
 

 

34 

3 .  STUDY AREA 

Like many San Francisco neighborhoods, the boundary of the Mission District 

depends upon who you talk to and when this discussion took place. Historically, the 

Mission District was the void between the platted neighborhoods of Horner’s Addition, 

Potrero Nuevo, Potrero Viejo, and South of Market. An 1861 map shows the Mission 

District as the empty space between these platted (though largely undeveloped) 

neighborhoods (Woodbridge 2006). Dispute between squatters and the City of San 

Francisco over land in the Mission delayed platting until well after the Van Ness 

Ordinance of 1855. 

The Planning Department currently defines the Mission District boundary as 

roughly Duboce Avenue, Potrero Avenue, Cesar Chavez Street, and Valencia Street with 

a southern spur into the San Jose Avenue cut. See Map 3.1. Historic topographic 

boundaries include the serpentine hills of Potrero Hill to the east (beginning at Potrero 

Avenue), the historic path of Mission Creek and Lagoon to the north/east and Precita 

Creek to the south (following what is now Cesar Chavez Street), and the steeper slope 

along Dolores Street.  

  For the purpose of this study, I delineated the study area as the 113 blocks 

bounded by Valencia Street, Twentieth Street, Potrero Avenue, and Cesar Chavez Street. 

See Map 3.2. This smaller survey area eliminated the predominately industrial and post-

industrial spaces located in the northeastern section. It also bypassed the area of the 
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Mission destroyed by the 1906 earthquake and fire8.  This study area also excludes the 

occasionally hillier sections of the Mission District found to the west of Valencia Street.  

 

 

 

Map 3.1  Socially constructed boundaries of the Mission District. 

                                                 
8 The footprint of buildings constructed after the fire differ significantly from pre-1900 buildings in that 
post-quake structures generally extend all the way to the sidewalk, consuming the space for front yards. On 
Twentieth Street between Valencia and Guerrero, (a dividing line of the fire) Victorian styles and building 
footprints are found on the south side of the street, while Edwardian buildings abutting the sidewalk are 
found along the north side (Sanborn Map 1914). 
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Map 3.2  Thesis Study Area  

 

Included within the study boundary are a variety of residential building styles and 

eras, although residential structures from the 19th century are the dominant building 

stock. Also included are three commercial corridors: Valencia, Twenty-Fourth and 

Mission Streets. The former two streets are mixed-use, with ground-floor retail and 

apartments above, while the latter is primarily a one- to two-story commercial and office 

corridor with fewer apartments above.  
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 HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

   I chose to focus on the spatial reconfiguration of the Mission District for a variety 

of topographical, cultural and historical reasons. The Mission District’s topography is 

mostly flat and residents rely on a mix of transport modes for mobility. It is also one of 

the oldest settled European sites in San Francisco. In 1776 Mission San Francisco de Asis 

was established near the (now-filled) Mission Lagoon. Dirt roads connected this Spanish 

Mission to the Presidio of San Francisco and to the chain of Spanish Missions to the 

south. Transportation developments in the Mission District are reflected in the city’s 

development.  

Early Roads and Transportation 

During the Gold Rush, the Mission District was separated from the emerging 

downtown (centered on Yerba Buena Cove), by nearly two miles of sand dunes and 

marshlands. The first road connecting the Mission District to downtown was the Mission 

Plank Toll Road. Built in 1850, the road followed Mission Street from downtown to 

approximately the path that is now Sixteenth Street, north to the Mission. This wooden 

toll road is the earliest example of the commodification of street space in San Francisco. 

Access to the road was expensive (25 cents for a horse and rider and $1 for a 4-horse 

team) (Woodbridge 2006). A second toll road a few blocks to the east (on Folsom Street) 

was added in 1852. 

