expand gay and lesbian social networks and forming a self-

conscious, mobilized “community.”  

It is important to point out, however, that very public, and frequent costume 

events was part of a process of searching for a new “place” in a changing city. The 

celebrations served not only fund raisers for the new organizations that were forming to 

provide social services to gays and lesbians, but also legitimized the place of gays in the 

evolving urban landscape. In holding the Beaux Arts Ball in the newly opened Hilton, the 

organizer provoked a strong reaction during New Years’s Mardi party only a couple of 

                                                 
87 Armstrong, Forging Gay Identities: Organizing Sexuality in San Francisco, 1950-1994; Boyd, Wide 
Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965; D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: 
The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States. 
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months later. City officials were trying to eliminate vestiges of “Old” San Francisco and 

construct a sanitized, desexualized landscape. 
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 Chapter Eight: How the Straight Theater Got Its Name 

San Francisco is changing—this cannot be prevented as some oldtimers might 
wish…Each citizen and each neighborhood will have to decide ‘what’ and ‘how’ 
it can move ahead. The first step, however, is stirring the neighborhood spirit. 
That is a task well worth the effort if San Francisco is to continue to prove it is the 
“city that knows how.” 

Gerald Hill, State Housing Expert, May 19631 

The nation’s first and only homosexual movie house was closed after only one 
month in operation. The owners blew town in a new convertible with two female 
impersonators in the back seat…an aroused community will not tolerate vultures 
of this type. 

Richard D. Boyle, editor, Haight-Ashbury Independent, August 20, 19642 

INTRODUCTION 

After the Second World War—but before becoming the epicenter of the free love 

movement—the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood was a working class district of single 

family homes on the southern edge of the increasingly African American Western 

Addition. As redevelopment in the Western Addition progressed, increasing numbers of 

displaced residents moved into the Haight-Ashbury. The racial composition of the 

neighborhood shifted and housing values declined as white families were lured away to 

the suburbs. A group of long time residents, however, remained in the neighborhood and 

organized around an agenda to arrest and reverse the spiral of decline. The Haight-

Ashbury Neighborhood Council (HANC) developed as part of an innovative initiative by 

the Community Chest—the precursor to the United Way. Neighborhood activism in the 

Haight-Ashbury in the 1950s and 1960s was mobilized as a reaction to a number of 
                                                 
1 Gerald N. Hill, "'Neighborhoods Must Mobilize Now,' Says State Housing Expert, Hill," Haight-Cole 
Neighborhood News, May 31, 1963. 
2 Richard D. Boyle, "Gay Haight Show Closed Owners Flee," Haight-Ashbury Independent, August 20, 
1964. 
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external threats that put the future of the district in question. These threats included a 

planned freeway that would destroy the Panhandle greenbelt, the influx of African 

Americans displaced by urban renewal in an adjacent neighborhood, and the increasing 

visibility of homosexuals—first in a local park and then in a vacant movie theater. The 

response of the residents of the Haight-Ashbury reveals prevalent attitudes about racial 

and sexual difference prior to the influx of hippies in the mid- to late-1960s. 

SAVING “THE CITY THAT KNOWS HOW” 

In the summer of 1955, the City Planning Department sought to bolster 

“neighborhood betterment” efforts among community minded residents. Through a series 

of exploratory committee meetings of the Community Chest, a proposal was developed to 

create a neighborhood improvement program that would be an experiment in civic 

participation. The proposal sought to create a “neighborhood council” that would be 

“operated by the people of the area for their immediate benefit…essentially the modern-

day reflection of a New England town meeting.”3 In the spring of 1958—with funding 

from a New York-based foundation devoted to improving citizenship—the planning 

department hired Bert Jones, a UCLA graduate student in adult education with “a 

reputation as the man who led a Southern Illinois University team in a city-wide 

redevelopment program in Eldorado, Ill.” Jones selected the Upper Noe Valley section of 

the Mission district as a “typical” San Francisco neighborhood in need of improvement. 

The seventy square-bock area, home to 25,000 residents, was considered an “old district 

(three out of the four homes were built before 1919)…[and] crowded (one and a half 

times more people per square mile than in the rest of the city).” Jones soon identified 

potential supporters in creating a Neighborhood Council through discussions with other 
                                                 
3 William Keller, "Neighborhood Council: A Missionary's Job in Noe Valley," San Francisco Chronicle, 
October 19, 1959, 15. 
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city agencies and local churches. One early supporter and founding member was Mrs. 

Eleanor Terris, a mother of nine, who described the condition of the neighborhood: 

“Houses need paint, the streets need cleaning and children need recreation facilities.” A 

core group of participants met between late July and November on a semi-monthly basis 

to discuss local issues and set up the format and structure of the Neighborhood Council. 

In response to naysayers—drawn from the improvement club that had operated in the 

neighborhood for years—Jones remained optimistic: “Attitudes formed over a period of 

years cannot be changed in one year; but in the not too distant future a new vitality will 

emerge in San Francisco as the result of democracy at work in the neighborhoods.” Soon 

afterward, residents in the Haight-Ashbury district formed their own neighborhood 

council.  

By the early 1960s, the residents of the Haight-Ashbury district were already 

feeling a sense of anxiety about potentially rapid neighborhood change. In a report to 

Governor’s Advisory Commission on Housing Problems, Gerald N. Hill outlined several 

recent developments that were threatening to undermine the city’s basic character. What 

was at stake, according to Hill, was its self image as “a city with the hills of Rome, the 

scenic setting of Rio de Janero [sic], and the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Hong Kong.”4 

While San Francisco had some of the most desired traits of these major urban 

metropolises, Hill identified the distinctive character of the city to its ability to overcome 

the anomie of a large conurbation. He went on and noted that in spite of these similarities, 

“it is still a ‘town,’ not only due to its restricted land area, but particularly because it is in 

essence a collection of neighborhoods—and thus is populated with neighbors.”5 It was 

this distinctive neighborhood level interaction that was being tested by “the newly arrived 

                                                 
4 Hill, "'Neighborhoods Must Mobilize Now,' Says State Housing Expert, Hill," 1. 
5 Ibid. 
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thousands, who have come from Oshkosh, Omaha, Oswego, and so on.”6 These 

newcomers were ignorant about the history of the city and took a narrowly defined set of 

interests, rather than a view of the city “in the round.” 

Hill’s sense of “neighborhood consciousness,” as he put it, served as the basis for 

ensuring the city was a good place to live and raise a family, as well as being essential to 

the growth and preservation of certain neighborhoods. The particular neighborhoods he 

was referring to were Eureka Valley (later referred to as the Castro), Noe Valley, Dolores 

Heights, Western Mission, Haight-Ashbury, and Ashbury Heights. In danger of slipping 

into a “second rate position” if residents did not rehabilitate deteriorating housing stock, 

Hall warned that these area could be targeted for the same wholesale redevelopment that 

was underway in the predominantly African American Western Addition.7 Exhibiting a 

thinly veiled racialized nativism and overlooking the racial politics of urban renewal, he 

was hopeful that these neighborhoods would fare better than the “dilapidation-ridden 

Western Addition” with its “festering housing sores” because they are “populated with 

long-time residents with the spirit of San Francisco as a birthright.”  

