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HEARING DATE:  November 4, 2015 

CASE NUMBER:  2015-005887-DES – Bourdette Building 

TO:  Historic Preservation Commission 

FROM:  Jonathan Lammers 
  Preservation Planner 

RE:  Landmark Recommendation Resolution 

 

Dear President and Members of the Commission: 
 
On July 1, 2015, the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) adopted Resolution No. 
748 to initiate Article 10 landmark designation of 90-92 Second Street, known historically 
as the Bourdette Building. Under Article 10, initiation and recommendation are two 
distinct steps of the landmark designation process which require separate hearings and 
resolutions. 
 
Attached is a draft Resolution to recommend to the Board of Supervisors approval of the 
designation of 90-92 Second Street, the Bourdette Building, as a San Francisco landmark 
under Article 10 of the Planning Code, Section 1004.1. The Planning Department 
(Department) recommends adopting this Resolution.  
 
Attached is a copy of the Landmark Designation Report and the Department’s Case 
Report from the July 1, 2015 hearing. Also attached is a letter from Gloria Yee, Trustee of 
the Laura Yee Marital Trust and the Moon Park Yee Residuary Trust, owners of the 
property. Ms. Yee opposes landmark designation, stating that it will challenge limitations 
on demolition and create restrictions on the how the structure may be physically altered.  
 
90-92 Second Street currently has an Article 11 rating of “IV” as a contributor to the New 
Montgomery-Mission-2nd Street Conservation District. As such, the HPC is already 
responsible for the review of any applications to alter or demolish the subject property. 
Should the HPC approve Article 10 landmark designation, similar procedures exist for the 
HPC to review any application to alter or demolish the building. Thus, Planning Staff do 
not believe that landmark designation will create a substantial change in how the subject 
property is considered during the planning process. Please note as well that the building 
currently has an active enforcement case (Complaint No. 201527881) filed for interior 
demolition without permits.  
 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
Draft Resolution 
July 1, 2015 Case Report 
Resolution 748 
Letter from Gloria Yee 
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Historic Preservation Commission  
Resolution No. XXX 

HEARING DATE NOVEMBER 4, 2015 
 
 
RESOLUTION TO RECOMMEND TO THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS ARTICLE 10 
LANDMARK DESIGNATION OF 90-92 SECOND STREET, HISTORICALLY KNOWN 
AS THE BOURDETTE BUILDING, LOT 012 IN ASSESSOR’S BLOCK 3707, AS 
LANDMARK NO. XXX 
 
 

1. WHEREAS, on May 12, 2012 the Historic Preservation Commission added 90-92 Second Street, 
the Bourdette Building, to the Landmark Designation Work Program; and 
 

2. WHEREAS, Planning Department staff member Jonathan Lammers, who meets the Secretary of 
Interior’s Professional Qualification Standards, prepared the Landmark Designation Report for 
90-92 Second Street, which was reviewed by Department staff for accuracy and conformance 
with the purposes and standards of Article 10; and 

 

3. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission, at its regular meeting of July 1, 2015, 
reviewed Department staff’s analysis of the historical significance of 90-92 Second Street per 
Article 10 as part of the Landmark Designation Case Report dated July 1, 2015; and 

 
4. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission finds that the 90-92 Second Street nomination 

is in the form prescribed by the HPC and contains supporting historic, architectural, and/or 
cultural documentation; and  
 

5. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission finds that 90-92 Second Street, constructed in 
1903-1904, is eligible for landmark designation due to its direct and intimate association with 
the most significant event in San Francisco history, the 1906 Earthquake & Fire; and 
 

6. WHEREAS, within the entirety of the 1906 burned district, it was the only building to survive 
with its contacts intact and its windows unbroken, without anyone inside or outside the 
building fighting to save it; and 
 

7. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission finds that 90-92 Second Street is 
architecturally significant as an example of a type, period and method of construction, as it is 
the only turn-of-the-century, small-scale brick masonry commercial building in downtown San 
Francisco to survive the disaster; and 
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Article 10 Landmark Initiation 
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8. WHEREAS, 90-92 Second Street is also architecturally significant as the work of master 

architects, Bliss & Faville, one of the most respected and prolific architectural firms in early 20th 
century San Francisco; and 

 
9. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission finds that 90-92 Second Street meets the 

eligibility requirements per Section 1004 of the Planning Code and warrants consideration for 
Article 10 landmark designation; and 

