A YERBA BUENA WALKING TOUR
BY JENNY ODELL AS PART OF
WORK IN PROGRESS
AT YBCA

1. YERBA BU EN A GA R DE N S
The present-day Yerba Buena complex
is essentially a compromise that resulted after many decades of disagreement among city planners (with the
trademark 1950s-60s taste for sweeping urban redevelopment and removal
of “blight”) and citizen groups (mainly
TOOR, Tenants and Owners Opposed
to Redevelopment – later renamed to
TODCO). The area had been home to
cafes, pawnshops, taverns, and a series
of small hotels that an elderly veteran
and immigrant population was living in.

Things proposed at various points for
the area included an airport terminal,
a sports arena, office buildings, and a
complex of giant buildings by Kenzo
Tange, a renowned Japanese architect.
But nothing could be built while legal
battles with TOOR and others raged. For
a long time, this area was a giant
parking lot.

1980s

In 1976, voters passed a proposition
that allowed a convention center, but
only if it was underground and included a park and other cultural facilities
on top. First to be built was Moscone
Center South (which you’ll be visiting in
just a bit), completed in 1981. In 1989,
workers began digging a big hole in the
ground where the gardens are now for
Moscone North.

Then, the park was sculpted out of
something similar to industrial-grade
styrofoam on top of the conference center, with grass and trees laid on top.

1990s

The YBCA and the esplanade, as the
gardens are called, were finished in
1993.

1993

In the gardens, on the sidewalk-facing
side of the small utility building just west
of YBCA, there is a plaque containing a
poem, “Dare We Dream in Concrete,”
written by the TODCO Poets, residents
of the senior housing built in the wake
of displacement.

During the digging for the convention
center, archaeologists found at least 11
human burials and cultural artifacts dating from 1,000 to 6,000 years ago.

1989

Some of the artifacts belong to members of the Muwekma Ohlone tribe, the
original inhabitants of this area. Artists
Jaune Quick-to-See Smith and James
Lunain have created a reflection area in
the park that references this history and
makes use of Ohlone basket designs.

Later on in the tour, we’ll see where
some of the artifacts are stored.
The park is also home to some unexpected animals. Hawks are seen
occasionally, even more occasionally
eating the pigeons.

2 . THE M ETR E O N

It can be fun to use reverse Google Image search to find other instances of the
stock imagery used on the sides of the
Metreon that currently await businesses. Our “casual vibe” man here can be
found in hospital, I.T., and credit union
settings.

The northwest corner of the Metreon
stands on the former site of The Milner,
the last residential hotel to go when the
block was being cleared to make way
for development. The Milner was where
TOOR (Tenants and Owners Opposed
to Redevelopment) had been formed in
1969 and where they concentrated their
activities.

1973

1979
The Metreon was built later than the
gardens and YBCA, so for a while that
side of the esplanade was just concrete.

The Metreon was constructed in 19978, and opened to much fanfare in 1999
as a Sony-run “high tech entertainment
center” with an IMAX theater, an arcade
designed by Moebius, a sci-fi cartoonist
(which included the Hyperbowl, a 3D
virtual bowling game), “Where the Wild
Things Are” and “How Things Work”
exhibits on the top floor, a Discovery
Channel Store, kiosks galore, and plenty of opportunities to buy Playstation
games and other Sony products.

1999

But visitors found “How Things Work”
to be boring, and it closed in 2001.
“Where the Wild Things Are” closed
soon after, and the Discovery Channel
Store closed in 2003. Sony pulled out
of the operation in 2006 and sold the
Metreon to Westfield (the mall). One industry expert’s opinion at the time was
that the Metreon had been taken over
by teenagers and that “Sony envisioned
a much higher-end customer than ultimately wanted to be there.”

The Metreon had a grand reopening in
2012, with a food court on the first floor
and a City Target on the second floor.
Since then, the outside appearance has
also changed to re-

flect the fact that Loews Theaters was
bought by AMC.

LAST MONTH

Previously, visitors to “Where the Wild
Things Are” had been able to enjoy the
view from the roof. Now, that area is an
event space reportedly being rented for
15k a night.

1999

2015

The Metreon continues to sell itself as
a high tech experience, still with various kiosks and exhibits, such as Target’s “smart home” installation at Open
House (strikingly similar in concept to
the original purpose of EPCOT). Such
exhibits and the earnest desire to chase
the futuristic is interesting when considered in tandem with the Palace of Machinery at the 1919 Pan Pacific Exhibition in San Francisco (of which only the
Palace of Fine Art remains).