In addition to rehabilitating the housing stock, he argued that the older districts 

needed to improve their local business districts: “One of the advantages of San Francisco 

is its series of shopping districts. These streets (such as Castro and Haight) add real 

vitality and character to their neighborhood—that can be a focal point for the 

neighborhood.” These shopping districts were in direct competition with the Stonestown 
                                                 
6 Ibid. The 1960 U.S. Census shows that for the tract that includes most of the Haight-Ashbury district 
(bordered by Oak, Baker, Waller, and Stanyan) of the 5,889 residents over 5 years old, only 1,677 lived in 
the neighborhood in 1955. Of the new residents, 1,053 moved from outside of the Bay Area. 
7 The urban renewal project was conducted in two phases A-1 and A-2. Nearly four thousand families were 
displaced during the 1960s with false promises that they would be able to return once the neighborhood 
was rebuilt. See Hartman, City for Sale: The Transformation of San Francisco.; William Lilley III, 
"Herman Death Ends an Era," National Journal 3 (1971): 1939; Peter L. Stein, The Fillmore, In Hidden 
Neighborhoods of San Francisco, directed by Rick Butler, (San Francisco: KQED, 1999), television 
documentary. 
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shopping mall in the southwestern part of the city as well as chain supermarkets which 

offered the abundant free parking lacking in the neighborhood shopping areas.  

THREATS TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD CHARACTER OF THE CITY 

Identified, targeted and operationalized in the urban renewal program, both race 

and family status were equated with the health and viability of urban communities in the 

1950s and 1960s. The loss of stable households composed of white middle class families 

with children alarmed planners and local leaders who predicted a downward slide toward 

social disintegration. In the introduction to a “Fact Book” on the city’s community 

renewal program, Arthur Little spelled out the changing social scene:  

Whereas strong family and neighborhood ties have in the past held in check many 
divergent elements within the community, the mobility of the 1940s and 1950s 
has diminished the effectiveness of both the family and the neighborhood in 
shaping social mores. In addition, racial segregation, unemployment, 
underemployment, and poverty existing in concurrence with mass affluence have 
increased friction within the city.8  

By the early 1960s, this “increased friction” was tied to local anxieties about forces 

beyond the control of local communities—forces that were gaining the power to 

profoundly alter the city. The result was a panic over an array of manifestations of urban 

change visible at the local level. Residents of the Haight and other neighborhoods 

witnessed the growing power of the city’s Redevelopment Agency under the direction of 

Justin Herman, a confident visionary blind to the human cost of tearing apart the city and 

reconstructing according to his grand design.  

The changing racial composition of the Haight-Ashbury was rooted the wartime 

migration of African Americans to San Francisco and the post-war attempt to clear them 

out of center of the city. San Francisco was also becoming less “white” due to the arrival 

                                                 
8 Little, "Community Renewal Program: San Francisco Fact Book," 51. 
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of significant number of African Americans during and after the war.9 In 1940, the city 

was 95 percent “white”—a statistical category that masked a large number of foreign 

born residents from Italy, Germany, Ireland, Great Britain and Scandinavia.10 The small 

non-white population was predominantly Chinese, followed distantly by Japanese 

Americans. The black population comprised less than one percent of the city’s total.11 

After the war, the non-white population grew dramatically and shifted from 

predominantly Asian in origin to African American. By 1950, African Americans had 

surpassed the Chinese as the largest non-white group. Throughout the 1950s, the African 

American population continued to grow as the extended family and social networks of 

the wartime workers attracted new arrivals—particularly Louisiana and Texas. By 1960, 

the city’s black population comprised ten percent of the city’s total and was twice the size 

of the Chinese population. Steered by real estate professionals and racial exclusive 

housing practices, African American were clustered in urban districts that permitted 

integrated housing. One of these districts, the Fillmore, was cleared out during the war 

through the internment of Japanese Americans. The other district was composed of 

temporary housing provided for the black workforce at the naval shipyard in the city’s 

peripheral southeastern margin.  

                                                 
9 Most of the city’s African American population had come to the Bay Area as part of the mobilization for 
World War II. Many came from the South and established a residential enclave in the Fillmore district. 
After the war, there was a sense that they would be a temporary population and would return to the South. 
According to Brian Godfrey, the African American population in the Haight increased from 1.8% in 1950 
to 16.6% in 1960 and 31.1% in 1970. Godfrey, Neighborhoods in Transition, the Making of San 
Francisco's Ethnic and Nonconformist Communities, 185. 
10 In 1940, almost a quarter (22.1%) of the city’s population was foreign-born. Almost half (49.8%) of the 
‘white’ population was from ‘foreign stock’. U.S. Census figures from Ibid., 61. 
11 Ibid. 
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After the war, some city leaders wondered when the city’s black workforce would 

return home.12 After a press conference, Mayor Lapham pulled aside a columnist from 

the African American newspaper the Sun Reporter and asked him: 

‘Mr. Fleming, how long do you think these colored people are going to be here?’ 
And I said, ‘Mr. Mayor, you know how permanent the Golden Gate Bridge is out 
there?’ He said, ‘Yes.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘the black population is just as permanent 
because we don't need a passport to come here. We're American citizens. And San 
Francisco may as well prepare itself to find jobs and housing for them, because 
they aren't going back down south. They can get more money here than picking 
cotton in the fields.’ 

The newness of the black population and its concentration in “temporary” quarters—in 

the eyes of longtime San Franciscans—gave it an extremely tenuous position in the city’s 

housing and labor markets.  

In addition to anxiety about the changing racial composition of the city, local 

officials were concerned about the trend away from households occupied by families 

toward smaller households occupied by single persons or unrelated individuals. At the 

conclusion of a two-year long study of urban renewal needs of the city, management 

consultants Arthur D. Little, Inc. found that San Francisco led the nation in the loss of 

families:  

In terms of families with children, San Francisco, more than any other major city 
in America, as been a victim of the lure of the suburbs even though its percentage 
of locations suitable to families is probably greater than that of any other city in 
America.13 

Despite the availability of suitable housing and the “charm, beauty, culture and gracious 

living” of the city, its families were still favoring the “more desirable environmental 

                                                 
12 The exchange is recounted by Fleming in a KQED documentary that recounts the changes in the 
Fillmore, including the internment of the Japanese, the creation of an African American neighborhood, and 
the battles to dismantle it led by urban renewal proponents. Stein, The Fillmore, directed),  
13 Quoted from: Lawrence E. Davies, "Paradoxes Found in San Francisco," New York Times, April 11, 
1965. 
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amenities” of the surrounding suburbs. A New York Times special report emphasized the 

unexpected finding after the preliminary final report was published in the spring of 1965. 

The author also described the emerging social relations that had begun to typify the city’s 

household as the “deserting” families are “being replaced by the widow or widower, the 

bachelor and the working girl.”14 

For urban planners, the loss of families was not viewed as a mere curiosity; rather 

it was a cause for concern. Familial ties were a check against the inherent anomie of 

urban life. Without the shared responsibility of the family, the morally ambiguous world 

of strangers would lead to social disorganization, isolation, alienation, psychic 

overload—in short, a breakdown in the underlying social structure of community life. 

Operating under a Wirthian conception of urban life, urban planners were explicit about 

the importance of families, characterizing them as “the more stable elements of the 

population; [because] their jobs are often more permanent and members of their families 

make deeper ties to the community through activities such as schools.”15  

The urban renewal program presented by Arthur D. Little translated the concern 

for family-based households into concrete and measurable objectives for the city’s future. 

