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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the history of the United States, the New Deal stands out as a rare interlude of benevolent 

government intervention on behalf of the general public that did not reflexively benefit big business and 

inherited wealth. Lasting approximately a decade, the New Deal was an unusually enlightened period of 

investment in the public realm – bookended as it was by the predatory “casino capitalism” of the 

“Roaring Twenties” and the stark anti-communism and militarism of the 1950s. Spawned by the collapse 

of the U.S. economy under the Hoover Administration, the New Deal was at first an ad hoc set of 

measures intended to shore up the economy temporarily before more permanent market-based 

solutions could be implemented. Soon enough, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) realized that 

he needed to “prime the pump” to jumpstart the moribund U.S. economy. Never tried before on such a 

large scale in the United States, FDR and his “Brain Trust” devised a set of programs designed to revive 

the economy through deficit spending, in large part by putting unemployed Americans back to work 

building useful public works projects. Working hand-in-hand with local authorities across the United 

States and its territories, these agencies had the knock-on effect of stimulating industrial production and 

reviving consumer confidence so people would start spending again. Beyond these bread and butter 

issues, the New Deal had an even loftier goal of nurturing a unique American cultural aesthetic through 

architecture, theater, music, and the fine arts.  

Between 1933 and 1943, San Francisco’s leaders and citizenry fully embraced the New Deal, and the 

city’s current 900,000 citizens still enjoy the fruits of these programs, including sturdy roads and bridges, 

verdant parks and playgrounds, beautiful public schools and colleges, and quality art embellishing public 

buildings from Coit Tower to George Washington High School. It is the purpose of the San Francisco New 

Deal Historic Context Statement to shed light on this important but now little-known period in San 

Francisco’s history, highlighting New Deal public works and artworks, and recommending ways to 

document, register, and interpret them. It is the authors’ hope that this document will help the New 

Deal to live on, not merely as a curious footnote in history, but as a model for what could again happen 

in the face of our concurrent challenges of climate change, a global pandemic, massive unemployment, 

and societal tensions. Instead of just continuing to give away our nation’s wealth and treasure to the 

rich and trapping many more in poverty and despair, maybe our government could act again as a force 

for good for all Americans, enhancing the public realm and reversing the decline of our once-enviable 

infrastructure. In contrast to what many of FDR’s critics said at the time, the New Deal was not socialism 

or communism. Indeed, FDR was very much a patrician who believed in both capitalism and the 

American way of life. At its core, the New Deal embraced the conservative, with a small c, principle that 

Americans wanted to work for their livelihood. In the end, the New Deal likely saved American-style 

capitalism from itself, and very soon something like it may be needed again. 

A. Project Background and Purpose 

The San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement emerged from periodic conversations among 

historians, architectural historians, planners, artists, architects, landscape architects, and others 

interested in San Francisco’s New Deal legacy. Between 1933, when FDR took office, and 1943, when 

most New Deal programs were shut down, San Francisco realized well over 275 New Deal projects. 

Throughout this period, a bipartisan group of politicians, including Mayor Angelo Rossi; U.S. Senators 
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Hiram Johnson and William Gibbs McAdoo; and U.S. Representatives Franck R. Havenner, Florence P. 

Kahn, and Richard J. Welch, ensured that San Francisco was one of the biggest per capita beneficiaries of 

New Deal spending. These leaders were repeatedly successful in convincing federal officials in 

Washington, D.C. to underwrite projects in San Francisco, in part because the city had an excellent track 

record of planning and executing major public works projects. Furthermore, the city had the financial 

wherewithal to contribute its share of expenses, with citizens proving time and again their willingness to 

approve substantial municipal bonds. Today, this legacy remains scattered throughout San Francisco and 

a few locations outside the city’s corporate boundaries – mainly in San Mateo County. Mostly hidden in 

plain sight without any plaques or signage to identify their origins, many of San Francisco’s New Deal 

projects soldier on in day-to-day use without acclaim or recognition. It is our goal to change this. 

The two academic advisers for this project are Dr. Robert Cherny and Dr. Gray Brechin. Dr. Robert 

Cherny is a retired professor of history at San Francisco State University. He is a well-known authority on 

San Francisco history and the New Deal. Indeed, his latest book, Victor Arnautoff and the Politics of Art, 

covers one of the most important figures in San Francisco’s New Deal art scene. Dr. Cherny’s continued 

advocacy as a member of the San Francisco Historic Preservation Fund Committee (HPFC) ensured that 

this study was undertaken. He serves as chief technical adviser, having reviewed multiple drafts of the 

San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement. Dr. Gray Brechin is a geographer, author, and 

visiting scholar at UC Berkeley. He is the founder of the Living New Deal project, an ongoing effort to 

identify, document, and map New Deal sites throughout the United States. Dr. Brechin lectures widely 

on the New Deal legacy. The authors have asked Dr. Brechin to review the final draft of the San 

Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement.  

The San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement is the first comprehensive examination of the 

New Deal in San Francisco. In addition to exploring the prolific and well-known Works Progress 

Administration (WPA) and its cousin, the Public Works Administration (PWA), this document looks at 

several lesser-known New Deal agencies, including the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), the Civil Works 

Administration (CWA), the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), the Federal Housing Administration 

(FHA), the United States Housing Authority (USHA), as well as California’s own State Emergency Relief 

Agency (SERA). In addition, this document examines the federal arts programs that operated under the 

aegis of various federal agencies during the New Deal period, including the Public Works of Art Program 

(PWAP), the Federal Art Project (FAP), and the Treasury Section of Fine Art.  

In addition to providing a history of the New Deal in San Francisco, this document identifies all known 

New Deal resources in the City and County of San Francisco as well as a handful of others in San Mateo 

and Tuolumne counties. In contrast to most historic context statements, which feature a limited number 

of properties to illustrate various themes, the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement has a 

survey-like quality in that it deals with a finite number of resources. The primary purpose of this 

document, however, is to provide an evaluative framework for local government officials, community 

members, and other stakeholders to use when evaluating San Francisco’s New Deal legacy.  
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B. Definitions 

The so-called “alphabet soup” of New Deal agencies can be bewildering both to the newly initiated and 

to longtime scholars of the New Deal and the FDR administration. Throughout this document the 

authors have tried to provide enough background on each of these agencies the first time that it is 

mentioned so the reader does not have to refer to any other sources. After briefly introducing each 

agency, the authors provide its full name once and thereafter mainly refer to it by its initials. To help 

untangle the web of federal and state agencies, many of which had similar names and overlapping 

functions, the authors have provided an annotated “cheat sheet” in Appendix Item A of this report. This 

document provides each agency’s full name, acronym, year established, year disbanded, and a brief 

synopsis of its mission.  

C. Period of Study 

The period of study covered in the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement spans from 1919 

to 1947. The year 1919 marks the beginning of the so-called “Roaring Twenties,” which set the stage for 

the Depression, which according to most scholars began in late 1929 or early 1930. Elected in 1932, FDR 

took office in 1933 and launched the New Deal shortly thereafter. The core of the study covers the 

decade from 1933 until 1943, when the New Deal agencies were active. Although there was some 

thought to retaining some New Deal programs indefinitely, most were either disbanded or folded into 

other agencies in 1943 during the Second World War, which produced near full employment in the 

United States. However, the period of study for the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

ends in 1947 with the completion of Anton Refregier’s mural cycle at the Rincon Annex Post Office – the 

last New Deal project executed in San Francisco. 

D. Definition of Geographical Area 

The San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement encompasses the corporate boundaries of the 

City and County of San Francisco. It also includes several properties in San Mateo, Marin, and Tuolumne 

counties. Directly adjoining San Francisco, San Mateo County is home to several New Deal projects that 

originated in San Francisco, including Mills Field (now San Francisco International Airport), Hassler 

Health Farm, San Francisco County Jail, Pulgas Water Temple, and the Cow Palace. Marin County is the 

location of several former military outposts that were once administered by the Presidio of San 

Francisco. O’Shaughnessy Dam, which was enlarged by the PWA, is part of the Hetch Hetchy water 

delivery system in Tuolumne County.  

E. Regulatory Basis for Historic Preservation 

Since the late 1960s, the preservation of historically significant properties has been codified in local, 

state, and national codes throughout the United States. It has long been recognized that the 

preservation of architecturally and/or historically significant properties enhances our quality of life by 

providing continuity with our past and enhancing our environment by protecting aesthetically and 

historically notable buildings and structures. Historic properties can provide many tangible benefits to a 

community, including attracting investment and tourism and fostering civic pride. The National Historic 

Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 provides the legislative framework for the National Register of Historic 

Places (National Register), the nation’s comprehensive inventory of historic properties. Properties can 
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be listed in the National Register through a formal application process in which the applicant must 

demonstrate that the property meets at least one of the four eligibility criteria and retains “integrity” 

from the “period of significance.”  

In 1997, the California State Legislature established the California Register of Historical Resources 

(California Register). Closely based on the National Register, the California Register is administered by 

the Office of Historic Preservation. Similar to the National Register, anyone can nominate a property to 

the California Register if the property meets one of the four eligibility criteria and retains integrity. The 

California Register also automatically includes properties previously designated under the California 

Historic Landmark and California Points of Historical Interest programs, as well as all properties formally 

determined eligible for listing in the National Register by the State Historical Resources Commission. The 

California Register departs from the National Register in that it allows a building or structure that has 

been moved to be listed. In addition, it is slightly less stringent in regard to integrity. 

San Francisco has one of the nation’s oldest municipal historic preservation programs. Adopted in 1967 

as Articles 10 and 11 of the San Francisco Planning Code, these two ordinances allow, with certain 

restrictions, people to nominate individual properties and/or concentrations of properties for 

designation as city landmarks or historic districts. Article 10 originally used the Kalman Methodology but 

in 2000 it was amended to use National Register criteria. As of 2020, there were 288 individual city 

landmarks and 15 local historic districts. 

Protections afforded by these registers vary, but at a minimum, any property listed in the National 

Register or the California Register, or designated under Articles 10 or 11 of the Planning Code, is 

considered a “historical resource” under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). Such 

classification affords a property some protection in local land use decisions but buildings are not entirely 

protected because even city landmark designation under Article 10 – the program with the most robust 

safeguards – can only delay demolition. 

F. How to Use this Document 

Chapter I provides an introduction to the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement. Chapter II 

describes the project methodology, including an overview of fieldwork and research methods. Chapter 

III provides historical background, beginning with the Roaring Twenties and ending with local responses 

to the stock market crash. Chapter IV concentrates on the First New Deal, including the Civil Works 

Administration (CWA), the State Emergency Relief Agency (SERA), and the Public Works Administration 

(PWA), the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), and the 

Public Works of Art Project (PWAP). Chapter V covers the Second New Deal, concentrating on the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA), the Federal Arts Project (FAP), and the U.S. Housing Administration 

(USHA). Chapter VI discusses PWA and WPA contributions to the Golden Gate International Exposition 

(GGIE). Chapter VII deals with work undertaken by the WPA and the PWA in the Presidio and other local 

military installations. Chapter VIII discusses the end of the New Deal during the Second World War. 

Chapter IX discusses New Deal aesthetics, construction methods, and architects. Chapter X contains 

registration requirements and Chapter XI provides recommendations on how to treat historically 

significant New Deal resources in San Francisco, including a list of potential city landmark candidates. 

Finally, unless noted otherwise, any property mentioned in this document is still extant as of 2020. 
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II. METHODOLOGY 

A. Authors 

Christopher VerPlanck and Donna Graves co-authored the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context 

Statement. VerPlanck is an independent architectural historian based in San Francisco. A Bay Area 

native, Mr. VerPlanck earned a Master’s Degree in Architectural History and a Certificate in Historic 

Preservation from the University of Virginia’s Graduate School of Architecture. While attending UVA, Mr. 

VerPlanck interned as an architectural conservator at Monticello and wrote his thesis on John Cotter 

Pelton, Jr., a now-obscure architect who designed inexpensive cottages for working-class San 

Franciscans. After graduating, Mr. VerPlanck won the Society of Architectural Historians’ Sally Kress 

Tompkins Fellowship. This led to a summer of documenting textile mill villages in Alabama and Georgia 

with the Historic American Engineering Record (HAER). In 1997, VerPlanck was hired as the Preservation 

Fellow at the Foundation for San Francisco’s Architectural Heritage (Heritage), remaining there until 

1999. From 1999 until 2007, he was lead architectural historian at Page & Turnbull, San Francisco’s 

oldest preservation architecture firm. Since 2007, Mr. VerPlanck has worked as an independent historic 

preservation consultant. In this capacity, he has written several historic context statements, including 

one documenting the contributions of San Francisco’s African American community. VerPlanck has also 

written geographically focused historic context statements for several San Francisco neighborhoods, 

including Dogpatch/Central Waterfront, the South of Market area, Showplace Square, India 

Basin/Bayview-Hunters Point, and the Oceanside/Outer Sunset district. 

Donna Graves is an independent public historian and urban planner based in Berkeley. She develops 

interdisciplinary public history projects that emphasize social equity and sense of place. Her involvement 

in projects that weave together local histories, preservation, art and community participation began 

with her tenure as executive director of The Power of Place, which received national acclaim for its 

ground-breaking work in interpreting the history of downtown Los Angeles through urban design, 

historic preservation, and public art. Graves holds a Master’s Degree in Urban Planning from the 

University of California, Los Angeles and a Master’s Degree in American Civilization from Brown 

University, as well as a Bachelor’s Degree in American Studies from the University of California, Santa 

Cruz. She has lectured widely and taught about interdisciplinary approaches to developing public history 

projects, and new ways of thinking about cultural heritage conservation. Graves has written several 

historic context statements, including studies of LGBTQ history in San Francisco and of San Francisco’s 

Japantown. She was an advisor to the National Park Service’s Asian American/Pacific Islander Theme 

Study and serves on the Board of Advisors for the National Trust for Historic Preservation. 

B. Research  

Christopher VerPlanck and Donna Graves performed extensive research in the course of preparing the 

San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement. As a starting point, the authors prepared a 

spreadsheet of all known New Deal projects in San Francisco. The authors compiled the spreadsheet 

from several government reports prepared by WPA and PWA officials, including San Francisco Improved, 

a progress report prepared in 1939 by Clyde E. Healey, Assistant Engineer of the City and County of San 

Francisco and Coordinator of WPA Projects. This report describes all WPA projects completed or 
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underway in San Francisco by 1939. Other useful government reports include: Northern California’s 

Three Years of Achievement under the Works Progress Administration: 1935-1938, compiled by William 

R. Lawson, Administrator of the San Francisco office of the WPA; and WPA Report on Progress of the 

Works Program in San Francisco, compiled in 1938 by William K. Mooser, Jr., Branch Manager of the San 

Francisco office of the Works Progress Administration. However, none of these reports include projects 

started after 1939, leaving a four-year gap between 1939 and 1943, when the WPA and most other New 

Deal agencies were shut down. 

In contrast to the WPA, which carefully documented its work in San Francisco, there appears to be no 

corresponding PWA report that enumerates all of its work in the city. On the other hand, because PWA 

projects were many fewer in number and generally higher-profile than WPA projects, they are easier to 

identify and inventory from other sources, including general PWA reports that document the agency’s 

work at the national level, including America Builds: The Record of the PWA, prepared in 1939 by PWA 

staff, and Public Buildings: A Survey of Architecture of Projects Constructed by Federal and other 

Governmental Bodies between the Years 1933 and 1939 with the Assistance of the Public Works 

Administration, compiled in 1939 by C.W. Short and R. Stanley Brown.  

New Deal public artworks were funded and overseen by an array of public agencies, many of which were 

ephemeral in nature, including the Fine Arts Section of the Treasury Department, the Public Works of 

Art Project (PWAP), the Federal Art Project (FAP), and the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP). Several 

good inventories of New Deal federal art projects exist, including databases maintained by the 

Smithsonian Institute and the General Services Administration (GSA). 

After compiling the inventory of all known New Deal resources in San Francisco, the authors compared it 

against the Living New Deal database for the City and County of San Francisco. Once the inventory was 

revised and finalized, the authors began fleshing out data on specific New Deal projects that seemed 

worthy of further investigation. The guidelines for selecting projects included the following 

considerations: 

• Does the property still exist and does it appear to be intact? 

• Does the property fall into one of the nine categories of New Deal projects in San Francisco?1 Is 
it a particularly good example for its category? 

• Is the property clearly architecturally or artistically significant; i.e., is it a good example of a 
particular style or building type and/or was it designed or executed by a prominent architect, 
engineer, or artist? 

• Is the property an example of a unique property type in San Francisco or is it a member of a 
particular class of properties that is of particular interest? 

• Is the property located in an underrepresented neighborhood in San Francisco with few 
designated landmarks? 

 
1 The categories are: Streets, highways, and bridges; Parks and playgrounds; Schools and colleges; Public housing; Medical 
buildings and clinics; Libraries, museums, and zoos/exhibitions; State and federal office buildings; Airports; and Water delivery 
systems and sewers.  
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Once the authors selected properties for additional research, they consulted several local libraries and 

archives. The first stop was the San Francisco History Center at San Francisco Public Library, which has 

an excellent collection of New Deal records for San Francisco. The authors consulted several other Bay 

Area libraries and archives as well, including the California Historical Society, the Mechanics’ Institute 

Library, the Bancroft Library, the California State Library, and the California State Archives. 

Contemporary periodicals were especially helpful, including the digitized San Francisco Chronicle, which 

provided a trove of articles on local New Deal projects, as well as The Architect and Engineer, San 

Francisco’s most important architectural trade journal.  

Although the authors consulted hundreds of secondary sources in the course of preparing the San 

Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement, several books stand out for their content and quality, 

including Nick Taylor’s American Made: The Enduring Legacy of the WPA (2008), and Robert D. 

Leighninger’s Long-Range Public Investment: The Forgotten Legacy of the New Deal (2007). Another 

excellent source on public infrastructure, although it concentrates solely on parks and playgrounds, is 

Phoebe Cutler’s The Public Landscape of the New Deal (1985).  

For general history on the New Deal, the authors relied on William E. Leuchtenburg’s Franklin D. 

Roosevelt and the New Deal (1963); Jonathan Alter’s The Defining Moment: FDR’s Hundred Days and the 

Triumph of Hope (2006); and Michael Hiltzik’s The New Deal: A Modern History (2011). The authors also 

consulted several books dealing with agencies that preceded the WPA and the PWA, including Bonnie F. 

Schwartz’s The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934 and John A. Salmond’s The Civilian Conservation 

Corps, 1933-1942: A New Deal Case Study (1967).  

There are no scholarly books specifically written about the New Deal in San Francisco. At the state level, 

the pool of books and academic articles covering the New Deal is only marginally more extensive, with 

only a handful of pictorial works by Arcadia Publishing and a few local history articles and pamphlets 

concerning a handful of communities in California. One of the best sources on California’s role in the 

New Deal is Kevin Starr’s Americans and the California Dream series, especially Volume 4, Endangered 

Dreams: The Depression in California; and Volume 5, The Dream Endures: California Enters the 1940s. 

These two books provide extensive context on the impact of the Depression on California, including 

some discussion of San Francisco, as well as the state and federal governments’ responses to social and 

economic dislocation. Although they provide little information on New Deal public works projects, the 

contemporary Federal Writers Project’s WPA Guide to California, and the comparable volume on San 

Francisco, provide useful insights into cultural life in San Francisco during the Depression, including 

some discussion of Federal One projects. 
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C. Fieldwork 

Christopher VerPlanck visited and photographed nearly all of the New Deal properties identified in this 

document. Likewise, Donna Graves visited many of the surviving New Deal public artworks, including the 

Rincon Annex Post Office, Aquatic Park, the Beach Chalet, and several public schools. Most of the 

photographs used in this report were taken by VerPlanck and Graves during these site visits. 

D. Previously Surveyed and Registered New Deal Properties 

Since the late 1960s, several government and non-profit organizations have sponsored cultural resource 

surveys of San Francisco. The earliest such effort was the Junior League’s Here Today Survey of 1968, 

which included San Francisco, San Mateo, and Marin counties. This survey was primarily limited to 

nineteenth and early twentieth-century, high-style architecture. The only other citywide survey 

completed in San Francisco was the San Francisco Planning Department’s Architectural Quality Survey 

(AQS) of 1976. Primarily a reconnaissance or “windshield” survey, the AQS was only concerned with 

buildings having obvious high design qualities. Nonetheless, several New Deal properties were included 

in the inventory – mostly schools. 

In 1978, the Foundation for San Francisco’s Architectural Heritage completed the Downtown Survey, 

which spurred several offshoot surveys in the adjoining Civic Center, Van Ness Corridor, and South of 

Market neighborhoods. The Downtown Survey, later published in book form as Splendid Survivors, 

raised the bar for local surveys by including a rigorous research component. As its name suggests, the 

Downtown Survey covered San Francisco’s downtown, a part of the city that contains only a handful of 

New Deal properties. In contrast, the Civic Center Survey included several New Deal properties, 

including the Old San Francisco Federal Building at 50 U.N. Plaza. 

Since the 1980s, most surveys in San Francisco have been concentrated in the eastern third of the city, 

including the South of Market area, Central Waterfront, Showplace Square, and Market and Octavia 

neighborhoods. In addition, non-profit organizations have sponsored several community surveys, 

including the Tenderloin Housing Committee’s Tenderloin Survey, which resulted in a successful 

National Register nomination; and the Sunset Parkside Education and Action Committee’s Oceanside 

Survey. The now-defunct San Francisco Redevelopment Agency also sponsored a major survey of 

Bayview-Hunters Point. However, none of these surveys dealt with the New Deal in any substantial way.  

A handful of New Deal properties are listed in the National Register or the California Register. New Deal 

properties listed in the National Register include the Administration Building and the Hall of 

Transportation on Treasure Island, the San Francisco Federal Building (a contributor to the Civic Center 

National Historic Landmark District), Aquatic Park National Historic Landmark district, the Beach Chalet, 

Pier 35 (a contributor to the Port of San Francisco Embarcadero National Register District), Coit Tower, 

multiple resources within the Golden Gate Park Historic District and the Presidio National Historic 

Landmark District, the Rincon Annex Post Office, Woods Hall Annex, the U.S. Appraisers Building, and 

the U.S. Mint. Several are also city landmarks, including the Rincon Annex Post Office (No. 107), Coit 

Tower (No. 165), the Beach Chalet (No. 179), Woods Hall Annex (No. 258), the Alemany Emergency 

Hospital and Health Center (No. 272), Theodore Roosevelt Middle School (No. 285), and the Sunshine 

School (No. 286).  
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III. EVENTS PRECEDING THE NEW DEAL: 1919-1933 

A. Seeds of the Depression: 1919–1929 

According to economist John Maynard Keynes, the seeds of the Great Depression were sown during the 

aftermath of the First World War, specifically in the Treaty of Versailles of 1919. Instead of restoring the 

economic order that had existed before the war, a period that Keynes referred to as an “economic 

utopia,” the victorious Allies curtailed the free movement of people, goods, and capital in the interest of 

punishing Germany and Austria and isolating Bolshevik Russia. The First World War had traumatized 

Europe, killing off a generation of young men and financially depleting treasuries across the continent. 

During this same period, the United States went from being the largest debtor nation in the world to its 

greatest creditor, having loaned millions of dollars of capital and military supplies to the Allies. As New 

York became the economic capital of the world in the interwar period, London curtailed British 

investment in its overseas colonies and trading partners, depleting the most important source of 

economic development during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

American industry, which had been growing rapidly since the 1880s, continued to surge forward after 

the First World War, selling billions of dollars of durable items, agricultural goods, and raw materials to 

domestic and overseas customers. Americans, more prosperous than they had ever been, were unable 

to consume the surplus goods that their factories and farms produced, leading to an over-reliance on 

volatile export markets. In 1928, the U.S. Federal Reserve, unaccustomed to its new responsibilities, 

tightened the availability of credit, causing U.S. banks to slow down or stop lending money to Europe, 

Europe’s overseas colonies and dominions, and South America, sparking recessions in Germany, 

Australia, Canada, Brazil, and Argentina.2 Recession abroad greatly lessened the demand for U.S. goods, 

causing the prices of American commodities and manufactured goods to fall. Unable to sell its surplus 

goods, American industrialists and farmers reined in production and laid off workers. However, the 

impact of unemployment in the U.S. was exacerbated by the recent growth in domestic consumer 

spending fueled by easy access to credit, causing many American consumers to fall behind on their 

payments and eventually lose their homes and cars.3  

B. Stock Market Crash and the Onset of the Depression: 1929–1932 

Corruption on Wall Street compounded the effects of unemployment and declining industrial and 

agricultural output. Rampant insider trading and pervasive manipulation of stock prices misled everyday 

Americans, leading some small-time investors to invest their life savings in worthless stocks. American 

investors looked on in horror as stock prices slid in early September 1929, and, throughout the month of 

September, the stock market continued to plummet. Occasional rallies gave people temporary hope, but 

it had become increasingly obvious by October that the stock market would not recover any time soon. 

On October 24, 1929 – Black Thursday – anxious investors walked the streets of Lower Manhattan, 

making their way to Wall Street to gaze nervously at the Stock Exchange. No more rallies occurred, and 

by mid-November, the Stock Exchange had lost one-third of its value.4  

 
2 Eric Rauchway, The Great Depression and the New Deal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 12. 
3 Rauchway, 17. 
4 Rauchway, 19. 
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Even the majority of Americans who did not own stocks and bonds were affected by the plummeting 

stock market and decreasing confidence in the American economy. Most people drastically curtailed 

their spending, worried that they too would lose their jobs. As people stopped buying durable goods, 

such as cars or appliances – which were usually bought on credit – one of the most important 

underpinnings of the American economy came loose. Factories closed for lack of orders, banks failed, 

and thousands of factory workers were thrown out of work.5 The same was true for housing 

construction. Many builders who had already received financing, or who had already started 

construction, completed their existing projects, but they did not build any more houses. Carrying costs, 

such as property taxes, maintenance, and sales departments, quickly drained reserves, sinking another 

important part of the American economy. 

General Effects on the U.S. Economy 

President Herbert Hoover had been in office for less than eight months when the Depression took hold. 

Elected in 1928, President Hoover was a classic free market Republican who believed in laissez-faire 

economics. Strongly opposed to government intervention in the marketplace, President Hoover did little 

to counter the meltdown of the U.S. economy. Facing an increasingly grim landscape of idle factories, 

padlocked banks, unplowed fields, and anxious Americans, Hoover saw his role as cheerleader-in-chief, 

using his bully pulpit to encourage Americans to buy, industrialists to keep workers on the payroll, and 

local authorities to increase spending on infrastructure projects.6 On October 25, 1929, the day after 

Black Thursday, Hoover told reporters: “The fundamental business of the country, that is the production 

and distribution of commodities, is on a sound and prosperous basis.”7  

C. President Hoover’s Response to the Depression: 1932 

President Hoover steadfastly refused to provide direct relief to the unemployed. As a conservative 

Republican, Hoover opposed federal relief on principle, because it would, in his mind, plunge America 

into “socialism and collectivism.”8 Unfortunately, Hoover’s hands-off policies were unequal to the 

deepening economic crisis, and probably made it worse. In spite of his pleas, industrialists continued to 

lay off workers, and people who were not laid off saw their wages cut and/or hours slashed. Meanwhile, 

state and local governments were increasingly unable to cope with the growing numbers of newly 

unemployed. Although wealthier communities were often able to respond with local infrastructure 

projects and direct cash relief, working-class communities – especially in industrial cities –were already 

burdened with ballooning relief rolls, and most cities did not have enough relief work to go around. At 

the same time, the Federal Reserve, which operated similarly to other nations’ central banks, refused to 

intervene with even such modest measures as easing credit or printing more money. The latter step was 

viewed by Republicans as an anathema because it would theoretically weaken the U.S. dollar, which at 

the time was still redeemable in gold specie.  

 
5 Rauchway, 19. 
6 Rauchway, 26. 
7 Rauchway, 25. 
8 Rauchway, 32. 
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Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC)  

In early 1932, President Hoover finally realized that he would have to do something if he was to have 

any hope of being re-elected for a second term. Alarmed by the impending collapse of San Francisco’s 

Bank of America – one of the nation’s biggest and most respected banks – Hoover formed the 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC). The RFC, which lived on during the early part of the 

Roosevelt administration, had a very simple mission of providing capital to banks in hopes of staving off 

closures. The Emergency Relief and Construction Act (ERCA) was an amendment to the RFC. Enacted July 

21, 1932, ERCA was the only federal public works program established by the Hoover administration. It 

disbursed federal money to local authorities for the purpose of building public works projects that could 

not get private financing. Several landmark projects funded by ERCA included an overhaul of the 

Brooklyn Navy Yard in New York City and the construction of the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. 

President Hoover signed a few more bills to get banks into better financial condition. However, 

Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt of New York criticized Hoover’s policies as benefitting only the rich and 

neglecting “the forgotten man at the bottom of the pyramid.”9 

Many people agreed with Roosevelt. In 

fact, there were millions of forgotten 

men (and women) looking for work –11.5 

million to be exact – or about 25 percent 

of the workforce in 1932. Marginally 

luckier, a smaller percentage of 

Americans had managed to secure part-

time work or opportunities in the 

informal labor market. Compounding the 

massive unemployment problem, 

relatively few women worked outside 

the home, meaning that if the head of 

the household –usually a man – lost his 

job, the entire family was without any 

income. Many people turned to 

bartering, leaving the cash economy behind. And unlike most European countries – also affected by the 

Depression – the United States had no federal social safety net. There were no government-funded old 

age pensions and unemployment relief was left to an informal patchwork of churches, ethnic and 

fraternal organizations, and local governments. Compounding the despair was American workers’ shame 

in asking for “charity.” By the time that many finally did ask for help, there was often not enough to go 

around, causing more Americans to lose their homes. Newly homeless, tens of thousands of Americans 

took to the highways in search of work in some other place. Others moved into shanties in one of the 

“Hoovervilles” that sprang up on the edges of many American communities, including Sacramento 

(Figure 1).10  

 
9 Rauchway, 35. 
10 Rauchway, 44-45. 

Figure 1. Hooverville outside Sacramento, n.d. 
Source: Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley, BANC PIC 1954.013:48--PIC 
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D. Effects of the Depression in California: 1929–1933 

California had been part of the United States for not quite 80 years when the Depression began. In spite 

of its youth and distance from the primary centers of financial, cultural, and administrative power in the 

East, California had long played an important role in fueling the American economy. The state’s 

meteoric rise started with gold extraction in the 1840s and 1850s, but it eventually expanded into 

agriculture, shipping, oil, and manufacturing. California was especially important to the nation’s food 

supply, providing 14 percent of U.S. agricultural output in 1935, including half of its fresh fruit, 70 

percent of its canned fruit, and nearly all of its winter crops of lettuce, alfalfa, and various specialty 

crops.11  

What made California’s agricultural economy so efficient was its industrial scale, meaning that the 

“growers,” as they were known, controlled hundreds – if not thousands – of acres of land. Unlike 

traditional family farms, which typically employed family members and maybe a few hired hands, these 

“factories in the field,” as Carey McWilliams described them, depended almost entirely on low-paid 

migrant farmworkers. Although California’s agribusinesses had long kept a tight hold on the labor supply 

– frequently by pitting different ethnic groups against each other (occasionally abetted by pick handle-

wielding deputy sheriffs) – the 1930s witnessed the first effective labor actions in a generation. During 

the early 1930s, California’s agricultural fields, groves, and vineyards were rocked by farmworker strikes, 

including well-coordinated actions against cotton growers in the Central Valley and lettuce growers in 

the Salinas Valley.12 Often Communist-led, these actions – which were participated in by multi-racial 

coalitions of Mexican, Filipino, Japanese, and white farmworkers – alarmed the conservative power 

structure, leading to even more violent and repressive tactics in rural California during the early part of 

the Depression. 

Although it was the sixth-most populous state in 1930, as a whole, California was still sparsely 

populated, with only 5.7 million people spread out over 163,696 square miles. Always heavily urbanized, 

the vast majority of Californians either lived in the Bay Area or Greater Los Angeles. 13 In general, urban 

Californians did not suffer as much as their rural counterparts during the Depression. They were also 

marginally better off than the rest of the country, at least in the early years of the Depression. In 1930, 

when 8.7% of the U.S. workforce was unemployed, only 7.6% of California’s workforce was jobless.14  

With its relatively low unemployment rate and large supply of agricultural jobs, California became a 

beacon for landless and jobless sharecroppers from Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Texas during the early 

years of the Depression. Pushed out of the “Old” Southwest by mechanization and years of drought, 

200,000 impoverished “Dust Bowl” refugees streamed into California in search of work. This influx 

caused the state’s unemployment rate to surge beyond the national average. Indeed, by the time that 

FDR was elected, 1.25 million Californians, or fully one-fifth the state’s population, were on relief. The 

state’s critical agricultural economy was hobbled, with statewide income only half of what it had been 

before the stock market crash. The slump in the agricultural economy began to affect the cities as well, 

 
11 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1935 Agricultural Census, California. 
12 Kevin Starr, Endangered Dreams: The Great Depression in California (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 66-83. 
13 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1930 Population Census, California. 
14 Emily H. Huntington, Unemployment Relief and the Unemployed in the San Francisco Bay Region, 1929-1934 (Berkeley: UC 
Berkeley Press, 1939), 5. 
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as the sectors of shipping, food-processing, insurance, legal, and import/export began to suffer too. 