The first public transportation in San Francisco connected the Mission District to 

downtown via the Yellow Line Omnibus, which traveled along the Mission Plank Road. 
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Omnibuses resembled large 2- to 4- horse stagecoaches, capable of carrying 12-18 

passengers (Woodbridge 2007).  Omnibuses did not utilize rail tracks, although travel 

along the plank roads was necessary to traverse the sand dunes and marsh lands. Initially, 

fare on the Omnibus was expensive, from 50 cents to $1, however, service was frequent 

(30 minute headways), and when the fare dropped to 10 cents demand rapidly increased 

(Dohrmann 1928). 

The Mission District is not a classic streetcar suburb in the model of Kenneth 

Jackson’s (1985) Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States for a 

variety of reasons. Its mix of industries, entertainment, and employment opportunities 

meant many residents did not have to commute downtown to work. Small worker 

cottages were constructed to house workers of larger industries such as wool processing 

and lumberyards along Mission Creek (Walker 2004). Early development in the Mission 

District was primarily tourist-oriented or agricultural / industrial. Attractions included 

several drinking halls, the Willows and the Almshouse, the Union and Pioneer race 

tracks, as well as the decrepit Spanish Mission itself (United States Coast Survey 1853, 

Hutchings’ California Magazine 1859). Vegetable farmers in the Mission District utilized 

the toll roads to transport produce to the city (Woodbridge 2006).    

The neighborhood did, however, develop along key north-south rail lines, 

beginning with the City’s first horsecar line which in 1860 ran from the foot of Market 

Street to Valencia at Sixteenth Street (San Francisco Transportation Technical Committee 
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1948). By 1863, this line was extended south to Twenty-Fifth Street9. See Map 3.3. This 

line operated with 30 minute headways, similar to the 20 minute headways of the 26 bus 

line currently running on Valencia (Woodbridge 2006).  Horsecars (streetcars pulled by 

horses along laid tracks) were the primary transportation for Mission District residents 

with north-south lines on Valencia Street, Mission Street, South Van Ness Avenue, and 

Folsom Street. As these lines extended south, so too did the residential and commercial 

development of the neighborhood. The expanded mobility provided by the horsecars 

increased the extent of possible development. See Map 3.4. As noted in the 1875 San 

Francisco City Directory, “In these modern days of fashionable effeminacy and flabby 

feebleness, which never walks when it can possibly ride, the horsecar virtually fixes the 

ultimate limits of suburban growth” (as quoted in McClintock 1937, p39). 

                                                 
9 At this time, there was very little residential development in the Mission District, particularly south of 
Sixteenth Street. It was common practice, however, for railway franchises to extend rail lines well beyond 
the existing development, in anticipation of future development and fare-paying customers (Jackson 1985). 
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Map 3.3  Toll road and transit development in the Mission District from 1848 to 1865. 
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Map 3.4 Expansion of transit lines from 1865 to 1882. 

 

Horsecars dominated until 1883 when the neighborhood’s first cable car line was 

installed along Valencia Street. Soon thereafter, in 1891, the City’s first electric streetcar 

(the San Mateo Interurban connecting San Mateo to San Francisco) passed through the 

Mission District on Guerrero Street. By 1906, the majority of the Mission District was 
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built out and a network off eight electric streetcars, horsecars, and cable cars bisected the 

neighborhood10. See Map 3.5.   

 

Map 3.5   Cable cars lines were added to Valencia Street in 1883, but the most significant public 

transport innovation – the electric streetcar – began operation in San Francisco (on Guerrero Street) 

in 1891.  Cable car lines in the Mission District were replaced with electric streetcars after the 1906 

earthquake. 

