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PORTSMOUTH SQUARE HISTORIC RESOURCE EVALUATION

CHINATOWN: EARLY DEVELOPMENT
1870

Beginning in the 1870s, San Francisco expanded on land-fill east of Montgomery Street. The

“old” part of town around Portsmouth Square became a low-rent district of subdivided buildings. As the
white population moved out of the former core area of the city, the Chinese moved into the area around
Portsmouth Square.56
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1871

Union Square was designed to be virtually identical to Portsmouth Square at the time, including

placing a flagpole at the center of the Square.57

1873

On August 1, the world’s first cable car, designed by Andrew Smith Hallidie, commenced

operation. The eastern terminus of the cable car, located at the foot of Clay and Kearny streets, was also
known as the Clay Street Hill Railroad Company. Hallidie was a pioneering manufacturer of wire cables, a
regent at the University of California, and served on the Board of the San Francisco Public Library.58

1879

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND & DEVELOPMENT HISTORY

During 1879-1880, Robert Louis Stevenson sat in Portsmouth Square and gathered material for

his tales of foreigners who dwelt in the Latin quarter at the base of Telegraph Hill and of sailors attracted

various sections” of the City and the square became a public morge. When flames threatened the square
the bodies were removed to Columbia Square where they were buried..71

to the Barbery Coast and from Chinatown. He sat in the Square “watching that strange life ebb and flow
about him, and in listening to sailor yarns, received theHISTORICAL
inspirationsBACKGROUND
of some of his&later
tales.”59
DEVELOPMENT HISTORY
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ŚŝŶĂƚŽǁŶ,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐŝƐƚƌŝĐƚƌƟĐůĞϭϬƌĂŌ
were entertained by Daaih Ngauh Chuhng (Big Pine), a medicine man who would give double
57childrenŝƚǇŽĨ^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ͕WŽƌƚƐŵŽƵƚŚ^ƋƵĂƌĞ,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ
58sword Kung
ƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĞŽĨ^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽŚŝŶĂƚŽǁŶ
ŝƚǇŽĨ^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ
Fu demonstrations for a nickel.63
59
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1906

“Bodies were scattered all over the city. They were being buried by gangs of men impressed by

the soldiers. In three days thirty-two Chinese and whites were buried in Portsmouth Square alone. Few of
the bodies were identified, most of them being burned beyond recognition.”72

On April 18, 1906 a devastating earthquake struck San Francisco at 5:12 a.m. The earthquake

caused a great deal of damage, but it was the fire that swept through the city in the hours and days

1906

1906

afterwards that caused even more destruction.

1905 photograph of Portsmouth Square looking southwest. By this time the trees seen in the earlier phoHISTORICAL BACKGROUND & DEVELOPMENT HISTORY
tographs have been cleared and the park is much more open. The Robert Louis Stevenson Monument is
placed in the center of the park (Courtesy San Francisco Public Library)

“Terror and the presence of troops kept most of these people penned up in the Portsmouth

Square with the Chinese on the first day. Then a policeman shot one of them, and this had a good effect.

By April 21, “the Hall of Justice stands in ruins, its tower toppled over, its brick walls fallen off,

But to-day they broke loose, and, joining with the rescuers, began to go through the buildings.”66

and part of its heavy steel cells crashed from the top floor into the basement. The Stevenson Monument
1906

remains unscathed, a long row of temporary graves hard by, and a camp of soldiers and refugees round

“’I took a car on Clay Street about 5 o’clock on Wednesday morning, and when we were just

about - a shelter for the living and the dead.”73

opporite the old Plaza, now known as Portsmouth Square, we felt the first trembling of the earth.”64

1906

Enrico Caruso, part of a traveling company of New York’s Metropolitan Opera and considered

a great tenor, sings arias from various operas in his repertoire to people in Portsmouth Square after the
earthquake and fire. It should be noted that other sources quote him as leaving San Francisco for Oakland
by nightfall and boarding a train east.67

1906

“On Portsmouth Square the panic was beyond description. This, the old Plaza about which the

1906

early city was built, is bordered now by Chinatown, by the Italian district, and by the “Barbary Coast,” a
lower tenderloin. A spur of the quake ran up the hill upon which Chinatown is situated and shook down
part of the crazy little buildings on the southern edge. It tore down, too, some of the Italian tenements. The

“In Portsmouth Square an attendant in one of the Joss houses in a nearby street had erected a

temporary altar to one of the many deities of the Chinese, and this was for the moment the Mecca for all

1906

the faithful.”74

spirited citizens, moved as by a common impulse, sought out Mayor Schmitz to offer aid. As the Mayor’s
office in the City Hall was in ruins, they made their way, one by one, to the badly damaged Hall of Justice

rush to Portsmouth Square went on almost unchecked by police, who had more business elsewhere.”65

at the east [side] of Portsmouth Square, and here they commenced to plan for the relief of the stricken city.