Building activity – a traditional pillar of the state’s economy – slumped too, shrinking to one-ninth of 

what it had been in 1925.15  

As more businesses failed, many urban 

Californians lost their jobs and joined the 

unemployment lines, as well as the bread 

lines and soup kitchens that opened in many 

California communities (Figure 2). However, 

in comparison with other regions of the 

country, California’s three largest cities at the 

time, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and 

Oakland, were relatively well-positioned to 

withstand the Depression. Although all had 

important industrial sectors, none were 

exclusively “industrial” cities like Detroit, 

Cleveland, Buffalo, or Pittsburgh – all of which 

suffered terribly during the Depression. In 

contrast, California’s three largest cities had 

extremely diverse economies that depended 

on a combination of economic sectors, 

including shipping, insurance, law, 

transportation, as well as food-processing and specialized manufacturing. San Francisco, in particular, 

reacted very effectively to the Depression, employing sound fiscal policies, generous relief budgets, and 

extensive public works programs. 

E. Effects of the Depression in San Francisco: 1929–1933 

San Francisco’s Demographic Makeup  

San Francisco’s population was 634,394 in 1930, making it the eleventh-largest city in the country and 

the second-largest in California, having lost the first-place title to Los Angeles in 1920. In 1930, about 

half of all San Franciscans were employed as wage earners, with about 25 percent each working in 

white-collar and blue-collar occupations. Unlike Los Angeles or Oakland, which were both more native-

born and Protestant in their demographic makeup, San Francisco was heavily immigrant and Catholic in 

character. San Francisco was still about 94 percent white, with 69.6 percent native-born and 24.2 

foreign-born.16 San Francisco’s largest European immigrant groups included Irish, Italians, and Germans, 

with smaller concentrations of Scandinavians, French, and British. The city’s small non-white population 

in 1930 was primarily of Asian origin, including Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino immigrants and their 

descendants. During the Depression, San Francisco’s African American community comprised less than 

one percent of the overall population. Other visible immigrant groups, including Mexicans and Central 

 
15 William H. Mullins, The Depression and the Urban West Coast, 1929-1933 (Bloomington and Indianapolis, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1991), 8. 
16 Mullins, 8. 

Figure 2. Bread line in Los Angeles, 1931. 
Source: Los Angeles Public Library, Los Angeles Herald Photo 

Collection 
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Americans and Christian Arabs from the Levant, were then counted as part of the city’s white immigrant 

population.17  

San Francisco’s Diversified Economy 

Long the largest seaport on the West Coast, the Port of San Francisco played an important role in the 

state’s economy, serving some seven thousand vessels in 1933 alone. San Francisco was also an 

important manufacturing city; 20.4 percent of its citizens were employed in this sector, with food-

processing, brewing and winemaking (only legalized in 1933), lumber processing and furniture-making, 

shipbuilding and repair, printing, and garment-making the leading sectors. Wholesale and retail trade 

came in second place, with 18.9 percent of all jobs, including hardware and furniture distribution, 

import-export, department store workers, etc. Many of these economic sectors depended on proximity 

to the Port of San Francisco, as did the important transportation and commerce sector, which included 

drayage and trucking, warehousing, public transportation, and the merchant marine. Altogether, 

transportation employed 17.4 percent of working individuals.18 Service and hospitality was another 

important category, employing hotel and boardinghouse staff, waiters and cooks, and bartenders.19 

Ever since the Gold Rush, San Francisco’s distance from other major population centers “Back East” had 

given organized labor an advantage unrivaled in most other American cities. Although the opening of 

the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869 had improved access to the city, San Francisco’s heavily Irish-

Catholic, working-class population was generally sympathetic to organized labor. Consequently, many 

local industries were organized early on during the nineteenth century. As a result, white wage earners 

in San Francisco enjoyed better pay and working conditions than their counterparts elsewhere. 

However, several failed strikes in the years after the First World War had put organized labor on the 

defensive in San Francisco. Indeed, the employer-dominated Industrial Association of San Francisco, 

with tacit assistance from the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, disrupted multiple labor actions by 

sending in scabs and occasionally hiring armed goons to threaten or beat up striking workers. Adding 

insult to injury, the Republican-dominated California Legislature passed several anti-union laws in the 

1910s and 1920s – nominally to combat radicalism. Throughout the 1920s, there were no meaningful 

unions for most of the city’s blue-collar workforce – not in construction, not on the waterfront, and not 

in most manufacturing.20  

San Francisco’s white-collar sector was in better shape than the city’s blue-collar community at the 

onset of the Depression. As the location of the district headquarters of the Federal Reserve and the 

home office of the Bank of America (originally organized as the Bank of Italy), San Francisco was the 

undisputed financial center of the West. San Francisco was home to several other important regional 

banks, including Hibernia Savings and Loan Society, Union Bank and Trust, and Crocker Bank. The 

principal advantage of having all of these banks around was that San Francisco never suffered a 

substantial loss of liquidity or access to credit during the Depression, as many individuals and businesses 

were still able to get loans from one of the still-solvent banks headquartered in the city.21 San Francisco 

 
17 Starr, Endangered Dreams, 84. 
18 Mullins, 8. 
19 Starr, Endangered Dreams, 85. 
20 Mullins, 8. 
21 Mullins, 15. 
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was also an important financial services center. Home to the Pacific Stock Exchange and the Mining 

Exchange, the city was widely known as the “Wall Street of the West.” Other important white-collar 

professions in San Francisco included insurance, legal services, and private capital investment.  

By virtue of its diverse and vigorous economy, San Francisco and the other core cities of the Bay Area 

were not nearly as bad off as the Central Valley and other agricultural regions of the state at the onset 

of the Depression. In 1930, San Francisco still had an unemployment rate of only 7.3%. At the same 

time, Oakland’s was 7.4% and Berkeley’s was a very modest 4.9%.22 However, unemployment in San 

Francisco almost doubled between 1930 and 1931, growing from 24,467 to 46,045, yielding an 

unemployment rate of over 13 percent.23 The actual figure was probably much higher because many 

seasonally unemployed migrant laborers who spent the off-season in the single-room-occupancy hotels 

and flophouses of the South of Market were typically undercounted. Indeed, even though all industries 

were affected by layoffs, unemployed San Franciscans tended to be older and less well-educated on 

average, including many foreign-born and people of color, who remained clustered in low-skilled 

manufacturing jobs, day labor, longshore work, and service industries. 

Though unemployment in San Francisco became much more serious toward the end of Herbert Hoover’s 

presidency, San Francisco was not nearly as hard-hit as several large Midwestern industrial cities, such 

as Gary or Pittsburgh – both steel towns – or Detroit or Buffalo, which were both auto manufacturing 

hubs. In terms of assessing the Depression’s impacts, it makes more sense to compare San Francisco 

with other port cities, including Boston, Portland, or Seattle. As residents of a city with a diverse 

economy, unemployed San Franciscans had a much better chance of getting a new job in a different 

industry than residents of one-industry towns like Detroit or Pittsburgh. Also, much of San Francisco’s 

manufacturing sector centered on food-processing and garment manufacturing, industries less 

susceptible to economic downturns. Finally, San Francisco benefitted from hosting three of the nation’s 

biggest public works projects during the early 1930s: the Hetch Hetchy water delivery system, the San 

Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge, and the Golden Gate Bridge.24  

San Francisco’s Initial Response to the Depression: Charitable Organizations 

For those who had lost their jobs during the Hoover administration, options were limited – even in San 

Francisco. Until the Depression, the U.S. had never embraced state-sponsored safety nets common in 

Europe and some former European dominions. Captivated by Horatio Alger-inspired myths of the “self-

made man” and “rugged individualism,” mainstream America derided unemployment insurance and 

state-sponsored medical care, old age pensions, and other social welfare programs as a slippery slope to 

socialism, or worse. San Francisco was no exception. Without a centralized system of disbursing 

unemployment benefits, San Francisco employed an ad hoc relief “system” that depended in large part 

on private charity. Indeed, until August 1933, unemployment relief in San Francisco was administered by 

the privately run Associated Charities. Other important non-governmental relief organizations included 

the Eureka Benevolent Society and the Italian Board on Relief. Strained by the increasing demand for its 

 
22 Huntington, 5. 
23 Huntington, 5. 
24 Mullins, 9. 
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services, Associated Charities turned its responsibilities over to the Citizens' Advisory Relief 

Committee.25  

San Francisco’s Initial Response to the Depression: Public Works 

Mayor “Sunny Jim” Rolph had run San Francisco for 17 years when the Depression began to take hold. A 

moderate Republican, Rolph was a native son and a resident of the Mission district. As a self-made 

shipping executive with working-class roots, Rolph was sympathetic to both poles of the economic 

spectrum, and he remained popular among both the city’s laboring classes and its business elite. One of 

Rolph’s primary areas of interest, and something that appealed to all sectors of San Francisco society, 

was municipal infrastructure. Long-neglected by the city’s elite during the nineteenth century, civic 

infrastructure only became a focus in San Francisco after the adoption of the 1900 Charter, which 

among other things, made the “municipalization” of utilities and services a priority. Initially spearheaded 

by Democratic Mayor James Phelan, Rolph took up the torch in 1912.  

Upon assuming office in 1912, Mayor Rolph took the reins of a city still recovering from the 1906 

Earthquake and Fire. Although privately sponsored reconstruction had made much progress in the six 

years that had elapsed since the disaster, San Francisco’s post-quake government was afflicted by 

corruption and ineptitude, culminating with the removal of Mayor Eugene Schmidt from office in 1907. 

Between 1907 and 1912, the mayor’s office was occupied by a pair of brief caretaker administrations 

and the administration of Patrick H. McCarthy. Rolph, a reform candidate put forth by business interests 

as a compromise candidate, won the mayor’s office on his promise to restore integrity to local 

government and complete the city’s physical recovery, both of which he accomplished. 

Rolph’s list of civic infrastructure projects is long and it is not necessary to enumerate them all here. His 

more impressive accomplishments included the construction of the nation’s first municipally owned 

street railway in a major city (the Municipal Railway, or Muni), a new City Hall and Civic Center, the 

Hetch Hetchy water delivery system, and approximately 50 public schools. The last two projects were in 

progress when the stock market crash occurred in 1929, and Rolph immediately embraced them, as well 

as two planned bridges across San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate, as the best way to alleviate 

unemployment. The following sections describe these pre-New Deal infrastructure projects in some 

detail. 

Hetch Hetchy Water System 

The history of San Francisco’s efforts to secure a dependable water supply under its own control is 

beyond the scope of this report. Suffice it to say, the passage of the Raker Act by Congress in 1913 finally 

allowed San Francisco to start building one of the nation’s most ambitious water delivery systems. When 

it was initially completed in 1934, the Hetch Hetchy funneled the glacier and snowpack-fed waters of the 

High Sierra to San Francisco via a 167-mile network of gravity-fed tunnels and pipes through the Sierra 

foothills, the Central Valley, and the Coast Range; over San Francisco Bay; and onward to Crystal Springs 

Reservoir in San Mateo County. Designed and constructed under the supervision of Chief Engineer 

Michael M. O’Shaughnessy, the Hetchy Hetchy was a tremendous public works project that employed 

 
25 Charmaine Go, Unemployment Relief Distribution in the Bay Area during the Depression (Unpublished paper that won the 
Cliometric Society Undergraduate Economic History Paper Prize). 
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thousands of workers over two decades. Although the Hetch Hetchy was almost finished when the 

Depression began, Mayor Rolph’s successor, Angelo Rossi, used the project as an informal jobs program 

with various expansions and associated infrastructure improvements, including the construction of 

Pulgas Water Temple next to Crystal Springs Reservoir in 1934 and the expansion of O’Shaughnessy Dam 

in Tuolumne County in 1935-38.26 

1933 School Bond 

In late 1933, Mayor Angelo Rossi placed a $3 million school bond on the ballot. Building on the legacy of 

his predecessor, Mayor James Rolph, who had completed 50 schools between 1920 and 1930 alone, 

Mayor Rossi justified the 1933 bond principally on safety concerns, highlighting a fire at the aging 

Fremont School in San Francisco. He also addressed seismic concerns in light of the recent Long Beach 

Earthquake, which had destroyed or rendered unfit for occupation some 230 schools in Southern 

California. The 1933 Field Act, which was written in response to the Long Beach disaster, established the 

Office of the State Architect to assume regulatory overview and permitting for all school construction in 

California.27 Although Rossi did not mention it in the bond language, the timing of the 1933 School Bond 

was intended to stimulate employment in the construction trades by leveraging financial support from 

FDR’s work relief programs. Contingent upon San Francisco’s receipt of PWA funds, the bond included 

the construction of three all-new public schools in what were then fast-growing neighborhoods on the 

fringes of the city: George Washington High School in the Outer Richmond district, Marina Junior High 

School in the Marina district, and Lawton Elementary School in the Sunset district.28 The bond also 

included funds to rebuild several existing schools, including the Sunshine Orthopedic School, a school 

established for physically disabled children in 1924.29 Voters approved the school bond on December 19, 

1933, and throughout the Depression, public school construction constituted the single-most important 

category of New Deal spending in San Francisco.30  

San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate Bridge 

Plans to bridge San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate dated back to the nineteenth century. These 

were pipe dreams doomed to failure due to insufficient technical know-how and lack of funding. 

Beginning in 1929, the California Legislature established the California Toll Bridge Authority to solicit 

design proposals, arrange financing, and oversee construction of a two-part bridge across San Francisco 

Bay from San Francisco to Oakland. The bridge was to consist of four sections, including a combination 

cantilever/causeway from Oakland to Yerba Buena Island, a tunnel through the island, and two 

suspension spans between Yerba Buena Island and San Francisco. As originally designed, the upper deck 

was to carry six lanes of automobile traffic (three lanes in each direction) and the lower deck was to 

have three truck lanes and two interurban tracks for the Key System Railway. Planned before the stock 

market crash, with private bond sales as its original funding source, the California Toll Bridge Authority 

 
26 Mullins, 22. 
27 California State Safety Commission, “The Field Act and Public School Construction: A 2007 Perspective.”  
28 “Women Urge Approval of School Bonds,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 10, 1933), 9. 
29 “Rossi Makes Final School Bond Appeal,” San Francisco Chronicle, 27 June 1933, 11. 
30 “Lee Expresses Joy at School Bond Issue.” San Francisco Chronicle (December 20, 1933), 2. 
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later applied to President Hoover’s Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to purchase $61.4 million 

in bonds.31  

With funding assured following the RFC bond purchase, as well as the federal government’s decision to 

allow the State of California to use Yerba Buena Island as an anchorage, business groups and labor 

unions alike led the charge to start construction as soon as possible. The front page of the October 1930 

San Francisco Chamber of Commerce newsletter was emblazoned with the headline “Break Breadlines! 

Build the Bridge!”32 Ground was broken three years later, on July 9, 1933, several months after FDR had 

taken office. However, the construction of the Bay Bridge over the next three-and-a-half years meant 

that fewer people in San Francisco had to apply for jobs with federal work relief programs. Although the 

Bay Bridge itself did not take New Deal funds, several ancillary projects did use WPA funds and labor, 

including the approach ramps in San Francisco, lighting along the span, and landscaping along approach 

roads on Yerba Buena Island. 

The Golden Gate Bridge was well in advance of the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge in the initial 

planning process, but it lagged behind in both engineering and financing. Visionaries had long dreamed 

of a mighty bridge to span the treacherous Golden Gate, linking San Francisco to Marin County and the 

“Redwood Empire” beyond. However, Marin County was still almost entirely rural and naysayers 

questioned the economic value of a bridge in this location. Others feared that a bridge would interfere 

with navigation and mar the stunning natural landscape.  

After overcoming a tremendous amount of political opposition, the Golden Gate Bridge and Highway 

District (GGBHD) began lining up financing in 1929. Unfortunately, like the Bay Bridge, the Golden Gate 

Bridge project was placed in jeopardy by the stock market crash. Increasingly desperate, the GGBHD 

turned to voters within its jurisdiction (San Francisco, Marin, Sonoma, Mendocino, Napa, and Del Norte 

counties) to solicit financial support for the $35 million construction bond. Sold as a jobs generator, the 

GGBHD watched with alarm as the Southern Pacific Railroad, which feared losing its valuable Sausalito 

ferry business, filed suit against the upcoming bond sale. Although the suit was ultimately thrown out in 

1932, public bond sales at this point were out of the question, so the GGBHD convinced Bank of America 

founder A. P. Giannini to buy the bonds. Construction began on January 5, 1933, several months before 

Roosevelt took office, with construction taking place over the next four years.33 Although the bridge 

itself did not take New Deal funding, several of its ancillary improvements did make use of WPA and 

PWA funds and labor, including the Doyle Drive and Veterans Boulevard approaches on the San 

Francisco side and Waldo Grade on the Marin side. 

 
31 Richard Weingroff, “Two Bay Area Bridges: The Golden Gate and the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge,” U.S. Department of 
Transportation: https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/infrastructure/2bridges.cfm, accessed September 15, 2017. 
32 Mullins, 22. 
33 Weingroff, 2017. 
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IV. FIRST NEW DEAL: 1933–1935 

A. Election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the First Hundred Days: 1932–1933 

With the economy spinning out of control, President Herbert Hoover put any remote chance of his re-

election to an abrupt end after calling in the U.S. Army to expel the “Bonus Army,” a group of 43,000 

veterans and their families who had marched on Washington, D.C. to demand an early delivery of their 

promised bonuses for service in the First World War. Led by General Douglas MacArthur, the Army 

attacked the Bonus Army’s camp in Anacostia Flats, in the southeast corner of the district. In the ensuing 

melee, 55 middle-aged veterans were injured and a 12-week old baby was killed.34 Most Americans 

deplored Hoover’s actions, and his popularity continued to plummet as the Depression continued to 

worsen during summer and fall of 1932, all but guaranteeing Franklin Roosevelt’s landslide victory in the 

presidential election of November 8, 1932.35 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt did not win the 1933 election 

on the basis of Hoover’s unpopularity alone (Figure 3). 

Intelligent, self-assured, and debonair, FDR won over the 

nation with his promise of a “New Deal” for the 

American people. FDR first used the term in a speech 

accepting the nomination at the Democratic National 

Convention in Chicago on July 2, 1932. FDR’s speech 

writer Samuel I. Rosenman is widely credited with 

suggesting that FDR use the term as a coda to the 

speech, in which he stated: “I pledge myself to a new 

deal for the American people.” The words were not 

capitalized in transcriptions of the speech and the 

statement mostly escaped notice, until the New York 

World-Telegram’s editorial cartoonist, Rollin Kirby, 

published an image of a farmer staring up at an airplane 

with the words “New Deal” emblazoned on its wings. 

The term “went viral” in contemporary parlance, and 

soon most newspaper editors and radio newsreaders 

began referring to Roosevelt’s mostly progressive platform as the “New Deal.”36 

FDR’s “Brain Trust” 

In spite of their enthusiasm for the man, Americans did not know what to expect when Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt was sworn into office on March 4, 1933. Although a Democrat, FDR had earned a reputation 

as a fiscal conservative in his one term as governor of New York, between 1928 and 1932. Nonetheless, 

FDR knew that he had to act quickly and decisively, and he was open to new ideas. In the run up to the 

inauguration, FDR quickly assembled a team of progressive advisers that would become known as the 

“Brains Trust,” but later usually called the “Brain Trust.” The group included a few older statesmen such 

 
34 Roger Daniels, The Bonus March: An Episode of the Great Depression (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing, 1971). 
35 Michael Hiltzik, The New Deal: A Modern History (New York: Free Press, 2011), 10. 
36 Hiltzik, 1-3. 

Figure 3. Franklin D. Roosevelt, 1933. 
Source: Library of Congress 
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as Secretary of State Cordell Hull, but most of the Brain Trust were enthusiastic young liberals fresh out 

of university, including economist Rexford G. Tugwell, whom FDR appointed to head the Resettlement 

Agency; agronomist Henry A. Wallace, Roosevelt’s Secretary of Agriculture; and the sociologist Frances 

Perkins, Roosevelt’s Secretary of Labor and the first woman ever appointed to a Cabinet position.  

The Brain Trust also included Harold L. Ickes and Harry L. Hopkins, the future heads of the PWA and the 

WPA, respectively. Harold Ickes was a progressive Republican lawyer and social reformer who had 

defected to the Roosevelt camp in 1932. Harry L. Hopkins, one of FDR’s closest advisors, became one of 

the chief architects of the New Deal. A social worker by training, Hopkins supervised the formation and 

administration of several New Deal agencies throughout the course of the administration, including the 

Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), the Civil Works Administration (CWA), and the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA).  

First One Hundred Days 

After taking office, FDR called a special session of Congress to pass four acts to prevent a complete 

collapse of the American economy. The first was the Emergency Banking Act, which was designed to end 

ruinous bank runs by restoring financially shaky banks to fiscal health and increasing consumer 

confidence. The second was the Economy Act, which was intended to balance the budget by cutting 

government spending. Unlike the Banking Act, which ended up being quite successful, the Economy Act 

was both unpopular and ineffective, as austerity measures have so often proven to be. FDR’s third 

action was to end Prohibition, which had the dual purpose of boosting Americans’ morale and reviving 

the nation’s moribund breweries and wineries, whose products could be taxed to fill dwindling state and 

federal coffers. FDR’s fourth act, and the one nearest and dearest to his heart, was the establishment of 

a work relief program for youth called the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC).37 Other landmark acts 

passed during the First One Hundred Days included the Glass-Steagall Act, which among other things 

created the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), 

and the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA). 

B. “Alphabet Soup”: New Deal Agencies: 1933–1935 

FDR was not initially a big fan of unemployment relief. Like many Americans, he was morally opposed to 

paying people not to work. But unlike Hoover, Roosevelt realized that the unemployment problem was 

too big to tackle without some form of government financial relief. However, he thought that it would 

be better for unemployed Americans’ self-respect for the government to expect some kind of work in 

exchange. With these principles in mind, FDR turned to Harry L. Hopkins, the chief architect of the 

Temporary Emergency Relief Administration (TERA), which Governor Roosevelt had established in 1931 

to assist unemployed residents of New York State.38 Hopkins was an organizational wizard, adept at 

setting up agencies on the fly and creating infrastructure in the field to disburse resources quickly, and 

where they were needed most.  

Harry Hopkins’ rival in the administration was Harold L. Ickes, whose dour demeanor and cautious and 

conservative approach stood in stark contrast to the often impetuous and mercurial Hopkins. As 

 
37 Hiltzik, 58-59. 
38 Nick Taylor, American-Made: When FDR put the Nation to Work (New York: Bantam-Dell, 2008), 96.  
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described in more depth below, FDR put Ickes in charge of the Public Works Administration (PWA), a 

major government agency whose primary purpose was not work relief per se, but stimulating the 

materials and construction industries through building infrastructure. Hopkins and Ickes frequently did 

not see eye to eye, with Hopkins accusing Ickes of moving too slowly and Ickes charging Hopkins with 

trying to steal PWA money for his own projects.  

C. New Deal Work Relief Agencies in San Francisco: 1933–1935 

Most of FDR’s work relief and public works agencies established during the “First New Deal” were active 

in San Francisco between March 1933 and the launch of the “Second New Deal” in 1935. Some agencies, 

such as the CCC, played a minimal role, but several others, including the FERA (and its state counterpart 

the SERA), the CWA, and the PWA, all played significant parts in the economic recovery and 

enhancement of the physical infrastructure of San Francisco during the Depression. Several other 

agencies, including the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 

(HOLC), and the United States Housing Authority (USHA) played lesser-known but equally important 

roles.  

Each of the New Deal work relief and public works agencies active in San Francisco between 1933 and 

1935 is introduced in the sections below. Their primary activities are discussed in depth, including 

management, hiring processes, and a description of selected projects. It is worth mentioning at this 

point that even though many projects got off the ground during the First New Deal, many were not 

completed until after the Second New Deal took effect in early 1935. As such, many projects were 

managed by more than one agency. Indeed, several began as FERA projects before being taken over by 

the CWA in the winter of 1933-34. When the CWA ended in spring 1934, unfinished projects were 

temporarily given to the SERA and finally completed as WPA projects after 1935.  

Civilian Conservation Corps 

The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was FDR’s first work relief agency and one of the best-known New 

Deal programs of all time. Part of an immense package approved by Congress on March 31, 1933, the 

CCC was originally known as the Emergency Conservation Work Act (ECW). The CCC had two major 

goals: 1) provide jobs to unemployed young men and veterans, and 2) improve the nation’s neglected 

natural resources, including city, county, state, and national parks; national forests; and other 

government lands – such as public watersheds – where public recreation took place. The first director of 

the CCC was Robert Fechner, and just two days after he was appointed, the CCC enrolled its first worker 

on April 5, 1933.39 

The CCC’s initial challenge was logistical: how to move thousands of men and boys from the southern 

and eastern states, where unemployment was most acute, to where the conservation opportunities 

were greater – including the West. To accomplish this, Director Fechner marshalled the resources of the 

Army and the departments of Labor, Agriculture, and Interior to enroll applicants, locate and build 

camps, move enrollees from induction centers to camps, and then plan and oversee the work to be 

completed. By 1935, over 2,650 camps had been established in all 48 states, as well as in the overseas 

 
39 National Archives and Records Administration, Southeast Region – Atlanta, “Civilian Conservation Corps: A Guide to Civilian 
Conservation Camp and Enrollee Records, in the Holdings of the National Archives at Atlanta” (Atlanta: 2008), 2. 
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territories of Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. The CCC eventually employed over 

three million men and boys to build roads and bridges, construct fire breaks and drainage ditches, clear 

and build campgrounds and picnic grounds, and plant trees and shrubs to stop erosion. The CCC became 

one of the most popular New Deal programs because it gave young men an opportunity to get paid for 

work that taught them valuable skills and got them outside in nature. The projects they completed were 

highly visible and greatly improved the nation’s public lands. Although many, including FDR, wanted to 

make the CCC a permanent progam, Congressional Republicans balked at its allegedly “socialist” 

underpinnings and they eventually killed the program in 1942.40 

The basic philosphy behind the CCC, which carried through to all of the other New Deal work relief 

agencies, was that unemployed people needed a boost in confidence, and that working for pay on 

worthwhile projects was far better for morale than drawing a check and doing nothing. Even though 

work relief programs were typically more expensive to administer than direct relief, work relief had the 

added benefit of building useful infrastructure that might not otherwise ever have been built.41 

Unlike later other relief programs, the CCC had a minimal impact on San Francisco. As an almost entirely 

urbanized county, there were no significant expanses of “wild” land requiring the types of services that 

the CCC provided. Although there were no CCC camps in San Francisco (the closest camps were in Mill 

Valley in Marin County), inductees were initially trained at Fort Winfield Scott in the Presidio, as well as 

at Forts Barry and Baker in the Marin Headlands.42 Also, as the headquarters of the Ninth U.S. Army 

Corps, which was in charge of all CCC operations in the West, Fort Scott was the de facto regional 

headquarters of the CCC, in charge of 460 “forest camps” located throughout the West, including about 

150 in California.43 Finally, throughout the duration of the program, CCC enrollees who were injured on 

the job and could not be treated locally, were taken to Letterman Hospital in the Presidio to be treated 

free of charge.44  

San Francisco youth were of course eligible to enroll in the CCC, and in January 1935, at the height of 

CCC enrollment, 290 San Francisco boys signed up at the Durant School at 1269 Turk Street, including 

123 boys from families on relief.45 Though the CCC seems not to have completed any projects in San 

Francisco itself, it is likely that San Francisco youth worked on CCC projects in adjoining counties, 

including improvements to Muir Woods National Monument, building the Mountain Amphitheater in 

Mt. Tamalpais State Park, constructing a golf course at Tilden Park in Berkeley, installing a botanical 

garden at UC Berkeley, building an observation platform and aircraft beacon at Mt. Diablo State Park, 

and completing various improvements in Big Basin State Park in Santa Cruz County, Alum Rock County 

Park in Santa Clara County, and several others.46  

 
40 National Archives and Records Administration, Southeast Region – Atlanta, “Civilian Conservation Corps: A Guide to Civilian 
Conservation Camp and Enrollee Records, in the Holdings of the National Archives at Atlanta” (Atlanta: 2008), 2. 
41 Robert D. Leighninger, Jr. Long-Range Public Investment: The Forgotten Legacy of the New Deal (Columbia, SC: University of 
South Carolina Press, 2007), 9. 
42 “Forest Camp Quota Filled,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 6, 1933), 2. 
43 “459 Forest Camps Established on Coast,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 16, 1933), 16. 
44 “Truck Plunge Hurts CCC 3,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 1, 1934), 3. 
45 “290 S.F. Boys Enroll,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 17, 1935), 8. 
46 Living New Deal Project: https://livingnewdeal.org/map/ 
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National Industrial Recovery Act  

Enacted at the tail end of the First Hundred Days, the National Industrial Recovery Act, or NIRA, was a 

comprehensive package of legislation that included two sections, or “Titles.” Title I created the National 

Recovery Administration (NRA) to plan industrial recovery. Among other things, it gave workers the right 

to form unions, as well as establishing a federal minimum wage, maximum hours of labor, and other 

provisions governing working conditions. Most controversially, the NRA oversaw the creation of 

production codes for most industries in the United States in an attempt to ensure fair competition. Title 

II of NIRA established the Public Works Administration (PWA), which became one of the two most 

important stimulus programs established by the Roosevelt administration.47 Although Title I (NRA) was 

eventually declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, Title II – the PWA – lived on until 1943. 

Federal Emergency Relief Administration 

On May 12, 1933, Congress established the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, or the FERA. The 

FERA replaced the Hoover administration’s Emergency Relief and Construction Act (ERCA), otherwise 

known as the Emergency Relief Administration (ERA). Administered by Harry L. Hopkins, the FERA’s 

mission was to provide a half-billion dollars to states to provide temporary public employment. Not 

specifically dedicated to public works, the FERA disbursed leftover funds from the defunct 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to states and municipalities to provide work for over 20 

million people in its two and a half years of existence.48  

Like its predecessor, the RFC, all applications for FERA funds had to be made by state governors, who 

were required to provide detailed information on how the money would be used as well as a full 

accounting of local resources available. FERA funds were allocated with the understanding that they 

would supplement rather than replace local funding. The $500 million allocated by Congress was divided 

into two equal parts, with $250 million provided to states on a 1:3 matching basis. States could secure 

one dollar of federal money for every three that had been spent on unemployment relief over the 

previous three months. However, the states had to meet the new federal labor standards. During the 

first few months of the FERA, it soon became clear to Hopkins that many states – particularly in the 

South – were unable to meet the matching fund requirements.49 

The second portion of $250 million was to be allocated to the states on a discretionary basis, and all 

future funding was eventually distributed in this manner. Although Hopkins recognized that the 

Depression affected different regions of the country unequally, he wanted to ensure that each state did 

what it could to help its own and that local authorities should uphold minimum professional standards 

for the delivery of relief, including the development of useful work relief projects that would both raise 

the morale of those employed and generate widespread public support.50  

Hopkins called on the states to set up their own work relief agencies called State Emergency Relief 

Administrations (SERAs) to administer the funds disbursed by the FERA. In order to make equitable 

allocations, Hopkins required each state to submit a monthly report providing information on the 

 
47 Leighninger, 1. In 1935, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration was replaced by the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA).  
48 Taylor, 111. 
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numbers of its citizens receiving relief, case load costs, local influences on relief operations, and 

seasonal factors on relief numbers. The data in these monthly reports played an important role in 

determining future monthly allocations and also in gaining an accurate picture of the complex social 

problems at work at state and regional levels.51  

Many of the FERA’s first projects were inherited from state and local governments making use of RFC 

loans, but the FERA soon discontinued the RFC’s loans in favor of grants, and, in 1934, administrators 

waived Hoover-era requirements that existing RFC loans be paid back. Because Hopkins was mainly 

concerned with getting people to work, most early FERA-funded projects were small-scale projects 

designed to employ as many people as possible. Hopkins thought strategically about how to maximize 

the impact of FERA funds. For example, in 1933, he put tens of thousands of laid-off teachers back to 

work teaching basic clerical skills to manual workers to improve their own chances of employment – 

thereby solving two problems at once. Responding to the need for clothing for impoverished Americans, 

the FERA rented shut-down factories and storefronts and hired laid-off garment workers to sew and 

repair clothing and mend shoes for people on relief.52  

Though the FERA did not initially have much to do with the day-to-day concerns of project 

administration –leaving most of that up to the states – it took on a more direct role in public works 

projects between the dissolution of the Civil Works Administration (CWA) in the spring of 1934 and the 

founding of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in 1935. Most of this work consisted of street and 

road repair, which required large numbers of unskilled workers.  