In Chester Hartman’s City for Sale: The
Transformation of San Francisco, writer
Rebecca Solnit is quoted as saying of
the Metreon that “a more obsequious
monument to capitalism would be hard
to find.” Many people who were there in
the early 2000s remember the Metreon
as a confused “cross between a store
and a museum,” or “what the future
was supposed to look like, and it was
terrible.” In that sense, we might consider the Metreon a living monument to
futuristic dystopias past.

1999

1999
One visitor to YBCA noted in my Metreon notebook that “[i]n the 1980s
we were so desperate for space that
seemed public -- the Metreon was welcome rapturously.” But another visitor,
whose uncle helped paint a mural we
will be visiting shortly, remembers what
was there before:

3. THE SH AKI N G M A N
Just before the bridge to Moscone is a
sculpture, Shaking Man, by Terry Allen.
It was installed originally with the rest
of the park in 1993. Shaking Man has
a “brother” in downtown Los Angeles,
another Terry Allen sculpture called
Corporate Head.

So many people have shaken the Shaking Man’s hand that it is the only burnished part of the figure, i.e., the only
part that looks the same as when the
sculpture was originally installed.
The Shaking Man seems to remind a
lot of people of Ronald Reagan: “he
reminds me of Ronald Reagan” (O O.
on Yelp); “although it is not said to be
of Ronald Reagan, there certainly is a
resemblance” (Unpakt website); “The
face and hairstyle reminded of a bit of
a grinning President Reagan” (Mark of
markhitstheroad.com); “his wrinkles,
smile and hair resemble (to us) Ronald
Reagan” (roadsideamerica.com).

This incidental resemblance to Reagan
can be considered an unwitting connection to events that occurred here in
1984, before the sculpture was even
conceived of. In 1984, three years after its opening, Moscone South (which
you are headed to right now; Moscone
North, which you are standing on top of,
had not yet been constructed) hosted
the 1984 Democratic National Convention. Walter Mondale, the Democratic
nominee, famously stayed at the Park
Central Hotel (visible behind you), one
of the very first pieces of the redevelopment plan to be completed.

Coinciding with the convention was the
San Francisco stop of the “Rock Against
Reagan” tour, which took place in what
is now Yerba Buena Gardens, but at
the time was an empty lot adjacent to
Moscone South.

The concert involved the Dead Kennedys, MDC (Millions of Dead Cops), and
the Dicks, among others. (Also, according to a comment on a firsthand account on Livejournal, one person notes
that his uncle’s short-lived punk band,
Slaughter House 4, played a single song
at the concert, “Ducks for President,”
before splitting up shortly thereafter.)
By some accounts, there were 2,000
attendees. The Dead Kennedys played
songs like “Police Truck,” “Riot,” and “I
Fought the Law.”

The concert also happened to coincide
with the War Chest Tours, a series of
peaceful anti-capitalist protests led by
local anarchist activists.

At the time, there was a group of about
30 anarchists living at the old Hotel
Owners Laundry Company Warehouse
at 935 Folsom.
On the last day of the convention, a
Warchest Tour started out at the Rock
Against Reagan concert and headed north to attempt to protest at Bank
of America on Kearny and California.
Some protestors were violently arrested. When the tour arrived back at the
concert, the bands let them on stage to
inform the crowd of the arrests. About
1,000 people marched from here to the
Hall of Justice on 8th and Bryant, bringing with them a “satirical giant Trojan
donkey (which ate mock tax dollars and
shat out weapons).”

One 16-year-old suffered a fractured
skull after being trampled by a policeman on horseback. Almost 300 people
were arrested and detained at Potrero Middle School. A few months later,
Gary Roush noted that “later that night,
police also arrested the Trojan Donkey, and he is still languishing in solitary confinement in the Police Property
Room.”

4 . MOS CO N E B R I D G E
This bridge provides a good opportunity
to consider a couple of things. First and
most obviously, we can see Moscone
South, the first portion of the Moscone
Center to be completed (1981). Because it is 20 feet below the natural
water table, a 7-foot-thick concrete mat
had to be constructed to counteract the
pressure of the water.

The building had all sorts of problems at
first, including leaks and flooding, described in detail in Chester Hartman’s
City for Sale. One project engineer recalls that water once burst through a
wall and “just shot right across to the
opposite wall ... in a real hard stream.”
It also turned out that the new head
of the new Department of Convention Facilities was involved with organized crime. And a year after it opened,
$50,000 worth of chairs disappeared
from the center.
At the opening of Moscone South, the
San Francisco Mime Troupe performed
a political short play entitled “Ghosts,”
which focused on the former residents
of this space and did not portray city
officials very positively. One city official
reportedly said that “we may have displaced some parking lots, but people -no way.”