 
Public transportation on streetcars was the primary mode of travel for most 

residents of the Mission. For a short time, the Mission District was home to elite San 

                                                 
10 San Francisco was slow to adopt the electric streetcar compared to cities across the country. Of the 
nation’s 30,000 miles of street railway, 98% were electrified by 1903, while only 2% remained horsecar or 
cable car lines (Jackson 1985). The cable car lines on Valencia and South Van Ness Avenue remained in 
use until the 1906 earthquake and fire, far longer than cable car lines across the country.  
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Franciscans who built mansions along South Van Ness Avenue11. These wealthier 

residents could afford horses, stables, carriages, and carriage houses, as evidenced in part 

by such structures noted in Sanborn maps from 1900. However, the vast majority of 

residents could not afford a horse or carriage, let alone the space to house them. Sanborn 

maps from 1900 and 1914, show few carriage houses and only scattered stables, with the 

exception of a few streets colonized by the wealthy. Public transit was inexpensive, 

frequent, and accessible to most residents.  For 60 years (from 1878 to 1938), a flat five-

cent fare ensured that public transportation was accessible to all residents (San Francisco 

Transportation Technical Committee 1948). In 1938 the fare rose to seven cents.  

Shift  to Automobi l ity 

 Judging by the San Francisco municipal documents, in the early 1900s the City 

appeared unaware of the rapid shift in transportation that lay ahead. In the 1914 San 

Francisco Municipal Report, the Chief Superintendent of Streets D.J. McCoy reported: 

“It is very doubtful if the automobile will ever completely replace the team, and until 

such time arrives, pavements must be laid with due consideration for the horse” (San 

Francisco Department of Street Repair 1914, p385).  

                                                 
11 By the 1914 Sanborn Map, most of these mansions had been converted to rooming houses, private 
schools, or convalescent homes, or had been demolished and lots subdivided to make room for apartment 
houses.  
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  Just two years later, the situation had drastically changed. In the 1916 San 

Francisco Municipal Report, the Superintendent of Streets reported:  

 
“With the marvelous increase in the yearly output of motor-driven vehicles, from the 
light touring car to the extra heavy auto truck, capable of transporting extraordinary 
loads, there has grown a constant demand for more and better street construction, to 
be able to withstand this new and more severe type of traffic”                           

(San Francisco Bureau of Engineering 1916, p759)   

 
This growing demand for automobiles precipitated an immediate demand for indoor 

shelter. The vast majority of early automobiles were not water-tight, which led to a 

demand for indoor storage. In 1921, for example, 90% of passenger vehicles were open-

top models with no protection from the elements (Miller 1988). This demand for indoor 

storage led to a rapid spatial reconfiguration of curbs and buildings in the 1910s and 

1920s as garages were added to buildings, detached garages were constructed, or existing 

sheds and stables were converted to garages (see Findings Chapter). 

Automobile use in San Francisco skyrocketed in the 1920s, forever altering the 

balance of street space between private and public uses. There were 47,969 passenger 

automobiles registered in San Francisco in 1920; a decade later that number had nearly 

tripled to 146,182 (McClintock 1937). Part of this increase was due to the significant 

reduction in the price of automobiles, opening up the market to the working and middle 

classes. In 1910 for example, the price of a Model-T was $950, equal to 22 months of 

average labor, but by 1924, the price had decreased to just $290, equivalent to less than 

three months of average labor (Jackson 1985).  Decisions of street width and access 

increasingly favored the automobile over all other modes.  
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The current landscape of garages inserted in the building base resulted from 

several factors. Most lots were 25 feet x100 feet, too narrow for the detached garages 

commonly found during this time in cities with more land and wider lots. Also, most 

buildings had a full or partial ground floor basement, or building base (Moudon 1986). 

These bases were cheaply and easily converted to garages with minimal structural 

changes. Finally, institutional practices, such as the influence of the Traffic Survey 

Committee played a significant role in shifting transport to automobility. 

Role of San Francisco Traffic Survey Committee 

Early San Francisco planning and traffic control documents revealed considerable 

optimism regarding management of automobile circulation and storage. Documents from 

the 1920s and 1930s demonstrate the influence of elite private citizens and business 

interests in attempts to shape the streets. Business interests joined forces to form the San 

Francisco Traffic Survey Committee, active in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The 

motivation of the business community in establishing the Traffic Survey Committee was 

neatly summed up in its report as follows: “Without movement there could be no traffic 

and hence, no business activity” (McClintock 1927, p146).  