Altogether, during its two years of existence, the FERA put approximately two million people back to 

work nationwide. Though respectable, this figure was nowhere close to enough, and with money 

running out, both President Roosevelt and Harry Hopkins cast about for some way to provide more jobs. 

The FERA continued to exist as a New Deal agency until December 1935, when its activities were taken 

over by the WPA and the Social Security Administration.53 

State Emergency Relief Administration 

As mentioned previously, FERA officials required each state to create a central relief body known as the 

State Emergency Relief Administration (SERA). Eventually, many states changed the name of their relief 

administrations, but California retained the SERA moniker until 1935, when the agency was renamed the 

State Relief Administration (SRA). In its brief two years of existence, one of the SERA’s primary 

responsibilities was distributing FERA funds as direct relief – usually to county relief committees. Relief 

clients did not receive their benefits directly from the FERA, but from local county or municipal relief 

agencies which applied standard means testing to its clients. 

Like FDR, the FERA’s head, Harry Hopkins, believed that direct relief should only be used for a short time 

to resolve a client’s immediate needs for food, rent, and other basic necessities. Once a family was 

stabilized, Hopkins wanted them weaned off direct relief as soon as possible and get the household 

head into relief work. He did this not only to maintain morale, but also to keep workers used to getting 

up each morning to earn a paycheck. However, the logistical challenge of establishing a nationwide 
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network capable of distributing relief checks and administering hundreds of work relief projects was 

tremendous. To get things going, he encouraged the state SERA officials to use their imagination and 

local insight and contacts to come up with useful projects that could employ as many people as possible. 

Along this vein, one of the earliest SERA projects in California was a labor-trading scheme whereby 

unemployed Californians were put to work on farms in exchange for a share of the produce.54 However, 

this scheme was not ideal for urban people unused to backbreaking farm labor. 

San Francisco County SERA officials had to come 

up with projects that would benefit an urban 

population characterized by significant ethnic 

diversity and many different abilities and skills, 

including factory and warehouse workers, 

longshoremen, white-collar workers, musicians 

and artists, and retired people. As the program got 

underway during the late summer/early fall of 

1933, much of the early SERA work in San 

Francisco consisted of ad hoc projects that 

required little overhead or management, including 

sewing and shoe repair workshops, which served 

the dual purpose of employing out-of-work 

garment and shoe workers and repairing the 

ragged clothing and shoes of the unemployed. The 

sewing rooms, as they were called, were largely 

staffed by women, including both professional seamstresses and garment workers as well as 

homemakers accustomed to making their families’ clothing (Figure 4). San Francisco’s six SERA sewing 

rooms employed over 1,000 women in 1933.55 

Hopkins wished to avoid meaningless and humiliating “make work” in FERA (and SERA) projects, 

understanding that many private charities had long made it a practice to require clients to complete 

degrading or punitive chores, such as breaking rocks or splitting wood, in exchange for food or money. 

Furthermore, Hopkins understood that the nation might be facing several years of mass unemployment 

and that long-term work relief would be necessary to keep Americans employed and fed. If this was to 

be the case, Hopkins believed that the Depression was the perfect opportunity to have FERA workers 

complete useful and/or socially beneficial projects that would not otherwise be done by private 

industry. Though Republicans and conservative Southern Democrats continued to dismiss FERA projects 

as “make work,” Hopkins argued that long-term unemployment presented a much more significant 

danger to American society, and that giving people a reason to get up each morning would preserve the 

social order.56.  

 
54 “State Gets $10,000 to Assist Jobless,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 24, 1933), 15. 
55 Bonnie Fox Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), 168. 
56 Leighninger, 48. 

Figure 4. SERA sewing room in San Francisco, 1935. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, 

San Francisco Public Library, Image No. AAK-0599 
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Hopkins, a social worker by training, realized that technical expertise would be needed to take on bigger 

and more complex public works projects – especially engineers, architects, and construction managers. 

With this in mind, Hopkins pitched a plan to President Roosevelt on November 2, 1933 to establish a 

separate public works agency that would concentrate on more ambitious public works projects using 

relief workers. The plan, developed by Hopkins’ deputy Aubrey Williams, entailed setting up a federal 

civil works agency that would employ four million people over the winter of 1933-34. FDR, alarmed at 

forecasts for a cold winter and a sudden uptick in unemployment, immediately agreed and on 

November 9, 1933 he signed an executive order forming the Civil Works Administration.57 

Civil Works Administration 

President Roosevelt had no desire for the Civil Works Administration (CWA) to compete with the PWA, 

which everyone in the administration agreed would be the primary provider of large-scale public works 

projects such as dams and airports. Accordingly, Hopkins’ blueprint for the CWA had it concentrate on 

smaller projects that required little advance planning or technical supervision. More important, the 

projects would make almost exclusive use of simple hand tools to ensure that the greatest number of 

people, of all skill levels, could be put to work.58 Nevertheless, much to the chagrin of PWA chief Harold 

Ickes, the initial $400 million appropriation for the CWA came from unspent PWA funds. But FDR and 

Hopkins smoothed ruffled feathers by telling Ickes that the CWA would only be temporary, lasting 

through the winter of 1933-34. 

As Hopkins had intended, CWA projects were straightforward undertakings that required neither 

expensive materials nor skilled labor. Typical CWA projects included street construction and repair, 

installation and extension of water and sewer lines, construction and renovation of playgrounds and 

parks, and basic remodeling of public buildings. The CWA became especially well-known for upgrading 

public school buildings, particularly in the segregated South where African American students had only 

the crudest facilities at their disposal. The CWA fixed up thousands of rural school buildings in 1933-34, 

applying new exterior siding and interior finishes; and installing new windows, central heating, and 

indoor bathroom facilities. In rural areas, again, mainly in the South, the CWA built a quarter-million 

outhouses for people without indoor toilets.59  

The impacts of the CWA were immediate. Some CWA workers earned their first paychecks since the 

Depression had started three years earlier. At its peak, just after Christmas 1933, 4,264,000 men and 

women were earning CWA paychecks.60  

In spite of its popularity, the CWA came under almost immediate attack from Republicans and Southern 

Democrats. Southern congressmen in particular blamed the CWA for reducing the pool of workers 

willing to take unpaid sharecropping jobs on cotton farms. Seeking to derail the CWA, opponents made 

unfounded accusations of corruption and “gross waste.” Although nearly all of these accusations were 

easily debunked, FDR was sensitive to criticism – especially from Southern Democrats – whom he 

needed to keep his precarious coalition together. The $400 million earmarked for the program also 
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began running low, and with no additional funds to continue the program, FDR made plans in February 

1934 to demobilize the CWA later that spring.61  

By the time it ceased operations, the CWA had constructed or resurfaced a half-million miles of streets 

and roads in every state and U.S. territory. The CWA also renovated or built 40,000 school buildings, 

constructed or rehabilitated 3,700 playgrounds, and built or improved almost 1,000 airfields. By any 

measure, the CWA was a success, and some historians have credited it with preventing mass starvation 

during the harsh winter of 1933-34.62 

Civil Works Administration in San Francisco 

In November 1933, Governor James Rolph appointed Ray C. Branion to lead the SERA and also to serve 

as the chief CWA officer in California. Branion, a “Bull Moose” Republican, was trained in social work and 

he had previously held executive positions with the American Red Cross and the Institute for Crippled 

and Disabled Men. Branion’s appointment infuriated some Democrats, who had expected that New Deal 

programs would be administered by members of the president’s own party.63 Indeed, California’s newly 

elected Democratic senator, William G. McAdoo, promptly lodged a complaint with Harry Hopkins, 

accusing Branion of setting up a Republican patronage machine in the SERA. McAdoo’s charges were 

actually valid, given that Branion had only appointed Republicans to county CWA committees.64 

Intensifying criticism forced Harry Hopkins to remove Branion from the California CWA and make it an 

independent agency.65 Branion remained in charge of the SERA, which was reorganized to provide only 

direct relief. Hopkins then appointed Captain Edward McCauley, a civil engineer, as the head of the 

California CWA.66 Under Captain McCauley, the CWA moved into the third floor of the Civic Auditorium 

at 99 Grove Street, in San Francisco’s Civic Center, where almost 80 clerks were charged with 

administering its projects.67  

In keeping with its policies to employ as many people as possible, CWA employees in San Francisco were 

allowed to work no more than 24 hours in a week. They were paid a minimum wage of 30 cents an hour, 

with skilled workers earning somewhat more. These terms were hammered out by a local committee 

composed of Frank Belgrano of the SERA, Edward Vandeleur of the San Francisco Labor Council, and 

Robert G. Hooker, an investment banker. To be hired by the CWA, an applicant had to first file an 

application at the SERA employment office at 25 Oak Street and then register with the Municipal 

Employment Bureau at the Civic Auditorium to validate that the applicant was indeed unemployed.68 

After December 1, 1933, all applicants also had to register with the Federal Reemployment Bureau. CWA 

administrators then evaluated each candidate’s fitness for available jobs and assigned job assignments 

accordingly. Quite remarkable for the time, the CWA had an official non-discrimination policy, hiring 

both men and women as well as African Americans and Asian Americans.69  
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In San Francisco, the CWA started work in December 1933 with several building remodeling projects. 

The first project entailed hiring 36 men and spending $31,665 to paint and remodel the interior of the 

then 10-year-old California State Building (now the Earl Warren Office Building) at 350 McAllister Street 

in the Civic Center.70  

In addition to remodeling work, the CWA provided employment to white-collar workers and artists, 

including writers, researchers, painters, and musicians. Indeed, one of the San Francisco CWA’s first 

accomplishments was the establishment of the CWA orchestra under the leadership of conductor 

Kajetan Attl.71 The CWA Orchestra outlasted the CWA itself, continuing on with SERA funding until the 

WPA assumed management of all remaining CWA projects in 1935. 

In November 1933, Harry Hopkins announced that California would receive $20,000,000 in CWA funds. 72 

Mayor Angelo Rossi and the San Francisco Board of Supervisors cheered the announcement, believing 

that CWA money, combined with a $20,400,000 unemployment bond recently approved by San 

Franciscans voters, would put a significant dent in San Francisco’s caseload. At the request of local CWA 

officials, San Francisco municipal department heads nominated public works projects for funding. Parks 

Department superintendent John McLaren requested 10,000 men to improve the newly acquired Sharp 

Park Golf Course in San Mateo County, as well as planting trees and shrubs in the almost entirely 

treeless McLaren Park in the Portola district. Meanwhile, the head of the Department of Public Works 

announced that 1,000 men could be put to work immediately extending the Great Highway south to 

Fort Funston, with another 1,000 men needed to build a scenic boulevard along the north and east 

shorelines of Lake Merced. He also said that an unspecified number of men could be used to improve 

the city’s new municipal airport in San Mateo County, Mills Field (now SFO).73 The head of the San 

Francisco Water Department nominated raising O’Shaughnessy Dam in Yosemite National Park and 

building a new reservoir west of Balboa Park.74  

By December 9, 1933, almost 80,000 men and women from across California had been put back to work 

by the CWA, with the San Francisco office employing almost 8,000 people, second only to Los Angeles 

County’s 41,000.75 In order to issue checks to all of its employees, the San Francisco CWA had to hire 

1,000 additional clerical workers and commandeer the Veterans Administration’s check-printing 

machines and distribution apparatus.76 

On Thanksgiving Day 1933, the San Francisco CWA office created its final list of funded projects. In 

addition to the previously requested projects put forth by department heads, the CWA announced that 

workers would be assigned to the following projects: building St. Mary’s Playground in Bernal Heights 

(650 men), rehabilitating various public buildings (275 men), building Douglass Playground in Noe Valley 

(75 men), building Gilman Playground in the Bayview district (85 men), clearing a site for a new city 

incinerator near Islais Creek (200 men), improving Sigmund Stern Grove in the Parkside district (75 men), 
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building Odd Fellows (now Rossi) Playground in the Lone Mountain neighborhood (200 men), clearing a 

parking lot at Land’s End (200 men), building the Marina Tract (now Moscone) Playground (200 men), 

building McCoppin Square in the Parkside district (200 men), building McLaren Park Drive (200 men), 

and clearing a site for the proposed George Washington High School in the Richmond district (200 men). 

Ongoing work on non-public works projects included several sewing rooms (600 women) and CWA 

clerical and administrative work (100 men and women).77  

The national office of the CWA, whose administrative staff included many military men, partnered with 

the War Department to make improvements to hundreds of military installations throughout the nation, 

including San Francisco. On November 24, 1933, the California CWA announced that it would employ 44 

men to rehabilitate the San Francisco Military Cemetery in the Presidio. Additional men were assigned 

to perform unspecified work at Forts Baker and Barry, Crissy Field, Fort Mason, Fort Point, Letterman 

Hospital, and several other sites in the Presidio.78 

On December 13, 1933, the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP) – part of the CWA – announced that it 

would hire 2,500 unemployed artists to “decorate” an unspecified number of public buildings 

throughout the Western Region, which included Northern California, Nevada, and Utah. Dr. Walter Heil, 

director of San Francisco’s M.H. de Young Memorial Museum, was appointed regional chairman of the 

PWAP. According to Dr. Heil, 60 Northern California artists would be put to work as soon as possible 

with salaries ranging from $25 to $45 a week. Other members of the board included Thomas Carr Howe 

Jr. (vice-chairman and director of the Palace of the Legion of Honor), “Mrs. Oscar Sutro,” Templeton 

Crocker, “Mrs. Lewis Hobart,” Harold Mack, and Charles Stafford Duncan.79 The largest and most 

prominent PWAP project was a series of frescoes painted inside Coit Tower on Telegraph Hill, which got 

underway in December 1933. All PWAP art projects were supposed to depict “the American Scene,” and 

the artists at Coit Tower were directed to depict California at the present time, including agriculture, 

industry, city life, recreation and leisure time, and home life. Additional PWAP projects included 

executing mosaic murals outside and fresco murals inside in the Mothers Building at Fleishhacker 

Playground (now San Francisco Zoo), painting a pair of murals inside the main lobby of Laguna Honda 

Home for the Aged (now Laguna Honda Hospital), as well as completing frescoes in “many of the city 

schools” and easel paintings for display in public places.80 

Another important CWA project that has received little attention was a historical documentation project 

that employed a number of artists, surveyors, researchers, and oral history experts. Though not very 

much is known about the program, its scope was statewide and it involved making measured drawings 

of historic buildings, interviewing elderly settlers and pioneers, and completing research on selected 

historic sites and properties important to early California history.81 

In late December 1933, the CWA, in partnership with the National Association of Real Estate Boards, 

announced a new program whereby CWA workers would perform detailed surveys of America’s 100 

largest cities, including San Francisco. Managed by the Bureau of the Census, the purpose of the survey 
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was to provide detailed information on local conditions in these cities and their constituent 

neighborhoods, including housing conditions, social and ethnic makeup, and land use.82  

By Christmas 1933, 6,000 previously 

unemployed San Franciscans were back at 

work. An article in the December 25, 1933 

San Francisco Chronicle described the 

progress underway on multiple CWA 

projects, including Lake Merced Boulevard. 

The article described how 1,000 men, 

including many former white-collar 

workers, were earning a living by the 

sweat of their brow building a seven-mile 

long scenic boulevard along the north and 

east sides of San Francisco’s largest 

freshwater lake (Figure 5). The article 

mentioned how all of the workers had 

access to clean water and plenty of food at 

low prices, and that discounted cigarettes were also on offer. Another 1,000 men were similarly 

employed at McLaren Park, building a new scenic drive (now John F. Shelley Drive), planting trees and 

shrubs, and constructing footpaths and other infrastructure in San Francisco’s second-largest park.83 

Although the CWA had been very effective, Harry Hopkins was rapidly burning through the initial $400 

million appropriation, and as mentioned previously, the program was under fire in Congress. In January 

1934, Hopkins announced that he would begin reducing the hours of CWA workers and cutting down on 

the purchase of materials in hopes of keeping the CWA going until February 10, 1934. Hopkins promised 

that he would boost weekly hours back up to 30 hours a week if Congress authorized an additional $350 

million appropriation, which it did on January 24. Nonetheless, Hopkins still planned to disband the 

CWA, dropping 1 million workers every two weeks from February 15 until April 1, aiming to wrap up all 

work by May 1, 1934.84 When it became clear that many projects were not on schedule to be finished by 

that deadline, Hopkins announced on March 5, 1934 that unfinished CWA projects would be picked up 

by state or local relief administrations.85 

The SERA Takes over Work Relief Projects in San Francisco 

By spring 1934, the CWA employed 8,500 San Franciscans. As Harry Hopkins was working to wrap up the 

program, many observers expressed concerns that the economy was still far too weak to absorb the 

laid-off CWA workers. Trying to allay worry, SERA head R.C. Branion told CWA employees that they 

could apply for direct relief when the program ended.86 Buoyed by their positive experiences on 

valuable public works projects, many CWA workers resisted Branion’s suggestions, telling him that they 
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Figure 5. Grading and fill work on Lake Merced Boulevard, 1933. 
Source: Bancroft Library, Image No. SFOUCBC_006 
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wanted to work instead. In response, Branion announced plans to set up a stop-gap work relief program 

in the state’s three largest counties: Los Angeles, Alameda, and San Francisco. Specific CWA projects 

that would be retained for the time being included the Unemployed Teachers Project, which employed 

laid off teachers to teach basic skills to unemployed workers, and the Save the Children program, which 

hired nurses to perform free check-ups on children and provide basic medical care and nutritional advice 

to disadvantaged families.87  

Paying for the continuation of CWA projects under the SERA would not be cheap; the federal 

government had spent approximately $10 million a month on CWA programs in California, and in May 

1934, the SERA was struggling to obtain a one-time emergency appropriation of $3 million.88 On June 28, 

1934, the CWA finally closed its office in San Francisco, laying off its remaining administrative, clerical, 

and professional staff.89 At this point, the SERA assumed responsibility for all direct relief and work relief 

in California until the Works Progress Administration started up in 1935.  

The SERA came under a new round of attacks during the spring of 1934, just as the CWA was winding 

down. Led by the same disgruntled politicians who had disapproved of Ray Branion’s appointment to 

lead the SERA, the State Democratic Committee formed an investigative unit to determine whether 

Branion had indeed converted the California SERA into a Republican patronage machine. Enough 

damning evidence was collected that the U.S. District Attorney for Los Angeles County empaneled a jury, 

ultimately leading to the imprisonment of Branion and six other current and former SERA officials on 

grounds of conspiracy to defraud the government.90  

Branion’s arrest created a leadership void at the SERA, leading San Francisco’s mayor, Angelo Rossi, to 

note that SERA projects in San Francisco were in imminent danger of collapse. Mayor Rossi proposed 

two possible solutions: the first being disbanding the SERA and putting its projects under the direction of 

the FERA, or second, selecting a new head for the local SERA and consolidating all local relief matters 

under its direction.91  

Despite the jailing of its erstwhile chief, the SERA continued completing projects in San Francisco 

throughout the summer and fall of 1934.92 And, taking care of the political impasse, Harry Hopkins 

dispatched FERA field officer Vernon D. Northrop to serve as the SERA’s interim director. However, 

Northrop also got caught up in the political fray, when Mayor Rossi and several members of the Board of 

Supervisors tried to set up a new work relief agency at the local level that would have been independent 

of both state and federal oversight. Of course, Northrop could not agree to this, and he convinced Rossi 

to back down.93 

With San Francisco’s attempted mutiny under control, acting director Northrop resumed the SERA’s 

local work relief projects, enrolling 100 workers to construct a mile-long pipeline from San Francisco’s 

new County Jail near San Bruno to Sharp Park Golf Course in what is now Pacifica. This unusual San 
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Francisco city park, which is located several miles south of San Francisco’s southern boundary in San 

Mateo County, had been threatened with closure because the Parks Department did not have enough 

money to maintain it. The development of an irrigation system using a City-owned water source halved 

operational costs and kept the park open. 94 Other projects included the continuation of the Lake 

Merced and O’Shaughnessy Boulevard projects, as well as finishing CWA playground projects at 

Douglass, Gilman, Rossi, and Sigmund Stern Grove playgrounds.95  

Under Northrop’s leadership, the 

SERA’s work relief employment figures 

went back up to 1933 levels, employing 

73,000 people in 22 California counties, 

including 12,229 in San Francisco.96 

Unlike the CWA, which had been set up 

very quickly to put people back to work 

as quickly as possible, the SERA took 

the time to place people in positions 

that were best-suited to their skills. 

Furthermore, there was no longer age 

discrimination. Indeed, one of the first 

things that the San Francisco SERA 

office did was to create jobs for the 

residents of the Laguna Honda Home 

for the Aged, including shoe-mending for men and sewing for women. Elderly San Franciscans were also 

employed sorting and trimming ice plant for erosion control in various public parks. SERA administrators 

tried to organize projects that both employed people and provided goods and services to the poor – 

often the same people. An example of this was a logging camp that the SERA set up on Mt. Sutro in 

1934. Here, unemployed men cut down dead or dying trees, which were then sawn and split into 

firewood and then distributed to poor families for heating and cooking (Figure 6).  

Northrop continued the artistic programs established under the CWA, including the CWA Orchestra, the 

CWA Opera, and the fine arts programs, including murals for public buildings. In the fall of 1934, the 

SERA celebrated the completion of the Coit Tower murals and allocated another $2,880 to paint a mural 

in the recently completed Presidio Chapel. The resulting mural, Peacetime Activities of the Army, was 

painted by Victor Arnautoff, with assistance from Benjamin Cunningham, Edward Terada, Parker Hall, 

Suzanne Scheuer (all veterans of the Coit Tower project), and others.97 The SERA also funded two murals 

 
94 “Sharp Park to be Saved for Golfers,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 25, 1934), 1. 
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ca/, accessed December 7, 2019. 

Figure 6. SERA logging camp on Mt. Sutro, Ca. 1934. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco 

Public Library 
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by Bernard Zakheim at the recently completed Alemany Health Center in the Outer Mission district. 

Painted in 1934, the murals are titled Birth and Community Spirit.98 

In spite of its success, the SERA was soon attacked by California’s new Republican governor, Frank 

Merriam, as well as by a right-wing group called the “Loyalty League.” The Loyalty League complained 

that Northrop was filling SERA jobs with social workers imported from out of state, as well as the usual 

accusations of inefficiency, graft, and communist-coddling. In November 1934, Northrop was recalled to 

Washington, D.C. and the SERA was again reorganized. In San Francisco, the SERA’s scattered offices, 

except for the Employment Office at 25 Oak Street/1450 Market Street, were consolidated at 450 

Mission Street.99 Then, in January 1935, Frank Y. McLaughlin was appointed to be the new director of 

the California SERA and the headquarters were relocated to 1563 Mission Street.  

In February 1935, Frank McLaughlin met with Mayor Rossi to prepare a list of “socially desirable and 

economically sound” projects that the SERA could take on. In the meeting, McLaughlin noted that the 

SERA’s funds were quickly drying up and that its current appropriation would not last more than a 

month or so.100 Although the SERA received a fresh allocation of $3 million in late February, that amount 

would only cover payroll for another month or so. With no future significant appropriations 

forthcoming, the SERA’s future was uncertain.101 Later that year, after the WPA was established to take 

over work relief projects, the SERA was reorganized as a direct relief agency and renamed the California 

State Relief Administration (SRA). The SRA survived until 1941, when it was finally disbanded.102 

Public Works Administration 

By far, the most important component of the National Industrial Recovery Act was the Public Works 

Administration, or PWA, codified under Title II of the National Industrial Recovery Act. Funded with an 

initial appropriation of $3.3 billion, including leftover RFC funds, the PWA’s two main purposes were to 

stimulate the construction industry and restore the demand for construction materials through major 

public works projects. As originally envisioned, the PWA provided 30 percent of total project costs (labor 

and materials) to an applicant, with a loan for the remainder, if necessary. Loans had an interest rate of 

four percent to avoid competing with private banks. To be eligible for PWA money, the applicant had to 

be a government agency at the local, state, or federal level; demonstrate that the project was both 

necessary and economically viable; and comply with federal regulations pertaining to procurement, 

labor, and professional engineering standards.103 The PWA was not a work relief agency, however. 

Because it was in charge of major infrastructure projects such as bridges, dams, and courthouses that 

required technical design skills, engineering expertise, and sophisticated construction techniques, PWA 

projects were not required to hire unskilled relief workers. On the other hand, the PWA and its 

contractors were encouraged to hire unemployed workers as much as possible. 
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But even under ideal conditions, with a project requiring unskilled 

labor, the PWA was not nearly as effective as the CWA or other 

similar agencies as a work relief program. This was largely due to 

the significant lead time involved with most PWA projects. Major 

PWA projects, such as the Triborough Bridge in New York, 

required years of planning, land acquisition, architectural and 

engineering services, and lining up contractors before the first 

shovel of earth was turned. Compounding the inherent slowness 

of large infrastructure projects was the careful deliberation of the 

PWA’s director, Harold Ickes. Nicknamed “Honest Harold,” Ickes 

was a stickler for detail. In the early years of the PWA, Ickes 

personally reviewed every application that came before his 

agency, personally deciding whether to grant money based on 

whether he thought it was well thought-out and economically 

viable. Though historians have credited Ickes with making sure 

that the PWA was never accused of patronage or corruption, his meticulous approach slowed down 

construction and consequently, the PWA’s efficacy as a potential solution to mass unemployment. As a 

result, most PWA projects were not completed until the Second New Deal (1935-1941). 

Ickes’ methodical approach frustrated fellow members of the Brain Trust, particularly Harry Hopkins. On 

the other hand, Ickes was continually on guard against Hopkins’ repeated attempts to usurp unspent 

PWA funds for his own projects. Ultimately, the two men came to a truce, agreeing that the WPA would 

handle projects of up to $25,000, while the PWA would take on only larger projects costing more than 

this figure.104 This threshold was never completely adhered to by either side, and Hopkins continued to 

do his best to poach high-profile projects from the PWA.105  

Although the PWA was never able to restore construction activity to pre-Depression levels, the agency 

funded and oversaw many of the mighty infrastructure projects that continue to define the New Deal, 

such as the Hoover Dam near Las Vegas. Active across 48 states and four overseas territories, the PWA 

built 107 projects in New York City alone, including the Triborough Bridge, the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, 

East River Drive, Henry Hudson Parkway, the Bronx County Jail, dozens of schools, and hundreds of 

parks and playgrounds.106 The PWA was busy in many other cities as well, including Seattle, Houston, 

San Antonio, Dallas, Phoenix, and elsewhere in the San Francisco Bay Area.107 The PWA also worked in 

smaller towns and cities across the country. By the time that it wrapped up its work in 1943, PWA 

officials claimed to have built at least one project in all but three U.S. counties and in all four major 

overseas territories: Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.108  
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Figure 7. Harold Ickes. 
Source: National Portrait Gallery 
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Preliminary PWA Work in San Francisco 

Due to the long time that it took most PWA projects to get off the ground, the agency’s impacts were 

not widely felt in San Francisco during the First New Deal. In addition, San Francisco remained a low 

priority for the agency, in part because the city already had two major public works projects underway: 

the Golden Gate and San Francisco-Oakland Bay bridges.109 The earliest reference to a potential PWA 

project in San Francisco dates to August 1933, when an unidentified party floated the idea of using PWA 

money to build a $2.5 million produce terminal in the Marina district.110 The first real PWA project 

announcement came later that month, when Harold Ickes announced that $2,689,089 had been set 

aside for the construction of a new federal office building in San Francisco’s Civic Center. The same 

article mentioned a second PWA allocation of $1,650,000 to purchase rights-of-way and grade and pave 

street-level on-ramps for the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge, as well as another $600,000 to widen 

and repave “El Camino Real” (Alemany Boulevard and Potrero Boulevard) and Bayshore Boulevard 

within the city limits.111 

In preparation for launching these PWA projects, Justus S. Wardell, federal works adviser, arrived in San 

Francisco from Washington, D.C. on August 21, 1933. He set up the PWA’s western district office, which 

included California, Arizona, Nevada, and Utah, in the California State Office Building at 350 McAllister 

Street. Wardell gave a presentation at a luncheon at the St. Francis Hotel where he outlined the PWA’s 

mission, including how it would only finance projects that “meet the requirements of a sound financial 

policy offering a return in money or in increased service to the community.”112 In response, Mayor 

Angelo Rossi, with assistance from the Board of Supervisors and various department heads, submitted a 

formal application to the PWA to construct 13 projects valued at almost $35 million. More detail on this 

application is provided below. 

 Roosevelt Terrace  

In early October 1933, as part of a separate agreement, the PWA preliminarily agreed to fund a $3.2 

million low-cost housing project on the site of the former Odd Fellows Cemetery in the Lone Mountain 

neighborhood. The project, which was part of the PWA’s national pilot low-cost housing program, 

encompassed a 20-acre site bounded by Turk Street, Parker Avenue, Geary Boulevard, and Arguello 

Boulevard. As designed by local architect Timothy Pflueger, with assistance from William P. Day, George 

Kelham, and Arthur Brown, the development consisted of 11 “modern, fireproof structures providing 

886 apartments.”113 The project, called Roosevelt Terrace, would have housed approximately 2,500 

people paying an average monthly rent of $11 per room. The project, had it been built, would have been 

the first federally funded, low-income housing project on the West Coast.114 However, vested real estate 

interests and neighborhood activists vehemently opposed the project. Led by the Owners and Lessees 

Apartment House Association, the opposition argued that San Francisco already had a glut of unfilled 
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housing and that rents were too low to justify the construction of any new, subsidized housing.115 This 

fierce opposition led Ickes to call off the project in June 1934.116 The site is now occupied by Rossi 

Playground and the privately financed and constructed Francisco Heights housing development, which 

was built after the Second World War. 

San Francisco Submits PWA Project List to Washington 

On October 14, 1933, Mayor Angelo Rossi announced that Harold Ickes had approved every project on 

San Francisco’s recently submitted application.117 Ickes’ approval was predicated in part on San 

Francisco’s agreement to fully fund its 70 percent of the $35 million and not take out any PWA loans, 

limiting the PWA’s contribution to 30 percent, or $7,895,700. With PWA funding assured, Mayor Rossi 

placed the city’s share of the funding on the November 7, 1933 ballot. The 13 projects included:118  

• Bond Proposition No. 1: Water Distribution Bond to extend the water supply and distribution system 

($12,095,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 2: Hetchy Hetchy Dam Bond to increase the height of O’Shaughnessy Dam 

($3,500,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 3: Red Mountain Bar Bond to construct a power plant at Red Mountain Bar in 

Tuolumne County and a distribution system for electrical power generated by the Hetch Hetchy system, 

including substations, standby plants, and land ($6,368,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 4: Sewer Bond to construct new sewers, recondition existing sewers, and build new 

sewage disposal plants ($2,025,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 5: High Pressure System Bond to extend the City’s existing high-pressure water 

system used for fighting major fires, including building extensions and new underground cisterns 

throughout San Francisco ($2,000,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 6: Yacht Harbor Bond to improve San Francisco’s Yacht Harbor ($815,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 7: Boulevards and Streets Bond to widen, straighten, and recondition streets and 

boulevards in conformance with approaches to Golden Gate and San Francisco-Oakland Bay bridges 

($2,100,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 8: Warehouse Bond to construct an addition to the existing municipal warehouse 

and a repair shop and build a garage for City-owned automobiles and trucks ($325,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 9: Aquatic Park Bond to develop Aquatic Park, including boat houses, bathing beach, 

park and playground areas, and other improvements ($700,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 10: Airport Bond to improve and extend San Francisco Municipal Airport ($260,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 11: Agricultural Buildings Bond to build Livestock Pavilion in conjunction with No. 1A 

Agricultural District Association ($1,250,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 12: Hall of Justice Bond to construct a new Hall of Justice on the block bounded by 

Larkin, Hyde, Fulton, and Grove streets ($2,900,000); 

• Bond Proposition No. 13: Municipal Railway Extension Bond to extend the L Taraval Line to 46th Avenue 

and Sloat Boulevard ($63,000).119 
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The San Francisco Chronicle recommended that voters approve only Bond Numbers 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, and 10. 

San Francisco voters evidently agreed, with the exception of Bond 7 (Boulevards and Streets), which 

voters also failed to approve with the required two-thirds majority.120  

Following the election, the bond sale ran into trouble when only one bidder, a nationwide banking 

syndicate, submitted a proposal to purchase $13,490,000 in bonds at par with the fixed interest rate of 

six percent. Mayor Rossi and the Board of Supervisors rejected this bid as extortionate and requested a 

federal loan carrying a four percent interest rate.121 Harold Ickes reluctantly agreed, and summoned 

Mayor Rossi to Washington, D.C. to hash out an agreement that would fund fewer projects.122 On 

January 5, 1934, the PWA announced the final agreement, stating that it would award $14,720,000 to 

San Francisco to build new water and sewer systems.123 Within two weeks, the PWA also agreed to 

finance improvements to the San Francisco Municipal Airport and assist with the enlargement of 

O’Shaughnessy Dam, raising San Francisco’s total PWA allotment, including both grants and loans, to 

$18,480,000.124 

 San Francisco Municipal Airport and Water Department Projects 

In late May 1934, Mayor Rossi signed 

contracts with the PWA to begin work on the 

first projects in San Francisco, beginning with 

Mills Field (San Francisco Municipal Airport). 