The children’s complex on the roof of
Moscone South did not open until 1998.
This means that there was a significant
amount of time in which there wasn’t really anything on the roof. I can’t be sure
if this is it, but John Seagraves from SF
Sewer told me that there was an area
on the roof of the Moscone that used to
be referred to as “tar beach.” He said
it was relatively easy to get up to and
that it was a popular place to hang out
at night and enjoy the surrounding view
(note that at this time Yerba Buena Gardens did not yet exist).

There were originally going to be more
than one pedestrian bridge. In 1991, a
much-reviled (and never realized) public art proposal was made that involved
installing giant words saying “This is a
Nice Neighborhood.”

When the children’s complex was built,
it included the carousel on your right,
which was designed by Charles Looff
in 1906. After the earthquake, it was
moved to Luna Park in Seattle, where it
survived an earthquake there in 1911.

1910

In 1913, it was moved to Playland at
the Beach, a no-longer-existent seaside amusement park in San Francisco,
where it remained until the park’s closing in 1972.

1972
It then traveled to Shoreline Village, an
amusement park in Long Beach, until it
was purchased back by San Francisco
for the opening of this section of Yerba
Buena in 1998.

1983

The carousel will be temporarily moved
again sometime in the future, to accommodate the current expansion of the
Moscone Center (more on this later).
Recently, Salesforce and Oracle have
held annual conferences (Dreamforce and OpenWorld, respectively) at
Moscone so large that they completely take over Howard Street. Businessmen can be seen lounging in bean bag
chairs and eating sandwiches.

2014

2015

To the right you can see Moscone West,
the last of the three portions of the convention center to open, in 2003. Directly
across the street from that is the Woolf
House, the first block of affordable
senior housing built by TODCO. It was
completed in 1979 and looks largely
the same, although it recently got a new
paint job.

The Woolf House is named after George
Woolf, one of the founders of TODCO
(then TOOR). He is quoted as saying:
“I’ve lived my life so that I can look any
man in the eye and tell him to go to
hell.” This phrase comes again to mind
when seeing the way that the Woolf
House and the gleaming, monolithic
Moscone West face off directly across
Howard St.

The housing was supposed to be for
residents displaced by redevelopment,
but by the time this (and subsequent)
affordable housing was built, most had
died or moved away.

In an 2001 SFGate article, one Woolf
House resident, an elderly Filipino man
named Dick Wilson, says that the residents have little use for the luxury businesses that now surround the house.
But, he notes, they do enjoy taking the
plants that the hotels switch out with
new ones in their lobbies.

Further down 4th St. you’ll see the sign
for TODCO’s headquarters in the same
building as the Woolf House.
Currently occupying the retail space of
Woolf House is Oasis Grill, a mediterranean restaurant. Previously, this was a
Jollibee, a Filipino fast food chain – and
a remnant of a reminder of the Filipino
community that used to be here (and
remains, albeit in a diminished
capacity).

In a 2010 Yelp review of the former
Jollibee, Joshua L. describes halo halo
Filipino dessert – “a many-layered celebratory amalgamation of two scoops of
ice cream (smooth ube and exotic langka), a dollop of firm, caramelized leche
flan, toasted rice krispies, sweetened
mung beans, sweetened white beans,
sweetened garbanzo beans, and cubes
of festive red and green coconut jellies,
and all swimming in a sea of crushed
ice and evaporated milk” – and illustrates the Halo Halo food pyramid:

(I once asked my Filipino, extremely health conscious mother about halo
halo. After listing all of the ingredients,
she said, “you should never eat it.”)

5. A F FO RDAB L E HO USIN G,
S U BWAY C ONSTRUCTIO N
AND T WI TTER
From this corner, we can see a good
deal of the senior affordable housing
built by TODCO. The blue building with
the Ned Kahn wind sculpture is the
Ceatrice Polite Apartments. Behind that
are two brown and maroon buildings,
the Clementina Towers, the first affordable housing to be built in response to
redevelopment (1970).

This photo by Bill Carlson shows the
artist Frank Koci in front of the Clementina Towers, where in the 1970s he paid
$225 a month for an apartment with
a balcony. But the noise from redevelopment construction was rough: “The
workmen just enjoy the tearing down.
They’re the most sadistic bunch of city
employees. They work two shifts. At 6
p.m., they change shifts when the ninnies go home ... the boys come back
and work from 6 p.m. to 2 a.m. I had
a half pound of cotton in my ears and
my radio and television going it was so
loud.”

The Clementina Towers have been
plagued with maintenance problems
that go unaddressed by the city. Of
recent concern is a broken elevator
system (this in a building where all residents are either elderly or disabled, or
both). In May 2015, residents had been
waiting for repairs for a year, despite
Mayor Ed Lee’s repeated promises of
“emergency funds” for the elevators.