 
10. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission finds that the boundaries and the list of 

character-defining features, as identified in the draft Landmark Designation Report, should be 
considered for preservation under the proposed landmark designation as they relate to the 
building’s historical significance and retain historical integrity; and 
 

11. WHEREAS, the proposed designation is consistent with the General Plan priority policies 
pursuant to Planning Code section 101.1 and furthers Priority Policy No. 7, which states that 
historic buildings be preserved, for reasons set forth in the July 1, 2015 Case Report; and 
 

12. WHEREAS, the Department has determined that landmark designation is exempt from 
environmental review, pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15308 (Class Eight - Categorical); 
and 
 

13. WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission at its regular meeting of July 1, 2015, 
approved initiation of Article 10 landmark designation of 90-92 Second Street, as described in 
Resolution No. 748, 

 
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED, that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends to the 
Board of Supervisors approval of landmark designation of 90-92 Second Street, Assessor’s Block 3707, Lot 
012, pursuant to Article 10 of the Planning Code. 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was adopted by the Historic Preservation Commission at its 
meeting on November 4, 2015. 

 
 
Jonas P. Ionin 
Commission Secretary 

 

AYES:    
 
NAYS:   
 
ABSENT:  
 
ADOPTED: November 4, 2015 
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Storefront addressed as 600½ Mission Street. Note marble step.  

 
 
The Second Street facade of the building includes a pedestrian entry at the north end and a large storefront near the 
middle. The pedestrian entry provides access to the second story and is addressed as 90 Second Street. It includes a 
shallow vestibule featuring a marble threshold and wood double doors crowned with a large wood-framed transom. 
The interior of this entry (visible through door glazing) includes a mosaic tile threshold. Prior damage to the 
structural glass veneer is evident to the right of the entry, as well as various other areas along the facade.  
 

 
View toward Mission Street along the Second Street facade.  

 
Near the center of the Second Street facade is the storefront at 92 Second Street, formerly Henry’s Restaurant. It 
features a recessed boxed entry with two fully-glazed aluminum doors. The ceiling of the vestibule is covered with 
two metal vents. The storefront bulkheads are clad with stacked rectangular tiles that have been painted. The 
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northern display window features a vintage interior painted sign reading “Chinese & American Food.” The entirety 
of the storefront is covered by an aluminum frame fabric awning.  
  
 
 

  
The storefront addressed as 92 Mission Street, formerly occupied by Henry’s Restaurant.  

 
 
 

 
Detail of painted sign on the northern portion of the storefront at 92 Second Street.  

Note the stacked tile veneer on the bulkhead.  
 
 
Second Story 
The second story of the building is marked by a series of recessed double-arch window openings. Each is fenestrated 
with a tripartite window system consisting of a central double-hung (one-over-one) wood window flanked by two 
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smaller (one-over-one) fixed wood windows. The tops of window frames are arched in alignment with the window 
opening. The bases rest on a brick sill. Just above the arches is a slightly-projecting brick stringcourse.  
 

  
Detail of windows and roofline on the Mission Street facade. 

 
 

 
Detail of brick corbelling on the Second Street facade. 
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There appear to be several areas of repairs made to the exterior brickwork over time. This includes somewhat crudely 
executed stucco patching of the corbelled beltcourse separating the first and second stories, as well as patched repair 
of the dentils below the cornice.   
 
 
Neighborhood Description 
The immediate vicinity of the Bourdette Building is marked by a combination of buildings constructed immediately 
before and after the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. The former include the Atlas Building (1905) at 602 Mission Street, as 
well as the Wells Fargo Building at 71-99 Second Street (1898). The west side of Second Street in this area is 
characterized almost exclusively by two- to six-story commercial and mixed-use buildings constructed between 1906 
and 1908. Today they form a harmonious and historically significant collection of turn-of-the-century architecture 
recognized as the New Montgomery-Mission-2nd Street Conservation District under Article 11 of the Planning Code.  
 