The project included extensions to the east 

and west runways, which were to be 

lengthened from 1,800 to 4,000 feet. To 

expand San Francisco’s water capacity, the 

PWA assisted with purchasing land for two 

huge new reservoirs, including what are now 

the University Mound and Sunset reservoirs – 

both located in fast-growing parts of the city. 

The PWA also assisted with their construction 

over the next few years (Figure 8). Other 

parts of the water project included the construction of a second cross-bay pipeline to carry Hetch 

Hetchy water into the city and new water mains for several streets planned for widening as part of the 

San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge access project, including Potrero Avenue and Harrison Street.125 

 San Francisco Board of Education 

Although school construction was not one of the 13 projects originally submitted to the PWA in August 

1933, the San Francisco Board of Education ultimately became one of the largest beneficiaries of PWA 

largesse. This happened after several of the projects on the PWA list were removed due to lack of voter 
 

120 “The People and The Chronicle Agreed on the Bond Proposals,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 8, 1933), 14. 
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122 Paul C. Smith, “Rossi Called East by Ickes on Bond Bid,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 6, 1933), 1. 
123 “Awarded S.F. for New Water, Sewer Work,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 5, 1934), 1. 
124 “PWA Loan Contracts Sent to Washington,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 19, 1934), 17. 
125 “S.F. Airport 1st Job under PWA Program,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 23, 1934), 4. 

Figure 8. Sunset Reservoir under construction, 1937. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp100.00522.jpg 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

38 

support, creating an opening for the Board of Education. Furthermore, voters had already approved a 

separate school bond in the 1933 election, making the school projects a logical choice for PWA funding. 

As mentioned previously, George Washington High School had already begun preliminary construction 

with CWA site clearing taking place in late 1933. Construction on the actual $750,000 high school 

complex began in the fall of 1934. Several other schools that were already in the works also became 

PWA projects, including Marina Junior High School, which got underway in the fall of 1934. Visitacion 

Valley Elementary School and Lawton Elementary were next, with planning and design taking place late 

1934/early 1935.126 

D. New Deal Real Estate and Banking Agencies: 1933–1935 

During the First New Deal, FDR established several agencies whose primary purpose was to stabilize the 

real estate industry, including the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) and the Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA). Although these two agencies mainly dealt with refinancing and mortgage 

insurance, both ended up having significant impacts on San Francisco’s physical environment. Most 

controversially, the HOLC’s real property maps were used by the FHA and private banks and realtors to 

“redline” many minority and working-class neighborhoods. In a more positive development, the FHA’s 

façade improvement and storefront replacement programs led to the “modernization” of thousands of 

residential and commercial properties throughout the city. 

Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) 

The Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) was created in June 1933 as part of the Home Owners Loan 

Act. It was FDR’s first New Deal program specifically designed to halt foreclosures and stem the further 

disintegration of the U.S. housing market. Capitalized with $200 million with authorization to take on 

another $2 billion in bond debt, the HOLC initially operated as part of the RFC.127 The concept was 

simple; the HOLC bought “troubled” mortgages from lenders and refinanced them, typically with a 15-

year term and a five percent interest rate. The new loans were also self-amortizing, meaning that 

borrowers made monthly payments that included both principal and interest, instead of interest-only 

monthly payments and a final “balloon” payment of solid principal at the end. A year into the program, 

Congress authorized increasing the agency’s bond debt to $3 billion and provided an additional $500 

million to be used for repairs and modernization of existing homes.128 The HOLC succeeded in stabilizing 

the U.S. housing market by refinancing approximately 1,000,000 loans and slowing down the rate of 

foreclosures, but the agency was not without controversy. In addition to foreclosing on 200,000 loans at 

the height of the “Roosevelt Recession” of 1937-38, the HOLC was responsible for generating the real 

property survey maps that the FHA used to “redline” neighborhoods that housed poor and minority 

groups in many U.S. cities. This federal policy did not just reinforce spatial segregation; it erected 

barriers to wealth creation that affected generations of African Americans and other minorities. The 

HOLC survived the Depression, lasting until 1951 when it was dissolved.129 
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Home Owners Loan Corporation in San Francisco 

In May 1934, the HOLC opened an office in San Francisco’s financial district.130 As the mortgage default 

crisis began to diminish, the local HOLC office turned its attention to providing loans and technical 

advice to local property owners. The HOLC’s Reconditioning Division published a series of booklets and 

stock architectural plans illustrating common remodeling projects, including kitchen and bathroom 

upgrades, lighting, incinerator and garbage disposal systems, heating systems, water systems, door and 

window replacement, weather stripping, mail chute installation, sidewalk and curb repair, and irrigation 

systems.131 Homeowners could visit the local HOLC office to discuss their plans with staff architects, and 

HOLC clerks would help them fill out the loan applications. The HOLC also recruited local contractors and 

trained them in contemporary remodeling techniques. To generate interest in the program, in 

September 1934, the San Francisco HOLC office worked with the San Francisco Chronicle and Better 

Homes to inaugurate a 13-week home remodeling contest that offered a cash prize of $3,250 to the 

winner.132 

Private architects embraced the HOLC’s modernization program as a way to drum up business. The real 

estate sections of local papers during the 1930s regularly showcased modernization projects. A typical 

advertisement or article presented an aging Victorian house in one panel, and in the other, a 

modernized version of the same home with all of the gingerbread removed and the exterior stuccoed 

and embellished with Minimal Traditional or Art Deco ornament.133 These articles and advertisements 

played up the new industrial materials, including structural glass blocks, Vitrolite, extruded aluminum, 

Linoleum, and other cost-saving materials suitable for giving one’s building a contemporary 

“streamlined” appearance.134 Some modernization projects were better than others. For every building 

owner who hired an architect to design a quality modernization project, there were countless more who 

simply hired a contractor to remove the Victorian ornament and slather the front of their building in 

stucco. 

Regardless of the aesthetic outcomes of its projects, the HOLC’s programs were extremely popular in 

California and throughout the West. By September 1934, the agency had made loans of $115,010,470 to 

recipients in the Pacific Coast region, which included California, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Nevada, 

Montana, Wyoming, Utah, Arizona, and the Territory of Hawaii. In addition to “improving” the look of 

the communities it served, these loans put an untold number of architects and contractors back to work, 

as well as swelling the coffers of materials dealers.135 

In November 1934, FDR directed the HOLC to stop accepting new loan applications. By this time, the 

agency had loaned most of its original $3.2 billion appropriation, and FDR hoped that the HOLC’s 

popularity would pressure private banks to adopt many of its programs.136 However, private banks did 

not step up, and in January 1935, FDR asked for another $1 billion to keep the HOLC going.137 The HOLC 
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continued making loans for another year or so and then concentrated on repayment. By this time, the 

HOLC had ended its building modernization campaign, leaving that to the FHA.  

The HOLC’s other major contribution to the American real estate industry was the Residential Security 

Map project. As part of its home loan business, the HOLC sent assessors and appraisers out to rate 

neighborhoods in the 60 largest American cities to assess the potential risk of borrowers defaulting on 

HOLC mortgages. The assessors generated detailed maps that graded residential neighborhoods 

according to various factors, including the general condition of housing stock, physical terrain, proximity 

to industry, and the socio-economic characteristics of the local residents, including race, foreign-born-

status, and income.  

In San Francisco, the 

HOLC generated 

maps in 1937 that 

classified and graded 

all residential areas of 

the city (Figure 9). As 

it did elsewhere, the 

HOLC maps color-

coded neighborhoods 

according to 

perceived risk. Green 

and blue areas, which 

were mainly 

concentrated on San 

Francisco’s west side, 

including much of the 

Richmond, Sunset, 

and West of Twin 

Peaks neighborhoods, 

were newly built areas with essentially exclusively white populations. Other blue and green areas were 

older, high-income enclaves such as Pacifica Heights and Presidio Heights. Some of these neighborhoods 

actually had racial covenants that forbade the sale of any property to members of defined minority 

groups – typically African Americans and Asian Americans. Transitional areas were colored yellow, and 

included many older but still “stable” Victorian and Edwardian neighborhoods, including Noe Valley, 

Eureka Valley, and the “better” parts of the Western Addition. These areas did not have racial covenants 

and were therefore thought to be vulnerable to ethnic turnover. Red and white areas encompassed the 

rest of the city, including much of the Western Addition, Russian Hill, the Mission district, Bernal 

Heights, Potrero Hill, the Excelsior district, Ingleside, Bayview-Hunters Point, and Visitacion Valley. Red 

areas were perceived to be the highest risk due to their old and often deteriorated housing stock, as 

well as the presence, or possible future presence, of minority communities. White areas were mostly 

undeveloped, industrial, or commercial districts, although some areas, such as the Tenderloin and South 

of Market, had substantial residential populations.  

Figure 9. Map representing HOLC redlining of San Francisco. 
Source: University of Richmond Mapping Inequality Project 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

41 

These maps were later used by the HOLC and the FHA to deny mortgages to applicants seeking to 

purchase or improve properties in these areas. This practice, which later became known as “redlining” 

due to the color schemes of the maps, consigned many inner-city neighborhoods to eventual slum 

status by cutting off money for remodeling and new construction.138 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 

The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) was launched as part of the National Housing Act of June 

1934. Similar to the HOLC, its principal goal was to stop the meltdown of the U.S. housing industry. 

However, unlike the HOLC, which directly loaned money to homeowners, the FHA sought to reform the 

private mortgage industry from the ground up by helping a greater share of the American public build, 

buy, or remodel homes. Hundreds of U.S. banks had failed after the stock market crash, causing a drastic 

decrease in home loans. Before the New Deal, most mortgages were short-term (three to five years), 

with no amortization and a significant balloon payment due at the end of the loan’s term. The banking 

crisis had led lenders to retrieve due mortgages, causing homeowners to default when they could no 

longer make their payments. Banks then foreclosed on the homes, causing inventory to rise and 

property values to plummet when the homes could not be resold.139 

As a cornerstone of its operations, the FHA proposed to insure private mortgages. This meant that if a 

borrower defaulted, the FHA would reimburse the lending institution.140 In return for this huge gift to 

the banking industry, the FHA reserved the right to regulate interest rates and repayment terms. The 

FHA’s reforms were intended not only to make the rules fairer, but also to increase the pool of people 

who could afford to buy a house. The FHA did this by reducing down payments to 10 percent and 

spreading out monthly payments over a much longer period of time – usually 25 or 30 years. These new 

loans were also “self-amortizing,” meaning that both principal and interest were retired at the end of 

the loan term. Though the lingering effects of the Depression continued to affect the U.S. housing 

market, over the long term, the FHA completely changed the calculus for lenders, who were much less 

exposed to financial risk. These factors were a tremendous boon for lenders and merchant builders 

alike. Banks felt confident in financing mortgages because they were no longer on the hook if the 

borrower defaulted, and builders took fewer risks constructing housing tracts on speculation, knowing 

that they would have a ready market of qualified buyers.141  

Similar to the HOLC, the FHA offered several programs to improve existing real estate, starting with low-

interest remodeling loans and free architectural consulting services. One of these programs was the 

Modernization Credit Plan (MCP), which provided federal loan insurance to private lenders that loaned 

money to homeowners planning to modernize. In addition to coaxing private capital out of hiding by 

absorbing the risk, the MCP stimulated the private construction materials industries, put architects and 

building contractors back to work, and increased real estate values in the communities that it served.142 
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The FHA vigorously promoted the MCP as part of its Better Housing Program (BHP). The BHP had a vast 

network of field offices, where FHA architects and other technical specialists dispensed professional 

advice and helped property owners apply for private loans. The FHA also published informational 

bulletins, including How Owners of Home and Business Property Can Secure the Benefits of the National 

Housing Act (FHA-101 –1934), Modernization Clip Sheet, and Modernize for Profit, which provided 

design ideas and suggestions on how to transform a frowzy old Victorian into a modern “streamlined” 

building.143 Initially, loans were capped at $2,000, but this figure was later increased to $50,000 for 

commercial properties.144 

FHA Projects in San Francisco 

In San Francisco, the new FHA policies helped to stabilize the local housing market. Over the long term, 

FHA mortgage insurance enabled a much larger pool of San Franciscans to buy houses, which in turn, 

made the development of speculative tract housing feasible in the remaining undeveloped parts of the 

city. After dropping to almost nothing between 1932 and 1934, building starts for single-family homes 

picked up in 1935. Housing construction accelerated in 1938, reaching an all-time high in 1941. Although 

wartime building materials restrictions brought private construction to a halt in 1942, development 

resumed in 1945-46, stopping only when vacant land in San Francisco ran out in the late 1950s. 

Furthermore, the FHA shaped the appearance of these new tracts with its “minimal house” guidelines, 

leading to the development of the compact and efficient “Junior Five” prototype. These small five-room 

rowhouses went up by the thousands in the Sunset and Parkside districts, as well as in the Excelsior 

district, Miraloma Park, Bayview, Silver Terrace, Visitacion Valley, the Outer Mission, and Merced 

Heights.145 

In San Francisco, an untold number of homeowners took advantage of FHA programs such as the 

Modernization Credit Plan to remodel their aging Victorian and Edwardian houses, flats, and apartment 

buildings. Commercial property owners also took advantage of the MCP. San Francisco’s local Better 

Homes Project office, in cooperation with the city’s three principal merchants’ associations, staged a 

promotion of the BHP’s “Modernize Main Street for Profit” in 1935. As part of the project, unemployed 

architects photographed downtown business blocks and prepared sketches showing each building 

and/or storefront remodeled using modern materials. The BHP then sponsored several public 

presentations and canvassed local merchants to show them the mockups. There were many takers, and 

scores of building and business owners participated, transforming Market Street and Union Square into 

a Streamline Moderne wonderland (Figure 10).146  

Within a few years, many commercial buildings along Market, Powell, Stockton, and Kearny streets had 

been remodeled at street level, with new streamlined storefronts made of black marble or Vitrolite 

(structural glass designed to look like marble), structural glass block or plate glass display windows, and 

canopies or flush-mounted signage emblazoned with neon and aluminum lettering in popular 1930s-era 

fonts. Because the changes were almost all confined to street level storefronts, very few FHA 
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improvement projects survive today. However, a handful of buildings that were entirely remodeled 

according to FHA façade improvement programs survive, including the former Omar Khayyam’s 

Restaurant at 200-16 Powell Street, which was remodeled in the Art Deco style in 1934; the Lew Serbin 

Co. Building at 222 Powell Street, which was remodeled in the Streamline Moderne style ca. 1935; and 

the McLaughlin Co. Building at 657 Mission Street, which was remodeled in the Streamline Moderne 

style in 1937-38.  

Although the FHA enabled thousands of San 

Franciscans to achieve the “American Dream,” 

its effects were not equally distributed, and in 

many ways, they were counterproductive. In 

order to keep real estate interests satisfied, the 

FHA discriminated against African Americans 

and other minorities by refusing to insure 

mortgages in neighborhoods where they lived. 

As described above, the practice of redlining 

was pioneered by the HOLC but it was 

perfected by the FHA, which continued the 

practice until the 1960s. Redlining deprived 

aging inner city neighborhoods in San Francisco 

of much-needed investment and their residents 

of the opportunity for wealth creation that middle-and upper-class whites have always taken for 

granted.147  

E. New Deal Fine Arts and Documentation Programs: 1933–1935 

The New Deal represented a sharp break from the previous 150 years of the federal government’s 

perspective on the arts. Early U.S. administrations focused on developing a stable political, social and 

economic climate—the arts, if they were to be addressed by the government at all, should wait. John 

Adams summarized the nation’s priorities when he wrote to his wife Abigail in 1780: “I must study 

politics and war, that my sons may have the liberty to study mathematics, philosophy, geography, 

natural history and naval architecture, navigation, commerce and agriculture in order to give their 

children the right to study painting, poetry, music, and architecture.”148 The rare examples of federal 

patronage before the New Deal were found in paintings and sculptures associated with major 

architectural projects, such as the U.S. Capitol, and the artwork in those buildings was as classical as the 

architecture.   

During the Jacksonian period, many leaders shared a fundamental concern that focusing state attention 

on the arts was directly opposed to the American cultural ideal of the self-sufficient common man. Seen 

by many as an arena for elites or dilettantes, the arts and artists were not part of everyday Americans’ 

lives or consciousness. Not until the early twentieth century did a federal approach emerge, when 
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Figure 10. Streamline Moderne storefronts on Market Street, 
1938. 
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President Theodore Roosevelt formed a short-lived Council on the Fine Arts in 1909. The following year, 

President Taft sought Congressional authorization for a Commission of Fine Arts, which continues to 

operate as an advisory committee focused on the national capital rather than on national arts policy.149 

A 1929 study commissioned by the Hoover administration found that “for the overwhelming majority of 

the American people the fine arts of painting and sculpture in their noncommercial, nonindustrial forms 

do not exist….”150 

The Depression set the stage for the first significant federal 

arts programs. Under the New Deal, exposure to, and 

appreciation of, the arts became available to a broad swath 

of the American public through new projects designed to 

democratize arts in the U.S. While debates about the 

appropriateness of federal involvement in arts and culture 

continued, they were tamped down by the obvious need to 

support unemployed Americans, including artists. Although 

FDR himself was not an avid arts aficionado, many in his circle 

were. George Biddle (1885-1973), Roosevelt’s classmate at 

Groton and Harvard, has been described as the “father of 

federal arts projects (Figure 11).” A trained artist who sought 

out prominent artists while traveling in Europe and Mexico, 

Biddle shared his admiration of the Mexican government’s 

mural programs in public buildings with the new president. 

Biddle wrote a letter to FDR in May 1933 urging Roosevelt to 

enlist American artists to express the ideals of the new 

administration.151  "The younger artists of America,” he 

wrote, “are conscious as they never have been of a social revolution that our country and civilization are 

going through and they would be very eager to express their ideals in a permanent art form if they were 

given the government's co-operation."152 As historian Sharon Musher points out, federal arts projects 

supported unemployed American artists but “also provided an innovative vehicle for mass 

communication just as the president was actively experimenting with the range of responses to the 

crisis of the Great Depression.”153 

Biddle conferred with Harry Hopkins and Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Lawrence Roberts about 

the promise of art projects meeting New Deal goals, but it was not until Representative Florence Kahn 

(1866-1948) of San Francisco recommended they meet with Edward Bruce (1879-1943) that the idea 
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Figure 11. George Biddle. 
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was developed and began in earnest.154 Bruce had abandoned a career in law and finance at the age of 

43 to study painting. By the late 1920s, he was active in the arts in Northern California and was 

commissioned by the San Francisco Stock Exchange to create a mural depicting the city’s Financial 

District and San Francisco Bay for the Governing Board Room.155 Unable to support himself as the 

Depression emerged, Bruce returned to work as a lobbyist in Washington D.C. in 1932 and soon became 

involved with establishing federal arts programs. 

New Deal arts projects evolved, expanded, and were replaced or removed just like the dozens of other 

federal work relief projects designed to address mass unemployment. Some programs were “means 

tested,” seeking to support the estimated 30 to 50 percent of artists who were unemployed in the early 

years of the Depression (higher than the 25 percent of the general public who were unemployed). Art 

patrons’ wallets shrank and many art galleries closed after the stock market crash, decimating the 

already small American art market, which mostly eschewed American artists, instead directing dollars to 

imported artworks, primarily from Europe.156 Relief programs offered ongoing support for unemployed 

artists, allowing them to continue practicing their skills in service to the public sector. Other programs 

were “merit-based,” focusing on selecting highly qualified artists to complete high-profile projects in 

federal buildings for which they received a contracted amount. The work relief programs often involved 

merit as well, since program administrators were often able to choose among many applicants for any 

given project.157 

New Deal cultural programs were among the first targets of the conservative Congress voted into place 

in 1938. When the Coffee-Pepper bill proposed to create an independent Bureau of Fine Arts that would 

make federal support for the arts permanent, a chorus of critics, including newspaper editorial writers 

across the U.S., rose to claim that the projects were wasteful, elitist, and politically suspect.158 

Ultimately, it was not charges of boondoggle that brought down the New Deal arts programs, but rather 

the concern of conservatives in Congress that the projects were a haven for Communists (especially with 

respect to the Federal Theatre Project) and, for Southern representatives, who offered that these 

programs constituted “dangerous” promotion of racial mixing. With the Emergency Relief Act of 1939, 

an antagonistic Congress “forbade the spending of Federal funds for the operation of theater projects 

and directed that no funds be spent after August 31, 1939 for the operation of any project sponsored 

solely by the WPA.”159 

As the nation entered the Second World War and the economy boomed, federal support for the arts fell 

dramatically. Cold War politics reinforced longstanding beliefs that art and artists were not central, or 

were even anathema, to core American values. It was not until the 1960s that the arts were formally 
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reintegrated into federal policies when the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) was authorized in 

1965. More than a half-century later, we are again seeing the same conservative opposition to fine arts 

programs with President Trump’s recent efforts to defund the NEA. 

Public Works of Art Project (PWAP) 

The New Deal’s first national work relief program for artists was the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP), 

which employed painters, sculptors and graphic artists in a “test case” for government patronage of 

artists. The PWAP operated for just six months, from December 1933 to May 1934, receiving funds from 

the Civil Works Administration (CWA) allocated from the Federal Emergency Relief Administration 

(FERA). The CWA intended to employ four million people within 30 days, to pay them "a going rate," and 

to exempt them from "embarrassing certifications by relief officials."160 Harry Hopkins, CWA’s director, 

communicated the necessity of including artists in the program when he explained that artists had to 

buy groceries and pay rent and “eat just like other people.” Furthermore, they had been "hit just as hard 

by unemployment as any other producing worker.”161  

Hopkins delegated the arts relief project to Edward Bruce whose experience as an artist, his background 

in finance, and new connections with Washington, D.C., bureaucrats made him a logical candidate for 

steering New Deal art programs as they emerged. Bruce had a utopian vision for the role the arts could 

play in American society: "If we can create the demand for beauty in our lives our slums will go. The 

ugliness will be torn down and beauty will take its place."162 According to New Deal arts historian, 

Richard McKinzie, Bruce insisted that artists interpret the “American Scene,” a term connoting images 

depicting admirable qualities and activities of everyday American life, and he urged “every regional 

director to carefully check the subject of each project.”163 Nonetheless, many artists did not shy away 

from the less admirable aspects of American culture, taking their cue from the Ash Can School of the 

early twentieth century or the contemporary Social Realism of artists such as Grant Wood and Thomas 

Hart Benton. 

In its short tenure, the PWAP expended over $1.3 million and employed 3,749 artists to create 15,663 

works of art and craft.164 Under its auspices, artists created paintings and watercolors, graphic artworks, 

sculptures, and murals, as well as additional works designed to embellish public buildings and parks. 

Regional committees hired artists to decorate buildings supported fully or in part by public dollars 

including courthouses, community centers, civic auditoriums, etc. Because murals were often the most 

appropriate embellishment, and not many American artists had experience with this art form, the PWAP 

often commissioned cooperative or “team” murals, with one artist leading the design and others helping 

to carry it out.165  

Because of the PWAP’s short lifespan, various projects left unfinished when the program ended were 

continued through the summer of 1935 under state programs funded by the Federal Emergency Relief 
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Administration, including the SERA in California. Some were finally completed in the early months of the 

WPA’s Federal Art Project.166  

PWAP funds supported artworks in several existing buildings in San Francisco, including John Muir 

Elementary School, Laguna Honda Hospital, the Mothers Building (completed as a FAP project), 

Theodore Roosevelt Junior High School, and Coit Tower, which is described in more detail below. A 

series of three frescoes were created for the entryway of John Muir Elementary School at 380 Webster 

Street: Art, Civilization, and Nature. They were executed by David Park, who went on to become a 

renowned member of the Bay Area Figurative Art group. Five murals depicting The Professions and the 

elements: Earth, Air, Water, and Fire, by Glen Wessels were completed for Laguna Honda Hospital at 

375 Laguna Honda Boulevard.  

Table 1: PWAP Projects in San Francisco 

Location Artist Title Date Medium 

Coit Tower Maxine Albro California Agriculture 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Victor Arnautoff City Life 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Jane Berlandina Home Life 1934 Mural, egg tempera 

Coit Tower Ray Bertrand Meat Industry 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Ray Boynton Animal Force and Machine 
Force 

1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Ralph Chesse Children at Play 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Benjamin 
Cunningham 

Outdoor Life 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Rinaldo Cuneo Bay Area Hills (two murals) 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Coit Tower Mallette Dean Scientist-Inventor 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Mallette Dean Stockbroker 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Parker Hall Collegiate Sports 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Edith Hamlin Hunting in California 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower George Harris Banking and Law 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower William Hesthal Railroad and Shipping 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower John Langley 
Howard 

California Industrial Scenes 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Lucien Labaudt Powell Street 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Gordon Langdon California Agriculture and 
Industry 

1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Jose Moya del 
Pinto 

San Francisco Bay, North 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Coit Tower Otis Oldfield Bay Area Map 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Coit Tower Otis Oldfield San Francisco Bay 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Coit Tower Otis Oldfield Seabirds 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Coit Tower Frederick Olmsted Power 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Suzanne Scheuer Newsgathering 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Ralph Stackpole Industries of California 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Edward Terada Sports 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Frede Vidar Department Store 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Clifford Wight Surveyor 1934 Mural, fresco 

 
166 “Public Works of Art Project” Encyclopaedia Britannica (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc: 2016) 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Public-Works-of-Art-Project, accessed March 12, 2017. 
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Location Artist Title Date Medium 

Coit Tower Clifford Wight Farmer  1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Clifford Wight Cowboy 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Clifford, Wight  Steelworker 1934 Mural, fresco 

Coit Tower Bernard Zakheim Library 1934 Mural, fresco 

John Muir 
Elementary School 

David Park Art 1934 Mural, fresco 

John Muir 
Elementary School 

David Park Civilization 1934 Mural, fresco 

John Muir 
Elementary School 

David Park Nature 1934 Mural, fresco 

Laguna Honda 
Hospital 

Glenn Wessels Air 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Laguna Honda 
Hospital 

Glenn Wessels Earth 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Laguna Honda 
Hospital 

Glenn Wessels Water 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Laguna Honda 
Hospital 

Glenn Wessels The Professions 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Theodore Roosevelt 
Junior High School 

Horatio Nelson 
Poole 

Harvest 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Theodore Roosevelt 
Junior High School 

Horatio Nelson 
Poole  

Land 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

Theodore Roosevelt 
Junior High School 

George Wilson 
Walker 

Education 1934 Mural, oil on canvas 

 

Coit Tower  

Financed largely by the estate of philanthropist Lillie Hitchcock Coit, who left a bequest to be used to 

beautify San Francisco, Coit Tower rose 182 feet above Telegraph Hill when it was completed in 1933. 

An ambitious mural project on the concrete tower’s interior served as an early test of the New Deal art 

programs’ abilities to support artists while creating meaningful artworks for the American public. Scenes 

of contemporary California life painted directly on the tower walls replaced the original plan to use the 

interior as an exhibit space for art and artifacts from California’s “pioneer days.”167 By the time the 

memorial was dedicated in October 1934, dozens of artists and assistants had produced 27 murals 

depicting a variety of scenes under the common title Aspects of California Life, 1934. The murals cover 

the interior walls on the first floor, along the curving staircase to the second floor, and on the entire 

second floor, except for the toilet rooms, the concessions area, and the caretaker’s apartment.  

Edward Bruce, director of the PWAP, appointed the de Young Museum’s new director, Walter Heil, to 

head the 15th District of the PWAP. Based in San Francisco, the office covered Northern California, 

Nevada, Utah, and Hawaii. Heil and Bruce quickly assembled an executive committee and an advisory 

committee drawn from prominent civic leaders, including Arthur Brown Jr., Coit Tower’s architect.168 

The committees approved the Coit Tower art project, which would be the largest PWAP project in the 

nation. A call for artists was issued and approximately fifty responses were received.  

 
167 National Register of Historic Places Registration Form—Coit Memorial Tower Amendment (2017), Section 8, Page 5. 
168 Robert Cherny, “The Controversy at Coit Tower, 1934.” The Argonaut Vol. 28, No. 1 (Summer 2017), 72. 
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Advised by artist Ralph Stackpole, Heil selected 25 lead artists and 17 assistants.169 Bernard Zakheim 

once claimed to have been in charge of developing the overall concept for the artworks, but his aim to 

convey the contemporary economic crisis was revised by Heil and the committee who “outlined a 

scenario of ideas and arranged for the artists to work it out.” That scenario focused on a more American 

scene-style catalog of California’s landscapes, seascapes, industry, and agriculture.170 

The work progressed quickly and by early January 1934, the committee provisionally approved the 

submitted topics and the detailed designs. Most of the artists agreed to work in fresco, a medium that 

was new to all but a handful of them. A few, including Otis Oldfield and José Moya del Pino, insisted on 

working in paint on canvas and were able to move more quickly on executing their murals, which were 

substantially completed by March of that year.171  

Working in fresco meant that the artists were limited to producing about three square feet per day; they 

needed to work in shifts to accommodate the crowded conditions created by the painters and 

plasterers, laborers, Parks Department employees, and volunteers.172 As Robert Cherny writes:  

“Given the crowded quarters, the artist had no difficulty finding models, frequently using the 

people in the building, their friends, their own and others’ artist family members. Ralph 

Stackpole’s likeness appears in several murals, and Lucien Labaudt’s murals include nearly every 

one of the artists.”173 

Many of the murals were finished by April 1934, just before the PWAP dollars were scheduled to run out 

on May 1. Heil secured additional funding from the SERA to ensure completion of the remaining 

artworks.  

May 9, 1934, marked the beginning of the Pacific Maritime Strike that involved longshore workers in 

every port on the U.S. Pacific Coast and related unions, which closed shipping operations from 

Bellingham to San Diego. Some historians have claimed that the strike directly influenced the content of 

the Coit Tower art program. Yet Robert Cherny’s careful documentation of these events refutes that 

interpretation; the artists had already developed their imagery and most were finished with their murals 

or working on just the lower portion (frescoes are executed from the top down) as the strike was raging 

on the Embarcadero below.174  

Yet the leftist political perspectives held by many of the artists did appear in their murals and caused 

some controversy. Some of the artists produced murals that aligned with the goals of the PWAP to 

produce celebratory images of landscapes, rural activities, agriculture, and pastoral leisure pursuits. In 

contrast, Arnautoff’s City Life depicts a car accident and an armed robbery (Figure 12), and John Langley 

Howard’s California Industrial Scenes shows multi-racial workers on strike and a dejected-looking, 

presumably unemployed, homeless couple washing their clothes in a stream. 

 
169 Petrin, Section 8, Page 5. 
170 Anthony Lee, Painting on the Left, 143. 
171 Cherny, 73-74. 
172 Cherny, 77. 
173 Cherny, 85. 
174 Cherny, 85. 
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WPA administrators were 

especially sensitive to any whiff of 

“Communist” sympathies because 

of a recent incident involving 

renowned muralist Diego Rivera, a 

colleague and inspiration to many 

of the Coit Tower painters. In 

February 1934, the recently 

formed San Francisco Artists’ and 

Writers’ Union held a meeting at 

Coit Tower to protest the 

destruction of a Rivera mural 

titled Man at the Crossroads 

commissioned for New York’s 

Rockefeller Center that included a 

portrait of Lenin.175 Cherny notes 

subtle references in some of the artists’ work to Rivera (Zakheim and Vidar included newspaper 

headlines about the protest and Maxine Albro painted a cluster of calla lilies, a flower Rivera often 

depicted), but concludes that the iconography that inflamed sensitivities drew from the artists’ 

enthusiastic, and often long-standing, commitment to politics.176 Zakheim included volumes by leftist 

authors, including Karl Marx’s Das Kapital and a copy of the Communist Party’s Western Worker regional 

newspaper in his mural titled Library. John Langley Howard also included the Western Worker calling for 

worker demonstrations on May Day. Finally, Clifford Wight depicted a hammer and sickle alongside a 

dollar sign and the motto “In God We Trust,” as well as the blue eagle of the National Recovery 

Administration.177  

On June 28, 1934, Walter Heil notified Edward Bruce of these problematic images and his concern that 

“editors of influential newspapers …have warned us that they would take hostile attitude towards the 

whole project unless those details be removed.”178 Within ten days, the original opening date of July 7 

was cancelled, the tower locked, and the windows whitewashed. Despite these measures, Heil’s fears 

were realized when, on July 5, the San Francisco Examiner ran a doctored photograph of the relevant 

artworks with the heading, “Soviet Symbol in Tower.” In the context of the growing maritime strike and 

accusations that the striker leaders were Communists, the Coit Tower artists were put in a fraught public 

context. Still, WPA administrators wondered whether the controversy was a “tempest in a teapot,” as 

local art critic Junius Craven described it in the San Francisco News.179 Later in July, one of Bruce’s 

colleagues, Harold Mack, reported from San Francisco that the “tempest” was due to the fact that “so 

 
175 Lee, 149. 
176 Cherny, 78. 
177 Cherny, 80. 
178 Telegraph from Heil to Bruce, June 28, 1934 cited in Cherny, The Argonaut, 81. 
179 Junius Cravens, San Francisco News, July 7, 1934, p. 8. 