While the report recognized that the city would continue to be a magnet for “young adults 

seeking employment or the anonymity of the central city,” it advocated retaining the 

“present proportion of families with children—approximately 23% of the total number of 

households.”16 Utilizing an innovative computer simulation to forecast population 

changes, the urban renewal consultants recommended that childless households should be 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 2. 
15 Little, "Community Renewal Program: San Francisco Fact Book," 7. 
16 Arthur D. Little, "San Francisco Community Renewal Program: Final Report to City Planning 
Commission, City and County of San Francisco, California," (San Francisco: San Francisco City Planning 
Commission, 1965), 5. 
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diverted into more economic, higher-density housing while low-density districts should 

be reserved for families.  

Additionally, the proportion of family headed households was utilized as a 

statistical measure to determine the health and viability of a neighborhood. The city’s 

renewal program included a series of statistical profiles of twenty-two individual 

“program areas.” For each area, statisticians developed a portrait of the social conditions 

and physical environment of the area with the goal of characterizing its need for urban 

renewal. In an effort to claim scientific objectivity, a particular area’s standing was 

determined relative to other program areas and portrayed graphically in a series of 

“problem profiles.” These social profiles summarized nineteen “problem indicators” 

culled from a variety of quantitative sources and grouped into several categories—

poverty, blocks to opportunity, ill health, social pathology, and transiency. The physical 

profiles highlighted “housing and occupancy deficiencies,” “environmental deficiencies,” 

and “construction activities.”17 The “transiency” measure included the percentage of the 

population that had moved into the area since 1955 and the percent change in the number 

of families between 1950 and 1960. The percentage of non-white population was among 

the “blocks to opportunity” and given weight equal to the change in the family structure 

and degree of residential mobility. Taken together these and the other “problem” 

indicators presented a qualitative, impressionistic view of the overall quality of the social 

life of the area. It was intended to “stratify the various parts of the City according to the 

relative urgency of their renewal problems.”18  

                                                 
17 Deficiencies in housing included the percentage of housing units that were twenty years old or more—
indicative of a different attitude toward structures that would only ten years later be valorized as ‘historic’ 
and in need of preservation.  
18 Arthur D. Little, "Programming Area Analysis: A Special Study Undertaken as a Part of the San 
Francisco Community Renewal Program, Area 7. Buena Vista Haight Ashbury," (City and County of San 
Francisco, Calif.: Department of City Planning, 1965), 70. 
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Local newspapers reinforced the sense that the collapse of healthy family 

environments lay at the root of a wide range of social disorders. San Francisco Progress, 

a subscription-based weekly “Serving 189,497 Homes” with various neighborhood 

editions, presented a front-page montage of headlines culled from recent Bay Area 

newspapers (Figure 53). The accompanying story made the sensational claim that the city 

“has one of the highest family breakdown rates in the world.”19 Confused and twisted 

family environments were the root cause of a range of social pathologies and “varied 

forms of social violence caused by troubled individuals.” In an appeal by the United Bay 

Area Crusade for expanded counseling resources for moderate income residents, readers 

were warned that inaction would lead to further social deterioration, evident in “black 

headlines and in record high statistics on abandonment, on divorce, on insanity, on 

alcoholism, on frantic children, on violence and on violence come home in murder and 

suicide.” In addition to incidences of domestic violence and homicide, the headlines 

included references to a loosening of sexual mores: “Wife-Swap club” and “Parents: Sex 

Delinquents” as well as a rise in racial tensions: “Blackboard Jungle in S.F. School.” The 

containment of both sexual and racial order were important concerns for city leaders, 

neighborhood groups, and many residents during the period and serve to explain the 

differing responses to urban renewal in particular sections of the city. 

                                                 
19 "Family Breakups Create Headlines," San Francisco Progress, September 2-3, 1964, 1. 
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Figure 53: Anxiety about the Disintegration of the Family in San Francisco, September 
196420 

 

 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 
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  In the Haight-Ashbury in the 1950s, concern about the family-character of the 

neighborhood was threatened by the presence of so-called “sexual perverts” who sought 

out sexual liaison in the bushes of Buena Vista Park. At least as early as 1951, concerned 

citizens in the Haight-Ashbury pressured city officials to clear out the underbrush in 

order to prevent men from using the park as a place to have sex with one another (Figure 

54). In an expose by “Mr. Fixit” in the San Francisco News in late 1950, police and park 

officials initiated a clean-up campaign that included cutting back the “jungle-like foliage 

which attracted ‘winos’ and other desirables and repelled women and children living in 

the neighborhood.”21 The effort did not have a lasting impact of the use of the park by 

men for sexual liaisons. In 1964, the Board of supervisors proposed a bond issue for 

improvements on Buena Vista and other parks that would provide resources “to clean up 

much of the dense shrubbery that hinders full enjoyment of the park.”22 

                                                 
21 On one image the caption reads: Newscopy: "Six months ago, the site of the new playground pictured 
above was buried beneath jungle-like foliage which attracted only 'winos' and other undesirables and 
repelled women and children living in the neighborhood of Buena Vista Park. Thanks to cleanup efforts 
initiated by police and park officials following an expose by Mr. Fixit of The San Francisco News, much of 
the park is once again an inviting recreational area. Plans for its ultimate 'total development' are in the 
making." "Playground at Buena Vista Park [Photo ID: AAA-6807]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1951). 
22 Richard D. Boyle, "News Flashes, Buena Vista Park," Haight-Ashbury Independent, July 30, 1964. By 
the 1980s, after significant changes in the sexual geography and political culture of the neighborhood, the 
association of the park with gay public sex no longer prompted alarm. Asked about how safe she felt in the 
park by a San Francisco Examiner reporter, one female resident remarked, “My feeling is it's probably the 
safest park in the City now. If you scream, you know 15 guys will pop out of the bushes to help you and a 
lot of them carry whistles.”"Buena Vista Park," San Francisco Examiner, May 4, 1980. Even today, 
“Buena Vista Park” connotes public sex among men in the popular imagination of the city despite these and 
even more recent efforts to manage the underbrush and eliminate hiding places. 
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Figure 54:  Crew cleans up “jungle-like” undergrowth in Buena Vista Park, 195123 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
23 Annotation on this image read: “Newscopy: Crew at work in photo above is engaged in hauling away 
from tree trunks dense undergrowth which had turned the once-attractive grounds into virtual jungle. 
Cleanup was ordered by Mayor Elmer E. Robinson after Mr. Fixit had published neighborhood complaints 
that women and children were shunning the park because it was attracting undesirables.” "Crew Cleans up 
Buena Vista Park [Photo ID: AAA-6809]," in San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San 
Francisco Public Library (1951). 
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The residents of the Haight found a strong advocate for improving the 

neighborhood in their weekly newspaper. Richard D. “Lenny” Boyle, the publisher of the 

Haight Cole Neighborhood News—later changed to the Haight-Ashbury Independent—

editorialized most every week about the array of problems threatening to destroy the 

neighborhood. In the fall of 1963, he published a call to action that he hoped would 

“provoke anger and even shock.”24 He listed six specific, interrelated problems facing the 

neighborhood: 1) white flight spurred on by “blockbusting” by greedy real estate 

interests; 2) the potential loss of moderate and low income housing through 

redevelopment; 3) the bifurcation of the neighborhood by the proposed Panhandle 

Freeway; 4) rising high school dropout rates that might portend “a staggering army of 

millions of unemployed”; 5) a marked increase in violent street crimes that were “caused 

by Negroes”; and 6) the lack of supervision and resulting immoral conditions of Buena 

Vista Park—“an ‘infamous hangout’ for perverts.” 