The composition of the Traffic Survey Committee represented what today might 

be called a localized automobile-industrial complex. Members included representatives 

for Standard Oil, PG&E, the National Automobile Club, Palace Hotel, Regional Plan 

Association, Motor Car Dealers Association of San Francisco, Chamber of Commerce, 

San Francisco Retail Dry Goods Association, Yellow and Checker Cab Company, 



 

 

46 

California State Automobile Association, Market Street Railway and other business 

interests such as banks (San Francisco Traffic Survey Committee 1927b). Associations 

on its Advisory Council include the Downtown Association; Gravel, Rock, and Sand 

Producers Association; Builders Exchange; and Apartment House Owners and Managers 

Association (San Francisco Traffic Survey Committee 1927b). Notably absent is 

representation from neighborhood groups, transit riders, women, pedestrians and other 

common stakeholders of today. The Traffic Survey Committee reported near unanimous 

support for the1927 McClintock Report it commissioned by the “press, business interests, 

and city officials” (San Francisco Traffic Survey Committee 1927b). The Traffic Survey 

Committee actively advocated removal of public streetcars and narrowing the sidewalks 

in order to increase automobile speed and flow. 

Widening the Streets 

 A key strategy to reduce congestion and increase automobile capacity was to 

widen the streets. The 1928 Major Streets San Francisco: Report to the Traffic Survey 

Committee set forth recommendations for narrowing sidewalks in order to increase traffic 

speed and circulation (Dohrmann 1928). It credited the role of Daniel Burnham’s (1905) 

Report on Plan for San Francisco in influencing street widening and recommended first 

steps to widening streets, such as the removal of curbside parking as well as the removal 

of streetcar tracks in order to speed circulation.  

Dohrmann (1928) recommended four strategies for increasing street capacity for 

automobiles: the abolition of curbside parking, removal of streetcar lines, the narrowing 
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of sidewalks, and, finally, the seizure of private property in order to expand street space.  

Sidewalks should, Dohrmann (1928) argued, be narrowed from 4 feet to 15 feet.  Many 

of the streets proposed for widening and the seizure of private lands were in the 

Downtown area. Within the Mission District, an example of this radical reconfiguration 

of space in order to increase automobile capacity is the widening of Cesar Chavez Street. 

In the late 1930s, private lands were claimed and entire houses moved backwards on their 

lots in order to widen the street to 100 feet.  However, Dohrmann (1928) did 

acknowledge that not all streets need to be widened, and in fact, argued that some 

existing streets, such as those in the Sunset District were excessively wide for their use. 

The streets and sidewalks in the Sunset District, which consume 38.6% of the total land 

area, were unnecessarily wide, he argued, noting “the normal proportion of street space in 

most American cities is 25 percent” (Dohrmann 1928, p34).    

The encroachment onto pedestrian space in order to increase automobility was not 

addressed, despite the fact that in 1928, the majority of residents still traveled primarily 

by public transport and on foot12. According to Traffic Survey Committee report, up until 

the late 1920s in San Francisco, there were few rules governing pedestrian movement 

(McClintock 1927). Street use by mode was based on English common law: all users had 

equal rights to the road as long as exercising those rights did not impact the safety of 

other users (McClintock 1927). The tremendous increase in automobile ownership by 

1930 upset this balance of users.  