To the left of Woolf House and in front of
the Clementina Towers is an area currently being dug up for the Central Subway project. SFMUNI is building a line
between Chinatown and Third Street.

On the northwest corner of 4th and Folsom, where there had been a gas station, will be the Yerba Buena / Moscone
MUNI station.

On the southwest corner of 4th and Folsom is the former home of the Society
of California Pioneers’ museum and library, which occupied the building from
2000 to 2014.

The society is “the most exclusive organization in the state”; to be a member,
you must be the direct descendant of
people who arrived in California before
the end of 1849, although the museum
is open to the public. But tech workers
didn’t seem very interested in it, and the
museum has now moved to the
Presidio.

In its place now is AltSchool, “a collaborative community of micro-schools”
started by Max Ventilla, a dad who previously sold his social question-and-answer startup to Google. Altschool recenly raised $100 million from Mark
Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan’s foundation. This building houses its HQ and a
middle school. One might consider this
an exclusive society of its own, given
that its schools run $20,000 a year and
up (though it does offer a substantial
amount of financial aid).

On the southeast corner of 4th and Folsom is an office building with blue and
green windows, built in the 1970s (originally without those colors, which seem
to have happened sometime in 2013).
Here it is, partially painted, in May
2013.

This building was the third home of
Twitter, which started nearby in South
Park. Twitter moved here (second floor)
in 2009. For whatever reason, their
headquarters here seemed to have a
deer theme going on.

Twitter moved to an older building at
1355 Market in 2012, although (in a
move perhaps related to layoffs and
recent financial performance) it is now
leasing out its first floor there.
Before Twitter, the second floor of this
building had housed Bebo, a social networking site launched in 2005 that was
once considered a threat to Facebook
in the UK. AOL bought Bebo for $850
million in 2008 and sold it for less than
$10 million in 2010, putting it “in contention for the highly competitive title
of worst purchase by a major internet
company.”

The second floor of this building currently houses Kabam, a company that
makes “freemium” massively multiplayer social games (MMSGs) for social
networking services, and which is #1 in
a Bizjournals feature breathlessly titled,
“Here is where San Francisco’s new
economy is being built.”

6. A LI CE ST. C OM M UN IT Y
GA R D E N A ND F I LIP IN O
ST R E E T NA MES / M UR AL
The complex of small, quieter streets off
of Folsom are all named after Filipino
cultural heroes, many of whom appear
on the mural across from the garden.
Muralist Joanna Poethig (along with Vic
Clemente, mentioned in the note about
the Metreon) painted the mural, called
Ang Lipi ni Lapu Lapu (Descendents of
Lapu Lapu), in 1984. The street names
and mural recognize the area’s concentration of Filipinos, some of whom
began immigrating here as early as the
1920s.
On a personal note, although I am half
Filipino, I was unaware of much of this
history until doing this project.

Some of the figures here include:
Dr. Jose Rizal - doctor and novelist who
was executed for the influence of his
books upon the Philippine revolution.
There is also a plaque in his honor on
the side of the Palace Hotel on 2nd and
Market, since that was where he stayed
during his only visit to the U.S. in 1888.

Apolinario Mabini - intellectual involved
in the Philippine Revolution, exiled to
Guam

Andres Bonifacio - revolutionary and
(although still not recognized as such
by some historians) first president of
the Philippines, leader of the Katipunan
(secret anti-colonialist society whose doings led to the Philippine revolution)

Melchora Aquino, more commonly
known as Tandang Sora - “Mother of the
Revolution,” who operated a store that
became a refuge for wounded revolutionaries and provided a meeting place.
Despite being tortured, she kept mum
on the Katpuneros. She was also exiled
to Guam.

Sen. Benigno Aquino - politician whose
1983 assassination influenced the 1986
People Power Revolution, which overthrew longtime dictator Ferdinand
Marcos

Carlos Bulosan - writer of America is in
the Heart, a renowned 1946 autobiographical novel about the Filipino immigrant experience

Datu Lapu Lapu - an early Filipino hero
famous for resisting Spanish invasion
colonization in the 17th century, and for
beheading Ferdinand Magellan in
battle.

When I asked my mother about these
figures, she said there is a monument
to Andres Bonifacio in Caloocan, on the
outskirts of Manila, which she used to
pass in a jeepney on her way to work.

When I found the monument on Street
View in Caloocan, I turned around to
see a familiar sight -- a Jollibee.

The building that the mural is on is the
San Lorenzo Ruiz Center, an affordable
living home for Filipino seniors. It was
built in 1979 by Los Caballeros Dimas
Alang and was originally called the Dimas Alang House. Los Caballeros Dimas
Alang were a local Filipino fraternity dating back to the 1920s.