Hill’s and later Boyle’s call to mobilize the neighborhood to protect their 

character, autonomy and economic vitality came in an environment of rapid urban 

change, shaped by: the influx of new residents from outside of the Bay Area; a 

transformation of the city’s retail landscape wrought by the automobile; the growing 

concentration of power in the hands of the Redevelopment Agency under Justin Herman; 

and an influx of African Americans displaced from the Western Addition to the Haight-

Ashbury due to slum clearance. It was in this climate that another threat emerged that 

raised the level of anxiety of the residents of the Haight. 

                                                 
24 Richard D. Boyle, "Richard D. Boyle Report: 'Which Side Are You On?'" Haight-Cole Neighborhood 
News, September 12, 1963. 
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“AN AROUSED COMMUNITY” 

On a Friday night in mid July 1964, Francis Rizzo and Bernie Meshioff reopened 

the Haight Theater after it had been closed for several months (Figure 55). But not as the 

friendly neighborhood theater that many residents of the Haight-Ashbury had been 

accustomed to. The inaugural film they advertised was for “Glen or Glenda”—an Ed 

Wood picture about a man’s struggle with his gender identity. Billed as “The Strange 

Case of a ‘Man’ who changed his SEX!” the film’s poster depicted a sketch of a 

bifurcated Glen(da) dressed as half man and half woman under the banner “I Changed 

My Sex!” (Figure 56). In a neighborhood already uneasy about change, the notion that 

taken-for-granted differences between the sexes could be called into question was too 

much for many residents to take. 

Richard D. Boyle, the editor of the weekly Haight-Ashbury Independent, quickly 

published an editorial in his weekly column called on the owners to immediately offer 

“family type entertainment or close the theater in the interest of this residential district.”25 

The film he argued was obviously intended to attract sexual deviants.26 Several residents 

had checked with the police and found that the business was perfectly legal. 

Nevertheless, Boyle appealed to the owners to voluntarily change their offering or leave. 

Careful to claim he was in full support of “the principals [sic] of freedom of speech” and 

“would oppose all types of censorship,” Boyle claimed other principles were also 

involved—namely “common welfare,” “public decency,” and child endangerment.  

                                                 
25 Richard D. Boyle, "Richard D. Boyle Report: No Sex Movies in Our Neighborhood," Haight-Ashbury 
Independent, July 23, 1964, 1. 
26 The title of Boyle’s piece “No Sex Movies in Our Neighborhood” suggests a desire to sensationalize the 
problem, a misreading of what the movie was actually about, or a general lack of concern for the 
distinctions among biological sex, gender identity, and homosexual desire. 
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Figure 55: Closed down Haight Theater at Cole and Haight Streets, May 196427 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
27 "Closed Down Haight Theater at Cole and Haight Streets [Photo ID: AAA-8857]," in San Francisco 
Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1964). 
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Figure 56: What Am I…Movie Poster for “Glen or Glenda”28 

 

 

                                                 
28 A reproduction of the poster accompanied an article in the San Francisco Chronicle about the opening of 
the theater to “a special clientele.” Tanfer Emin-Tunc and Nichole Prescott, Glen or Glenda, Psychiatry, 
Sexuality, and the Silver Screen [on-line journal] August 2003 [cited January 2008]), available from 
www.brightlightsfilm.com. 
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He stressed the family-orientation of the neighborhood and stressed that the Haight-

Ashbury was “no place for the showing of homosexual films.”29  

The situation only got worse for Boyle and many of the residents of the Haight. 

The following week, the San Francisco Chronicle proclaimed “The Haight 

Transformed”—precisely what the residents were working against, on many different 

fronts.30 The reporter presented an expose of the kinds of activities that had been taking 

place inside the theater, complete with pictures. On the one week anniversary of the 

theater’s reopening, a reporter spent a Friday evening at the theater and learned that the 

owners were unabashed about the response from their neighbors. In fact, they were more 

interested in providing a tour of the facility and recounting how the business was going. 

The tour included the upstairs “Ladies” room where one man was gleefully applying 

makeup to another young man who he referred to as “Cleopatra.” It also included the 

renovated lobby with newly painted murals of nude young men in classical poses. 

Upstairs, in the mezzanine were a series of pictures painted by a San Francisco State art 

student, Eden Anthony.31 The theater included not only movies, followed by “a little 

stage show.” The previous week “Mr. San Francisco” contest and on this particular night 

a “Drag Show” to an audience of a hundred or so.  

Although the place was a legal operation, the police made almost hourly visits to 

the theater, ostensibly to ensure nothing illegal occurred—with the added effect of giving 

the owners the feeling they were being harassed. Francis took out a clipping of Boyle’s 

editorial from the week before and proclaimed the ridiculousness of the implication that 

                                                 
29 Boyle, "Richard D. Boyle Report: No Sex Movies in Our Neighborhood," 1. 
30 Denne Petitclerc, "The Haight Transformed: Theater Catering to a Special Clientele," San Francisco 
Chronicle, July 28, 1964, 30. 
31 Neither of the owners seemed concerned about their names appearing in the newspaper, nor presumably 
did the art student—unless of course, it was an assumed name. 
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“just because homosexual come here, that all kinds of things go on.” In a claim of 

enforced decency, he claimed “nothing like that goes on here. Believe me. How could 

you stay in business if it did?” He added, with a snap of the fingers, “The police would 

close you up like that!”   

In the article, Francis made his case for why the theater should remain and 

continue to cater to homosexual customers: “This used to be a family theater. It went 

broke. They tried everything, art films, foreign films, Spanish-speaking films—and it 

went bust!” He added that the business was also providing a service to the homosexuals 

who were routinely being ripped off by overpriced drinks at gay bars.32 The co-owner 

Francis Rizzo, when recounting his rationale for opening the business, claims:  

Bernie and I were in the advertising business. We got this idea and decided to do 
it. It’s unique. I mean, where do these people have to go? Did you know that in a 
Gay bar they charge a homosexual double what anybody else pays for a drink? I 
mean these men are being gouged all the time. So, we opened this theater for their 
entertainment.33 

If the quote attributed to him in the newspaper can be considered reasonably accurate, 

Rizzo does not speak as a homosexual. By referring to his clientele using generic, third 

person phrases, he projects a distance between himself and “these men” or “these 

people.”34 Rizzo described his motives for opening the theater in apolitical terms. He 

does not claim to be on the vanguard of a social movement, but simply a businessman 

taking advantage of a “unique” opportunity to make a failing neighborhood theater 

                                                 
32 The reporter noted parenthetically that “It now costs $2 to get into the Haight Theater” as if this 
exorbitant new price undermined Rizzo’s claim of altruism. 
33 Petitclerc, "The Haight Transformed: Theater Catering to a Special Clientele." 
34 Rizzo’s reluctance to speak as a homosexual—eschewing the first person “we”—perhaps reflects a 
reluctance to be explicit about his own sexuality, or suggests a lack of feeling like he belongs to greater 
collectivity of homosexuals. Perhaps he does not view sex as the basis for claiming status as part of a first 
person group of “we,” but simply a group of people who share a common interest, like sportsmen or 
concertgoers. He refers to Bernie, the co-owner of the theater, who could be his business partner, former 
co-worker, friends, and/or lover. Bernie’s sexuality is a bit less ambiguous. He shows off the mural of nude 
men and comments “They are very nice, don’t you think?” 
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profitable. At the same time, he is providing entertainment at a reduced price to an 

underserved part of the community.35 

The same night the article appeared in the Chronicle, Boyle went down to the 

Haight Theater and to “give the owner an opportunity to express his views” in the 

Independent. According to his account published several days later, the editor was met 

with hostility by a husky manager behind the counter who had been speaking to four men 

in lipstick and makeup. Boyle conveyed his sense of shock and disgust in his editorial, 

remarking on the nude murals and the manager’s “four girl…boy friends.” 