 
 

 
View southwest along Second Street from Jessie Street. The Bourdette Building is at center left.  
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CONSTRUCTION HISTORY & EARLY USE 
Prior to the construction of the Bourdette Building, the subject lot was occupied by a similarly-shaped two-story 
building that may have been constructed as early as 1862.2 During the mid-1890s this building was owned by the 
Wulzen Brothers and housed Andrew Knudsen’s cigars, as well as Bridget McFadden’s coffee saloon. Adjacent to the 
north at 52 Second Street was a lodging house constructed in 1882 which housed the offices of the New York 
Insulated Wire Company on the ground floor. Moving north was the Boston Rubber Shoe Company building at 44 
Second Street, while a three-story boarding house known as the Wilcox House stood on the corner of Second and 
Jessie streets. The entire west end of the block was occupied by a six-story building housing the offices of Wells Fargo 
& Co., although that building would be renamed the Crossley Building in 1902.3 The multiplicity of residential, 
commercial and industrial uses in this portion of the South of Market was not uncommon. Indeed, decades before the 
1906 Earthquake, the blocks immediately south of Market Street functioned as a transitional area where the 
commercial activity of downtown merged into a neighborhood dense with light industrial and residential uses.  
 

 
 
 

West side of Second Street between Mission and Jessie, 1895.  
Arrow added by author to show the future location of the Bourdette Building.  

(The Illustrated Directory by Hicks-Judd Company) 
 
 
 
The Bourdette Building Constructed  
What is today referred to as the Bourdette Building was originally constructed for William B. Glidden, a dealer in 
wholesale silverware. In May 1903 the San Francisco Call reported that Frederick H. Wulzen and wife had sold their 
property at the northwest corner of Second and Mission streets to William, Thomas and Frederic Magee, real estate 
agents and editors of the San Francisco Real Estate Circular. The sales price was approximately $47,000. Before the sale 
closed, however, the property was resold to Glidden for approximately $50,000. According to the newspaper notice, 
“Mr. Glidden intends to erect a fine six-story brick building on the corner.”4  
 

                                                           
2 Spring Valley Water Company water connection record for 90 Second Street.  
3 “Builder’s Contracts,” San Francisco Call, October 1, 1902. 
4 “Week’s Realty Sales are Good,” San Francisco Call, May 31, 1903, 29. 
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In August 1903 the “Builders’ Contracts” notice in the San Francisco Call stated that W. B. Glidden, owner, had 
engaged contractor J. C. Bateman and architects Bliss & Faville to construct a three-story office building on the corner 
of Second and Mission streets for $9,300.5 (A fuller discussion of Bliss & Faville is included at the end of this section.)  
 
It remains unclear why Glidden chose to reduce the building’s intended height from six stories to two-stories over 
basement. A newspaper article written in 1906 states that the building had been designed to be expanded, and that 
foundations for a twelve-story building were actually constructed at the site.6 It is indeed plausible that Glidden 
constructed the building with a foundation capable of supporting additional stories. This was not uncommon at the 
time, and would allow Glidden to expand the building at a future date, or to sell the building to someone else who 
would enlarge it.  
 
As with most buildings in its vicinity, 
Glidden’s building was designed to be 
“fireproof.” In practice, this meant that the 
exterior and roof would feature materials 
capable of slowing the progress of a fire, 
such as brick, stone or terra cotta cladding. 
The area where such construction was 
mandated was referred to as the “fire 
limits.” They covered all of Market Street 
from the waterfront beyond Van Ness 
Avenue, as well as intersecting side streets 
for varying distances. It included the 
financial district, as well as nearly of the 
city’s principal commercial buildings.  
 
Under the Fire Limits adopted by the Board 
of Supervisors in 1890, fireproof 
construction in the vicinity of the Glidden’s 
building was required between Market and 
Howard streets from First Street to Sixth 
Street. The fire limits were not retroactive, 
though, and thus in some areas newer 
fireproof buildings were interspersed with 
older wood-frame structures.  
 
On the subject block, however, Sanborn 
maps show all of the buildings were 
constructed using brick. This would help 
retard fire communicating from one 
building to the next. But it would not 
necessarily protect the interior contents of a 
building—especially if fire were to enter 
through one of the windows. Indeed, as 
future events would prove, many brick 
structures collapsed after their interior 
wooden beams were destroyed by the 
flames.  
  

                                                           
5 “Builder’s Contracts,” San Francisco Call, August 26, 1903. 
6 “Burdette’s Building is Intact Amid Ruins,” San Francisco Call, June 18, 1906, 3. 

Circa 1890 map of San Francisco Fire Limits produced by the Guardian 
Assurance Company of London  

(Bancroft Library) 
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View toward Market Street as a streetcar approaches track construction at Second and Mission, circa July 1904.  