Member Teodulo Ranjo says of the Caballeros: “It was a patriotic organization… Our rituals were in Tagalog…
It was a secret organization, an organization for the help of the Filipinos. We
wanted to carry on the deeds of our revolutionaries.”
At some point, the name of the building
changed to refer to San Lorenzo Ruiz,
the patron saint of the Philippines.

Across from the mural is the Alice St.
Community Garden. It is current, “official” manifestation of an originally
ad-hoc commnunity garden started by
elderly Chinese residents of the Clementina Towers in the 1970s. Without
asking permission, they simply started
planting vegetables in a neighboring lot
where a hotel had recently been torn
down, and where the Ceatrice Polite
apartments are now. Eventually the city
and some private groups provided fencing and water.

The garden site was moved here in the
1980s as a condition of building the
Mendelsohn House (the building currently to the left). The plots are available
to all residents of SOMA senior housing.

While current visitors may not be aware
of the garden’s history, all seem to agree
that it’s a relaxing oasis in an otherwise
hectic-seeming area.

The colorful building next door is the
Mendelsohn House, affordable senior
housing built by TODCO and named
after Peter Mendelsohn, who founded
TOOR along with George Woolf.

(Mendelsohn and Woolf were reportedly spurred to create TOOR after, in the
1960s, city developer Justin Herman
referred to SOMA residents as “a bunch
of bums.”)

The architect who designed the Mendelsohn house, keeping its intended
residents in mind, designed the lobby
to be similar to that of a residential hotel, with spaces for people-watching and
socializing. Like other TODCO buildings,
it also has a courtyard.

The building also houses a senior clinic (Mabini Day Health Center) that pays
below-market rent and provides care for
seniors in SOMA and the Tenderloin.

Around the corner and next door to the
Mendelsohn House is the Museum Parc
building, built the same year. In its retail space (formerly Museum Parc Market) is HubNub, a company founded in
2010 whose products allow developers
to build realtime web, mobile, and Internet of Things[1] (IoT) applications.

One person who interviewed there noted that “it looks like a techy guy playground which is cool. Lots of dot com
era flashy screens with pedantic metrics
on the walls to excite investors.”

Meanwhile, an apartment at Museum
Parc recently went for a million dollars.
Consider the contrast in two buildings
that don’t look all that different: this
condo, with PubNub on its ground floor,
is right next to the Mendelsohn House,
with a clinic on its ground floor.

7. 6 8 0 - 690 FO L S OM
Ahead is the enormous glass-walled
Riverbed / Macy’s.com building. In the
1800s, this was the site of a mansion
belonging to Milton S. Latham, a railroad baron and at one point the governor. He refused to sell his property
during a push to extend New Montgomery southward, which is the reason New
Montgomery stops at Howard St. (only
after he died was the block divided by
Hawthorne St.).

The estate was used as a boarding
house before Western Electric built
a warehouse on the site.

In 1963, Pacific Telephone and Telegraph built a concrete office building
there, which at some point wound up
abandoned and full of asbestos.

Starting in 2008, Skidmore Owings &
Merrill began removing the outer part of
the building and replacing it with glass,
resulting in the current building, which
houses the online divison of Macy’s and
Riverbed, which provides “platform[s]
for visibility, optimization and control
across the hybrid enterprise.”

In the above 2014 screen shot, you
can also see them beginning to work on
what was a 1920s-era garage. On the
facade of what SFGate calls a “futuristic
cube building” is a sheet of aluminum
cut out by computer-driven machines
and which glows at night. The building
was supposed to house SoMa Wine and
Spirits 2, but instead has just become
home to Metromile, a pay-per-mile car
insurance company.

8. AL L EY AT 20 1 4T H ST
Before redevelopment and the arrival
of SFMOMA, 3rd Street was considered
skid row. It’s detailed in Jack Kerouac’s
short story, “October in the Railroad
Earth”:
Blue sky above with stars hanging high
over old hotel roofs and blowers of hotels moaning out dusts of interior, the
grime inside the word in mouths falling
out tooth by tooth, the reading rooms
tick tock bigclock with creak chair and
slantboards and old faces looking up
over rimless spectacles bought in some
West Virginia or Florida or Liverpool
England pawnshop long before I was
born and across rains they’ve come to
the end of the land sadness end of the
world gladness all you San Franciscos will have to fall eventually and bum
again.

Adjacent to 201 4th St. is a sad little
conglomeration of failed businesses on
the ground floor of a parking garage.
One in particular, Shiko Sushi (whose
benches can still be seen inside), had a
whole one and a half stars on Yelp, yet it
was in business from 2006 to 2014.