The neighborhood leaders and residents organized a series of meetings to consider 

to how to rid their community of the “deviates.” The Haight-Ashbury Neighborhood 

Council (HANC) voted to oppose the new theater and sent a letter of concern to the 

Board of Supervisors, the Police and the District Attorney. A group of mothers met to 

consider what action to take to safeguard the neighborhood. The police, swamped with 

letters, asked the public to stop writing to the department. They sought to reassure the 

public that they were maintaining a close eye on the theater and would make arrests the 

moment the owners or patrons broke the law. They also suggested that their job would be 

easier if they had the ability to regulate theaters through a permitting process similar to 

the one used to limit pawn shops and pinball machines.  

He and his neighbors had been engaged in a fight to prevent the construction of a 

freeway that would cut through the neighborhood and destroy its character. He saw the 

“homosexual theater” as equally corrosive to the neighborhood’s character. The fight for 
                                                 
35 Boyd, Wide Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965, 160-61. Boyd describes how the bar 
owners and patrons fought through the 1950s and 1960s for the right to public association. In contrast, 
homophile activists directed their energies toward integration into mainstream institutions. In part this 
difference in tactic was tied to a differing outlook on whether individuals saw themselves as a social group. 
Boyd points out that Rikki Streicher, had been encouraged to join the Daughters of Bilitis, the first national 
homophile group geared toward lesbians. Even though she operated a lesbian bar, like Rizzo, she did not 
necessarily see her patrons as constituting her “people.”    
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preserving the neighborhood had opened up on yet another front. He called for a Friday 

night meeting at the elementary school to mobilize the residents of the neighborhood.  

Lacking a legal or law enforcement remedy, the “citizen action is the only 

effective way to combat civic evils.”36 Over sixty locals attended. Boyle presided over 

the two hour meeting long meeting. The president of the Haight-Ashbury Neighborhood 

Council, John Klung, repeated the analogy of the theater and the despised freeway 

project, “Any deviation sexual or freeway is not good for this neighborhood.” Resident 

Adria Garabadian, a housewife, expressed fear for the children of the neighborhood 

because “homosexuality is a disease, a contagious one.” At the very least, the strange 

posters in front of the theater provoked difficult questions for parents to answer for their 

children. The police tried to reassure the crowd by asserting that the theater was being 

heavily surveilled—so much so that the management was complaining.  Not everyone 

present was in opposition. However, only one participant spoke in favor of the theater, 

charging that the neighborhood’s self appointed leaders had no right to regulate anyone 

else’s private lives—he was quickly shouted down. Unrecognized, Francis Rizzo sat 

quietly in the audience. When someone asked, why the theater had not sent a 

representative, he stood up, said no comment and walked out.  After two hours of lively 

discussion, the remaining participants agreed to study the options further.  A committee 

was formed to confer with other neighborhood organizations and to report back in two 

weeks, on August 21st. 

The following week Boyle changed tactics. He expressed “sympathy for 

homosexuals because they have a problem that needs medical help,” while attacking the 

                                                 
36 Richard D. Boyle, "Richard D. Boyle Report: Filth Merchants Feast on Human Misery," Haight-Ashbury 
Independent, July 30, 1964. 
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theater owners as “filth merchants” who exploited the misery of so-called ill people.37 He 

didn’t hold back: 

It is apparent now that all these vultures want is money and free publicity. They 
have shown no concern about the human values of this neighborhood or city. 
They make money by pandering to a social illness. They have not desire to help 
the homosexual. They present these people before the public for ridicule and 
scorn. This newspaper has sympathy for homosexuals because they have a 
problem that needs medical help…But we are not going to give the owners of the 
Haight any more free publicity. However we promise to continue this fight by 
every legal means possible. 

But treating the “illness” of homosexuality as separate and distinct from the individual, 

he was easily able to profess compassion for the “afflicted” and demonize the purportedly 

exploitive filth merchants. Clearly rendered through a sloppy amalgam of moral and 

medical discourse, the homosexual simply had no way of coming across in “public” as 

anything other than a dupe preyed upon by others and without jurisdiction over his own 

life. 

Boyle was not content to wait until the patrons broke the law. Something had to 

be done and it had to be initiated soon. The problem, however, was that there was no 

legal remedy, no municipal codes to enforce, no planning regulations to implement. The 

theater was operating legally. Additionally, true to his liberal principles, Boyle was an 

advocate for freedom of speech. At issue was not the right of the theater owners to show 

the films, Boyle pledged that his newspaper would protect the theater’s right to show 

homosexual films. Under the Constitution, he argued they had the right to free speech. 

Instead he made the argument that the owners had a responsibility to the community to 

respect the “family residential” character of the neighborhood. In other words, the movies 

should not be censored, but they did not belong in that particular neighborhood. Such 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 
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logic, although not institutionalized in the legal and planning codes, typified the rationale 

for creating separate zones of the city for activities deemed “out of place.” By declaring 

something legal but “out of place” had been basis for shaping the moral contours of the 

city into a pattern that allowed “vice” to remain safely contained for those so inclined to 

seek it out. There existed a certain acknowledgement that it would not simply go away, 

but if its boundaries were known and its location sufficiently remote to preclude casual 

contact, it could be tolerated.  By creating distance between the purported immoralities of 

homosexuals, the residents of the Haight could maintain the claim that their 

neighborhood was a good, decent place that should be preserved. The fear was not 

necessarily so much a fear of homosexuals in their community, but that the homosexuals 

might be a harbinger of a more comprehensive transformation of the neighborhood—

wrought by city planners. A sexual (re)coding of the city would have a more indelible 

imprint on the neighborhood than simply altering the daily experience of its residents. It 

could have a lasting and devastating impact on the physical and material dimensions of 

the city. The residents saw the arrival of homosexuals to the neighborhood as imbricated 

within a larger threat—the threat of annihilation of their way of life rooted in family and 

neighborly interactions. 

The day before the Town Hall committee was to report with the input they were 

to solicit from other neighborhood groups, the Independent triumphantly announced that 

the owners of the theater “blew town in a new convertible with two female impersonators 

in the back seat.” The Independent reported that one of the owners, Bernie Meshioff had 

been arrested the previous week for falsely accusing a group of heckling youngsters of 

robbing his theater. Meshioff had been ordered to appear court but skipped bail and fled 

town. The police were reputedly pursuing Meshioff for jumping bail and writing a string 

of bad checks—including a $15 bad check to the winner of one of the theaters drag 
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contests. The Independent—reveling in the power of the “aroused community” to expel 

the “vultures”—painted an even more ominous picture of what they had been up against. 

The paper asserted, without including the source, that the theater had been part of “an 

eastern gangster syndicate” under the direction of a hoodlum boss who had come to San 

Francisco to try and rescue his investment. The syndicate, reputedly had plans to open a 

string of homosexual movie houses across the nation, of which the Haight Theater as to 

be the first. Guy Strait ran a cartoon lampooning the narrowmindednees of HANC 

members in the News (Figure 57). 