A small portion of the Burdette Building is visible at the extreme upper left.  
(SFMTA Photo Archive) 

 
 
 
Apparently McCosker & Alford did not fare well in their new location, and by 1906 the A. S. Keeler 
Company, hardware merchants, had moved into the upper floor.10 The Journal of Electricity, Power and Gas in 
February 1906 stated that they were then “a new firm acting as manufacturers agents for several leading 
concerns” and maintained “warerooms” at 90 Second Street.11 Immediately after the 1906 Earthquake the 
firm would advertise that it had stock on hand and its building was intact. 
 

 
 

San Francisco Chronicle, April 29, 1906 
 
                                                           
10 “Burdette’s Building is Intact Amid Ruins,” San Francisco Call, June 18, 1906, 3. 
11 The Journal of Electricity, Power and Gas, Vol. XVI, No. 2, February 1906, 114. 
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Bliss & Faville, Architects 
The Bourdette Buildings is a previously unknown work by Bliss & Faville, one of the most respected and prolific 
architectural firms in early 20th century San Francisco. Among their works are three San Francisco Landmarks: the 
Bank of California (1908), the Savings Union Bank (1908), and the Richmond Branch Carnegie Library (1914). 
Additionally, several other buildings designed by the firm are listed on the National Register of Historic Places, 
including the Geary Theater (1910), the Hotel Oakland (1910) and the Matson Building (1910). Other prominent 
works include the St. Francis Hotel at Union Square (1904), the James Flood Mansion at 2222 Broadway (1912), the 
Masonic Temple at 25 Van Ness Avenue (1913), the Southern Pacific Building at 1 Market Street (1916), the Bank of 
Italy at 1 Powell Street (1920) and the California State Building on the north side of Civic Center Plaza (1922). 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Works by Bliss & Faville. From left to right: the St. Francis Hotel, the Masonic Temple and the Geary Theater. 
(San Francisco Public Library and the Bancroft Library) 

 
 
 
Walter D. Bliss (1873-1956) and William B. Faville (1866-1946) both studied at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and were trained at the New York architectural firm of McKim, Mead & White. They arrived in San 
Francisco in 1898, forming a partnership that would last until 1925. Bliss was a native Californian and a member of a 
successful family that provided him society connections to business leaders. Historic newspaper research shows that 
the firm received a number of varied commissions prior to the 1906 Earthquake. In addition to the Bourdette 
Building, these included the St. Francis Hotel, the main power station for the Independent Electric Light and Power 
Company in the Potrero, a kindergarten for Emanu-El in the South of Market, and several private residences in the 
Pacific Heights and Presidio Heights neighborhoods. They also worked in Oakland, designing the Prescott School 
and a Carnegie Library which today houses the African American Museum Library.   
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Advertisement appearing in the San Francisco Call, June 1, 1906.  

Displaced by the fire, the firm relocated to the St. Francis,  
a hotel they had designed two years earlier.  

 
 

 
The firm was best-known for Beaux Arts inspired designs and a conservative aesthetic that attracted owners seeking 
to convey a respectable image with their buildings. Some of their earliest work was distinctly reminiscent of designs 
done by McKim, Mead & White, while later designs absorbed influences from the Italian Renaissance. In 1914, B. J. S. 
Cahill writing in the Architect and Engineer stated that the firm had benefited from a “liberal and continual supply of 
commissions,” and that their work had “brought credit to the status of architecture on the Pacific Coast, as well as 
inspiration to their brethren and pleasure to the public, who enjoy the many-sided benefits conferred by well-
arranged and beautiful buildings.”18 The National Trust Guide to San Francisco is less effusive, describing the firm as 
“accomplished if unoriginal architects” who nevertheless “produced some of the finest neoclassical buildings in the 
city.”19 
 