63
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^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ͛ƐŚŽƌƌŽƌŽĨĞĂƌƚŚƋƵĂŬĞĂŶĚĮƌĞ͗ƚĞƌƌŝďůĞĚĞǀĂƐƚĂƟŽŶĂŶĚŚĞĂƌƚͲƌĞŶĚĞƌŝŶŐƐĐĞŶĞƐ
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^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ͛ƐŚŽƌƌŽƌŽĨĞĂƌƚŚƋƵĂŬĞĂŶĚĮƌĞ͗ƚĞƌƌŝďůĞĚĞǀĂƐƚĂƟŽŶĂŶĚŚĞĂƌƚͲƌĞŶĚĞƌŝŶŐƐĐĞŶĞƐ
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1906

“When it became evident that the city was threatened with destruction, a number of public-

Portsmouth Square served as a sewing center and social camp. The residents of the camp

1906

The U.S. Army stationed at Portsmouth Square were under the command of Col. Marion P. Maus

Suddenly some one called out: ‘It’s time to get out of here, gentlemen!’ The air was growing oppressive

71
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and stifling. Buildings were being dynamited all about them, and the meeting adjourned to the historic

MEMORIALIZATION OF PORTSMOUTH SQUARE

formed an improvement club and were assisted in preparing a room for headquarters.79
1876 photograph of Portsmouth Square from the corner of Kearny and Clay streets looking northwest. By this
time the trees planted in the early to mid 1860s have matured (Courtesy San Francisco Public Library)

1909
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the world. The drifters came there and stopped, lingered a while to live by their wits in a country where

1905 postcard of Portsmouth Square looking west. The Robert Louis Stevenson Monument is placed in the
In the years following center
the earthquake
and fire, San
many
beganPlanning
reminiscing
about San Francisco
of the park (Courtesy
Francisco
Department

before that major turning point.PAGE
“San
46 Francisco was the back eddy of European civilization--one end of

By March 19, Camp No. 30 has 150 2-room cottages and a population of 378 people, and by May

17 it had a population of 384 people with no vacancies.80

living after a fashion has always been marvellously cheap. These people haunted the waterfront and the
Barbary Coast by night, and lay by day on the grass in Portsmouth Square. The square, the old plaza
about which the city was built, Spanish fashion, had seen many things. There in the first burst of the early

PORTSMOUTH SQUARE
HISTORIC
EVALUATION
1907
By
December,RESOURCE
all 150 cottages
were still occupied at Camp No. 30 in Portsmouth Square, though

days the vigilance committee used to hold its hangings. There, in the time of the sand lot troubles, Dennis

camps in other parks throughout the city were being removed.

81

1908

Kearney, who nearly pulled the town down about his ears, used to make his orations which set the unruly
to rioting. In later years Chinatown lay on one side of it and the Latin quarter and the “Barbary Coast”

On February 3, a disbursement of $847 was made for gas installation at Portsmouth Square.82

on the other. On this square the drifters lay all day long and told strange yarns. [Robert Louis] Stevenson
lounged there with them in his time and learned the things which he wove into “The Wrecker” and his
South Sea stories; and now in the centre of the square there stands the beautiful Stevenson monument.
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In later years the authorities put up a municipal building on one side of this square and prevented the

loungers, for decency’s sake, from lying on the grass. Since then some of the peculiar character of the old
plaza has gone.”83

1912

The “most interesting of the small parks (in San Francisco) is Portsmouth Square, the oldest

improved square in the city and the center of Yerba Buena,
the little settlement
on the&cove
of that name
HISTORICAL
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which was the forerunner of the city of San Francisco. The early history of this square is the early history

83

dŚĞŝƚǇdŚĂƚtĂƐ͗ZĞƋƵŝĞŵŽĨKůĚ^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ

Photograph taken just over a month before the 1906 Earthquake and fire on March 13 shows a portion of
Portsmouth Square and the Hall of Justice in the background (Courtesy University of California Berkeley Bancroft Library)