Several weeks later the theater “was returned to the neighborhood as a family 

movie house” (Figure 58).38 Jack Reynolds, a native of the Haight with experience 

operating theaters in Southern California and Arizona, reopened with a “new family 

request policy” allowing the public to request what film that wanted to see. The screening 

was a double feature of wholesome family entertainment, Jerry Lewis in “Who’s 

Minding the Store?” and Tony Randall and Burl Ives in “The Brass Bottle.” Prior to 

becoming a “homosexual theater,” the venue had been a financial failure—unable to 

attract a “family crowd.” By giving residents the choice to select the films, the owner was 

confident that the true “family” character of the neighborhood would bring life back to 

the theater. If the theater could only give the community what it truly wanted, it would 

also be financially successful. In other words, it hadn’t failed before because of lack of 

interest—or the changing character of the neighborhood—but because it wasn’t in touch 

with what the “real” community wanted. A lot was riding on this strategy, because as a 

theater for homosexuals, it appeared that it was in no danger of going out of business 

because of a lack of clientele. 

                                                 
38 "Haight Theater Showing Family Pictures," Haight-Ashbury Independent, September 10, 1964. 
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Figure 57: Citizens News Cartoon Lampooning the Activism of the Haight-Ashbury 
Neighborhood Council, August 17, 196439 

 

 

Figure 58: Advertisement for Reopened Haight Theater, September 10, 196440 

 

 

 

                                                 
39 "Haight-Ashbury [Political Cartoon]," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News, August 17, 1964. 
40 Richard D. Boyle, "Haight Theatre, New Owners [Advertisement]," Haight-Ashbury Independent, 
September 10, 1964. 
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A little over two weeks later, the Haight Theater closed again—this time never to 

reopen as a movie house. The Independent went to great lengths to assure the readers it 

did not fail because of financial reasons. The owner claimed “the theater was paying well, 

but I couldn’t cope with the young hoodlums terrorizing the show.”41 He listed a series of 

incidents that persuaded him to close the operation. Five “hoodlums” had threatened to 

“slash a small young girl behind the ticket counter for not admitting them.” Theater seats 

were slashed. Restrooms were damaged. Someone attempted to rifle through the cash 

register. Although the inventory of shocking incidents suggests otherwise, the owner was 

quick to assure the readers that the “police protection was excellent.” Ironically, the most 

recent closing and that of the previous owners were both attributed to the reputed actions 

of out of control youth. The difference was in the way the youth were represented and in 

the police response. The recent closing was attributed to “hoodlums” presented as a 

roaming menace terrorizing the community, scaring little girls, and trying to get their 

hands in the till. The police response was to provide “excellent,” although ultimately 

insufficient protection. The “heckling youngsters” who disrupted the “homosexual 

theater,” in contrast, were presumed innocent of the charge of robbing the owners—

absent any details of an investigation. The police turned the accusation around and 

charged the accusers of making a false charge and used it as a pretext for running them 

out of town. In this construction of the events, the “hoodlums” were an eastern syndicate 

of vultures, and the innocent youngsters were guardians of the community. 

In the mid-1960s, the Haight briefly became closely associated with a growing 

population of gay men, before it was overwhelmed by hippies. Sheri Cavan noted, 

“(allegedly because of the moderately priced Victorian houses which could be eagerly 

                                                 
41 "Inside Story: Why Haight Theater Closed," Haight-Ashbury Independent, October 1, 1964. 
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restored) there was a substantial influx of homosexual bars in the District.”42 The earliest 

“gay bars” in the Haight-Ashbury district were the Romeo’s Pizza and the Golden Cask, 

both of which were associated with the Tavern Guild and Jose Sarria by summer of 

1964.43 Looking back fifteen years later, one resident remembered: “It was interesting to 

see the gay bars on Haight Street slowly disappear…The Haight was a developing gay 

neighborhood, and it might have become the Castro, had it not been for the influx of 

Hippies.”44 The Haight Theater, despite its original name on the marquee, was referred to 

as the “Straight” Theater after the Francis Rizzo and Bernie Meshioff were run out of 

town (Figure 59). The building served briefly as an Assembly of God Church and then in 

1967, a group of local music promoters purchased the theater and petitioned to transform 

it into a coliseum-theater with a 4,000-foot dance floor.45 Building and fire department 

inspectors opposed the conversion, citing, in part, the “high incidence of crime” near folk 

rock dances.46 The plan was part of a larger effort of the music promoters to develop the 

entire block into a cultural complex and convert a section of Haight Street into a 

pedestrian mall.47 City officials withheld the permits needed to remodel the interior and 

turn it into cultural center. Nevertheless, the theater was operated as the “Straight School 

                                                 
42 Sherri Cavan, Hippies of the Haight (St Louis: New Critics Press, 1972), 45. 
43 Garber, Queer Bars and Other Establishments in San Francisco. 
44 Randy Alfred were printed in “One Live,” The Sentinel, San Francisco, March 21, 1980 ,p. 6. Quoted 
from: Godfrey, Neighborhoods in Transition, the Making of San Francisco's Ethnic and Nonconformist 
Communities, 186. 
45 "Neighborhood Meeting Endorses Dances at New Straight Theater," Haight-Ashbury Record, August 10, 
1967; "No Straight Dance Permit but Now They're Classes," Haight-Ashbury Midtown Record, September 
28 1967; "Straight Dance Permit Still in the Air," Haight-Ashbury Midtown Record, September 14, 1967; 
"Straight Theater Dance Permit Hearing Delayed: HANC Approves, Merchants 'No' in Local Beef," 
Haight-Ashbury Record, July 20, 1967; "Straight Theater Readied for June Opening," Haight-Ashbury 
Midtown Record, June 15, 1967; "Straight Theater Starts 'Theater of Involvement'," Haight-Ashbury 
Midtown Record, April 20, 1967. 
46 Charles Perry, The Haight-Ashbury: A History (New York: Rolling Stone Press, 1984), 223. 
47 Ibid. 
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Figure 59: Woman walking by the Straight/Haight Theater, 196748 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
48 "Woman Walking by the Haight Theater at 1748 Haight Street [Photo ID: AAB-8820]," in San 
Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1967). 
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 of Dance” which did not need a permit, but allowed performers to put on shows for as 

many as two thousand “paid students.” Between June 15, 1967 and April 1969, musicians 

such as the Grateful Dead, Janis Joplin, the Steve Miller Blues Band, the Charlatans and 

Santana performed there.49 The dance “school” was closed in 1969 and soon afterwards 

the vacant building was painted with revolutionary murals and renamed the “People’s 

Ballroom” (Figure 60).50 

CONCLUSION 

Urban renewal pressures elsewhere in city fueled the influx of both gay man and 

African Americans into the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood in the early 1960s. The 

crackdown on the Broadway nightlife corridor and the related urban renewal activities on 

the Embarcadero waterfront contributed to the shift in gay cultural venues to the Haight-

Ashbury in the late 1950s and early 1960s.51 At the same time, African Americans 

displaced from the Western Addition, a district of overcrowded Victorians targeted for 

large-scale clearance and renewal, were filtering into Haight-Ashbury.52 Adding 

additional uncertainty to the neighborhood’s future, transportation planners were 

contemplating a renewed campaign to construct a freeway through the neighborhood. The  