Their earliest offices were located in the Claus Spreckels Building, but from at least 1902 until the time of the 1906 
Earthquake they maintained offices in the Crocker Building. Faville served on the Board of Advisors for the 1915 
Panama Pacific International Exposition, while also designing the Palace of Education for the Exposition grounds. 
Later he served as the president of the American Institute of Architects from 1922 to 1924. In 1925, Faville established 
a solo practice, while Bliss formed a new partnership with J. Steward Fairweather, and would go on to design 
buildings that included the Mangrum & Otter building at 1235 Mission Street (1928), as well as Glen Park Elementary 
School (1934).20  
 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
18 B. J. S. Cahill, “The Work of Bliss & Faville,” The Architect and Engineer of California, Vol. XXXV, No. 3, January 1914, 48.  
19 Peter Booth Wiley, National Trust Guide to San Francisco, (John Wiley & Sons, 2000), 158. 
20 Carey & Co., Inc., Historic Resources Evaluation – Glen Park Community Plan, San Francisco California, December 21, 2010, 25. 
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THE 1906 EARTHQUAKE AND FIRE 
As waves of powerful tremors rocked San Francisco shortly after 5 a.m. on the morning of April 18, 1906, the famed 
opera singer, Enrico Caruso, was in a room at the Palace Hotel—approximately a block-and-a-half away from the 
Bourdette building. As related by Caruso:  

 
… I wake up about 5’oclock, feeling my bed rocking as though I am in a ship on the ocean, and for 
a moment I think I am dreaming that I am crossing the water on my way to my beautiful country. 
And so I take no notice for the moment, and then, as the rocking continues, I get up and go to the 
window, raise the shade and look out. And what I see makes me tremble with fear. I see the 
buildings toppling over, big pieces of masonry falling, and from the street below I hear the cries 
and screams of men and women and children.21 
 
 

 
View west toward Third and Mission streets with the Aronson Building (extant) at right.  

This photograph was taken around 9:00 am on April 18, 1906. 
(California State Library) 

 
 
The South of Market was one of the first areas of the city to burn following the Earthquake. Indeed, multiple fires 
erupted in the district, which was then the city’s most densely populated neighborhood. As mentioned previously, 
buildings along Howard, Mission and Market streets typically featured “fireproof” brick construction. But south of 
Howard Street the neighborhood was dominated by wood-framed residences and commercial buildings that offered 
no resistance to the firestorm.  
 
The Progress of the Fire 
Considerable documentary evidence is available about the progress of the fire in the vicinity of the Bourdette 
Building. A major reason is that the Bourdette Building was within a short walk of “Newspaper Angle,” the 
nickname given to the intersection of Market, Third and Kearny streets. Here were concentrated three of the city’s 
leading newspapers: The San Francisco Chronicle, Call and Examiner. With so many reporters and photographers in 
one area, the movement of the fire from block to block and building to building is among the best documented 
aspects of the disaster.  

                                                           
21 Malcolm E. Barker, Three Fearful Days: San Francisco Memoirs of the 1906 Earthquake and Fire, (San Francisco: Londonborn Publications, 1998), 215. 



Burdette Building Draft Landmark Designation Report May 13, 2015 21 

There were two major fires in this area that merged as they approached Market Street. Generally speaking, they 
moved in a southwest to northeast direction. As described by Lawrence J. Kennedy, who prepared a master’s thesis 
regarding the progress of the fire: 

 
On Howard Street near Third, was a Chinese Laundry in a wooden building. Fire was left in the 
furnace all night, and when the earthquake occurred a fire started. This fire spread in both 
directions along Howard Street, and when it reached Third, spread south to Folsom where it was 
checked in its southerly progress. It reached Second Street a 12 o’clock. At this fire a hard fight was 
made by the firemen who relayed water from cisterns at First and Harrison Streets and at Second 
and Folsom Streets. 
 
At No. 282 Natoma Street, near Fourth fire broke out in a small frame dwelling house. Spreading to 
the north, it crossed Minna Street, reached Mission Street at about 9 o’clock, and crossed to the 
Grand Opera House at 9:30. Burning through to Market, it destroyed the buildings along the south 
side of Market Street from Third to Fourth by noon. The Call building was on fire at 11 o’clock. 
This same Natoma Street fire burned east to Third Street, crossed Third at the Oaks Hotel, at Minna 
and Third, and was burning in that block at the end of the first period…. 
 
The fire north of Howard Street between Third and Second Streets finally got to the Palace Hotel, 
after the tremendous fight made to save it from a private water supply, at 3 o'clock, and at half past 
3 it was all ablaze. From it the Grand Hotel took fire, and early Wednesday night practically the 
whole south side of Market Street from the Ferry west was burned down.22  
 
 

   
Progress of the 1906 fire in the vicinity of the Bourdette Building, approximately 6:00 am – 12:00 pm, April 18, 1906. 