                                                 
12  For example, the majority of shoppers in the central business district in 1927 came by street car (60%); 
and more shoppers walked (21%) than drove (18%) for shopping trips downtown (McClintock 1927). 
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 In 1940, the sidewalks on Capp Street were cut back to further accommodate 

automobility. According to a caption accompanying a photo in the January 19, 1940 

News Call Bulletin, the sidewalks on Capp Street were cut back from 15 to nine feet in 

order to provide increased parking opportunities for shoppers frequenting the commercial 

zone along Mission Street. See Figure 3.1. Widening this road was a Works Projects 

Administration (WPA) project, and some evidence of its involvement remains embedded 

in the landscape. During my field survey I noticed a faded WPA imprint in the pavement 

on Capp at Twenty-Second Streets. At this same time, sidewalks on the dead-end block 

of Bartlett Street (between Twenty-First and Twenty-Second Streets) were narrowed in 

order to provide diagonal parking for Mission Street shoppers. 

Street widening projects occurred throughout the Mission District. Sidewalks on 

Guerrero Street were cut back in the 1940s, as were sidewalks on Cesar Chavez Street in 

the late 1930s. The crowded sidewalks of Potrero Avenue were narrowed from fifteen to 

eight and a half feet. Sidewalks on these streets were cut back to accommodate an extra 

travel lane, rather than parking, in order to increase the speed and flow of automobile 

traffic. Guerrero Street, Cesar Chavez Street, and Potrero Avenue are now major arteries 

feeding traffic onto the freeways, and all three are the focus of traffic-calming efforts by 

neighborhood residents13.  

                                                 
13 Additional streets within the study area were also widened. The sidewalks on Twenty-Second Street 
(west of South Van Ness Avenue), Twenty-Fourth Street, Twenty-Sixth Street (east of Mission Street) and 
South Van Ness were narrowed from 3’-5’ on each side of the street. However, these sidewalks were 
narrowed prior to 1928, hence it is likely that sidewalks were narrowed to accommodate streetcars, rather 
than automobiles. 
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Figure 3.1 Left: the narrowing of sidewalks on Capp Street in order to widen the street space for 

automobiles (News Call Bulletin 1940). Right: an imprint of the Works Progress Administration 

embedded in the pavement on Capp Street at Twenty-Second Street.  Source: San Francisco History 

Center, San Francisco Public Library. Photo by Mary Brown 

 
 

The shift to automobility was furthered by the removal of streetcar tracks 

beginning in 1939. Track removal in the neighborhood continued until 1949, and in total, 

eleven streetcars lines were replaced with bus trolleys. At the time public hearings were 

not required to remove the streetcars due to a City Attorney ruling that “substitution of 

one mode of service for another on the same route did not constitute abandonment” (San 

Francisco Municipal Railway 1987 p12). Not until 1959, after the vast majority of tracks 

had been removed citywide, was this ruling overturned in the courts (San Francisco 

Municipal Railway 1987). See Figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2   Left: Streetcar track removal on Mission Street, August 27, 1949.  Right: Seven months 

later the Mission District’s first “trackless trolley” bus was inaugurated on March 15, 1950.  Source: 

San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library. 

 

Significant public attention was focused, however on opposition to the conversion 

of Mission District housing into parking lots in the 1970s. A plan to demolish housing on 

both sides of the Mission Street corridor in favor of parking lots met with violent 

opposition (Kirkeberg 2005). Bayview Federal Savings and Loan Association, now U.S. 

Bank, located at the corner of Mission at Twenty-Second Streets provided the financing 

and removed housing (primarily pre-1900 apartment flats) on half a block of Capp at 

Twenty-Second Street and replaced it with a 103-space parking lot. Its plans to expand 

this parking lot, however, were thwarted by an underground radical organization called 

the New World Liberation Front (NWLF). The NWLF bombed the bank building on 

Mission Street and the bank’s headquarters in Larkspur in its efforts to save the low-
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income housing. They succeeded. The bank acquiesced and abandoned its plans to 

convert housing into parking lots (Hollis 1976). This parking lot and several other 

parking lots still exist within the study area.  

During this shift to automobility, parking trumped housing, roadway space 

trumped sidewalks, and individual transport trumped mass public transport.  In the 

following section I detail the methods used to measure and analyze this shift to 

automobility and how it manifests in the landscape.  

 