201 3rd St. is home to Capital One,
Quantcast, and other companies. One
day last week, I was on 3rd and Howard
and ran into my friend from Girl Scouts.
It turned out that she worked at Capital
One and was on her way into work, so
I tagged along. An art consultant had
bought one of my pieces from an online
site and installed it there, unbeknownst
to me, but my friend couldn’t find what
floor it was on. Instead, I took this photo
from the window:

Further down this alley is the Epicenter
for Earthquake Policy, “a pop-up collaborative space for earthquake policy research and development.”

This seems like as good a place as any
to reflect on the fact that almost all
of SOMA was destroyed by the 1906
earthquake. Before the quake, the area
showed a mix of integrated residential
and industrial buildings; when it was
rebuilt, wealthy residents had fled to the
hills and mostly warehouses were built
(with 80% of the rebuilding taking place
between 1907 and 1920). Some structures in SOMA are particularly vulnerable because they’re built on fill, which is
subject to liquefaction in a quake.

Turning the corner toward Howard
Street, the extension of SFMOMA
comes into view. The extension is being
built in part to house the Fisher collection, which belonged to Don Fisher, the
founder of Gap. That collection used
to live in the bottom floor of the Folsom
St. Gap building, and when I worked at
Gap, I’d go visit it on my lunch break.

The extension displaced a fire station
and a Heald College building. A replacement fire station is being built at
935 Folsom, where it replaced the Hotel
Owners Laundry Company Warehouse
(where the aforementioned punks were
living during the 1984 DNC protests).

SFMOMA was not always on 3rd St. It
started out in the War Memorial Building in Civic Center. Mario Botta’s original
design for the trademark cylinder on the
roof of the 3rd St. SFMOMA included
trees.

Would it have looked like this?

In what seems like an impossible event
in retrospect, Survival Research Labs
performed at the SFMOMA 3rd St.
groundbreaking in 1992. The performance was full of SRL’s trademark
violent, flaming robots, and it was only
a matter of time before the cops were
called.

Around the corner, on 3rd and Howard,
a Fogo de Chao restaurant has replaced
a Chevy’s.

At least one woman has a bitter memory of attending a “Paint Nite” there. “I’ll
never go back to Paint Nite or Chevy’s,”
vows B K. on Yelp. “We ended up copying one painting of a winter night. I
wanted to paint my own version of a
winter night.”

Across the street is a boarded-up area
with renderings showing the next expansion of Moscone, which is about to get a
lot shinier. Unfortunately the construction blocks the entrance to the Ballroom
Lobby, inside of which is supposedly an
exhibit of some of the artifacts uncovered during construction in the 1980s.

9. VINO VEN U E , Y E LP, A N D
TH E MEX I CAN M US E UM
The Paramount, the 40-story residential
tower at 3rd and Mission, was built in
2002. One business that moved in with
the Paramount but didn’t quite make it
was Vino Venue, a “high tech” wine bar
(where The Grove is now).

A product of the early 2000s, the business promised to fuse ideas of tech and
innovation with local wine culture. Customers used refillable “e-cards” with
automated wine dispensing machines,
which used a system of tubes and pressurized pads to keep an airtight seal.

But customers found it lacking in
warmth and ambience (inserting your
card incorrectly would bring up a message to “see an attendant”). “Meh,”
says Suzanne B. on Yelp. “This place is
basically a big snooze,” says Mokirobinson M. “It’s where fun goes to die.”

Across the street is something that, in
contrast, has survived quite a long time.
The Aronson Building, also known as
the Mercantile Building, is one of the
few buildings in the area to have survived the 1906 earthquake. It was built
in 1903.

It’s not just the earthquake that this
building survived; it (like St. Patrick’s
Church) is an island of the very early
20th century in a sea of redevelopment.
Here it is in the background as a building is torn down to make way for YBC:

Previously, Yelp had its headquarters
here. I once went to one of their Friday
happy hours. It was on the top floor,
where the sales department was. People were drinking expensive whiskey
and playing cornhole – standard startup
fare.

Yelp has since moved to 140 New
Montgomery (The Pacific Telephone
Building), another site with an interesting history. It’s not clear who, if anyone,
is in the building now. The previous
retail tenant, Rochester Big and Tall,
is gone, leaving some big and tall men
wondering where to get pants. “When I
learned they would be closing this location soon I almost started crying,” says
Preston D. on Yelp.
Meanwhile, this very old building is
about to be combined with a very new
building. In the neighboring (currently
empty) lot will be a skinny condo high
rise designed by Handel Architects, who
also did the Metreon.