(August Chevelier Commercial, Pictorial and Tourist Map of San Francisco, 1904; edited by author).  

                                                           
22 Lawrence J. Kennedy, The Progress of the Fire in San Francisco April 18th-21st, 1906. As Shown by Analysis of the Original Documents, Master’s Thesis for 
the University of California Berkeley, April 20, 1908, 5-6. 
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The progress of the fire was not necessarily determined by the direction of the wind, but rather by other factors 
common to fires in urban settings. This was underscored by S. Albert Reed in The San Francisco Conflagration of April, 
1906, prepared for the National Board of Fire Underwriters:  
 

Apparently there was a spread from building to building with a great variety of individuality in 
different places and with only a moderate leeward tendency. The ordinary rules of exposure 
seemed to have prevailed and the leading part was played by the familiar factors, individual 
combustibility, adjacency, opposing openings, short distances and excess height. As is usually the 
case with exposure fires, the vulnerable points in brick buildings were the glass of windows, the 
wood of window frames, the skylights, the boards of roofs covered only by a thin sheathing of 
metal or other material, and the combustible cornices and roof structures of various kinds, while 
distant ignition appears to have been largely by brands.23 
 
 

 

 
View south on New Montgomery Street near Mission 

Street. The Rialto Building is at center right  
(California Historical Society) 

 
Fire burning at 640 and 644 Mission Street, a short distance  

west of New Montgomery Street  
(California Historical Society) 

 
 

As the fire crossed Mission Street toward Market Street it roared through the four-story Bernhard Mattress Company 
warehouse at 644 Mission Street and engulfed the adjacent P. N. Kuss Building at 640 Mission Street. Just behind 
these buildings fronting Jessie Street was the General Depot of the U.S. Quartermaster. And on the other side of Jessie 
Street stood the west facade of the Palace Hotel.  
 
The flames destroyed Post Office Station K on the northwest corner of Mission and New Montgomery Streets, then 
jumped New Montgomery to the Crossley Building on the northeast corner. The fire was “so intense that, deep 
within the ‘fireproof’ vaults in the Crossley Building, rolls of silver dollars were melting into solid ingots.”24  

                                                           
23 S. Albert Reed, The San Francisco Conflagration of April, 1906, Special Report to the National Board of Fire Underwriters Committee of Twenty, (New York, 
1906), 7. 
24 John Castillo Kennedy, The Great Earthquake and Fire San Francisco 1906, (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1963), 53. 
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View south down Annie Street toward Mission 

Street with the Palace Hotel at left,  
the Monadnock Building at right  

(California State Library)  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fire in the Crossley Building, fronting on the east side of New 

Montgomery Street from Jessie to Mission streets. The rear of the 
Grand Hotel is at left. The side of the Palace Hotel is barely visible 

at right. (Huntington Library) 
 

 

 
View from Nob Hill showing fires in the South of Market, approximately 1:30 pm April 18, 1906.  

Arrows added by author. (Bancroft Library) 

Call Building Palace Hotel 

Approximate location  
of Bourdette Building  
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The approach of the fire was accompanied by scenes of intense pathos. Only seventy-five feet east of the Bourdette 
Building, the three-story brick boarding house known as the Wilcox House had collapsed, leaving many injured 
persons buried in the wreckage. For several hours rescuers attempted to bring them out, but finally had to abandon 
the scene due to the intense heat of the fire. The scene was recounted by Charles B. Sedgwick in his essay, “The Fall 
of San Francisco – Some Personal Observations:”  
 

Later, passing along Second street, I observed at the corner of Stevenson [sic - actually 
Jessie Street] another fallen building. Two firemen were wearily pitching bricks from the 
heap, and a woman standing near called out to me: "Go over and help them, mister; there 
are people buried there." "They must be dead," I said. "No," she replied, "they are not all 
dead, for we hear them groan. There must be twenty there; it was a rooming house 
upstairs." 
 