1905 photograph of Portsmouth Square looking northwest. The Robert Louis Stevenson Monument is visible at
the end of the river stone lined pathway (Courtesy University of California Berkeley Bancroft Library)
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Writer Henry Lafler types a story about the 1906 Earthquake and Fire in Portsmouth Square in the days following the event (Courtesy California Historical Society)
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Looking east at U.S. Army tents in Portsmouth Square with the Hall of Justice in the background. This photograph was possibly taken in the months after the earthquake. The camp appears more orderly and less
crowded (Courtesy University of California Berkeley Bancroft Library)
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1907 photograph looking northeast at Camp No. 30 in Portsmouth Square from Clay Street (Courtesy California State Library)
October 1915 photograph of police officers in Portsmouth Square with a river stone lined path in the foreground (Courtesy University of California Berkeley Bancroft Library)
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U.S. Army tents set up in Portsmouth Square - aerial view looking west (Courtesy California Historical Society)
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Looking east at U.S. Army tents in Portsmouth Square with the Hall of Justice in the background. This photograph
was possibly taken in the months after the earthquake. The camp appears more orderly and less
Looking west at U.S. Army tents in Portsmouth Square from Kearny Street. This photograph was possibly
taken
in the months after the earthquake. The camp appears more orderly and less crowded (Courtesy crowded
California(Courtesy University of California Berkeley Bancroft Library)

1907 photograph looking northwest at Camp No. 30 in Portsmouth Square from Kearny Street (Courtesy California State Library)
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State Library)
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Sites of temporary graves in Portsmouth Square immediately following the earthquake and fire (Top Courtesy
University of California Berkeley Bancroft Library, Bottom Courtesy California Historical Society)
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1970
By July 30, the cost for the playground structure had risen to $9,500. The scope of work now
1952 photograph
of children
playing
and people
gathering
in Portsmouth
Square
the park’s
eastern
included
shop drawings
(which
had been
approved
by Royston,
Hanamoto,
Beckalong
and Abbey),
fabrication,
side (Courtesy San Francisco Public Library)
delivery and installation of a wood and metal play structure for Portsmouth Square. The approxmately 18’
sculpture would contain cast aluminum screens with Chinese motifs and provisions for lighting, resemble
the approved model and be installed on base provided by the contractor in a new location in the center of
the park.132

1970

PORTSMOUTH SQUARE HISTORIC RESOURCE EVALUATION

Justice Enterprises noted on December 21, that under the terms of their agreement with the

Recreation and Park Department they must provide two pieces of play equipment on the grass area south

on March 30, but asked him to keep costs to a minimum since the bridge had greatly exceeded cost

of the playground prior to the time the existing play area is fenced off for construction. They needed a play

projections. Slutzkin suggested he contact Degenkolb for information on the garage structure.129

geodesic dome and two swings or children’s slide and signs in English and Chinese explaining project
and reason for the inconvenience.133

1970
1970

Royston’s office contacted the Recreation and Parks Department on April 14 regarding the

possibility of widening the sidewalk along Kearny Street under the bridge, though it was noted that that

The Chinese Cultural Center Bridge, a pedestrian walkway built over Kearny Street that

connected the park to the Holiday Inn, was completed in 1970. The bridge was designed and built by

work is not part of the playground design they were working on.130

Clement Chan and John Carl Warnecke and Associates. Some comment that the bridge “puts much of the
park in shadow.”134

1970

Bridge Beardslee provided a preliminary scope of work for for the playground structure on May

18. The play structure was scoped to be 18’ high, and primarily constructed of wood and metal. It would

132
ƌŝĚŐĞĞĂƌĚƐůĞĞůĞƩĞƌ
133
ůĞƩĞƌĨƌŽŵ:ƵƐƟĐĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞƐƚŽZŽďĞƌƚĂŚŝůů
134
ŝƚǇŽĨ^ĂŶ&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ͕WŽƌƚƐŵŽƵƚŚ^ƋƵĂƌĞ,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ͖,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůĂŶĚƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĂů'ƵŝĚĞƚŽ^ĂŶ
&ƌĂŶĐŝƐĐŽ͛ƐŚŝŶĂƚŽǁŶ
1957 dedication of the plaque recognizing Portsmouth Square as the site of the first school house (Courtesy
San Francisco Public Library).

cost $7,500.131

129
ϭϯϬ
131

ůĞƩĞƌĨƌŽŵŚĂƌůĞƐ^ůƵƚǌŬŝŶƚŽZŽďĞƌƚZŽǇƐƚŽŶ
ůĞƩĞƌĨƌŽŵ>ŽƵŝƐůůĞǇƚŽŚĂƌůĞƐ^ůƵƚǌŬŝŶ
ƌŝĚŐĞĞĂƌĚƐůĞĞůĞƩĞƌ
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Undated (though likely in late 1980s/early 1990s) photograph of a portion of the playground located in the
northeast corner of Portsmouth Square (Courtesy San Francisco Planning Department)
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1987 photograph of the playground located on the east side of Portsmouth Square and the Kearny Street
garage entrance (Courtesy San Francisco Planning Department)
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1973 photographs of Portsmouth Square (Courtesy San Francisco Public Library)
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