The new building will be connected
to the Aronson building on the bottom
floors, which will house the Mexican
Museum (currently in Fort Mason).

Residential units in the tower will be
some of the most expensive in the city.
Meanwhile, the project is facing suits
from residents of the nearby Four Seasons (completed 2001), who are ostensibly worried about effects on the Aronson Building, but are likely concerned
the new tower will block their views.
Decades after redevelopment began,
the Mexican Museum is considered the
last piece of the process. Here too its
placement is ironic; just behind it is the
Park Central Hotel, the very first piece of
redevelopment to go up.

1 0. J ESS I E S Q UA R E , T H E
CJ M, A N D ST. PAT R I C K’S
Like many other parts of this area, Jessie Square is the former site of a crowd
of small businesses, then a parking lot
when redevelopment began. The completion of Jessie Square was part and
parcel of the building of Contemporary
Jewish Museum in 2008.
Standing in Jessie Square close to the
Contemporary Jewish Museum, one can
look east and west and see the remains
of what used to be (continuous) Jessie St., which now only formally exists
in fragments as alleyways throughout
SOMA. On an 1854 map (in which this
area is still referred to as “Happy Valley”), both Jessie and Stevenson go all
the way through the block.

On the north side of Jessie was the
building that became the basis for the
current Contemporary Jewish Museum,
the PG&E Jessie St. Power Substation.
It was built in 1881, then rebuilt a few
times due to fires and the 1906 earthquake.

1892

After the earthquake, PG&E had a new
powerhouse designed by Willis Polk,
who was closely aligned with the City
Beautiful Movement. That movement
sought to elevate industrial structures
through a non-industrial aesthetic that
would make an aesthetic contribution to
the urban fabric.
The facade of that building was largley
what it looks like now. Few people knew
what kinds of things went on behind the
classical-looking exterior.

The power station became a transfer
station, and then it was decommissioned in 1968. It would have gotten
razed as part of redevelopment, had it
not been for a movement to put it on the
National Register of Historical Places.
After that, it remained empty until the
Contemporary Jewish Museum came
along in the 2000s. The CJM hired Daniel Libeskind to design a building that
would preserve the front facade and
some of the original interior elements
(catwalks, trusses) while signifying a
conversation between the old and the
new (hence the giant cubes).

2004
Following the construction of the CJM,
the former parking lot was landscaped
in order to become Jessie Square.

The square provides a good vantage
point from which to consider St. Patrick’s Church, built in 1872. Like several
other earthquake-surviving buildings in
San Francisco, it originally had a spire.

But the front part of the church survived
the earthquake intact and was enough
to rebuild the church around.

Originally an Irish Catholic church, St.
Patrick’s now mainly serves Filipino
parishioners. One mass on Sundays is
entirely in Tagalog.

Similar to the Alice St. Community Garden, many visitors seem to marvel at the
quiet space the church is able to maintain in the middle of SOMA. “It’s more
than a luxury, it’s a saving grace to have
it amidst the craziness that is going on
just outside its doors,” says Chuck D. on
Yelp.

11. THE 5 T H AN D M I S S I ON
PA RKING GAR AG E
Before redevelopment, this corner was
home to hotels, cafes, and taverns.
Those taverns would have been of particular interest in 1933, when Prohibition was lifted (for beer at least). The
first night of 1933 was dubbed “New
Beer’s Eve”:
On New Beer’s Eve hordes of San Francisco residents flocked to the city’s
breweries, creating a massive traffic
jam. A tangle of cars and trucks blocked
the Southern Pacific railroad tracks,
stopping trains until traffic cops could
break the gridlock. At midnight, delivery
trucks and railcars, loaded to capacity,
left the breweries. Drinkers followed the
delivery trucks. Whenever one stopped
to make a delivery, thirsty volunteers
rushed to unload the kegs and carry
them into the bar, where they were immediately tapped. East Bay beer lovers
didn’t have suds until breakfast because
the delivery trucks got caught in the
traffic snarl.

In this photo of a business on 4th and
Mission, a storefront is being converted
into a bar (possibly Heidelberg tavern,
where the parking garage is now).

1933

If you enter the garage from 4th and
Mission, you’ll find three plaques. The
first refers to the garage’s founding in
1958 by the Downtown Parking Corporation. At first, it did not occupy the
entire block between 4th and 5th, but
left a small section (closer to 4th) with a
series of independent businesses: Heidelberg Tavern, Hotel Iwrin, Hot Dog
Palace No. 2, and other small establishments.