                                                 
49 Reggie Eugene Williams, The Straight Theater [Website] [cited February 2, 2008]), available from 
http://www.thestraight.com/index.html. 
50 It remained vacant until it was razed in 1981 to make way for a proposed Thrifty, Jr. discount 
drugstore.Perry, The Haight-Ashbury: A History, 299. Neighborhood activists, however, intervened and 
successfully in blocked the Thrifty store in favor of a mixed-use development containing a Goodwill 
clothing store on the first floor and apartments above. Katherine Bishop, "Haight-Ashbury Journal; Love 
and Haight in the Hippie District," New York Times, October 13, 1988. 
51 For a discussion of the relocation of the remnants of Beat culture from North Beach to the Haight 
Ashbury district See D'Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual 
Minority in the United States, 177-82. The significance of urban renewal and the connection to the 
Embarcadero waterfront is outlined in the previous two chapters. 
52 For a discussion of the changing racial composition of the Haight-Ashbury fueled by urban renewal, see 
Godfrey, Neighborhoods in Transition, the Making of San Francisco's Ethnic and Nonconformist 
Communities, 182-87. 
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Figure 60:  Vacant Straight Theater, 197453 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
53 "Haight Theater at Haight and Cole Streets [Photo ID: AAB-8847]," in San Francisco Historical 
Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library (1974). 
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Panhandle Freeway had successfully been blocked by grassroots neighborhood activism 

in 1958.54 In the early 1960s, talk of the freeway was back on the news.55  

The reaction of neighborhood activists in the Haight-Ashbury to each of these 

threats was very different. Boyle held an inclusive sense of who could participate in the 

changing neighborhood: “whites, Negroes, Orientals, and Latin Americans can all live 

and work together to build a better community.”56 He was determined to prevent the total 

abandonment of neighborhood by the long time white residents as an increasing number 

of African Americans moved in. He advocated making the Haight a model of how a 

racially harmony. True to its commitment to liberalism, the Haight-Ashbury came out in 

strong support of Lyndon Johnson during the 1964 Presidential election. With an above 

average voter turnout rate compared to the rest of the city, nearly eighty percent of the 

votes cast in the district were tallied in the Johnson’s column, proportionately more than 

the seventy one percent similarly cast in the city-wide votes, excluding the Haight-

Ashbury district.57. The paper touted the area’s “high sense of civic responsibility, 

community cohesiveness, and neighborhood pride…exemplified recently in the 

leadership which it provided in achieving defeat of the proposed freeway through the 

neighborhood.” The paper also boasted that although the area was predominantly 

                                                 
54 For a discussion of the Panhandle Freeway and the San Francisco “freeway revolt” in general, see Issel, 
""Land Values, Human Values, and the Preservation of the City's Treasured Appearance": 
Environmentalism, Politics and the San Francisco Freeway Revolt."; David W. Jones Jr., "California's 
Freeway Era in Historical Perspective," (Berkeley: University of California, Institute of Transportation 
Studies for the California Department of Transportation, 1989). 
55 According to Lathrop, state transportation officials continued to push for construction of a Panhandle 
Freeway, until 1966 when the Bureau of Public Roads transferred funds earmarked for the project to the 
Southern-Embarcadero freeway. Lathrop, "San Francisco Freeway Revolt," 141. 
56 Boyle, "Richard D. Boyle Report: 'Which Side Are You On?'". 
57 "How the Haight Voted," Haight-Ashbury Independent, November 12, 1964. According to the 
preliminary totals, the district cast 8,355 votes for Johnson compared to 2,220 for Goldwater. City-wide, 
excluding the Haight, the totals were 212,988 and 86,650, respectively. In a successful race that began his 
long tenure as a member of the California Assembly, the neighborhood also cast a proportionately greater 
number of votes for Willie L. Brown, Jr. Brown represented the district for thirty one years—fourteen years 
of which he was Assembly Speaker. 
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Caucasian, it had “extensively integrated” the 17 percent Negro and 8 percent “other 

races” populations.  

In the early 1960s, it would have been inconceivable that the arrival of 

homosexuals in the neighborhood would have been met with the same response as the 

arrival of African Americans. Although the city may have had a reputation for liberal 

tolerance, residents of the neighborhood with the most liberal voting record, the Haight-

Ashbury, were outraged by the influx of homosexuals while at the same time arguing for 

racial harmony. Homosexuals, and not African Americans, were seen as an indicator of 

neighborhood decline. The seriousness of the threat posed by “merchants of filth” and the 

patrons they catered to was viewed as equivalent to the physical destruction of the 

neighborhood by a massive freeway project. The call for racial tolerance and the anti-

homosexual panic—two very different reactions to the changing social composition of 

the neighborhood—suggest that the shaming rhetoric of the previous decade that 

associated sexually coded spaces as “blighted” resonated into the 1960s. Not until several 

years later did the “Summer of Love” bring a new ethic of sexual liberation to the 

neighborhood. Not coincidently, Guy Strait, editor of the Citizen’s News, contributed to 

the ethos of sexual freedom as the publisher of the Haight-Ashbury Free Press for a brief 

period in 1967.58 

Perhaps the most enduring legacy of the Haight Theater is the way it served to 

popularize the term “straight” as a slang term for “heterosexual.”59 According to the 

Oxford English dictionary, the first known usage was recorded in G.W. Henry’s Sex 

                                                 
58 It appears that the Haight Ashbury Free Press was a short lived publication. The San Francisco Public 
Library has only two issues from 1967. The San Francisco Free Press was published between September 
1969 and May 1970. It was revived in November and December of the same year as the San Francisco Gay 
Free Press.  
59 Oxford English Dictionary [website] (Oxford University Press, 2008 [cited March 10, 2008]), available 
from http://dictionary.oed.com/. 
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Variants: A Study of Homosexual Patterns which contained the findings of the 

Committee for the Study of Sex Variants.60 First published in 1941, Sex Variants 

contained a glossary of homosexual slang terms in one of the appendices.61 The 

participants used the term “straight,” meaning not—or no longer—homosexual. As a 

verb, “to go straight” referred to giving up homosexual practices. The term had a broader 

meaning that connoted conventional, respectable or socially acceptable behavior and 

could refer to drug or alcohol use or dishonesty. In September 5, 1965 issue of the San 

Francisco Examiner, “straight” as a synonym for “heterosexual” appeared for the first 

time in a popular, mass circulating print medium.62 The particular phrase was “A lot of us 

have “straight” friends.” Not coincidently, the Haight Theater was renamed the “Straight 

Theater” less than a year earlier. The Citizen’s News ran a modified version of the 

original advertisement that heralded the reopening of the Haight Theater (Figures 61 and 

62).63 The new version dubbed the close movie house the “Straight Theater.” The name 

stuck and likely brought the “heterosexual” connotation of the term into wider usage. 

                                                 
60 For a discussion of the work of G.W. Henry and the Committee for the Study of Sexual Variance, see 
Jennifer Terry, An American Obsession: Science, Medicine, and Homosexuality on Modern Society 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). 
61 “The Language of Homosexuality: An American Glossary” was appendix VII at the end of the two 
volume monograph. The appendix was cut from the more widely circulating second edition (1948). The list 
of slang terms related to male homosexuality was compiled by Gershon Legman, a folklorist and collector 
of erotica who later worked at the Kinsey Insititute for Sex Research.   
62 "A Lot of Us Have 'Straight' Friends," San Francisco, September 5, 1965. 
63 "The Straight Haight Theater [Political Cartoon]," L.C.E. [Citizen's] News 1964. 
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Figure 61: Advertisement for the Newly Reopened Haight Theater, August 3, 196464 

 

 

Figure 62: Modified Advertisement Marking Closure of Haight Theater, August 31, 
196465 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
64 "The Country's First Theater for Particular Interest Films Is in San Francisco [Advertisement]," L.C.E. 
[Citizen's] News, August 3, 1964. 
65 "The Straight Haight Theater [Political Cartoon]." 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

Urban renewal had a profound impact on the social and sexual geography of San 

Francisco from its first introduction as a planning tool in the early 1940s to its 

implementation in the city’s first redevelopment projects in the early 1960s. Before the 

first buildings were razed to make way for new redevelopment, the partitioning of the 

urban landscape approximated that of a classic industrial city—with a central downtown 

core surrounded by a mixture of industrial and low-rent residential districts. In the inner 

ring, the city’s ethnically segregated working class lived, worked, and socialized. Moving 

in clockwise around this urban core, these surrounding districts were South of Market, 

the Tenderloin, Chinatown, North Beach, the commission district, and the Embarcadero. 