Figure 12. Detail of City Life by Victor Arnautoff. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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many people take themselves seriously.”180 Mack was referring to artist Clifford Wight, but his tone 

appears to indicate that he felt the opposition was blowing events out of proportion as well. 

Members of the San Francisco Artists’ and Writers’ Union were not of one mind in their response to the 

WPA’s calls for the removal of Wight’s hammer and sickle, but sixteen of them signed a letter supporting 

the image’s removal, arguing that this was a necessary step “In fairness to the artists concerned and to 

the public [that] the Coit Tower may be opened.”181 In August, the San Francisco Art Commission visited 

Coit Tower and unanimously recommended that the paintings in the areas above all three windows, 

including the one with the hammer and sickle, be removed. Several months later, on October 20, 1934, 

Coit Tower finally had its public opening. In addition to Wight’s symbols, the Western Worker banner in 

Howard’s mural had been removed. The Western Worker remained in Zakheim’s murals, but the 

hammer and sickle logo in the newspaper’s banner may have been deliberately blurred. 

In spite of the controversy, the Coit Tower murals received a positive critical reception from both local 

and national journalists. Furthermore, WPA administrators’ fear that the controversy would impede 

further development of New Deal art programs was not realized. Yet the incident likely contributed to 

refined procedures being adopted by several later New Deal art programs that required more detailed 

drawings for commissioned artworks and assurances that the artists would be required to follow the 

approved designs.182 

California (State) Emergency Relief Administration  

From April 1934 to July 1935, a variety of art projects were funded by the Work Division of the Federal 

Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) known in California as the State Emergency Relief 

Administration (SERA). Expanding upon the PWAP’s focus on the visual arts, the FERA also employed 

performing artists (dancers, musicians, actors, directors, and set designers) who shared thousands of 

concerts, vaudeville nights, and plays and lessons with more than fifteen million adults and children 

across the U.S. In addition, FERA hired nearly one thousand painters and sculptors to create murals, 

frescoes, paintings, and prints to adorn public places.183  

FERA art projects were designed and sponsored by local communities and governments who were 

required to gain approval from a state relief administrator before funding from federal dollars was 

provided. In some cases, the FERA provided funds to complete projects begun under the PWAP. After 

the FERA ended, new programs under the WPA and the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP) offered 

support to unemployed artists.184 

 
180 Cherny, 81. 
181 Parker Hall et al. to the Regional Committee, the Public Works of Art Project, July 30, 1934, quoted in Cherny, The Argonaut, 
84. 
182 Cherny, 86. 
183 Federal Emergency Relief Administration, The Emergency Work Relief Program of the FERA, April 1, 1934 – July 1, 1935, 103-
116. 
184 “Arts & Culture Projects of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA),” Living New Deal website 
https://livingnewdeal.org/what-was-the-new-deal/programs/, accessed May 15, 2020. 
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Presidio Chapel Mural 

The Presidio Chapel 

is located on the 

edge of the Main 

Post of the Presidio 

of San Francisco. 

Built in 1931, the 

Spanish Colonial-style 

chapel was originally 

constructed for 

Protestant Army 

personnel and their 

families. Officers of 

the 30th U.S. Infantry 

stationed at the 

Presidio 

commissioned Victor 

Arnautoff to paint a 

mural measuring 13 

feet by 34 feet on the 

east wall of the then four-year-old chapel. The official theme was the peacetime activities of the Army, 

but Arnautoff was also interested in the history of the Presidio itself, especially its Hispanic and Native 

American past. Although not a huge mural, it covers a great deal of history, beginning with Ohlone living 

alongside San Francisco Bay prior to Spanish colonization to the planning of the Golden Gate Bridge. The 

mural also depicts the ill-fated romance of Concepción Argüello, the daughter of the Spanish 

Comandante, Don José Darío Argüello, and Nikolai Rezanov, the chamberlain to Tsar Alexander I of 

Russia (Figure 13). Victor Arnautoff was assisted on the mural by Suzanne Scheuer, Ben Cunningham, 

Edward Terada, Richard Ayer, M. Hardy, Parker Hall, P. Vinson, G. Serrano, M. Cohen, P. Zoloth, T. Mead, 

and W. Mannex. The crew completed the mural in 42 days in 1935. 

Table 2: SERA Art Projects 

Location Artist Title Date Medium 

Presidio Chapel Victor Arnautoff Peacetime Activities of 
the Army 

1935 Mural, fresco 

Alemany 
Emergency 
Hospital and 
Health Center 

Bernard Zakheim Community Spirit 1934 Fresco 

Alemany 
Emergency 
Hospital and 
Health Center 

Bernard Zakheim Growth 1934 Fresco 

 

Figure 13. Detail of Presidio Chapel murals by Victor Arnautoff and others. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library, AAC-

0480 
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V. SECOND NEW DEAL: 1935–1941 

A. Background of the Second New Deal: 1935 

The midterm election of 1934 was a validation of the popularity of President Roosevelt’s New Deal 

programs among a wide swath of the public. The Democrats picked up nine seats in both the Senate and 

the House of Representatives, giving the president’s party a supermajority in the Senate. This election 

was the first since the Civil War in which the sitting president’s party had gained seats in a midterm 

election. Although he faced a considerable amount of opposition from Republicans, some Southern 

Democrats, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and various other rightwing interest groups, for all intents 

and purposes FDR had received a mandate to continue what he had begun in the spring of 1933.  

Of course, it had not all been smooth sailing. As discussed above, the PWA had taken far too long to get 

off the ground and the popular CWA was only a flash in a pan, lasting barely six months before it 

wrapped up operations in the spring of 1934. FDR had hoped that the lumbering PWA would soon get 

up to speed and kick-start the construction sector. Although the PWA did begin to play a part in the 

nation’s recovery in late 1934, there were still hundreds of thousands of people without jobs – too many 

to be absorbed in the PWA’s public works projects. The general outlook was worsened by ongoing 

weather-related disasters, including a prolonged drought in parts of the Midwest and Southwest. The 

Dust Bowl, as it was known, had thrown tens of thousands of sharecroppers out of work across the 

region, forcing many to move to the West Coast in search of jobs.  

The Second New Deal represented a doubling down of FDR’s expensive gamble that massive deficit 

spending would ameliorate the nation’s unemployment crisis and provide useful infrastructure to its 

citizens. In a January 1935 address to Congress, FDR summarized the Second New Deal as consisting of a 

few broad goals: improving the management of natural resources, enhancing financial security for older 

Americans, slum clearance, and the establishment of a semi-permanent work relief program to replace 

the CWA. Indeed, FDR achieved most of his goals, including passage of the Social Security Act and 

establishment of the Works Progress Administration in 1935, as well as passage of the United States 

Housing Act in 1937. The Second New Deal represented a drastic shift in economic policy. Whereas the 

First New Deal had been an immediate response to severe unemployment and banking crises, the 

Second New Deal focused on long-term reforms to allow all echelons of American society to share the 

nation’s wealth. The Social Security Act was mildly redistributive, but the introduction of a sharply 

graduated income tax shifted public dollars away from the pockets of the wealthy to the working and 

middle classes, both in the form of wages and public works.  

Though not part of FDR’s original program for 1935, that summer also saw the passage of the National 

Labor Relations Act, also called the Wagner Act for its sponsor, Senator Robert Wagner of New York. 

Where the combination of work relief for the unemployed and a more sharply graduated income tax 

presents a classic example of redistribution, the Wagner Act significantly redistributed economic power 

between labor and capital, which, at least for a time, gave organized labor an advantage that it had 

never had before. Where the First New Deal had emphasized short-term planning to achieve economic 

recovery, the second New Deal embraced long-term redistribution of wealth and economic power. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

54 

The Second New Deal depended on a precarious and disparate coalition of northeastern liberals, 

southerners, labor unions, women, and minorities. But given the nation’s foundational capitalist 

underpinnings and the rightwing political leanings of much of the nation’s elite, the Second New Deal 

swiftly came under attack. Although opposition naturally came from Republicans representing big 

business, a group of disaffected Southern Democrats operating under the banner of the Liberty League 

proved to be a formidable adversary. Perhaps most effective in paring FDR’s wings was the Supreme 

Court, which invalidated Title I of the NIRA in 1935, as well as eliminating several other New Deal 

programs in later years. In addition, some everyday Americans began to oppose what they perceived to 

be FDR’s heavy-handed tactics, including his disastrous attempt to expand the Supreme Court in 1937. 

Growing disaffection with FDR and the New Deal led to the election of dozens of conservatives to 

Congress in 1938, several of whom spearheaded the investigation of alleged “Un-American” activities in 

many New Deal agencies, especially the Federal One art programs. 

B. Works Progress Administration (WPA): 1935-1941 

The stunning success of the CWA during the winter of 

1933-34 convinced a skeptical FDR that work relief was 

the most effective tool in combatting unemployment. 

Unfortunately, as described above, private employers 

were unable to absorb all of the laid-off CWA workers in 

the spring of 1934, leading FDR to explore the possibility 

of setting up a similar program that would last for a 

longer period of time – perhaps indefinitely. Aware that 

such an undertaking would be opposed by Republicans 

and some Southern Democrats, FDR did not announce his 

plans until after the 1934 midterm elections. Following 

the election, Roosevelt enlisted FERA and CWA architect 

Harry Hopkins (Figure 14) to plan and build the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA). Similar to the CWA, the 

WPA would focus on small-scale work relief projects.185 

According to an informal agreement between Harry 

Hopkins and PWA chief Harold Ickes, the WPA would be 

limited to projects costing less than $25,000.186 However, 

this agreement was often (and easily) breached by 

splitting larger projects into phases costing less than the 

maximum threshold. Hopkins also reserved the right to take over an existing PWA project if an 

insufficient number of unemployed individuals was hired to work on it.187 

 
185 Michael Hiltzik, The New Deal: A Modern History (New York: Free Press, 2011), 166. 
186 $25,000 in mid-1933 would have been the equivalent of $491,000 in 2020. 
187 Taylor, 173. 

Figure 14. Harry Hopkins, 1941. 
Source: Library of Congress 
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Concerned with creating as many jobs as quickly as possible, Harry Hopkins ran the WPA with a much 

looser hand than Ickes exercised with the PWA, and, as a result, proposals to the WPA were not always 

as closely vetted as they could have been. On the other hand, Hopkins had learned from his experience 

with the CWA that work relief programs were inherently vulnerable to charges of graft, so with the 

WPA, Hopkins was careful to hire only the most competent field representatives to ensure that state 

and local authorities played by the rules. Though Hopkins was successful in tamping down charges of 

corruption, the WPA continued to be a lightning rod for those opposed to work relief in principle. For 

example, the WPA’s critics often lambasted WPA workers for not working very hard, joking that the 

agency’s initials stood for “We Poke Around.” In spite of its critics, the WPA became a successful engine 

for reemployment, putting some 8.5 million people back to work between 1935 and 1943.188 In 

comparison with the CWA, which only lasted three months, the WPA lasted eight years. As a result, the 

WPA was able to complete a huge number of projects across the country, including useful and durable 

infrastructure that remains in use to this day. 

Building upon groundwork completed by successful state relief agencies, such as California’s SERA, the 

WPA tried hard to leverage the individual expertise of its hires. Unlike the CWA, which often 

indiscriminately threw workers at projects regardless of their training or skills, the WPA had the time 

and the wherewithal to be more careful when assigning workers to projects, including ample 

opportunities for white collar workers. For example, the WPA’s Division of Professional and Service 

Projects specialized in hiring architects, engineers, and construction managers to design and oversee 

WPA construction projects. The WPA’s Federal Project Number One (better known as Federal One) 

employed artists, musicians, writers, and actors to staff projects under the aegis of the Federal Arts 

Project (FAP), Federal Writers’ Project (FWP), Federal Theatre Project (FTP), Federal Music Project 

(FMP), Historical Records Survey (HRS), and Historical American Buildings Survey (HABS).189  

Women, African Americans, and the elderly were all actively included in WPA programs, although the 

degree to which they were allowed to participate varied across the nation. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt 

was especially attentive to the needs of women and African Americans, but she was ultimately unable to 

prevent Southern Democratic congressmen from ensuring that employees of the CCC, the National 

Youth Administration (NYA), and many WPA projects were racially segregated south of the Mason-Dixon 

Line.190 Outside the South, however, African Americans were typically afforded the same opportunities 

as whites, although they remained under-represented at management levels. Approximately 15 percent 

of American households on relief were headed by women. Although these women were eligible for WPA 

jobs, stronger gender roles during this era often limited their participation to traditionally “female” 

occupations, such as teaching, nursing, childcare, and sewing and mending garments and shoes.191 

The WPA’s willingness to help traditionally disenfranchised groups riled many Republicans and Southern 

Democrats. The opposition found its voice in the Dies Committee in the House of Representatives. 

Formed in 1938 and initially led by Democratic Texas congressman Martin Dies Jr., it was officially the 
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House Committee on Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Though much of its early activity was 

focused on rooting out communism in unions, HUAC members also repeatedly accused the WPA of 

being a hotbed of communism. The committee was especially hostile to the WPA’s Federal One art 

projects, mercilessly hounding the directors of these programs. In 1939, HUAC forced the closure of the 

Federal Theater Project and the rest of the Federal One projects shortly thereafter.192  

Another major blow to the WPA was the departure of Harry Hopkins, whom FDR appointed as Secretary 

of Commerce in 1938. Hopkins’ deputy, Colonel Francis C. Harrington, took over the WPA. Colonel 

Harrington, who was much less of an idealist than Hopkins, dutifully presided over the dismantling of 

Federal One and then oversaw the WPA’s transformation into a war preparedness agency in 1939-40.  

With war clouds looming on the horizon, the WPA spent the last few years of its existence spending 

$420 million to build and upgrade military bases and arsenals, improve highways and bridges leading to 

and from military bases, and increase the number of airports and airfields by 85 percent. The WPA also 

operated an active vocational training program, teaching half a million Americans valuable skills 

necessary in the burgeoning defense industries.193  

In 1939, the WPA and the PWA were moved under a new umbrella agency called the Federal Works 

Agency (FWA), headed by John Carmody.194 In spite of Harry Hopkins’ desire to make the WPA a 

permanent government agency, the WPA received its final appropriation in 1941 and the agency was 

formally liquidated on June 30, 1943.195 The FWA did not last much longer, succumbing to relentless 

Republican attacks in 1949. Its last few remaining public works projects were transferred to the General 

Services Administration (GSA).196 

Although the WPA’s maximum project threshold of $25,000 theoretically prevented it from taking on as 

many high-profile projects as the PWA, its accomplishments were nonetheless very impressive. In 

addition to giving millions of Americans the chance to work, the WPA significantly improved the nation’s 

ragged infrastructure. Unlike many European nations, where national governments had long taken an 

active role in building public works, the United States had traditionally left this role to state and local 

governments or private enterprise. This led to incredible disparities between regions, with much of the 

South living in extremely primitive conditions while the Northeast and many big cities on the West Coast 

had infrastructure on a par with other advanced nations. Among its many accomplishments, the WPA 

built over 6,000 public schools and completed additions to 2,000 more.197 It also built 156 hospitals, as 

well as expanding 226 and renovating 170 others. WPA workers also built 1,668 new parks and 

revamped entire park systems in Dallas, New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and 

Milwaukee.198 Finally, the WPA built 17 new zoos and improved dozens of others across the country, 

including one of the nation’s finest in San Francisco. 
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WPA in San Francisco   

San Franciscans eagerly greeted the announcement of the formation of the WPA in May 1935. By this 

time, the city had 33,380 potentially eligible residents on relief rolls. As soon as the announcement was 

made, Mayor Angelo Rossi and Public Works Director W. H. Worden suggested that the WPA fund a $56 

million subway system for San Francisco. The San Francisco Municipal Railway (Muni) was established in 

1912 as the country’s first publicly owned municipal transit system in a major city. Since then it had 

grown into a major transit agency, with dozens of streetcar, trolley coach, and bus lines. However, most 

Muni lines operated on non-dedicated rights-of-way shared with private automobiles, and service was 

often slow as a result. Searching for a way to speed up service, Rossi wanted WPA help to convert Muni 

into a subterranean subway system like New York City. But constructing a subway system from scratch 

was a hugely ambitious and expensive proposal, especially in a city as topographically challenged as San 

Francisco. Furthermore, as federal officials correctly pointed out, a project of this scope was not 

something likely to be undertaken by the WPA given the $25,000 maximum threshold. In search of a 

fallback, San Francisco officials suggested completing a $3 million street widening project. The WPA 

agreed, in part because the project could be broken up into $25,000 increments. In addition, street 

widening projects, although they required condemnation proceedings, were relatively simple and quick 

to engineer and they could be completed with unskilled labor.199  

Other projects on San Francisco’s wish list for WPA assistance included 10 new district police stations, 

two new fire stations, a new central warehouse, replacement of its aging Hall of Justice, and 10 new 

public schools. Further down the list was the rehabilitation and expansion of several Department of 

Public Health facilities, including Laguna Honda Hospital, San Francisco General Hospital, and the Hassler 

Health Home, a city-owned tuberculosis sanatorium in San Mateo County. Parks and Recreation 

department heads wanted to build a new municipal yacht harbor in the Marina district, construct a new 

bathing beach and pavilion at Aquatic Park, and complete about $6 million in capital improvements to 

over 40 public playgrounds and parks. Finally, the Department of Public Works wished to extend sewer 

and water lines into several fast-growing neighborhoods on the city’s south and west sides and build 

two new sewage treatment plants.200 

Frank McLaughlin, head of the California SERA, was appointed chief of California’s WPA bureau by Harry 

Hopkins. On July 4, 1935, McLaughlin announced that the new program would be up and running in San 

Francisco by August 1 and that it would start by completing ongoing SERA projects.201 Several days later, 

he announced the WPA’s hiring procedures: Applicants had to be at least 16 years old, be “able-bodied,” 

and have been on relief as of May 31, 1935. They also had to register with the National Reemployment 

Office or the State Employment Office to verify their eligibility.202 

With so many projects requiring funding, Mayor Rossi complained to Frank McLaughlin on July 9, 1935 

that San Francisco’s $25 million WPA allotment was far too low. He also took issue with the WPA’s 

requirement that San Francisco come up with $5 million in matching funds, arguing that ever since the 

 
199 “S.F. Scheduled to Get Big Cut of Relief Coin,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 19, 1935), 66. 
200 City and County of San Francisco, Office of the Controller, Proposed Public Work Projects under the Emergency Relief 
Appropriation Act of 1935 (San Francisco: 1935), 2. 
201 “Work Program Starts August 1,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 4, 1935), 14. 
202 “Public works Job Rules Announced,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 11, 1935), 3. 
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beginning of the Depression, San Francisco had contributed between 40 and 50 percent of its total work 

relief funds “when other cities contribute little or nothing.”203 Although Mayor Rossi was ultimately 

unsuccessful in increasing San Francisco’s allotment, he did manage to convince McLaughlin to reduce 

San Francisco’s matching contribution to $2.5 million.204  

On top of Mayor Rossi’s efforts, Assistant City Engineer Clyde E. Healy traveled to Washington, D.C., 

where he successfully negotiated an additional $10 million in federal funds to pay for completing several 

ongoing projects that had begun as CWA or SERA projects, including McLaren Park, Lake Merced 

Boulevard, and O’Shaughnessy Boulevard. He also secured an agreement with WPA administrators that 

all San Francisco workers would receive prevailing wages on work relief projects. This scale ranged from 

$55 a month for unskilled laborers to $94 a month for professional workers.205 This agreement was 

crucial because it secured the support of San Francisco’s powerful labor unions for the WPA.  

San Francisco’s first WPA 

headquarters were located in the 

centrally located C.C. Moore/Terminal 

Plaza Building at 450 Mission Street – 

right across the street from the 

proposed Transbay Terminal (Figure 

15). However, the WPA’s 

“Reassignment Office,” where people 

would apply for individual jobs, was 

located at 901 Potrero Avenue, on the 

grounds of San Francisco General 

Hospital. The San Francisco WPA 

office was first administered by J.B. 

Porter, but he was abruptly fired by 

the state WPA oversight committee in 

October 1935 due to controversy over the Mt. Sutro logging project.206 Porter was replaced by Bayly 

Hipkins on November 1, 1935.207 

Work began in October 1935 on multiple WPA projects in San Francisco. As mentioned, the first ones 

were three former CWA projects that had gotten underway two years before, in the fall of 1933: Lake 

Merced Boulevard, O’Shaughnessy Boulevard, and McLaren Park. In addition to these, the WPA began 

hiring workers to complete its own projects that had been initiated, designed, and managed by WPA 

staff. WPA public works projects in San Francisco can be grouped into seven general categories: streets, 

highways, and bridges; parks and playgrounds; public buildings; city infrastructure projects; state 

projects; federal projects; and the Golden Gate International Exposition. In the sections below, the 

authors discuss each of these categories broadly and then illustrate them with representative projects. 

 
203 “Relief Load Put to City Held Unfair,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 10, 1935), 5. 
204 “Relief Group Confers Today on Bond Issue,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 15, 1935), 4. 
205 “Work Relief Paths Clear, Healy States,” San Francisco Chronicle (September 29, 1935), 55. 
206 Ben Kline, “Porter to be Ousted as WPA Head,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 3, 1935), 4. 
207 “Eight Directors of Relief in S.F. within 26 Months,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 18, 1936), 13. 

Figure 15. C.C. Moore/Terminal Plaza Building, 450 Mission Street. 
Source: Loopnet 
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Streets, Highways, and Bridges 

Streets, highways, and bridges comprised the single-largest category of WPA spending in San Francisco. 

In addition to widening many highly trafficked streets to accommodate additional travel lanes and 

parking, such as Bush and Pine streets, the Department of Public Works realigned and extended several 

existing streets to more efficiently funnel traffic to and from the Golden Gate Bridge and the San 

Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge, including Potrero Avenue and Lombard Street. This category also included 

the construction of several all-new regional highways within the southern part of the city connecting San 

Francisco to San Mateo County and other points south of the city, including Bayshore Boulevard, 

Alemany Boulevard, Sloat Boulevard, and Skyline Boulevard.  

 WPA Street Widening Projects 

Most of the Department of Public Works’ street improvements projects entailed widening existing 

streets to accommodate additional traffic lanes and parking. The work consisted of tearing up existing 

streets and sidewalks; relocating utilities, fire hydrants, and light standards; resurfacing the streets; and 

building narrower sidewalks, gutters, and drains. Most of the street widening projects were grouped 

under one WPA contract (Contract 1891), which comprised one or more sections of 49 individual 

streets. This $3.2 million contract was one of the largest ever approved by the WPA, greatly exceeding 

the usual $25,000 limit and attesting to San Francisco’s disproportionate influence. Many streets under 

this contract, including Bush, Pine, California, Fell, Oak, Franklin, and Gough, were widened simply to 

improve traffic flow between downtown and outlying neighborhoods to the west, where many business 

executives lived. Several, including Bush and Pine and Franklin and Gough, were converted into one-way 

“couplets,” with one street dedicated to inbound and the other to outbound traffic. As part of this work, 

sidewalks were drastically narrowed and many street trees were removed, changing the character of the 

Western Addition, the Mission, and other inner-city neighborhoods. Out in the neighborhoods, several 

streets, including Castro Street between Market and 19th and 24th and 26th streets, were widened to 

create more parking within local commercial districts. Several others, including 25th Avenue, Van Ness 

Avenue, Potrero Avenue, and Lombard Street, were specifically widened to funnel traffic to and from 

the Golden Gate Bridge and the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. Table 3 lists all of the affected street 

segments. 
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Table 3. WPA Contract No. 1891: Streets and Sidewalks (Widening and Repair) 

Street Name Scope of Work 

3rd Street Widen 10,600-foot segment of 3rd Street from Bayshore Boulevard to Burke Avenue. 

17th Street Widen 5,550-foot segment of 17th Street from Market Street to Harrison Street. 

18th Street Widen 1,655-foot segment of 18th Street from 3rd Street to Missouri Street. 

25th Avenue Widen 5,383-foot segment of 25th Avenue from Fulton Street to El Camino del Mar.  

Bay Street (two 
continuous segments) 

Widen 5,049-foot segment of Bay Street between The Embarcadero and Polk Street 
and another 3,210-foot section between Polk Street and Fillmore Street. 

Brannan Street Widen 8,045-foot segment of Brannan Street from The Embarcadero to 10th Street. 

Broadway Widen 3,860-foot segment of Broadway from Davis Street to Mason Street. 

Bush Street Widen 3,740-foot segment of Bush Street from Fillmore Street to Presidio Avenue. 

California Street  Widen 3,382-foot segment of California Street from Fillmore Street to Presidio 
Avenue. 

Castro Street (two 
discontinuous segments) 

Widen 1,112-foot segment of Castro Street from 17th Street to 19th Street and 
another 1,134-foot section from 24th Street to 26th Street. 

Columbus Avenue Widen 5,420-foot segment of Columbus Avenue from Montgomery Street to Bay 
Street. 

Duboce Avenue Widen 1,750-foot segment of Duboce Avenue from Market Street to Mission Street. 

Fell Street Widen 6,199-foot segment of Fell Street from Van Ness Avenue to Baker Street. 

Franklin Street Widen 10,931-foot segment of Franklin Street from Market Street to Bay Street. 

Fulton Street Widen 7,160-foot segment of Fulton Street from Franklin Street to Masonic Avenue. 

Golden Gate Avenue 
(two continuous 
segments) 

Widen 7,617-foot segment of Golden Gate Avenue from Van Ness Avenue to Masonic 
Avenue and 1,750-foot section from Masonic Avenue to Parker Avenue. 

Gough Street Widen 6,450-foot segment of Gough Street from Market Street to California Street. 

Green Street Widen 350-foot segment of Green Street from Battery Street to Front Street. 

Grove Street Widen 1,212-foot segment of Grove Street from Gough Street to Market Street. 

Guerrero Street  Widen 950-foot long segment of Guerrero Street from Market Street to 14th Street. 

Harrison Street Widen 1,245-foot segment of Harrison Street from 10th Street to 14th Street. 

Lombard Street Widen 985-foot segment of Lombard Street from Lyon Street to Broderick Street. 

Market Street Widen 5,400-foot segment of Market Street from Gough Street to Castro Street. 

McCoppin Street Widen 940-foot segment of McCoppin Street from Market Street to Otis Street. 

Mississippi Street Widen 400-foot segment of Mississippi Street from 19th Street to Mariposa Street. 

Oak Street Widen 9,539-foot section of Oak Street from Franklin Street to Stanyan Street. 

Otis Street Widen 1,200-foot segment of Otis Street from Duboce Avenue to 12th Street. 

Sloat Boulevard Widen 900-foot segment of Sloat Boulevard from 19th Avenue to Junipero Serra 
Boulevard. 

South Van Ness Avenue 
(two discontinuous 
sections) 

Widen 700-foot segment of South Van Ness Avenue from 13th Street to 14th Street 
and 524-foot section of from 25th Street to 26th Street. 

Stanyan Street Widen 690-foot segment of Stanyan Street between McAllister Street and Turk 
Street. 

Townsend Street Widen 2,475-foot segment of Townsend Street from The Embarcadero to 4th Street. 

Twin Peaks Boulevard Widen/reconstruct 1,000-foot segment of Twin Peaks Boulevard from Clayton Street 
to Palo Alto Avenue. 

Valencia Street  Widen 10,550-long segment of Valencia Street from Market Street to Mission Street. 

Van Ness Avenue Widen 11,100-long segment of Van Ness Avenue from Market Street to Beach Street. 
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 WPA Street Construction Projects  

The Department of Public Works used WPA money and labor to construct several new streets and 

extend existing streets in various parts of the city. These projects fell within one of three categories: 

unbuilt streets or sections of streets that had been laid out but never constructed; cross-town 

connectors; and scenic boulevards. Several projects belong to more than one category, such as 

O’Shaughnessy Boulevard, which is both a crosstown connector and a scenic boulevard. Table 4 lists all 

known new streets, scenic boulevards, and street extensions built by the WPA in San Francisco. 

The first category, streets or sections 

of streets left unbuilt due to 

topographical obstacles, includes Alta 

Street, a formerly unpaved footpath 

near the summit of Telegraph Hill 

that WPA workers reconstructed in 

1935-36 as a 284-foot-long paved 

street. One block south, the WPA 

extended Union Street one block east 

of Montgomery Street to the 

precipitous eastern slope of 

Telegraph Hill. WPA workers then 

converted an unpaved foot path 

south of Union Street, called Calhoun 

Lane, into a two-level drive called 

Calhoun Terrace (Figure 16). Another 

good example – this one in the 

southern part of the city – is the 

Aztec Stairs. Built in 1941, this 

concrete stair provides a shortcut for 

pedestrians on the steep north slope of Bernal Hill.208 Another example is the 300 block of Brunswick 

Avenue in the Outer Mission district. This project entailed dynamiting a large rock outcropping and 

excavating 3,550 cubic yards of debris to make Brunswick Avenue continuous between Concord and 

Allison streets.209 Other WPA projects that overcame tough topographical obstacles included Palo Alto 

Avenue – a new street that switch-backed up the north slope of Twin Peaks – Santa Rosa and Santa Ynez 

avenues – a pair of block-long streets built over marshy ground in Mission Terrace – Shakespeare Street 

– another dynamited rock outcropping in the Outer Mission – Wawona Street – a small street segment 

built on fill across an arroyo on the northern edge of Stern Grove – as well as a section of Silver Avenue 

in the Portola district. 

 
208 “Board Has a Busy Day,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 3, 1941), 12. 
209 Mooser, 81.  

Figure 16. Calhoun Terrace retaining wall, 1941. 
Source: Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp27.6124.jpg 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

62 

 Crosstown Connectors: O’Shaughnessy Boulevard 

The second category, crosstown connectors, is small but it includes the principal landmarks of WPA 

street work in San Francisco: O’Shaughnessy Boulevard, Clarendon Avenue Extension, and Crossover 

Drive/Park Presidio Bypass. O’Shaughnessy Boulevard was one of the first New Deal projects planned 

and executed in San Francisco, beginning in 1933 as a SERA project, continuing as a CWA project in 

1933-34, resuming as a SERA project from 1934 to 1938, and then completed as a WPA project in 1938-

40. The circuitous boulevard, which is both a crosstown connector and a scenic boulevard, connects the 

east and west sides of the city close to its geographical midpoint. It begins at Bosworth Street in Glen 

Park, snaking uphill along the west side of Glen Canyon, and ends at the intersection of Portola Drive 

and Woodside Avenue in Miraloma Park (Figures 17). The project was a mammoth feat of engineering 

and earthmoving, involving the excavation of approximately 87,716 cubic yards of soil and rock to build 

the 60-foot-wide roadbed along the steep canyon wall. The project also included a masonry rubble 

gutter and retaining wall on the opposite side. The work was completed almost entirely by hand, with 

WPA workers using picks to break up the rock, and shovels to load it into wheelbarrows, which were 

simply rolled across the roadbed and dumped into the canyon or loaded into trucks and hauled 

elsewhere to be used as fill.210  

 

 
210 Mooser, 69-70. 

Figure 17. Construction of O’Shaughnessy Boulevard, Ca. 1935. 
Source: Bancroft Library, Image No. SFOUCBC_011 
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O’Shaughnessy Boulevard still exists, although it was widened in the 1960s with a center turning lane 

and a sidewalk on the canyon side. The stone gutter still exists on the uphill side although it is not well-

maintained and unsightly concrete “Jersey barriers” have been installed in several locations to mitigate 

intermittent rockslides.  

Crosstown Connectors: Crossover Drive/Park Presidio Bypass 

Another important crosstown connector was Crossover Drive/Park Presidio Bypass. Originally proposed 

in 1935 as a high-speed connector between the fast-growing Richmond and Sunset districts, the 

$940,271 project entailed cutting and filling a level roadbed through Golden Gate Park, construction of a 

six-lane, limited-access arterial boulevard, and installation of requisite drainage, lighting, and 

landscaping features.211 The route consisted of a main north-south trunk (Crossover Drive) beginning at 

19th Avenue and Lincoln Way. This section terminated at a new concrete viaduct over Main (now John F. 