When the extension did happen, in the
1960s, residents of Hotel Irwin were
evicted without the proper 90-day notice. The extension was a boon to Walter Kaplan, who was the president of
the Downtown Parking Corporation, the
secretary-treasurer of the Emporium department store (currently Westfield Mall)
across the street, and chairman of the
San Francisco Redevelopment Agency.
The parking lot was expanded again in
the 1990s; the other two plaques refer
to these extensions.
Upon exiting the garage, consider that
on both sides of 4th, where there used
to be a series of residences and small
businesses, there are now two Starbucks facing each other.

1963

1 2 . WESTF I E L D MA LL
Westfield Mall was originally the Emporium, a department store (and later
a chain of department stores) founded
in 1896. It had to be rebuilt after the
earthquake and was designed by Albert
Pissis, a French- Mexican architect born
in Mexico. The building that housed the
Emporium until the 1980s was also referred to as the Parrot Building.

Up until its demise, the Emporium was
well known for hosting holiday festivities,
including rides, on the roof of the
building.

They sometimes had to go to great
lengths to get those things up there.

The Emporium closed in 1996; again,
the whole thing might have been demolished had a group of people not raised
a ruckus about preserving elements of
the original building. Developers decided to save only the front facade and the
famous dome.

The dome was raised 60 feet in the air
while everything around it was demolished. On the north side of the rotunda,
you’ll find a historical exhibit that gives
further details about the Emporium’s
history.
From under the dome, you can also
see some of the offices that occupy the
Westfield building. At least in 2014,
Salesforce and Google had offices here,
as well as Microsoft (which recently
moved out). Current tenants also include Bespoke (a coworking space),
GoPro, Crunchyroll (anime company),
and TRUSTe (online security).

Descending the escalator and exiting
out of the main entrance, you’ll see a
plaque on your left describing the history of the Emporium building.

1 3. THE M AR RI OT T
A plaque on the Marriott just before the
entrance gives a sense of what was here
before:

Before the late 1980s, this side of the
Marriott was the site of a Veterans Administration building that had been
abandoned for some time. After a fair
amount of canoodling between politicians and developers, the Marriott was
built as a central part of the Yerba Buena redevelopment effort. It immediately
drew ire and admiration. Herb Caen famously called it a “jukebox,” and in the
press photo below, the caption says that
it’s been dubbed “The Wurlitzer” or “the
hotel that only Liberace could love.”
Currently, most people seem to think
it looks out of place. One visitor wrote
in my Marriott notebook that it was his
“most hated building in SF.”

On the Marriott’s opening day, the 1989
Loma Prieta earthquake happened. The
hotel lost only one window, and all of its
bar glassware shattered save for a single
martini glass.

History is an act of collective maintenance. In putting together this tour I am
very much indebted to: the Prelinger
Library (and Norm Thurkelson, whose
hand-done scrapbook of more than
50 years’ worth of newspaper articles
about development in SOMA the library
recently acquired), FoundSF, the San
Francisco Public Library and everyone
who geolocated photographs on OldSF.org, Google Street View, my mother,
Renny Pritikin, Erick Lyle, Chester Hartman, Rebecca Solnit, OpenHistorySF.
org, everyone at YBCA, the countless
people (young and old) that I had conversations with over the span of the residency, and the people who inadvertently provided historical material by writing
a review of something and including a
photo.
This tour is a part of Work in Progress,
the exhibition and artist residency at the
Yerba Buena Center for the Arts.
Memory – the pattern of sedimented
enfoldings of iterative intra-activity – is
written into the fabric of the world. The
world ‘holds’ the memory of all traces;
or rather, the world is its memory (enfolded materialisation).
– Karen Barad, “Hauntological Relations
of Inheritance: Dis/continuities, SpaceTime Enfoldings, and Justice-to-Come”
It may well be the region of the spirit or,
rather, the path paved by thinking, this
small track of non-time which the activity of thought beats within the timespace of mortal men and into which the
trains of thoughts, of remembrance and
anticipation, save whatever they touch
from the ruin of historical and biographical time. This small non-time-space in
the very heart of time, unlike the world
and the culture into which we are born,
can only be indicated, but cannot be
inherited and handed down from the
past; each new generation, indeed every
new human being as he inserts himself
between an infinite past and an infinite
future, must discover and ploddingly
pave it anew.
– Hannah Arendt, Between Past and
Future
A Klee drawing named “Angelus Novus”
shows an angel looking as though he is
about to move away from something he
is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are
staring, his mouth is open, his wings
are spread. This is how one pictures
the angel of history. His face is turned
toward the past. Where we perceive a
chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe that keeps piling ruin upon
ruin and hurls it in front of his feet. The
angel would like to stay, awaken the
dead, and make whole what has been
smashed. But a storm is blowing from
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings
with such violence that the angel can no
longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which
his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This
storm is what we call progress.
– Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of
History”
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