Also in this inner ring, the city’s red-light and bar districts catered to a range of social and 

sexual desires. 

Beginning in the early 1940s, business leaders, elected officials, appointed 

bureaucrats, and hired consultants drew up plans to replace the city’s cable cars with 

buses, to excavate public plazas to build subsurface parking garages, to rearrange the 

patterns of land use by pushing large-scale urban renewal projects, and to bifurcate 

neighborhoods with limited access, high-speed roadways. During the planning phase, 

renewal proponents and experts were deeply engaged in an effort to build public support 

for redevelopment. They viewd physical and social decay as a creeping “blight” that 

could spread like a contagion from one neighborhood to another and affect the health of 

even larger section of the city. To stress the urgency of action, they used the rhetoric of 

shame to launch “clean-up drives” to the rid the city of undesireable elements. They also 

put in place a set of blunt regulatory instruments for disciplining patterns of urban land 
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use that undermined the attractivness of the city. Responsiblility for “cleaning up” the 

city was delegated to authoriies like slum court judges, liquor license regulators, transit 

and parking planners, and the policie department’s Sex Crimes Detail. The moral, 

physical, aesthetic, functional, and social character of the entire urban landscape was 

investigated, assessed, and mapped out. An unhealthy neighborhood, once officially 

recognized and geographically delineated, could become an easy target for urban 

renewal. During this period of “clean-up,” sexually permissive and gender transgressive 

spaces of the city were closed down, but only temporarily.After the glare of media 

attention dimmed, they opened up again.   

Lacking the legal, financial and administrative framework, it took several years 

for the city to build an effective large-scale urban redevelopment program  By the late 

1950s, the delay was over and a mobilized coalition of business leaders, elected officical 

and planning bureaucrats had amassed the resources and authority to begin implementing 

redevelopment plans.  The full destructive force of renewal soon became evident in the 

urban landscape.  Historic structures were reduced to rubble to make way for massive 

office towers. Entire sections of the city were acquired, razed and rebuilt, including the 

Produce Market, the Embarcadero waterfront, and parts of Western Addition and the 

Tenderloin. In this period, the blunt instruments of urban reform evident in the street 

sweeps, liquor licensing proceedings, and slum courts were surpassed by the more 

effective work of bulldozers and wrecking balls of the 1960s. Urban renewal enabled 

authorities to not only close down undesirable businesses but to prevent them from ever 

reopening again by completely remaking the urban landscape. 

The physical rearrangement of San Francisco’s built envornment impacted the 

queer social worlds of the low rent hotel and entertainment zones that surrounded the 

downtown core. It was no longer a question of imposing a socio-spatial order by policing 
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transgressive behavior—urban renewal offered the possibility of erasing the preexisting 

sexual geography of the city. Places that had a “gay” reputation were demolished, rather 

than temporaily shut down until after a crackdown subsided. Whereas prior to urban 

renewal, the sexually permissive zones remained relatively fixed—confined to the 

periodicially targeted nighttime entertainment zones and subjected to the episodic 

attempts to close down the “wide-openness” of the city— large-scale redevelopment had 

the potential to erase the sexual coding of urban space. In particular, North Beach, the 

Embarcadero waterfront, and the Tenderloin all had spaces like lodging houses, transient 

hotels, cheap restaurants, coffee shops, bars and nightclubs where homosexual men lived, 

worked and socialized. These spaces of queer sociability were also situated in areas 

adjacent to area slated for renewal. The Broadway nightclub corridor in North Beach and 

the waterfront bars at the foot of Market Street were both adjacent to the city’s first urban 

redevelopment project—the “Embarcadero-Lower Market Redevelopment Area E.” The 

Tenderloin was on the western border of the city’s expanding tourist hotel and downtown 

shopping district. With the development of tourism amenities in the post-war period, the 

Tenderloin was the ideal location to build new hotels, convention facilities, parking 

structures, and a new consolidated airline bus terminal In the 1950s and early 1960s, 

progress on the Area E urban renewal project and the growing Union Square tourism 

complex disrupted and displaced the gay social worlds that existed in these areas.  

For planners, “modernization” necessitated clearance of the antiquated 

nineteenth-century urban fabric that sagged onto the pathway to progresss.  The dramatic 

spatial reorganization and physical transformation changed the way people in the city 

went about their daily lives. It transformed how the urban environment was perceived and 

the ways it was experienced. It called into question the historical significance of the city 

and its unique culture. Gay men responded to the disruptive and the untethering effects of 
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“modernization” in the same way that other groups did—they organized committees, 

staged fundraisers, attracted media attention, and pushed for greater partiticpation in the 

electoral procvess. In particular, the activism of figures like José Sarria and Michelle was 

not unlike that of Mrs. Frieda Klussmann and the “Cable Car Ladies.” All were 

performing a service to their respective—and likely overlapping—consitutiencies by 

arousing a sense of communal and affective attachments. Other comparisons are also apt. 

Lenny Boyle and Guy Strait—on opposite sides of question of sexual “openness”—both 

used their influence as newspaper publishers to promote “community” businesses and 

rally readers to preserve the local instituions. In short, sexual politics in San Francisco in 

the early 1960s was imbricatd in urban renewal politics. Renewal advocates used fear of 

homosexuals to arouse public support for their urban planning objectives. Once they 

became successful in acting on their plans, the specter of displacement and loss aroused a 

new consciousness in seemingly distinct groups of San Franciscans, including 

homosexuals who reassessed and redefined their relationship to the city and one another. 

Viewed in this light, the dual nature of “modernity”—as a period of intensified 

creation and destruction, possibility and loss, coming together and coming apart—was at 

the heart of “gay community” formation.  In his Sunday Opera’s, Jose Sarria embodied 

both the sense of a lost queer world and a new social reality in the making. In his redition 

of Carmen, he portrayed the tragic protagonist as a furitive gay man in Union Square 

with the police in hot pursuit. It was a clear reference to the regular sweeps by the 

SFPD’S Sex Crime Detail intended to clear the plaza of sex deviates.  On another 

occasion, Sarria performed Faust (Figure 63). With outstretched arms, he evoked what 

Berman called the tragedy of development. With the city coming down around him—

both on-stage and off—Sarria was attracting a following and arousing a new sense of 

collective purpose.  
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Figure 63: José Sarria entertaining patrons at the Black Cat with a Sunday afternoon 
performance of Faust, 19611 

 

 
 
 

 

                                                 
1 Chris Carlsson, Shaping San Francisco: The Interactive Multimedia Excavation of the Lost History of San 
Francisco [CD-ROM, website, and public kiosk, San Francisco Public Library] (Counter Pulse, 2008 [cited 
January 20, 2008]), available from http://shapingsf.org. 
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