Kennedy) Drive. At this point, the road bifurcated, with the westerly section (Crossover Drive) continuing 

to 25th Avenue and Fulton Street. The easterly section (Park Presidio Bypass) continued eastward to Park 

Presidio Boulevard and Fulton Street.212 Although successful in removing through traffic from local park 

roads, Crossover Drive/Park Presidio Bypass represented a stinging defeat to long-time Parks 

Commissioner John McLaren, who had fought valiantly over the years to prevent the construction of 

highways and transit lines in Golden Gate Park. Since it was completed in 1939, neither Crossover Drive 

nor Park Presidio Bypass appear to have undergone any substantial changes aside from the light 

standards, with even the original viaduct remaining intact (Figure 18). 

 

 
211 Mooser, 92. 
212 “City Hall: Boulevard Job Awarded,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 31, 1938), 9. 

Figure 18. Crossover Drive/Park Presidio Bypass viaduct, 1940. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp14.0227 
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 Crosstown Connectors: Clarendon Avenue Extension 

Similar to O’Shaughnessy Boulevard, Clarendon Avenue Extension was designed as a shortcut between 

the east and west sides of the city. Construction began at Stanyan Street, where Clarendon Avenue had 

originally dead-ended at the eastern edge of the Sutro Forest. The roadway cut through a natural saddle 

in the forest between Mt. Sutro and Clarendon Heights, before picking up alongside a seasonal creek 

and winding downhill past Laguna Honda Hospital. The street terminates at Laguna Honda Boulevard, 

just east of Laguna Honda Reservoir. In addition to surveying, tree removal, grading, and paving, the 

project included the construction of curbs, sidewalks, guard rails, and drainage channels.213 As well as 

creating a shortcut between Market Street and the West of Twin Peaks neighborhoods, Clarendon 

Avenue Extension, which opened in August 1936, unlocked a significant chunk of undeveloped Sutro 

Forest lands for eventual residential development in the 1950s and 1960s, including the neighborhoods 

of Midtown Terrace, Forest Knolls, and Clarendon Woods.214 Over time, Clarendon Avenue Extension has 

undergone quite a few changes, including widening, construction of turning lanes, new light standards, 

and construction of a pedestrian overpass near Clarendon Elementary School. 

Other crosstown connectors built by the WPA included Geneva Boulevard, which the WPA widened and 

extended to Bayshore Boulevard in San Mateo County, and Irwin Street, a one-block street connecting 

7th and 8th streets in Mission Bay. 

Scenic boulevards included new streets built primarily to serve recreational purposes in public parks and 

other spectacular locations in San Francisco, such as Lake Merced Boulevard/John Muir Drive, Bernal 

Heights Boulevard, and Harding Boulevard. If it was not principally a crosstown connector, 

O’Shaughnessy Boulevard would also belong to this category. Most scenic boulevards were constructed 

in relatively remote parts of town where topographical barriers and/or historical landownership 

patterns had long hampered development. Although the scenic boulevards discussed below were built 

primarily for recreational purposes, most eventually came to be used for other purposes, especially after 

the area surrounding Lake Merced was developed with subdivisions, shopping centers, and San 

Francisco State University in the postwar era. 

 Scenic Boulevards: Lake Merced Boulevard and John Muir Drive 

Lake Merced Boulevard was the earliest and the most ambitious of the scenic boulevards constructed by 

the WPA in San Francisco in the 1930s. Discussed as early as 1913, city planners had long dreamed of 

constructing a scenic boulevard encircling Lake Merced, San Francisco’s largest natural freshwater lake, 

which is located in the far southwestern corner of the city. Originally part of Rancho Laguna da la 

Merced, most of the acreage surrounding the lake was, at the time, still undeveloped watershed lands 

owned by the Spring Valley Water Company, which leased some of it to truck farmers and the rest to a 

pair of golf clubs. In 1925, the San Francisco Parks Department opened the municipal Harding Park Golf 

Course on a scenic peninsula jutting out into Lake Merced. Planning for a scenic boulevard running along 

the east side of Harding Golf Course began in January 1931 before the election of FDR. Although 

primarily intended for recreational purposes, Lake Merced Boulevard was also planned as part of a 

 
213 Mooser, 84. 
214 “State’s Relief Load Reduced,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 5, 1936), 12. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

65 

network of regional highways connecting San Francisco to San Mateo County, including Sloat Boulevard, 

Skyline Drive, and Sunset Boulevard. 

Construction of Lake Merced Boulevard got underway in November 1933 as one of the first CWA 

projects. Employing almost 4,000 men, the project was built almost entirely by men using hand tools 

and wheelbarrows. The SERA picked up the project when the CWA ceased operations in the spring of 

1934 (Figure 19). Activity appears to have stopped after funding dried up in late 1934. The launching of 

the WPA in 1935 allowed work to resume on Lake Merced Boulevard in 1936, which was completed in 

1937. In addition to the grading and surfacing completed by the WPA, work included the installation of 

47,200 lineal feet of redwood curbing, corrugated iron culverts, 37 concrete catch basins, and 

landscaping.215 A hiking/bridle path was part of the project as well. 

Designed as a scenic connector linking Skyline Boulevard and Lake Merced Boulevard, John Muir Drive 

bounds Lake Merced to the southwest. The project consisted of grading and surfacing a 60-foot-wide 

boulevard along three miles of Lake Merced’s shoreline. In addition to the road bed, the project 

included building 15,455 lineal feet of stone gutters, log retaining walls, concrete culverts, equestrian 

paths, and landscaping.216 

 

 
215 Mooser, 77.  
216 Healy, 43. 

Figure 19. Construction of Lake Merced Boulevard by SERA crews, 1934. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp27.6467 
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 Scenic Boulevards: Bernal Heights Boulevard 

Construction of a road at the summit of Bernal Hill had been under consideration since 1926, but it 

never got very far due to the site’s steep topography and high land acquisition costs. The proposed 

boulevard, which was to encircle the as-yet undeveloped Bernal Heights Park, began as early as March 

1929, when the Department of Public Works built the first leg from the intersection of Nevada Street 

and Powhattan Avenue to the corner of Esmeralda Avenue and Carver Street, a block-long stretch that 

provided access to the park from the south. Due to the Depression, no further money was appropriated 

and the project languished for seven years.217 Bernal Heights Boulevard was not submitted for funding 

to either the CWA or the SERA due to lingering uncertainty about land ownership. After agreeing to 

purchase additional right-of-way from local landowners, Mayor Rossi announced in May 1938 that 

Bernal Heights Boulevard would be completed as a WPA project.218 Work included excavation, cutting 

and filling, laying 1,890 lineal feet of sewer lines with catch basins, installing 12,890 lineal feet of 

redwood curb, laying 19,050 square feet of concrete paving, and constructing sidewalks in some 

areas.219 After the Second World War, the section of Bernal Heights Boulevard between Moultrie Street 

Folsom Street was closed to vehicular traffic and turned into a fire road/hiking trail.  

Table 4 includes a full list of known WPA street construction projects. 

Table 4. WPA Street Construction Projects 

WPA Project No. Street Name Scope of Work 

 Aztec Stairs  Build stairs connecting Aztec Street to Shotwell Street. 

3678, 8313(H), 8976(3) Bernal Heights Boulevard Build new scenic boulevard around the summit of Bernal 
Hill/Bernal Heights Park 

1923 Duncan Street Excavate 8,000 cubic yards of rock and earth and grade to 
construct Duncan Street from Hoffman Street to Kenyon 
Avenue (no longer extant). 

6483, 8313 Geneva Avenue Extend and widen Geneva Avenue from Mission Street to 
San Mateo County line.  

 Golden Gate Heights Construct 825-foot street in Golden Gate Heights 
neighborhood. 

3679 Harding Boulevard Rebuild scenic boulevard from Sea Cliff to Point Lobos 
through Lincoln Park (now Coastal Trail). 

 Irwin Street Construct 825-long segment of Irwin Street between 7th 
and 8th Street. 

 John Muir Drive Construct arterial connector from Lake Merced Boulevard, 
around south side of Lake Merced, to Skyline Boulevard. 

782, 1154, 8383(K), 
8972(2) 

Lake Merced Boulevard Construct three-mile long scenic boulevard around three 
sides of Lake Merced. 

 Palo Alto Avenue Construct 2,430-foot segment of Palo Alto Avenue from 
Twin Peaks Boulevard to the Sutro Forest. 

 Crossover Drive and Park 
Presidio Bypass  

Construct limited access arterial boulevard through Golden 
Gate Park from 19th Avenue and Lincoln Way to Park 
Presidio Boulevard and Fulton Street (Park Presidio Bypass) 
and 25th Avenue and Fulton Street (Crossover Drive). 

 
217 “Bernal Hills Scenic Drive Work Started,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 18, 1929), 3. 
218 “Rossi to Submit Program to Employ All Jobless,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 25, 1938), 30. 
219 Mooser, 87. 
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WPA Project No. Street Name Scope of Work 

 Point Lobos Avenue Construct 584-foot segment of Point Lobos Avenue to 
point 150 feet from Alta Mar Way. 

 Santa Rosa Avenue Construct 330-foot segment of Santa Rosa Avenue from 
San Jose Avenue to Capistrano Avenue. 

 Santa Ynez Avenue Construct 160-foot segment of Santa Ynez Avenue from 
Cayuga Avenue to Ocean Avenue. 

 Shakespeare Street Excavate and construct one-block section of Shakespeare 
Street, with retaining wall, from Delong Street to Rhine 
Street. 

 Silver Avenue Clear 29 trees, excavate 7,700 cubic yards of rock and soil 
and complete ungraded section of Silver Avenue. 

 St. Joseph Avenue Excavate 4,600 cubic yards of rock and soil and building 
new diagonal street from Geary Street to Turk Street 
through former Calvary Cemetery. 

 Wawona Street Construct two sections of Wawona Street, including 1,720-
foot segment from 19th Avenue to 24th Avenue and 1,355-
foot section from 25th Avenue to 28th Avenue. 

 

As mentioned previously, the Golden Gate Bridge and the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge were both 

planned before the New Deal and built with private funds (Golden Gate Bridge) or RFC funds (San 

Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge). Though both bridges were under construction when the WPA started its 

work in San Francisco, Mayor Rossi saw an opportunity to secure New Deal funding for ancillary projects 

not included in the original construction contracts, including approach roads/on and off-ramps, lighting, 

and landscaping. In addition, the two bridges had to be connected to the growing network of regional 

highways linking San Francisco to the outside world, requiring careful analysis of traffic patterns and 

judicious street widening to route bridge traffic through the city.  

 San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge Approaches 

The San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge (Bay Bridge), which opened on November 12, 1936, was originally 

accessed on the San Francisco side by an on-ramp/off-ramp at 5th and Harrison streets. This structure 

was designed as part of the original project and was therefore built with RFC funds, but the WPA 

contributed money and labor to landscape the median.220 The Bay Bridge also benefitted from WPA 

traffic studies and funds that were used to widen both Harrison Street and Potrero Avenue in 1934-35. 

The WPA also built a causeway from the Bay Bridge to the site of the future Golden Gate International 

Exposition at Yerba Buena Shoals in August 1935.221 Finally, the WPA installed landscaping along the 

causeway and access roads on Yerba Buena Island.222  

 
220 Access to the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge was heavily modified during the 1950s when it was tied into the new James 
Lick Freeway viaduct. 
221 “City Seeks 10 Million from U.S. for Fair,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 30, 1935), 5. 
222 Mooser, 84. 
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 Golden Gate Bridge Approaches 

In contrast to the Bay Bridge, access to the Golden Gate Bridge had not been clearly thought out, even 

though construction on the bridge itself was well underway in the late 1930s. Bridge district officials had 

initially hoped to strike a bargain with the Army to open several streets in the Presidio to funnel traffic 

to and from the bridge. The Army balked, fearing that traffic congestion would hamper its operations. 

Instead, the Army insisted on limited-access viaducts and/or tunnels that would funnel all civilian traffic 

directly to the toll plaza without any intermediary access points to the Presidio. Consequently, San 

Francisco’s Department of Public Works was charged with developing two limited-access approaches to 

the Golden Gate Bridge: one from the Marina to the east and one from the Richmond district to the 

south. Due to the Presidio’s rugged terrain, the Department of Public Works decided on a combined 

highway/viaduct for the eastern approach and a highway/tunnel/viaduct for the southern approach. 

Assured by Assistant City Engineer Clyde Healy that the WPA would fund it, the Board of Supervisors 

submitted an application on April 20, 1936 for $390,000 to build the eastern “Marina Approach,” which 

was to begin at the intersection of Lyon and Bay streets near the Palace of Fine Arts and terminate at 

the toll plaza at the south end of the bridge.223 The WPA turned down the request, forcing the City and 

the Golden Gate Bridge District to come up with another plan.224 San Francisco Public Works Director 

Worden applied for funds again in September 1936, upping the City’s contribution to $68,000, with the 

Golden Gate Bridge District contributing the same.225 This application was successful and construction 

on the Marina Approach began in late 1936 (Figure 20). It was rushed to completion to coincide with the 

opening of Golden Gate Bridge on May 27, 1937. Related contracts included $16,831 to build drainage 

facilities alongside the eastern approach, as well as funds to reroute several streets inside the Presidio 

that had to be interrupted, demolish a small section of the Letterman Hospital complex, and complete 

ancillary landscaping and utilities projects.226 In 1940, the Golden Gate Bridge and Highway District 

renamed the Marina Approach Doyle Drive. Its namesake, Frank Doyle, was a Santa Rosa banker who 

had been instrumental in funding and building the Golden Gate Bridge.227 

 
223 “WPA Funds Assured for Bridge Road,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 21, 1936), 30. 
224 “Bridge Board Acts to Speed Lyon Approach,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 21, 1936), 6. 
225 “New Lyon St. Plea to WPA,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 31, 1936), 15. 
226 Mooser, 93. 
227 Mooser, 93. 
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The WPA also contributed funds and labor for the southern approach to the Golden Gate Bridge, which 

was originally called the Funston Avenue Approach. WPA Project No. 3583 included funds to build a 

roadway (Veterans Boulevard) from Park Presidio Boulevard and Lake Street to the south portal of the 

future General MacArthur Tunnel, as well as installation of underground electrical, telephone, water, 

and sewer lines.228 The $1,650,000 Funston Avenue Approach was not finished until 1940. Most of it, 

including General MacArthur Tunnel and the viaduct north of the tunnel, were built by the PWA, which 

contributed $800,000 toward its completion.229 

The WPA contributed funds and labor to several other Golden Gate Bridge and Bay Bridge projects 

between 1936 and 1937. These projects included the Sausalito Lateral Highway, which was built from 

the north end of the bridge to Sausalito, installing drainage and lighting along the Sausalito Lateral, 

replacing three U.S. Army artillery fire control stations at Fort Miley and one at Fort Barry that had to be 

demolished to build the bridge; and putting on the Golden Gate Bridge Fiesta. This last project, which 

was held to commemorate the opening of the Golden Gate Bridge on May 27, 1937, included erecting 

and taking down grandstands, lighting, and decorations along the parade route on Market Street, Van 

Ness Avenue, Bay Street, Cervantes Boulevard, and Marina Boulevard.230 There was a similar festival to 

 
228 William Mooser, Jr., Branch Manager, Report on Progress of the Works Program (San Francisco: Works Progress 
Administration, January 1938), 86.  
229 “City Goldbricked on Bridge Approach,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 25, 1939), 13. 
230 Mooser, 92 

Figure 20. Construction of Doyle Drive, 1937, looking southeast toward the Palace of Fine Arts. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp26.1304 
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commemorate the opening of the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge on November 12, 1936, known as 

the Bay Bridge Fiesta. 

Table 5 includes a full list of known WPA bridge approach projects. 

Table 5. WPA Bridge Approach Projects 

WPA Project No. Street Name Scope of Work 

3538 Marina/Lyon Street 
Approach (Doyle Drive)  

Build limited-access, at-grade roadbed and elevated steel 
and concrete viaduct from the Marina district to the 
Golden Gate Bridge Toll Plaza. 

 Funston Avenue Approach 
(Veterans Boulevard)  

Build limited-access, at-grade roadbed and elevated steel 
and concrete viaduct from Richmond district to Golden 
Gate Bridge Toll Plaza. 

2177 Sausalito Lateral Highway Construct two-lane highway from north end of the Golden 
Gate Bridge to Sausalito city limit. 

5641 Sausalito Lateral Highway 
drainage and lighting. 

Install drainage and lighting systems for highway at north 
end of Golden Gate Bridge. 

7350 U.S. Army fire control 
stations replacement 

Replace three fire control stations at Fort Miley and Fort 
Barry. 

 Bay Bridge Fiesta Stage festivities to celebrate opening of the San Francisco-
Oakland Bay Bridge. 

 Golden Gate Bridge Fiesta Stage festivities to celebrate opening of the Golden Gate 
Bridge. 

 

WPA Park and Playground Projects 

Parks and playgrounds comprise the second-largest category of WPA work completed in San Francisco 

between 1935 and 1943. For many years, world-famous Golden Gate Park had gotten the lion’s share of 

investment from the Parks Commission. Indeed, for most of the nineteenth century the San Francisco 

Parks Commission, founded in 1871, had jurisdiction only over Golden Gate Park. The rest of the city’s 

public squares and parks were managed by the Department of Streets, Sewers, and Public Squares. Due 

to prohibitions on municipal debt, San Francisco operated its park system on a “pay as you go” basis. 

Deprioritized in most city budgets, neighborhood parks and squares were left to languish throughout 

the Victorian era. Indeed, many had been taken over by squatters, while others were used as informal 

garbage and construction waste dumps.231 The situation only began to improve following the adoption 

of the Municipal Charter of 1900, which both expanded the range of services provided by the City and 

County of San Francisco and authorized the use of municipal bonds to pay for civic infrastructure.  

The rapid growth of San Francisco after 1900 led to the development of the once-sizable swaths of semi-

wild open space on the city’s south and west sides, where generations had hiked and picnicked. The loss 

of these informal recreational areas led San Franciscans to demand that San Francisco provide more 

official parks and recreational facilities. The movement had only just gotten underway when the 1906 

Earthquake destroyed much of the city, leading to the establishment of refugee camps in most of the 

city parks. This set back the local parks movement for several years. The election of Mayor James “Sunny 

Jim” Rolph in 1911 led to the first major campaign to improve and expand the city’s park system since 

 
231 Terence Young, Building San Francisco’s Parks: 1850-1930 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 43-44. 
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the establishment of Golden Gate Park, including the acquisition of several hundred acres in southeast 

San Francisco to form McLaren Park.  

By the time the Depression began, San Francisco possessed a smallish but increasingly respectable park 

system that was beginning to branch out into the working-class neighborhoods of the east and 

southeast, as well as the fast-growing suburban tracts west of Twin Peaks.232 The Parks Commission also 

had jurisdiction over several sizable undeveloped pockets of open space, including Mt. Davidson, Bernal 

Heights, and Bay View parks. These hilltop properties were in most cases acquired from developers to 

preserve views and breathing space in fast-growing parts of the city. However, these “parks” were 

entirely neglected, unmaintained, and sometimes used for illicit activities. 

The then-separate Recreation Commission, established 1908 as the Playground Commission, operated 

25 “regulation” playgrounds, 17 schoolyard playgrounds, and two public swimming pools at the onset of 

the Depression.233 Focused on providing recreational opportunities to working-class children in the older 

Mission, North Beach, Potrero, South of Market, Chinatown, and Western Addition neighborhoods, the 

Recreation Commission operated a multitude of fine arts, theater, and after school programs in addition 

to providing sports and playground facilities.234 Most of the playgrounds comprised, at a minimum, 

sports fields, tennis and basketball courts, and sand piles and climbing equipment for younger children. 

Some playgrounds also had a recreation center where children and adults could take art classes, put on 

plays, or host community events. Nearly all playgrounds that did not have recreation centers had 

freestanding bathroom buildings, but not all did, and some were very crude and basic facilities. 

As the Depression took hold in 1930-31, both the Parks and Recreation commissions had put their long-

term capital projects on hold due to lack of funding. So, when the SERA, and later the CWA, were 

established, superintendents John McLaren of the Parks Department and Josephine Randall of the 

Recreation Department were elated because many long-delayed projects could be built. In many cases, 

the projects had already been designed, meaning that they were essentially “shovel-ready.” Parks and 

playground projects were quite suitable for WPA projects because they typically required little skilled 

labor and could easily be done by men using simple hand tools such as wheelbarrows, shovels, picks, 

and hoes.  

As described above, Sharp Park and McLaren Park were the first New Deal park projects undertaken for 

San Francisco. These were eventually joined by 34 parks projects and 45 playground projects. The 

dividing line between the two departments’ jurisdiction was not always clear-cut, with some parks 

containing recreational facilities and some playgrounds containing unprogrammed passive space for 

picnicking or strolling. Several facilities were under the jurisdiction of both departments.235 

 
232 Young, 195. 
233 San Francisco Playground Commission, Biennial Report of the Playground Commission: 1928-30. 
234 The Parks and Recreation departments were joined together in the early 1950s to form the modern-day Department of 
Recreation and Parks. 
235 For the purposes of brevity and to avoid confusion, the authors have bundled all Golden Gate Park projects under one 
heading in Tables 3 and 4. 
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WPA projects completed for the Parks Commission spanned a wide spectrum. For every transformative 

project like McLaren Park, Aquatic Park, or Fleishhacker Zoo, there were dozens of straightforward 

rehabilitation projects consisting of little more than spreading loam, planting trees and shrubs, and 

repairing footpaths and fencing, such as what took place at Mountain Lake Park or St. Mary’s Square. 

Most park projects fell somewhere in between, with several previously undeveloped hilltop parks 

converted into nature reserves with hiking trails but little else in the way of infrastructure. Examples of 

this type include Bay View Park, Mt. Davidson Park, and Inspiration (Ina Coolbrith) Park. Golden Gate 

Park, the crown jewel of San Francisco’s park system, fell into a league of its own, with several dozen 

individual projects completed by the WPA throughout its thousand-acre expanse. Nonetheless, by the 

end of the decade the WPA had transformed San Francisco’s park system from one focused on one 

single park into a true citywide park system. 

 John McLaren Park 

John McLaren Park was the first major park project taken on by a New Deal agency inside San Francisco 

city limits.236 The park was historically part of Rancho Cañada de Guadalupe la Visitación y Rodeo Viejo, a 

vast Mexican-era rancho spanning across southeast San Francisco and northern San Mateo County. The 

sprawling 550-acre park reservation had long been subdivided into hundreds of individual house lots, 

but its remoteness and rugged terrain had dissuaded residential builders. Indeed, when San Francisco 

authorities bought the land, most of it was still in use as livestock pasture. The “park,” which consisted 

of little more than steep, windswept hills covered in dry grass, was initially dedicated on November 29, 

1926. It was named in honor of long-serving Parks Superintendent John McLaren. Initial development 

plans included an 18-hole golf course and a playground at opposite corners of the park, where the land 

was not so steep. The rest would eventually be laid out with hiking trails and bridle paths interspersed 

among meadows and groves of trees planted with eucalyptus and Monterey cypress. However, the city’s 

voters saw no need for a park in this still semi-rural part of the city, failing to support several bond issues 

to develop it. McLaren Park consequently languished until the 1930s, when Superintendent McLaren 

requested money from the CWA to begin the work of transforming San Francisco’s second-largest park 

from windswept cow pastures into verdant greenswards.   

 
236 Sharp Park came first but it is located in San Mateo County. 
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Begun in November 1933 by the CWA, preliminary work at McLaren Park included building a paved 

“driveway” through the park (John F. Shelley Drive), as well as planting trees and shrubs on the steep 

grass-covered slopes. This project was completed by the SERA in 1934. By the fall of 1935, McLaren Park 

was allotted $162,300 of WPA money to build a scenic parkway (now Mansell Boulevard) across the park 

from San Bruno Avenue in the Portola district to Persia Street in the Excelsior district (Figure 21).237 

Associated work included grading 125,400 square feet of hiking and equestrian trails, building 12,172 

lineal feet of stone gutters, and installing corrugated iron culverts, drains, and irrigation systems. WPA 

workers also planted 10,000 new trees and shrubs and transplanted 600 additional trees from the 

Golden Gate Park nursery.238 Although not a Parks Commission project, the WPA converted a level, 55-

acre section at the southwest corner of McLaren Park into the Crocker Amazon Recreation Center in 

1938-39. Another section was later turned over to the San Francisco Housing Authority to build the 

Sunnydale housing project. Today, nearly all of the CWA and WPA landscaping and infrastructure at 

McLaren Park remains intact, although some major features, such as Louis Sutter Playground, were later 

rebuilt in the 1960s. 

 
237 “1,000 to Get Jobs on WPA,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 25, 1935), 7. 
238 Mooser, 76. 

Figure 21. CWA crews working on Persia Street extension/Mansell Boulevard in McLaren Park, 1934. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp14.0261 
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 Aquatic Park 

Another early WPA parks project, and certainly the best-known in San Francisco, was Aquatic Park. 

Seeking to revitalize a polluted industrial area on the Northern Waterfront, the Parks Commission had 

long dreamed of converting the desolate cove between Fort Mason and Fisherman’s Wharf into a 

bathing beach with a bathing “pavilion,” a fishing pier, and other public amenities. As mentioned, 

Aquatic Park was one of the 13 original projects that Mayor Rossi had submitted to the PWA for funding 

in October 1933. Although approved by the PWA, San Francisco voters declined to approve the bond for 

the City’s contribution. Nonetheless, preliminary grading and filling work began in 1934 under the SERA, 

with workers completing a seawall in Black Point Cove. In 1935, the WPA agreed to complete Aquatic 

Park, contributing $350,000 to build an opulent Streamline Moderne-style bathhouse, a boathouse for 

use by local rowing clubs, a clubhouse for the Sea Scouts, a life-saving station, grandstands, a 

promenade, and landscaping (Figure 22). The bathhouse, designed in a nautical motif by local architect 

William Mooser III, was three stories high, with men’s and women’s changing rooms in the basement, 

reception and meeting rooms on the main floor, and an observation deck and dining room on the top 

floor. The project originally included relocating the State Belt Line Railroad tracks but the funds were not 

forthcoming and the tracks were reinstalled on the promenade.239 Construction took three years, with 

Aquatic Park opening to the public on January 22, 1939. As discussed in more detail below, Aquatic Park 

included an ambitious public arts program, with sculptures by Beniamino Bufano and multiple frescoes 

and marble mosaic murals by Sargent Johnson, Hilaire Hiler, Charles Nunemaker, and others. Aquatic 

 
239 “Work Started on Bathing Pavilion, First Unit in Aquatic Park Center,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 19, 1936), 7. 

Figure 22. Aquatic Park, 1939, with bathhouse located toward the center of the image.  
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp14.1061 
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Park, which is one of the best-known WPA projects in the country, is listed in the National Register and it 

is a National Historic Landmark District. 

 Golden Gate Park 

Comprising 1,017 acres and extending three miles from Stanyan Street to Ocean Beach, Golden Gate 

Park was established in 1871 as San Francisco’s answer to New York City’s Central Park. Golden Gate 

Park’s first superintendent, William Hammond Hall, brilliantly figured out how to create a lush, eastern-

style park by anchoring the shifting sand dunes, establishing acres of greenswards and copses, and 

building the Conservatory of Flowers (opened 1879), Sharon Playground (opened 1886), and the Grand 

Concourse (opened in 1894 as part of the Midwinter Fair). By the time the Depression hit, Golden Gate 

Park was fully developed, with artfully arranged landscapes of meadows, ponds, waterfalls, and 

picturesque drives punctuated by sculptures, statues, and other civic monuments.  

Because Golden Gate Park was already developed when the New Deal launched in 1933, it was not 

included in any of the original applications. Indeed, the first known use of New Deal funds allocated to 

Golden Gate Park occurred in September 1935, when Mayor Rossi earmarked $500,000 for general 

improvements.240 This project consisted of basic maintenance, including resurfacing the park’s drives, 

roads, and footpaths; dredging the many ponds and lakes; reseeding meadows and lawns; planting and 

pruning trees and shrubs; and removing snags and stumps.241 Later WPA contracts included more 

substantial public works, including building several new toilet rooms, or “convenience stations”; 

rehabilitating the children’s play area at Sharon Meadow; building new equestrian stables; rebuilding 

Kezar Stadium; building new tennis courts at 38th Avenue and Fulton Street; building new horseshoe 

courts at the northeast corner of the park (Figure 23); installing a new archery field near 47th Avenue 

and Fulton Street; and installing a statue of a young girl by Jack Moxom near Sharon Meadow (Figure 

24). Golden Gate Park is listed in the National Register as a historic district. Many of its WPA features 

remain intact and in use to this day. 

 
240 “City Requests Federal Aid on Projects,” San Francisco Chronicle (September 5, 1935), 8. 
241 Mooser, 80.  

Figure 23. Horseshoe Courts. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 24. Young Girl by Jack Moxom. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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 Fleishhacker (San Francisco) Zoo 

Fleishhacker Zoo (later renamed the San Francisco Zoological Gardens, or simply the San Francisco Zoo) 

was one of the most ambitious WPA projects ever completed in the United States. The site’s history as a 

recreational facility goes back to the early 1920s, when philanthropist and civic leader Herbert 

Fleishhacker built a children’s playground, replete with a carousel and an indoor pavilion called the 

Mothers Building. In 1924, Fleishhacker added an immense outdoor swimming pool. In 1929, Herbert 

Fleishhacker – by then President of the San Francisco Parks Commission – decided to add a “zoological 

garden” to the Fleishhacker Playground and Pool complex.242 The first animals were brought from 

Golden Gate Park, but Fleishhacker also purchased some overseas. Fleishhacker Zoo had just gotten 

underway when the stock market crash ended any hopes of its expansion. Plans to further develop 

Fleishhacker Zoo resumed in late 1933 when Spring Valley Water Company land adjoining the facility 

became available for purchase. The project’s timing was perfect, because the CWA could immediately 

put hundreds of men to work clearing and grading the additional land for the proposed zoo.243  

The zoo was designed by veteran architect Lewis Hobart. Hobart had a lot of experience with exhibition 

buildings, having designed Steinhart Aquarium and the Academy of Sciences in Golden Gate Park. For 

the San Francisco Zoological Gardens, Hobart designed the public buildings and several of the fully 

enclosed animal enclosures in the then-popular Streamline Moderne style, including the Lion House, the 

Pachyderm House, and the Aviary (Figure 25). In contrast, the open-air animal enclosures that Hobart 

designed for the bears, tigers, and gorillas were very progressive in that they were below-grade so the 

animals did not need to be in cages. These “habitats” were enclosed within artificial rock walls intended 

to resemble the animals’ native environments.244  

Construction of the San Francisco Zoo began again in spring 1936 as a WPA project, with over 1,000 

laborers assigned to the $1,659,000 project. Work included grading the 48-acre site; building two 

lagoons; installing underground pumps, irrigation, and utilities; building footpaths covered in “red rock” 

gravel, building stone-faced retaining walls and pedestrian underpasses; and trucking in loam to plant 

lawns, trees, and shrubs. The building program was extensive, including the Pachyderm House, the Lion 

House, and the Aviary (Figure 26); several dozen open-air animal enclosures (Figure 27); an exhibit 

called “Monkey Island”; an administration building and a café; several paddocks and barns; and a 

corporation yard with sheds and shops. Finally, in 1939-40, WPA workers erected chain link fencing 

around the entire zoo property, with a decorative stone wall facing Sloat Boulevard. Stone-faced pillars 

marked the driveway to the new surface parking lot. Transit riders were also provided for with the 

extension of Muni’s L Taraval streetcar line to a new terminus at 47th Avenue and Wawona Street – a 

block from the zoo’s entrance. The project also included building a tunnel beneath Skyline Boulevard to 

a 38-acre future expansion zone bounded by Sloat, Sunset, Lake Merced, and Skyline Boulevards.245 This 

expansion zone was later sold off to housing developers in the early 1950s. 

 
242 “Fleishhacker Zoo Growing,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 18, 1929), 7. 
243 “Two New Park Sites Urged on Supervisors,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 13, 1933), 6. 
244 “Bears will be Barless and Monkeys Dunked,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 15, 1937), 7. 
245 Sterling C. Carter, “Zoological Gardens and Fleishhacker Playfield,” The Architect & Engineer, Vol. 132 (February 1938), 17-26. 
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As discussed in depth below, the San Francisco Zoological Gardens project included a significant public 

art component, with WPA artists Dorothy Puccinelli and Helen Forbes completing a mural cycle entitled 

Noah and the Ark inside the Mothers Building. Begun under the PWAP, it was completed in May 1938 

under the FAP, a WPA subsidiary. The sisters Margaret, Helen, and Esther Bruton also completed a 

marble mosaic in the entry loggia of the Mothers Building.246  

Today, the San Francisco Zoo retains much of its original layout from the WPA period and nearly all of its 

WPA buildings and landscape features within the WPA section, including the Pachyderm House, the Lion 

House, the Aviary, the Café, and many of the open-air animal enclosures. The landscaping within those 

areas also appears to remain intact. The only element of the San Francisco Zoo property that is listed in 

the National Register, or any other historic resource inventory, is the Mothers Building (also known as 

the Delia Fleishhacker Memorial Building). 