I willingly climbed the pile and went to work throwing bricks. Soon a half-dozen others 
came to help. We could hear groans, occasionally, but oh! so faint and seemingly distant. 
We all worked in silence, nobody speaking a word. Soon the firemen were called away, 
and the rest of us involuntarily stopped work and looked at each other. It must be that 
each of us read in the others' faces the same thought, "a hopeless task," for we all climbed 
down and went our way. There was a day's work for a hundred men there, and we could 
have remained but a few minutes longer at the best, for the fire was close behind us, 
eating up the great Crossley, Rialto and other blocks on New Montgomery and Mission 
streets. And the heat was fast becoming intolerable.25 

 
 

 
Rescue efforts at the Wilcox House, located only 75 feet north of the Bourdette Building at the southwest  

corner of Second and Jessie streets. The large building on the left beyond the wreckage is the Crossley Building.  
At right in the distance are the rear facades of the Grand Hotel and Palace Hotel. (Bancroft Library) 

 
 

                                                           
25 Available from: http://www.sfmuseum.net/1906.2/ew20.html 
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View west on Jessie Street from Second Street toward New Montgomery Street, approximately 3:00 p.m.,  

April 18, 1906. The ruins of the Wilcox House are at lower left. The Palace Hotel burns in the center distance.  
(California Historical Society) 

 
 
 
The fight to save the Palace Hotel was among the most determined of the disaster. Built at great expense by 
William Ralston in 1875, the Palace had been constructed with massive brick foundations that withstood the 
earthquake with little damage. It also had a considerable internal fire-fighting system. As noted by John 
Castillo Kennedy in The Great Earthquake and Fire, San 
Francisco, 1906:  
 

[The Palace] had been built to be fireproof, as 
much in anticipation of danger from within as 
from without, since every one of the eight 
hundred rooms had an open fireplace …. 
Heroic precautions had been taken: three 
artesian wells, with a capacity of 28,000 
gallons of water per hour, were drilled; a 
storage reservoir holding 630,000 gallons had 
been dug under the building; seven tanks, 
with 130,000 gallons more, on the roof ….  
 
All over the hotel now, from subbasement to 
roof, hotel employees and firemen were busy 
wetting down the seven floors, soaking the 
walls, determined to keep the fire at bay … 
[but] in a few hours the water, drained off by 
firemen in futile attempts to rescue other 
building, would run out, and the Palace too 
would be destroyed.26  

 

                                                           
26 John Castillo Kennedy, The Great Earthquake and Fire, San Francisco, 1906, (New York, William Morrow and Company, 1963), 55-56. 
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Albert S. Reed, reporting to the National Board of Fire Underwriters, made a similar assessment: “There was a good 
attempt made by the occupants to defend this hotel. They had an independent well and pump and a considerable 
equipment of fire apparatus; but the defense of a hundred or more closely attacked and unprotected wooden frame 
windows and a vulnerable roof naturally swamped the defenders. “27  
 

 
 

 
New Montgomery and Market streets, approximately 3:30pm. The Grand Hotel at left, the Palace Hotel at right.  

(California Historical Society) 
 

 
 
Fire Reaches the Bourdette Building 
Charles Corey visited his saloon at the Bourdette Building on the morning of the earthquake. He found that nothing 
had been broken except a small chartreuse glass. As recounted by the San Francisco Call: 
 

None of the glassware on the bar fixtures fell. Huge jardinieres sitting in precarious positions did 
not move a fraction of an inch. The whole building inside and out, was practically undamaged by 
the shake. The Western Union observatory clock did not stop running … [but as the fire 
approached] He could see nothing but destruction coming his way. He gathered his books together 
and carried them to the California Market for safe deposit. He stood and watched the fire until 
driven away by the soldiers. He saw the awning and sign in front of his establishment burn.”28 

                                                           
27 S. Albert Reed, The San Francisco Conflagration of April, 1906, Special Report to the National Board of Fire Underwriters Committee of Twenty, (New York, 
1906), 9. 
28 “Burdette’s Building is Intact Amid Ruins,” San Francisco Call, June 18, 1906, 3. 
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The buildings in the immediate vicinity of the Bourdette Building likely burned around the same time as the Palace 
Hotel. A photographer was on hand to capture the destruction of 601-609 Mission Street, a six-story brick building 
directly across from the Bourdette Building. The ground floor included two stores and a saloon, while the top floors 
housed the printing and book binding works for Thumler & Rutherford. Directly to the south was a four-story 
building that contained an art glass workshop, while across the street at 597 Mission stood an underwear factory and 
warehouse.  
 

 
The Bourdette Building, April 18, 1906. Arrow added by author. The building across the street  

housed the printing and book binding works of the firm Thumler & Rutherford.  
(Bancroft Library)  
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