 
246 “Municipal Rail Workers Will Sell Fair Tickets,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 31, 1938), 15. Early surveys set aside several 
public squares, but these were under the jurisdiction of the Commission of Streets, In the late 1940s, management sold this 
land to Standard Building Co., which developed it as a 300-home subdivision called Lake Shore Country Club Acres in the early 
1950s. 

Figure 25. Construction of the Aviary with large lagoon in the foreground, 1937. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp26.1291 
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Figure 26. The Aviary, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 27. Bear Pit, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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In addition to the well-known new park projects described above, the WPA was involved with the 

preservation of several undeveloped open space preserves located throughout the city. San Francisco’s 

rugged terrain, with its difficult-to-develop canyons and hilltops, provided the city’s citizenry with 

informal backcountry recreational opportunities until the 1920s, when that decade’s building boom 

transformed much of the city’s remaining undeveloped southern and western flanks into street-after-

street of stucco bungalows and rowhouses. Although not part of any coordinated plan, the Parks 

Department acquired several remnants of open space in these outlying areas, either as donations from 

developers or outright condemnations to preserve a few pockets of open space. There were also several 

pockets of open space remaining in the older northeast quadrant of the city, including some former 

quarries and industrial sites on Russian Hill and Telegraph Hill. Most often these were parks in name 

only, with no bathrooms, formal trails, or recreational facilities. As part of the WPA’s work for the Parks 

Commission, several of these wildland parks received their first infrastructure, including hiking trails, 

stone retaining walls and stairs, and possibly even a bathroom. Examples include Bay View, Buena Vista, 

Inspiration (now Ina Coolbrith), Lombard (now George Sterling), Mt. Davidson, and Telegraph Hill (now 

Pioneer) parks.  

 Buena Vista Park 

Established in 1867, Buena Vista Park is San Francisco’s oldest park, predating Golden Gate Park by four 

years.247 Perched atop a dome-shaped hill between the Haight-Ashbury and Corona Heights 

neighborhoods, City Park, as it was originally called, was left in its natural state for most of the 

nineteenth century. In 1894, Parks Department Superintendent John McLaren started landscaping the 

park, planting eucalyptus, Monterey cypress, and New Zealand tea trees. City Park was then rededicated 

as Buena Vista Park. Little seems to have been done between 1894 and the early 1930s, but many of the 

trees and shrubs planted in the 1890s had grown large enough to provide a lush, forested canopy.  

In 1937-38, WPA crews undertook a major amount of work to improve Buena Vista Park. The scope of 

work included grading and surfacing 1,500 lineal feet of trails and footpaths, resurfacing 22,300 square 

feet of paved drives and 18,900 square feet of sidewalks, building 15,455 lineal feet of gutters, installing 

6,000 square feet of log and stone retaining walls, and constructing stone steps on several steep 

sections throughout the park. The project also included building a tennis court and two playgrounds, 

reconditioning an existing convenience station, and erecting a chain link fence around an old quarry 

site.248 Notably, much of the WPA stonework in the park was built with salvaged funerary monuments 

from the Lone Mountain cemetery complex and street cobbles from street widening and resurfacing 

projects (Figures 28-29). 

Buena Vista Park is a hybrid park, incorporating features of a traditional park and an open space 

preserve. The perimeter of the park, especially along Haight Street, is more developed, with landscaped 

greenswards, paved walkways, concrete retaining walls and stairs, and gardens. Meanwhile, the interior 

of the park is very steep and wild, with hiking trails wending their way through a mature canopy of 

Monterey cypress and coast live oaks. Much of the WPA work remains intact and in good condition, 

especially the stone-lined gutters, retaining walls, drainage, and stairs.  

 
247 Sewers, and Public Squares. 
248 Mooser, 77. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

80 

 Bay View Park 

Bay View Park, one of San Francisco’s least-known parks, comprises 50 acres atop Bayview Hill in the 

Bayview-Hunters Point district. The Crocker Estate Company donated the land to the City in 1914 in 

exchange for municipal authorities abandoning plans to build a “pest house,” or sanitarium, on eight 

adjoining acres. The Parks Commission graciously accepted the land, built an access drive, and set out 

several hundred eucalyptus saplings on the steep, windy, and scrubby hilltop. Bay View Park officially 

opened to the public in May 1915, making it the first public park of any consequence in the industrial 

Bayview-Hunters Point district.249 After it opened, the Parks Commission appears to have forgotten 

about the remote and isolated park. In 1935-36, WPA workers completed $158,000 of work at Bay View 

Park. Work included grading and surfacing 6,500 lineal feet of drives (Bayview Park Road) (Figure 30), 

building 6,500 lineal feet of stone gutters and 1,250 feet of stone retaining walls, installing a water 

supply and irrigation systems, building a convenience station and a “rustic shelter,” and installing two 

playfields. WPA crews also planted 6,500 trees (mostly eucalyptus).250  

 
249 “Bay View Park is Opened to the City,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 24, 1915), 8. 
250 Mooser, 82. 

Figure 28. Stone gutter and retaining wall built by the WPA 
in Buena Vista Park, 2018. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 29. Stone stair and retaining wall built by the WPA 
in Buena Vista Park, 2018. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

81 

Bay View Hill Park underwent major alterations in the early 1960s, when tons of rock were quarried 

from its lower slopes to create fill for Candlestick Park stadium. As part of this work, the lower part of 

Bayview Hill Park road was reconfigured and rebuilt. The WPA convenience station and “rustic shelter” 

were evidently demolished as part of that work. Today, all that remains visible of the WPA work is the 

upper portion of Bayview Park Road and a few stone retaining walls adjoining the road. Most of the 

eucalyptus forest on top of the hill was also likely planted by the WPA, although some may date to the 

original opening in 1915. 

 Mt. Davidson Park 

Mt. Davidson, San Francisco’s highest peak, is located near the geographical heart of the city. For many 

years, the isolated hill, with its steep slopes and thick stands of eucalyptus, deterred residential 

development. However, the sale of the Sutro Estate in 1911 and the subsequent opening of the Twin 

Peaks Tunnel in 1918 opened this part of San Francisco to residential development. By the mid-1920s, 

the Meyer Brothers acquired approximately 218 acres on the northern and eastern slopes of Mt. 

Davidson and began building the residential subdivision of Miraloma Park. Initially, the Meyer Brothers 

planned to develop the steeply sloping summit along with the gentler land along Portola Drive and 

Teresita Boulevard. But for many years, hikers had enjoyed climbing Mt. Davidson for its spectacular 

views and its peaceful forest-clad slopes. Indeed, local landowner A.S. Baldwin had built a network of 

trails on the northern and western slopes after 1911.  

Figure 30. Installing bollards along drive in Bay View Hill Park, 1936. 
Source: Bancroft Library, SFOUCBC_016 
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In the early 1920s, the annual Easter Sunrise Service began on Mt. Davidson. Several attendees of the 

1926 service, including Margaret M. Morgan, the first woman elected to the San Francisco Board of 

Supervisors, and State Park Commissioner Madie Brown, were so impressed with the undeveloped 

mountaintop that they launched a campaign to preserve it from development. Three years later, on 

December 20, 1929, the Board of Supervisors dedicated 28 acres that the City had bought from the 

Meyer Brothers as Mt. Davidson Park.251 The park was later expanded to its present forty acres after the 

Second World War. 

In the brief period that it had owned 

Mt. Davidson Park prior to the 

Depression, the Parks Commission 

had done very little to enhance the 

rustic open space preserve. Many of 

the trails were not well-marked and 

erosion had become a problem, 

especially following the annual Easter 

Sunrise Service, when hundreds of 

people ascended the slopes in street 

shoes. In spring 1936, a WPA work 

crew of 168 men completed a major 

overhaul of Mt. Davidson’s informal 

trail network.252 They widened all of 

the hiking trails, putting them atop a 

stone base and installing drainage, 

stone trail markers, and stone steps 

in several locations, including at two 

new entrances on Rockdale Drive and Juanita Way. WPA workers also installed a water system, built 

several benches at scenic overlooks, and grubbed out the overgrown understory beneath the trees. 

Finally, they graded a road to the summit, leveling out a large area for worshippers to stand in front of 

the newly completed, 103-foot-high Mt. Davidson Cross built in 1934 (Figure 31). The cross, designed by 

architect George Kelham, was paid for by the non-profit Easter Sunrise Service Committee; it was not a 

WPA project.253 

Most of the scenic trail work completed by the WPA remains entirely intact in Mt. Davidson Park, 

although some of the trail markers are overgrown and the stone steps are not well-maintained (Figure 

32). Private autos are no longer allowed at the summit, so some of the parking area has been overtaken 

by shrubs. In addition, the loudspeakers installed on poles at the summit are no longer extant. There is 

also little evidence of the irrigation system that the WPA installed and all but one of the benches have 

been removed. In 1997, the City and County of San Francisco sold the cross and the area immediately 

around it to an Armenian group to avoid running afoul of the First Amendment. 

 
251 “Mt. Davidson Park Will be Dedicated,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 15, 1929), 4. 
252 “Good Friday Rites Set,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 10, 1936), 19. 
253 Mooser, 84. 

Figure 31. Parking area at the summit of Mt. Davidson, looking west 
toward the cross, 1936. 

Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp26.062 
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 Other Parks Projects 

The scope of WPA work in San Francisco’s 

city parks was remarkable in terms of its 

geographical coverage and diversity. Other 

noteworthy projects included the 

development of Telegraph Hill Park, the 

small hilltop park surrounding Coit Tower. 

Although Coit Tower’s interior contains the 

most important trove of New Deal artwork in 

the city, the building itself was not a New 

Deal project. The area surrounding it had 

been set aside as a park as far back as 1876, 

but it was only a barren patch of dirt and 

weeds with an informal network of eroded 

dirt trails when the Depression began. The 

WPA built stone retaining walls and stairs to 

stop erosion, paved a scenic drive to the 

summit, and landscaped the five-acre park, 

which is now known as Pioneer Park, with 

eucalyptus, Monterey cypress, and other 

typical San Francisco trees. The WPA 

completed similar work in several other 

undeveloped hilltop sites on nearby Russian 

Hill, including Inspiration (now Ina Coolbrith) 

Park and Lombard (now George Sterling) 

Park.254 Both parks are almost completely 

intact. Finally, the WPA also constructed 

several buildings for the Parks Commission, 

including clubhouses at Harding and Lincoln 

Park golf courses, as well as convenience stations for many individual parks. They also built tennis courts 

at several parks and completed a general “clean up” at nearly every city park in San Francisco.  

Table 5 contains a list of all known WPA Parks Commission projects in San Francisco. 

 
254 Mooser, 81. 

Figure 32. WPA-built stone stair at Mt. Davidson Park, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Table 5. WPA Parks Commission Projects  

WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location  Scope of Work 

 Aquatic Park, 900 Beach 
Street  

Deposit 20,000 cubic yards of fill and construct stone 
seawall, bathhouse, beach, two boathouses, retaining 
walls, and pave 101,000 sf of concrete promenades.  

1929 Balboa Park, Ocean 
Avenue and Holloway 
Avenue 

Construct paths, seepage pits, culverts, storm water 
inlets, etc. 

5839 Bay View Park, 1001 
Leconte Avenue 

Improve 30-acre natural hilltop area with 6,500 lineal 
feet of oiled macadam roads; 6,500 feet of rock gutter; 
1,250 cubic yards of rubble retaining walls; install water 
supply; and build convenience station and rustic shelter. 

1152 Buena Vista Park, Buena 
Vista Avenue and Haight 
Street 

Construct 1,500 feet of paths; resurface drives, including 
laying 15,455 of rock gutters; build 72 rock steps and 
coping; surface tennis courts; building metal fencing 
around former quarry site; install pipe irrigation; build 
two playgrounds; and spread loam and plant shrubs. 

3478 Convenience Stations 
(multiple locations) 

Construct six convenience stations at the following 
locations: 14th Avenue and Fulton Street, 19th Avenue 
and South (MLK) Drive; Ashbury and Oak streets, 
Gundlach and Visitacion streets, Laguna and Clay streets, 
and Judson Avenue. 

1153, 8314(N), 
8965(6), 3048(N) 

Fleishhacker (San 
Francisco) Zoo, 1 Zoo Road 

Build paths, underpasses, lakes, paddocks, and lagoons; 
spread 20,000 cubic yards of loam; install irrigation lines, 
culverts, and drains; landscaping; build Aviary, Lion 
House, Pachyderm House, Monkey Island, Small 
Mammal House, Bear Pits, stone boundary wall, café, 
and pump house. Build unique zoo designed to reduce 
number of fences and allowing animals to roam with 
only moats separating visitors and exhibits. 

1315, 1616, 1617, 
7508, 10420 

Golden Gate International 
Exposition, Treasure Island 

Build international exposition site on Treasure Island. 

1693, 2106, 2176, 
8248, 3718, 4415, 
5480, 8965(10), 
5839(8), and 5839(9) 

Golden Gate Park (multiple 
locations) 

Multiple projects throughout Golden Gate Park, 
including general landscape and street rehabilitation, 
archery field, children’s play area, equestrian fields, fly-
casting pools and lodge, horseshoe court, model yacht 
club, stables, tennis courts, and public artworks. 

1924, 5839(1) Harding Park Clubhouse, 
99 Harding Road 

Build wood-frame golf clubhouse in Harding Park Golf 
Course. 

1705 Inspiration (Ina Coolbrith) 
Park, Vallejo Street and 
Taylor Street 

Excavate 880 cubic yards of rubble from vacant half-acre 
site; construct rubble retaining wall; construct concrete 
stairs; install irrigation system; install chain link fencing; 
build crushed rock walkways; spread 635 cubic yards of 
loam; and plant 100 trees and shrubs. 

8965(12) Jefferson Square, Turk 
Street and Laguna Street 

Landscape and build modern irrigation system. 

1700, 1925, 5839(7) Kezar Pavilion and 
Stadium, 755 Stanyan 
Street 

Erect one-story concrete addition to existing pavilion and 
replace wooden seating with concrete seating for 60,000 
in stadium. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

85 

 

WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location  Scope of Work 

3539, 8965(7), 
8314(U) 

Lafayette Square, Gough 
Street and Washington 
Street 

Grade and lay base for 19,000 sf of new paths; 
reconstruct 42,000 sf of existing paths; demolish water 
tower and frame house; build concrete steps and 
retaining wall; build tennis courts; install water system; 
and regrade playfield. 

8965(8), 8314(W) Lincoln Park Clubhouse, 
100 34th Avenue 

Build modern clubhouse for municipal golf course. 

3048 Lombard (George Sterling) 
Park, 2299 Hyde Street 

Construct retaining walls and paths, and landscape small 
park on Russian Hill. 

3932 Marina Sea Wall/San 
Francisco Yacht Harbor 

Construct 600 lineal feet of seawall enclosing yacht 
harbor; build harbor master's station; and pave drives 
with asphalt. 

783 McLaren Park, 100 John F. 
Shelley Drive 

Construct roads (Mansell Street, John F. Shelley Drive, 
and Visitacion Avenue), bridle trails and footpaths, 
12,172 feet of stone gutters, 2,315 feet of corrugated 
culverts, etc. Plant and transplant 10,600 trees, etc. 

1851 Merrie Way Esplanade, 
Merrie Way and Point 
Lobos Avenue 

Clear and grub a half-acre tract and pave with gravel to 
create a parking lot overlooking the ocean near Sutro 
Baths. 

2525, 8314(M) Mt. Davidson Park, 
Dalewood Way and Myra 
Way 

Construct trails, rubble and concrete stairs, retaining 
walls, and park benches; install water system; and 
landscape and plant 25 acres. 

3048 Mountain Lake Park Landscaping; construct two new tennis courts; 
horseshoe courts; and shelter for playing cards. 

1690, 3048 Sharp Park, 2600 Francisco 
Boulevard, Pacifica 

Install water line for golf course from County Jail 
reservoir. 

8965(13) St. Mary’s Square, 633 
California Street 

Install concrete base beneath statue of Sun Yat Sen and 
"dress up" park. 

8965(15) Strybing Arboretum, 1199 
9th Avenue 

Begin preliminary planning of arboretum in Golden Gate 
Park. 

3048(S) Sunset Park (Recreation 
Center), 2201 Lawton 
Street 

Grade rough, wooded lot to construct lawns, four tennis 
courts, and area for mothers and small children. 

5839(5), 8965(9) Sutro Heights Park, Point 
Lobos Avenue and 48th 
Avenue 

Demolish old buildings, rehabilitate landscaping; surface 
walks and paths; and repair and clean statues. 

689, 8314(B), 8965(4), 
8965(14) 

Telegraph Hill (Pioneer) 
Park, 1 Telegraph Hill 
Boulevard 

Build new stone stairway, sidewalks, retaining walls, 
concrete stairs, and gutters; install chain link fence, 
drainage and irrigation system; spread 210 cubic yards of 
loam and plant trees and shrubs. 

 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

86 

WPA Recreation Commission Projects 

Similar to its Parks Commission projects, the WPA’s Recreation Commission projects were 

geographically diverse, spanning the city from Lake Merced to Telegraph Hill, and from the Richmond 

district to Visitacion Valley. The Recreation Commission’s primary mission was to provide every 

residential neighborhood in the city with a playground that included ball fields, play structures, and 

other indoor and outdoor recreational opportunities. WPA Recreation Commission projects fall into four 

categories: rehabilitation of existing playgrounds, addition of new buildings to existing playgrounds, 

construction of new playgrounds, and completion of preliminary site work for future playgrounds. Much 

of the WPA work in the playgrounds consisted of straightforward “dressing up” of 16 existing facilities, 

including spreading loam; planting grass, shrubs, and trees; resurfacing paths, driveways, and sport 

courts; installing fencing, irrigation, and lighting; and painting and repairing buildings. The next category 

included the construction of three new fieldhouses in existing playgrounds and convenience stations in 

many more. In total, the WPA developed 15 all-new playgrounds in San Francisco. Several of these were 

built on “waste ground,” such as quarries or mud flats, resolving public nuisances on top of providing 

local children with a safe place to play. The final category included laying out and grading future 

playground sites and other recreational sites on newly acquired ground. Delayed by the Second World 

War, most of these facilities were not completed until the late 1940s or early 1950s.  

 General Maintenance Work 

Though not glamorous, general maintenance work was necessary to extend the useful life of the 

Recreation Commission’s older facilities. Playgrounds that benefitted from WPA maintenance work 

included Aptos, Bay View, Douglass, Father Crowley, Funston (Moscone), Gilman, Jackson, Julius Kahn, 

Margaret S. Hayward, Ocean View, Portola, Angelo J. Rossi, Stern Grove, Vicente (Parkside Square), 

Visitacion, and West Portal.255 Interestingly, several of the playgrounds on the list, including Douglass, 

Gilman, and Rossi, were later reconstructed by the WPA, so it is possible that there were some sort of 

temporary facilities on these sites. The exact scope of work for each playground is not specified in WPA 

records, but it likely consisted of landscape rehabilitation; repairing and repainting buildings and sport 

courts; installing new fencing, lighting, and irrigation; and erecting new playground equipment. 

 New Fieldhouses and Convenience Stations 

Most new WPA playground projects included a fieldhouse for indoor basketball, arts and crafts, theater, 

and other indoor activities, but a few older playgrounds did not have one. The WPA built identical new 

fieldhouses for the Cabrillo and Fulton playgrounds in the Richmond district (Figures 33-34). Both were 

designed by architect William G. Merchant in the Norman Revival style, and they closely resemble the 

fieldhouse for Glen Park Playground. The WPA also built an untold number of new convenience stations 

in San Francisco playgrounds. Most playgrounds without either a fieldhouse (which contained its own 

toilet rooms), or larger playgrounds with more than one section such as Douglass or Potrero, got at least 

one WPA-built convenience station. The convenience stations were standardized one-story, concrete, 

Art Deco-style buildings, with men’s and women’s toilets at either end and storage at the center (Figure 

 
255 Healy, 10.  
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35). Several parks, including Golden Gate Park, got convenience stations designed in the Mediterranean 

style (Figure 36).  

 

 

Figure 35. Typical standard Art Deco-style convenience station at Upper Douglass Playground, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 33. Cabrillo Playground fieldhouse, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 34. Fulton Playground fieldhouse, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Glen Park Recreation Center 

Glen Park, a traditionally working-class neighborhood in the south-central part of the city, had had a 

Recreation Commission playground since the First World War. Located near the mouth of Glen Canyon, 

the playground occupied what had once been the Mission Zoo, a private animal menagerie and picnic 

ground operated by the realty firm of Baldwin & Howell, and later the Crocker Estate Company. In 1924, 

the Recreation Commission bought the land from the Crocker Estate Company and added basketball and 

tennis courts.256 In 1930, an existing 1890s-era pavilion from the Mission Zoo days burned, leaving the 

playground without any indoor facilities. In early 1934, the CWA assigned 100 men to clean up the 

debris and beautify the grounds around it. Later that summer, the Recreation Commission announced 

that the CWA would build a new fieldhouse on the site of the old pavilion. The architect was William G. 

Merchant, who had designed two similarly styled fieldhouses for the Cabrillo and Fulton playgrounds.257 

The WPA took over the project in 1935. In addition to building the new $125,000 fieldhouse (Figure 37), 

the agency overhauled the playground, which was renamed the Glen Park Recreation Center. The WPA 

also regraded the baseball diamonds, built a new concrete retaining wall and access stair along 

Bosworth Street, constructed several new tennis courts, and erected perimeter fencing along Bosworth 

 
256 “Proceedings of the Playground Commission,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 26, 1924), 18. 
257 “Glen Park Will Get Field House,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 26, 1934), 16. 

Figure 36. Typical Mediterranean-style convenience station in Golden Gate Park, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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and Elk streets.258 The work was completed in May 1938. When it opened, Glen Park Recreation Center 

was arguably the most impressive of the WPA recreation centers built in San Francisco. 

Although the tennis courts at Glen Park Playground have been demolished and relocated as part of a 

recent park improvement project, the Glen Park Playground fieldhouse was completely rehabilitated in 

2017-18. Although the project made some changes to the building’s exterior and interior, it retains its 

original massing, materials, and detailing. 

 New Playgrounds and other Recreation Facilities 

As mentioned, the WPA built 15 all-new playgrounds in San Francisco. When the Recreation Commission 

acquired a new property, it would often level out a small area and install a minimal amount of 

playground equipment until funds could be secured to build a permanent facility. Because a decade or 

more could often pass until the money became available, the WPA jumpstarted the process by building 

entirely new playgrounds from the ground up, with modern play equipment, landscaping, and 

convenience stations. Many were built in parts of the city that had few recreational facilities. A good 

example is the Crocker-Amazon Playground southwest of McLaren Park. Sometimes built on “waste 

ground,” including empty lots, abandoned quarries and cemeteries, tidal marshes, or litter-strewn 

hilltops, the new playgrounds filled a secondary function of remediating neighborhood blight, including 

the Angelo J. Rossi, Douglass, Corona Heights, and Gilman playgrounds. 

 
258 Mooser, 81. 

Figure 37. Glen Park Recreation Center, 1940. 

Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp27.1437 
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 Crocker-Amazon Playground 

One of the earliest and certainly the most ambitious WPA playground completed in San Francisco was 

Crocker-Amazon Playground. Occupying a 40-acre tract bordered by Geneva Avenue to the south, 

Moscow Street to the west, France Avenue to the north, and McLaren Park to the east, Crocker-Amazon 

Playground was built on a relatively level tract originally acquired for McLaren Park (Figure 38). 

Preliminary site work consisted of excavating 34,000 cubic yards of earth and rock, spreading 21,000 

cubic yards of loam, and installing 23,050 lineal feet of irrigation lines.259 The second phase, which was 

completed in 1938, included building a citywide baseball complex consisting of 11 baseball diamonds 

with concrete bleachers, a fieldhouse, and a convenience station. The $75,000 project also included 

perimeter fencing, footpaths and driveways, and lighting.260  

 

Crocker-Amazon Playground has been heavily altered since the 1950s, with soccer fields replacing 

several of the baseball diamonds. In addition, several tennis courts have been added, as well as new 

children’s playground equipment. The original fieldhouse and convenience stations appear to have been 

demolished because the existing buildings date to the 1980s. Portions of the original grandstands 

survive, however. 

 Angelo J. Rossi Playground 

Named for San Francisco’s indomitable Depression-era mayor, Angelo J. Rossi Playground was one of 

several new playgrounds built by the WPA on “waste” ground – in this case the former Odd Fellows 

Cemetery. Founded in 1864 by the Odd Fellows fraternal lodge, the cemetery was located within an area 

bounded by Geary Boulevard, Parker Avenue, Turk Street, and Arguello Boulevard. In 1914, the Board of 

Supervisors ordered all burials within the city limits to cease and that existing remains to be reinterred 

 
259 Mooser, 76. 
260 “S.F. to Get New Baseball Plant, School, Church,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 15, 1938), 6.  

Figure 38. Crocker-Amazon Playground, Ca. 1940. View toward west. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp26.1556 
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in Colma. Nearly two decades later, Odd Fellows Cemetery complied, hiring workers to remove the 

remains in 1933, although CWA workers also appear to have contributed. As described above, the PWA 

had tried to build a low-income housing project called Roosevelt Terrace on the cemetery site in 1934, 

but the project was defeated by real estate interests. Afterward, the land was rechristened Francisco 

Heights and sold off to developers, except for a six-acre tract bounded by Arguello Boulevard, Anza 

Street, Edward Street, and Rossi Avenue, which was to become a playground. Plans for the $80,000 

Rossi Playground included a substantial concrete perimeter retaining wall; baseball and softball 

diamonds; tennis, basketball, and volleyball courts; and an oval running track. Construction got 

underway in 1936. The second phase was to have included a $50,000 “community center” designed by 

William G. Merchant, although it was never built.261  

An enclosed swimming pool was added to the prominent northwest corner of the playground in the 

1950s, but otherwise Rossi Playground has undergone few changes.  

 Douglass and Corona Heights Playgrounds 

The WPA built two new playgrounds 

on the sites of abandoned quarries, 

including one at 26th and Douglass 

streets in Noe Valley and the other 

atop a rocky promontory in Corona 

Heights. In the late 1920s, the 

Recreation Commission acquired both 

sites and built rudimentary 

playgrounds. In 1932, the Recreation 

Commission began improving Lower 

Douglass Playground, near Clipper 

Street, planting over 6,000 trees and 

shrubs and building a baseball 

diamond. In 1935-36, the WPA 

completed a substantial amount of 

additional work within the lower playground, as well as developing Upper Douglass Playground at 27th 

and Douglass streets (Figure 39). Work included removal of 5,700 cubic yards of loose rock, construction 

of a rubble masonry retaining wall along Clipper and Douglass streets, installation of an irrigation 

system, erection of 1,550 lineal feet of chain link fencing, planting lawns and ice plant, and construction 

of a “standard” Art Deco convenience station.262 The Corona Heights Playground (now Peixotto 

Playground) project was similar although not as ambitious, consisting of a pair of tennis courts and a 

convenience station near the intersection of 15th and Beaver streets. 

 
261 “New Playfield Deeds Passed, Work to Begin,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 5, 1935), 26. 
262 Mooser, 78. 

Figure 39. Construction of Douglass Playground, ca. 1936. 
Source: Bancroft Library 
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 Gilman Playground 

Along with Crocker-Amazon 

Playground, the most 

ambitious of the new 

playgrounds built by the 

WPA for the Recreation 

Commission was Gilman 

Playground in Bayview-

Hunters Point. Then a semi-

rural district of 

slaughterhouses, tanneries, 

shipyards, and clusters of 

tidy workers’ cottages, 

Bayview-Hunters Point had 

few civic amenities and 

only one playground at the 

onset of the Depression. 

What is now Gilman 

Playground had been an 

expanse of foul-smelling 

tidal marshland at the foot 

of Gilman Avenue. Designed primarily as a recreational boating facility, WPA workers literally built 

Gilman Playground from the water up, installing 5,000 cubic feet of rip rap, filling the marshlands behind 

it with 9,000 cubic yards of rock and soil, placing loam and manure, and planting grass and 5,000 trees 

and shrubs.263 Other improvements included installing paved footpaths, creating a bathing beach, 

building a boat pier, and constructing a standard Art Deco convenience station (Figure 40).264  

In the late 1950s/early 1960s, the submerged water lots adjoining Gilman Playground were filled to 

construct access roads for the new Candlestick Park stadium. As a tradeoff, the Recreation Commission 

enlarged Gilman Playground to a full rectangle, but the beach and pier were of course demolished. 

Today, Gilman Playground retains some of its original layout and many mature eucalyptus and Monterey 

cypress trees planted by WPA workers. It also retains its original Art Deco convenience station. 

Table 6 below lists all known WPA projects executed for the Recreation Commission. 

 
263 Mooser, 86. 
264 “S.F. to Learn Lore of Sea,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 7, 1938), 28. 

Figure 40. Gilman Playground, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Table 6. WPA Recreation Commission Projects 

WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

6819(2) Aptos Playground, 139 
Aptos Avenue 

Rehabilitate existing playground. 

8978(15) Bay Street Reservoir, 
corner of Bay Street and 
Larkin Street 

Landscape embankment of reservoir and build small 
recreation building. 

3548 Bernal Recreation Center, 
500 Moultrie Street  

Excavate and grade site; build 75 feet of rubble wall; pave 
16,000 sf playground behind Bernal Heights Library. 

1701 Cabrillo Playground, 851 
38th Avenue 

Construct fieldhouse, two tennis courts, one basketball 
court, one volleyball court, etc. 

1704 California and 30th Avenue 
(Dupont) Tennis Courts, 
336 31st Avenue 

Build concrete retaining wall, four tennis courts, and 
convenience station. 

5839, 6819(3) Chinese (Willy Woo Woo 
Wong) Playground, 830 
Sacramento Street 

Provide lighting system and resurface tennis and 
basketball courts. 

8978 Corona Heights 
Playground, 199 Museum 
Way 

Build new playground, fieldhouse, convenience station, 
and tennis courts in former quarry. 

1151, 3838, 8978 Crocker-Amazon 
Playground and Recreation 
Center, 785-99 Moscow 
Street 

Grading and excavation; spread 21,000 cubic yards of 
loam; install irrigation system; build 1,500 lineal feet of 
paths; resurface drives; build 15,455 lineal feet of rock 
gutters; build 72 stone steps and coping and rubble walls; 
install chain link fence; build two playgrounds; install 
artificial stone sidewalks; recondition convenience station; 
and plant shrubs. 

8978(12) Dolores Playground (no 
longer extant), 25th Street 
and Mission Street 

Build 16 horseshoe pits on former school site at 25th Street 
and Mission Street.  

1200 Douglass Park Playground, 
26th Street and Douglass 
Street 

Excavate and remove 5,700 cubic yards of loose rock; 
construct rubble masonry retaining wall; install irrigation 
system; install 1550 lineal feet of chain link fence; build 
standard convenience station; spread loam and plant 
130,000 ice plants; and build ballfield. 

6819(2) Excelsior Playground, 
Russia Avenue and Madrid 
Street 

Landscape and rehabilitate existing Excelsior Playground. 

6819(2) Father Crowley Playground 
(no longer extant), 7th 
Street and Harrison Street 

Landscape and rehabilitate existing Father Crowley 
Playground. 

6819(4), 8978(8) Fulton Playground, 855 
27th Avenue 

Build fieldhouse in existing playground. 

6819(2) Funston Playground 
(Moscone Recreation 
Center), 1800 Chestnut 
Street 

Build playground and tennis courts in existing playground. 

5839(10), 3547 Gilman Playground, Gilman 
Avenue and Griffiths Street 

Construct playground, including 5,000 lineal feet of 
cyclone fencing, convenience station, boat house, and 
pier; plant 5,000 trees and shrubs. 
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WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

6819(7) Girl Scouts Campground 
(no longer extant), 1 Zoo 
Road 

Build barbecue pit and grade campground on grounds of 
Fleishhacker Zoo. 

1703, 6445, 7668, 
8978(9) 

Glen Park Recreation 
Center, 70 Elk Street 

Construct playground, fieldhouse, and new entrance on Elk 
Street; widen tennis courts to regulation size; grade 
ballfield. 

3476 Helen Wills Playground, 
Broadway and Larkin Street 

Regrade and pave tennis courts and repaint recreation 
center in existing playground. 

1198 Ingleside Recreation 
Center (no longer extant), 
600 Ocean Avenue 

Build soccer field and football field with parking facilities 
on site of old County Jail (demolished). Property later 
transferred to SF Junior College District. 

5839(10) Jackson Playground, 1645 
17th Street 

General repairs and "dress up” existing Jackson 
Playground. 

8776, 8978(7) James D. Phelan (China) 
Beach, Sea Cliff Avenue 
and El Camino del Mar 

Install drainage system in anticipation of future beach and 
bathhouse development. 

6819(2) James Rolph (Potrero del 
Sol) Playground, 1451 
Hampshire Street 

Construct bleachers and install night lighting for ballfield. 
Painting and excavation. 

3549 Julius Kahn Playground, 
West Pacific Avenue and 
Spruce Street 

Surface tennis courts; paint fieldhouse; erect 700 feet of 
wire fence; plant trees and shrubs. 

1700, 1925, 5839 Kezar Pavilion and 
Stadium, 755 Stanyan 
Street 

Erect one-story concrete addition to existing pavilion and 
replace wooden seating with concrete seating for 60,000 
spectators in existing stadium. 

8978(16) Lake Merced Skeet Field 
(no longer extant), 520 
John Muir Drive 

Clear site in preparation for skeet shooting field. 

5839(6), 6819(9) Merced Manor, 2930 23rd 
Avenue 

Landscape large reservoir site and prepare top of reservoir 
for eventual construction of tennis courts (never 
completed). 

6819(5) Mission Playground, 19th 
Street and Linda Street 

Paint swimming pool and dressing rooms; repair basketball 
court; install lighting system; grade and build tennis courts 
and one tennis court in existing playground. 

1201 Noe Valley Tennis Courts, 
24th Street and Douglass 
Street 

Construct playground, three tennis courts, and 
convenience station, as well as concrete retaining 
wall/coping around what had been an "unsightly" lot. 

6819(10) North Beach Playground, 
651 Lombard Street 

New asphalt on playground. 

3839 Ocean View Playground, 
Plymouth Avenue and 
Lobos Street 

Grade 6,600 cubic yards of earth, build concrete and 
rubble walls and paths, gutters, tennis courts, water 
system, and build convenience station. 

3720 Ortega and 9th (J.P. 
Murphy) Playground, 1960 
9th Avenue 

Construct tennis courts and basketball court on 
unimproved sand lot. 

6402(7), 8969(7) Park Presidio Recreation 
Center (Presidio Heights 
Playground), 3437 Clay 
Street 

Rehabilitate fieldhouse, including painting, new roof, and 
install paneling inside. 
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WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

1031 Playground Engineering 
(General) 

Complete topographical and engineering surveys of 
existing playgrounds and equipment in eight locations, 
including Crocker-Amazon, Ingleside, Rossi, China Beach, 
Gilman, Potrero, St. Mary's, and Ocean View. 

6819(2) Playground Rehabilitation 
(General) 

General repairs and clean up of 16 playgrounds, including 
Vicente Square, West Portal, Rossi, Aptos, Bay View, 
Douglas, Father Crowley, Funston, Gilman, Jackson, Julius 
Kahn, Hayward, Boys, Ocean View, Portola, Sigmund Stern, 
and Visitacion. 

6819(10) Portola Playground, 500 
Felton Street 

Build children’s play area at existing Portola Playground. 

8978(3) Potrero Hill Playground 
(Potrero Hill Recreation 
Center), 801 Arkansas 
Street 

Build children's play area, convenience station, and tennis 
courts at existing Potrero Hill Playground. 

1199, 8978(11), 
6819(12) 

Rossi Playground, 600 
Arguello Boulevard 

Construct entirely new playground on site of old Odd 
Fellows Cemetery consisting of three tennis courts, two 
basketball courts, one volleyball court; drainage and 
irrigation systems; landscaping; fencing; convenience 
station; 8 horseshoe courts; and four outdoor checkers 
tables. 

1030 Sigmund Stern Grove, 19th 
Avenue and Sloat 
Boulevard  

Construct stone retaining walls, tennis courts, bowling 
greens, and barbeques within existing park. 

2370 St. Mary’s Playground, 95 
Justin Drive 

Grade future playground on south side of Bernal Heights, 
including fencing and retaining walls. 

8969(1) Twin Peaks Reservoir, 301 
Marview Way 

Repair leaks and waterproof reservoir; cut new expansion 
joints; and paint and clean reservoir. No recreational 
component. 

6819(1) Vicente Playground 
(Parkside Square), 28th 
Avenue and Vicente Street 

Build convenience station and install landscaping in 
existing Vicente Playground. 

6819(2) Visitacion Playground, 325 
Leland Avenue 

General repairs and rehabilitation work within existing 
Visitacion Playground. 
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WPA Public Building Projects Executed for the City and County of San Francisco  

The WPA built and remodeled public buildings for several municipal departments in San Francisco during 

the 1930s, including the Coroner’s Office, the Public Library system, the Department of Public Health, 

the Public Utilities Commission, the Public Works Department, the Police Department, the Fire 

Department, the Board of Education, several public art museums, and the Exposition Commission. Since 

the WPA was not normally supposed to take on projects costing more than $25,000, most of the 

agency’s public building work consisted of remodeling or fixing up existing buildings. If the WPA 

constructed a new building, it was usually modest in size, utilitarian in appearance, and built 

inexpensively by (largely) unskilled labor. Two notable exceptions include a pair of branch libraries built 

in San Francisco’s Bernal Heights and West Portal neighborhoods. 

 WPA Rehabilitation Projects for the City and County of San Francisco 

Much of the earliest New Deal work in San Francisco consisted of interior remodeling work completed 

by the CWA and the SERA. In addition to being labor-intensive, the work did not require much advance 

planning or expensive supplies or tools, and it could mostly be done by people without any specialized 

skills. The WPA continued remodeling public buildings following its formation in 1935. 

WPA workers remodeled multiple buildings for public safety departments, including the San Francisco 

Police Department (SFPD), the San Francisco Fire Department (SFFD), and the Sheriff’s Department. For 

the SFPD, WPA workers rehabilitated the Adams School Annex at 841 Ellis Street for use as a citizen 

complaints office and a teletype bureau. The building is still extant and in use as an SFUSD nutritional 

services office. WPA workers rehabilitated the Mission and Southern Police Station at 360 4th Street 

(extant) and the Police Training Academy at 6101 Fulton Street, which is now home to the Golden Gate 

Park Senior Center. For the SFFD, WPA workers rehabilitated seven fire stations and training facilities, 

including Engine No. 4 at 676 Howard Street, Engine No. 17 at 34 Mint Street, Engine No. 6 at 336 7th 

Street, Engine No. 19 at 1300 4th Street, Engine No. 29 at 380 Division Street, the Drill Tower at 398 

Division Street, and the Valencia Street Firehouse at 1458 Valencia Street.265 Except for the exceptionally 

well-preserved Valencia Street Firehouse, all of these facilities have been demolished. Finally, WPA 

workers rehabilitated the decrepit Hall of Justice and County Jail (no longer extant) at Kearny and 

Merchant streets when it became apparent that there would be no PWA money to replace it.  

WPA workers pitched in to rehabilitate several Department of Public Health facilities, including the 

Laguna Honda Home for the Aged and Infirm (now Laguna Honda Hospital) at 375 Laguna Honda 

Boulevard, and San Francisco General Hospital at 1001 Potrero Avenue. Work at Laguna Honda included 

reconditioning the wards to make them more comfortable. WPA artists also beautified the campus with 

several public artworks, including four murals in the main lobby called: Earth, Air, Water, and Fire 

(Figure 41) and a cast-stone sculpture of Florence Nightingale in front of the main entrance (Figure 42). 

The murals were painted by Glen Wessels and the statue was sculpted by David Lindstrom.266 At San 

Francisco General, the WPA repaired and rehabilitated several buildings, including the nurses’ 

dormitory, the administration building, and the pathology, emergency, and receiving buildings.267  

 
265 Mooser, 81 
266 Mooser, 78.  
267 Healy, 71. 
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The WPA’s contributions to San Francisco’s public art museums were considerable, including replacing 

the heating and ventilation at the M.H. de Young Museum (Figure 43), completing the stalled Simson 

African Hall at the Academy of Sciences, rehabilitating the Palace of the Legion of Honor in Lincoln Park, 

and repairing the Palace of Fine Arts. Originally built for the 1915 Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition as a temporary structure of wood, lath, and plaster, the Palace of Fine Arts was in dire need 

of assistance by the mid-1930s. WPA workers completed $54,000 of repairs to the scenic temple to art, 

including shoring it up, patching holes in the plaster, and repainting.268  

WPA workers rehabilitated several buildings for other departments, including building a mezzanine and 

remodeling the third and fourth floor levels of Civic Auditorium in the Civic Center, and rehabilitating the 

old Francis Scott Key School in the Sunset district to house the Board of Education’s administrative 

offices.269 

 
268 “3,500,000 Approved for WPA Jobs Here,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 22, 1938), 3. 
269 “3,500,000 Approved for WPA Jobs Here,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 22, 1938), 3 

Figure 41. Air, by David Wessels, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 42. Florence Nightingale by David Lindstrom. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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 WPA New Construction Projects for the City and County of San Francisco 

The list of WPA-constructed buildings (not 

counting Parks and Recreation Commission 

work) for the City and County of San 

Francisco is very small, consisting of only five 

buildings. Building on the WPA’s 

rehabilitation of seven SFFD fire stations, the 

agency built one all-new firehouse at 36 

Bluxome Street. This facility, SFFD Engine No. 

8, is designed in the Streamline Moderne 

style and it still stands, nearly unaltered 

(Figure 44). This contract also included new 

firehouses at 52 Waller Street in the Western 

Addition and 3050 17th Street in the Mission 

district, but it seems that neither one was 

ever built. Two other buildings, including a 

utilitarian garage built for the San Francisco Department of Public Works at 19th Avenue and Taraval 

Street and the San Francisco Public Welfare Building at 335 Fell Street have both been demolished. 

Figure 43. Installing new HVAC system in the M.H. de Young Museum, ca. 1938. 
Source: Bancroft Library 

Figure 44. Bluxome Street Firehouse, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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By far, the most important non-park or playground-related WPA buildings completed for the City and 

County of San Francisco are the Bernal Heights and West Portal branch libraries (Figures 45-46). Located 

on opposite sides of town, Bernal Heights was a gritty working-class enclave in the 1930s, whereas West 

Portal was a relatively new, upper-middle-class streetcar suburb. Veteran architect Frederick H. Meyer 

designed the two branch libraries in a similar vocabulary blending traditional Classical Revival and 

Mission Revival motifs. Completed in 1940, both libraries were originally built with adjoining playground 

facilities. The Bernal Heights branch library cost $41,709 and West Portal, $106,359.270 It is not known 

why these were WPA projects and not PWA undertakings because they both exceeded the $25,000 

maximum for WPA work. Both libraries, which have been restored in recent years, have decorative 

stenciling by unknown artists on the ceilings of their main reading rooms.271  

 
270 Mooser, 96.  
271 “Civic Groups,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 5, 1939), 6G. 

Figure 45. Bernal Heights Branch Library, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 46. West Portal Branch Library, 2017. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Table 7 is a list of all known WPA-sponsored rehabilitation and new construction projects completed for 

the City and County of San Francisco.  

Table 7. WPA Building Projects for the City and County of San Francisco 

WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

6402(3) Academy of Sciences 
Rehabilitation, 55 Music 
Concourse Drive 
(demolished) 

Repair roof, make improvements to grounds, complete 
Simson African Hall. 

8969(9) Adams School Annex 
Remodel, 841 Ellis Street  

Remodel building for Ellis-Polk Police Station for teletype 
department and general complaints office. 

8969(1) Bernal Heights Library, 500 
Cortland Avenue 

Design and build new $41,709 branch library in Bernal 
Heights neighborhood. 

 Bluxome Street Firehouse, 
36 Bluxome Street  

Build new $83,000 firehouse to replace dilapidated facility 
in South of Market Area. 

3681, 6402(1), 
8969(2), 8969(15) 

Civic Auditorium 
Rehabilitation and 
Remodel, 99 Grove Street 

Complete general repairs, install new plumbing and 
heating, install new flooring, and remodel third and fourth 
floors. 

1197, 8969(29) M.H. de Young Museum 
Rehabilitation, 50 
Hagiwara Tea Garden Drive 
(demolished) 

Rehabilitate building and install new heating and 
ventilation systems. 

6402(5), 8969(5), 
8969(26) 

Old Francis Scott Key 
School Rehabilitation, 1351 
42nd Avenue 

Rehabilitate vacant school building for use by WPA 
workers on “white collared” projects. 

8969(13) Gough Street Building 
Rehabilitation, 51 Gough 
Street 

Rehabilitate existing building for Indigent Relief Intake 
Center. 

1195 Laguna Honda Hospital 
Rehabilitation, 375 Laguna 
Honda Boulevard 

Rehabilitate wards to improve capacity and living 
conditions for patients. Also, complete murals in lobby and 
statue of Florence Nightingale in front. 

6402, 8969 Miscellaneous Building 
Rehabilitation  

Renovate and repair miscellaneous city buildings. 

1933 Mission and Southern 
Police Stations, 3057 17th 
Street and 360 4th Street 

Rehabilitate two police stations to meet requirements of 
SFPD. 

 Palace of Fine Arts 
Rehabilitation, 3301 Lyon 
Street 

Restore Palace of Fine Arts from 1915 Panama Pacific 
International Exposition. 

 Palace of Legion of Honor, 
Rehabilitation, 100 34th 
Avenue 

Rehabilitate Palace of Legion of Honor. 

6402(4) Police Training Academy 
Remodel, 6101 Fulton 
Street 

Alterations to Police Training Academy in Golden Gate 
Park (now Golden Gate Park Senior Center).  

3550 San Francisco Coroner’s 
Office Rehabilitation, 650 
Merchant Street 
(demolished) 

Complete rehabilitation project started by the SERA, 
including plumbing, pipe covering, electrical work, 
painting, etc. 
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WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

8968 San Francisco Department 
of Public Works Garage 
and Office Building, 2338-
56 19th Avenue 
(demolished) 

Construct concrete garage and office building on east side 
of 19th Avenue between Santiago Street and Taraval Street 
for storage of equipment used by Street Cleaning Division. 

1702, 1932 San Francisco Fire 
Department Firehouse 
Modernization, various 
locations (mostly 
demolished) 

Modernize seven SFFD firehouses and facilities, including 
Engine No. 4 at 676 Howard Street (demolished), Engine 
No. 17 at 34 Mint Street (demolished), Engine No. 6 at 336 
7th Street (demolished), Engine No. 19 at 1300 4th Street 
(demolished), Engine No. 29 at 380 Division Street 
(demolished), the Drill Tower at 398 Division Street 
(demolished), and the Valencia Street Firehouse at 1458 
Valencia Street. 

1196, 8969(25) San Francisco General 
Hospital Rehabilitation, 
1001 Potrero Avenue 

Repair nurses' home, administration building, pathological, 
emergency, and receiving buildings. 

3461, 6402(2), 8969(3) San Francisco Hall of 
Justice and County Jail, 
Kearny Street and 
Washington Street 
(demolished) 

Rehabilitate Hall of Justice and County Jail. 

8399, 8969(27) San Francisco Welfare 
Building, 355 Fell Street 
(demolished) 

Demolish old school building and construct new two-story, 
concrete office building. Build concrete walks and 
landscape court area. 

 West Portal Library, 190 
Lenox Way 

Design and build new public library for West Portal 
neighborhood. Project included ceiling frieze completed by 
FAP. 

 

WPA Infrastructure Projects completed for the City and County of San Francisco  

The WPA completed several non-structural infrastructure projects for various municipal departments, 

including the Department of Public Works, the Board of Education, the Department of Public Health, the 

Police Department (SFPD), and the Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC). For the SFPD, the WPA built a 

pistol range at Fort Funston and a parking lot for the Police Training Academy at 6101 Fulton Street in 

Golden Gate Park.272 For the SFPUC, the WPA built a new municipal airport at Mills Field in San Mateo 

County, as well as an extension of Muni’s L Taraval line from its original terminus to 47th Avenue and 

Wawona Street. The $100,000 project, which opened in September 1937, also included a loop back to 

Taraval Street along 46th Avenue.273 For the Department of Public Works, the WPA completed the 

Visitacion Valley Sewer Extension, an important public works project that extended modern sanitation 

services to the then-semi-rural valley at the far southeastern corner of the city.274 Finally, the WPA 

completed several relatively minor infrastructure projects for the Board of Education, including an 

 
272 Healy, 71. 
273 “WPA Will Extend City L Car Line,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 5, 1936), 5. 
274 Living New Deal Map. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

102 

athletic field for Commerce High School at 135 Van Ness Avenue (demolished) and an underpass 

beneath Bay Street for Galileo High School at 1150 Francisco Street, which was completed in 1938.275  

 San Francisco Airport (Mills Field) 

By far the most important WPA infrastructure project undertaken for the SFPUC was the expansion of 

Mills Field into a modern airport. The project, which was completed for a little over $2 million, included 

draining and grading 40 acres of marshland adjoining San Francisco Bay in San Mateo County; installing 

9,000 linear feet of rip-rap seawalls; building a runway and access roads; installing water, gas, electricity, 

telephone, and sewer lines; and building a seaplane harbor.276 Construction got underway in November 

1935 with an average of 1,350 WPA workers laboring on the project at any given time.277 The project 

picked up steam in the spring of 1936 after Pan American Airways announced that it would base its 

Pacific seaplane fleet and transcontinental service at the airport. The 3,000-foot runway opened on July 

24, 1936, allowing transcontinental service to begin that summer.278 A year later, the PWA built a new 

Spanish Colonial Revival terminal and administration building (Figure 47). The seaplane lagoon was 

completed in 1939, although it was filled by a 315-acre airfield extension during the Second World War. 

San Francisco International Airport has been thoroughly rebuilt and expanded many times since the end 

of the Depression, retaining few, if any, WPA buildings or structures. However, the lobby of the original 

administration building has been reproduced, at a smaller scale, at the SFO Museum. 

Table 8 contains a list of all known miscellaneous infrastructure projects completed by the WPA in San 

Francisco. 

 
275 Mooser, 79 and 91.  
276 Healy, 70. 
277 Although the airport property belongs to the City and County of San Francisco, it is located within San Mateo County. 
278 “New Runway Completed at S.F. Airport,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 24, 1936), 7. 

Figure 47. San Francisco Airport Administration Building, 1939. 
Source: Bancroft Library 
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Table 8. WPA Miscellaneous Infrastructure Projects for the City and County of San Francisco 

WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

1499 Commerce High School 
Athletic Field, 135 Van 
Ness Avenue (demolished) 

Build athletic field and grandstands for High School of 
Commerce. 

6250, 7553 Galileo High School 
Underpass, 1150 Francisco 
Street 

Build underpass connecting Galileo High School and 
playing fields on adjoining block. 

4811, 8969(28), 
8313(L) 

Municipal Railway L Taraval 
Extension 

Extend Muni L line from foot of Taraval Street to Wawona 
Street to serve Fleishhacker Playground and Zoo. 

8969(12) Police Department Pistol 
Range, 1-99 Harding Road  

Build pistol firing range for SFPD near Fort Funston. 

5839(8) Police Training Academy 
Parking Area, 6101 Fulton 
Street 

Grade and pave parking lot for Police Training Academy in 
Golden Gate Park. 

6465, 6683, 8718 San Francisco Airport 
Expansion and 
Modernization, 780 South 
Airport Boulevard  

Grading and draining airfield; paving and lighting; install 
water, gas, electricity, telephone, and sewers; build walks, 
curbs, sidewalks; dredge seaplane harbor; build seaplane 
wharves, ramp, and seawalls. 

 

WPA Projects in San Francisco built for the State of California  

The WPA completed a handful of projects for the State of California in San Francisco, including the 

rehabilitation of the State Office Building in the Civic Center, the extension of the Belt Line Railroad, and 

the construction of an annex to Woods Hall at San Francisco State College.  

 San Francisco State Office Building 

The WPA’s rehabilitation of the State Office Building (now the Earl Warren Building) at 350 McAllister 

Street appears to have picked up where the CWA left off when it disbanded in 1934. The scope of work 

included interior painting, exterior iron work, repairs to the north and east exterior walls, lacquering the 

linoleum floors, refinishing furniture, installing shelving, and other minor interior work.279 The California 

State Building still stands at 350 McAllister Street, and some of the CWA/WPA work remains evident 

within the interior. 

 San Francisco Belt Railroad 

The WPA’s rehabilitation of the San Francisco Belt Railroad was one of the most important 

infrastructure projects completed for the State of California in San Francisco during the Depression. 

Established in 1890, the California Belt Railroad – later renamed the San Francisco Belt Railroad – was 

established as a short-line freight railroad connecting the publicly owned piers along the waterfront with 

privately operated warehouses and rail yards on the inland seawall lots. Throughout the nineteenth 

century and the first decade of the twentieth century, the California Belt Railroad was confined to the 

Embarcadero north of Market Street. By 1913, a discontinuous southern leg was built as far south as 

 
279 Mooser, 75. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

104 

China Basin, but it did not actually connect to the section north of Market Street because it would have 

interfered with the Market Street Railway’s streetcar turntable in front of the Ferry Building. This 

problem was eventually resolved by constructing a “subway” in front of the Ferry Building, and in 1934 

the California Belt Railroad was extended all the way to Islais Creek in the Central Waterfront 

neighborhood. In 1938, the state Board of Harbor Commissioners applied for funds from the WPA to 

remove and rebuild 20,000 lineal feet of the oldest track along the northern Embarcadero. The new 

tracks were conventional ballasted tee tracks with creosoted ties and concrete curbing designed to keep 

private vehicles out of the railroad’s right-of-way. The work began in September 1939 and was 

completed in June 1940.280 

The State Belt Railway was renamed the San Francisco Belt Railway in 1969 when the Port passed from 

state to local control. In its postwar heyday it operated 67 miles of track along San Francisco’s industrial 

waterfront. However, the decline of the Port of San Francisco, caused by the defection of most freight 

operators to the much larger and more modern Port of Oakland in the 1960s and 1970s, resulted in the 

gradual reduction of the railroad’s service. In 1993, it ceased to exist altogether and nearly all of its 

tracks, including the section rebuilt by the WPA, were torn up. 

 San Francisco State College 

San Francisco State College (now San Francisco State University) was founded in San Francisco in 1899 as 

the California State Normal School. In 1908, it acquired the former Protestant Orphan Asylum at 

Hermann and Laguna streets and shoehorned its classrooms and administrative offices into the 

orphanage’s ramshackle Victorian buildings. In 1921, the school was renamed San Francisco State 

Teachers’ College and the institution received money to rebuild its provisional facilities into a modern 

college campus. Famed architect Bernard Maybeck prepared the master plan, which consisted of a 

central quadrangle bounded by two and three-story buildings lining the perimeter.281 State Architect 

George B. McDougall designed the individual buildings, including a gymnasium, called Middle Hall, which 

was built in 1924; a kindergarten training building, called Richardson Hall Annex, also built in 1924; a 

science building, called Woods Hall, constructed in 1927; and a teacher training school, called 

Richardson Hall, which was completed in 1929.282 

The stock market crash put an end to the state’s ambitious build-out of the San Francisco State 

Teachers’ College campus, which was renamed San Francisco State College in 1935. Nonetheless, 

enrollment continued to climb, putting pressure on the existing facilities. In need of additional space for 

scientific instruction, President Dr. Alexander C. Roberts requested $156,000 to build an addition to 

Woods Hall. Though $120,000 had already been earmarked for the project, as well as drawings prepared 

by W.B. Daniels in the Office of the State Architect, the state’s Financial Director rejected the request in 

August 1932.283 With plans already finished, the construction of Woods Hall Annex was one of the first 

WPA projects undertaken in San Francisco for the state.284 Completed in the summer of 1936, Woods 

 
280 Board of State Harbor Commissioners, Report of the Board of State Harbor Commissioners for the Fiscal Years Commencing 
July 1, 1938, and Ending June 30, 1940 (Sacramento: State Printing Office, 1940), 61-62. 
281 Arthur Chandler, The Biography of San Francisco State University (San Francisco: Lexikos Press, 1986), 27.  
282 Christopher VerPlanck, Historic Property Survey Report: 55 Laguna Street, San Francisco, CA (San Francisco: 2012), 37-40. 
283 “State Opposes Fund for New Building Here,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 11, 1932). 
284 “WPA Pays Security Wage,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 3, 1935), 4. 
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Hall Annex contained four laboratories, a dark room, offices, storage rooms, and a boiler room. It is 

designed in the Spanish Colonial Revival style to match the other buildings on the campus (Figure 48).  

Woods Hall Annex, as well as Richardson Hall and Woods Hall, were rehabilitated in recent years as a 

mixed-income, mixed-use development called 55 Laguna. As part of the development, Woods Hall 

Annex was converted into the Haight Street Art Center. Woods Hall Annex is listed in the National 

Register and it is City Landmark No. 258. 

The Federal Arts Project (FAP) created several public artworks for San Francisco State Teachers’ College, 

including a mural by Reuben Kadish called A Dissertation on Alchemy in Woods Hall Annex. Maxine 

Albro, Jack Moxom, and John Gerrity contributed three other pieces for other parts of the campus.285 

With the exception of Kadish’s mural, all of the other artworks were evidently destroyed by UC Berkeley 

Extension, which leased the campus after San Francisco State College relocated to its new Lake Merced 

campus in the 1950s. 

Even as planning was underway for Woods Hall Annex, officials at San Francisco State College were in 

the initial stages of planning a much larger campus on a 57-acre parcel near Lake Merced that it had 

purchased on June 20, 1939.286 This tract, which had long belonged to the Spring Valley Water Company, 

was used for truck farming and a golf course. With a PWA grant of $1.5 million, San Francisco State 

College broke ground on the new Lake Merced campus on October 30, 1939. However, with war clouds 

 
285 Christopher VerPlanck, Historic Property Survey Report: 55 Laguna Street, San Francisco, CA (San Francisco: 2012), 42. 
286 “S.F. College: Senate Votes Funds,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 24, 1939). 

Figure 48. Woods Hall Annex at 215 Haight Street. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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on the horizon, very little was done until after the Second World War. Nevertheless, the WPA did 

complete some initial grading, as well as installation of a storm drainage system in 1939-40.287 The FAP 

also donated two granite sculptures by Beniamino Bufano to the campus, including The Head of St. 

Francis and Male Torso.288 

Table 9 is a list of all known WPA projects built for state agencies within the boundaries of the City and 

County of San Francisco. 

Table 9. WPA Projects built for the State of California in the City and County of San Francisco  

WPA Project No. Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 
 State of California Office 

Building, 350 McAllister 
Street 

Complete miscellaneous repairs, painting, and remodeling 
in the State Office Building in the Civic Center. 
Continuation of CWA project. 

 California Belt Railroad Replacement of existing flush railroad tracks on the 
Embarcadero with conventional rails with concrete curbs 
to exclude vehicular traffic. 

 San Francisco Teachers’ 
College 

Construct two-story-over-basement, reinforced-concrete, 
science building for San Francisco State Teachers' College 
(Woods Hall Annex), as well as at least four works of art by 
the FAP. 

 

Work Completed by the WPA for the U.S. Government in San Francisco 

Unlike the State of California, which only commissioned a handful of WPA projects in San Francisco, 

various branches of the federal government, especially the U.S. Army, commissioned dozens of projects 

in San Francisco and its immediate vicinity. In particular, the U.S. Army maintained several military 

installations in San Francisco and adjoining Marin and San Mateo counties, including the Presidio of San 

Francisco, Fort Mason, Fort Miley, Fort Funston, and Fort McDowell, the last of which occupies a small 

peninsula on Angel Island that is located within the corporate boundaries of San Francisco. Although 

located in Marin County, Forts Cronkhite, Baker, and Barry in the Marin Headlands were administered 

from the Presidio, and therefore San Francisco projects. Although the WPA’s predecessors, the CWA and 

SERA, had completed several minor projects in the Presidio and other U.S. Army installations in 1933 

and 1934, the vast majority of the WPA’s military work occurred between 1938 and 1941, when the 

WPA was in effect converted into a branch of the military. Because they were mostly military in nature, 

all federal WPA projects are discussed below in Chapter VII: “New Deal and Preparations for War: 1939-

41.” 

 
287 Living New Deal.  
288 New Deal Art Registry. 
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C. Public Works Administration (PWA): 1935–1941 

As described above, the PWA took about a year and a half to get off the ground in San Francisco, in part 

because Harold Ickes did not think that San Francisco needed federal assistance as much as other cities. 

Furthermore, San Francisco voters only approved about half of the original 13 projects submitted to the 

PWA for funding in the fall of 1933. Finally, local real estate interests dealt a blow to Harold Ickes when 

they defeated the first proposed PWA project in San Francisco, Roosevelt Terrace, a “low-rent” 

apartment complex proposed for the former Odd Fellows Cemetery site. In the end, the nimbler WPA 

ended taking on several of the projects originally submitted for PWA funding in San Francisco, including 

the Golden Gate Bridge approaches, Aquatic Park, and various street widening and sewer extension 

projects. Finally, in 1934, the PWA began working on its first major project for San Francisco: a massive 

school construction and improvement project for the San Francisco Board of Education. Between 1934 

and 1935, the PWA funded 10 all-new public schools and a junior college, additions for another seven 

schools, and remodeling several more.  

Although schools were the centerpiece of the PWA’s work in San Francisco, there were several 

important non-educational projects completed by the PWA for other city agencies - most of which were 

built on City-owned property outside San Francisco’s corporate boundaries. They included the Hassler 

Health Home campus, a tuberculosis sanitarium near Redwood City; the “Cow Palace,” an exhibition 

hall/performance space built in what is now Daly City; and the Pulgas Water Temple, a commemorative 

monument constructed near Upper Crystal Springs Reservoir near Woodside, in San Mateo County. In 

addition, the PWA enlarged O’Shaughnessy Dam in Tuolumne County to increase the capacity of the 

Hetch Hetchy Water System. The only major non-educational project completed by the PWA for a city 

agency inside the city’s boundaries was the Richmond-Sunset Sewage Treatment Plant, which was built 

for the San Francisco Department of Public Works at the west end of Golden Gate Park. The PWA also 

built several buildings for federal and state agencies in San Francisco. For the federal government, the 

PWA built the Appraisers Building, the Federal Office Building, and the (New) U.S. Mint. For the Port of 

San Francisco, a state agency, the PWA built a pair of massive transit sheds at Piers 35 and 37.  

PWA Public School and College Construction for City and County of San Francisco 

The PWA decided to fund the San Francisco Board of Education’s ambitious school construction program 

in large part because the board had a successful track record in designing, building, and delivering high-

quality public schools. Following the election of Mayor James Rolph in 1912, the city entered what is 

now known as San Francisco’s “golden age of public school construction.” During this era, the Board of 

Education systematically replaced dozens of outdated and dangerous “firetraps” built during the 

Victorian and Edwardian eras with modern school buildings. Mayor Rolph’s successor, Angelo Rossi, was 

equally committed to improving the city’s schools, helping to secure passage of the 1933 bond that 

ultimately secured the PWA’s involvement. As mentioned, the 1933 Long Beach Earthquake and the 

ensuing Field Act had been a major impetus behind replacing and upgrading public schools throughout 

the state, especially in Southern California. Indeed, even before PWA funding became available, the San 

Francisco Board of Education had already embarked upon the design and preliminary site work for two 

schools: George Washington High School and Marina Junior High School.  
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The PWA’s San Francisco school projects fall into three categories: additions to and remodeling of 

existing schools, construction of new general-purpose schools, and construction of new special-purpose 

schools that served particular segments of the student population. Nearly all of the schools were 

designed in contemporary architectural styles – especially the “PWA Moderne” style – although the 

Spanish Colonial Revival style was also occasionally used. In keeping with new state regulations designed 

to safeguard schoolchildren, all of the PWA schools in San Francisco were built of reinforced-concrete 

with fire-resistant trim materials, including steel industrial windows, terra cotta ornament, and terrazzo 

flooring. Nearly all were decorated with custom-made light fixtures and some were embellished with 

murals and other public artworks executed by artists employed by one of the New Deal art programs.  

PWA Additions and Remodeling of Existing Schools 

Remodeling and expansion of existing schools comprised the single-largest category of PWA school work 

in San Francisco.289 PWA remodeling projects that did not involve additions simply modernized older but 

still-serviceable school buildings that could be retrofitted to meet modern seismic and life-safety codes. 

Although additions were occasionally designed to add space to an overcrowded school, most PWA 

additions were built according to long-term masterplans. Since the 1920s, many new public schools in 

San Francisco were built in phases, typically beginning with the academic building, which contained 

classrooms, administrative offices, a library, and often a cafeteria. As funding became available, other 

components would be added, including a gymnasium, an auditorium, and a kindergarten wing. 

Sometimes the gymnasium, auditorium, and cafeteria would be combined into one multi-purpose 

building. When a new building wing was completed, it was simply linked to the rest of the complex by a 

hyphen or a bridge. High schools, which were typically larger and more complex than elementary or 

junior high schools, often had substantial athletic facilities (usually a gymnasium with separate boys’ and 

girls’ facilities), as well as an auditorium, a band room, an art department, and an industrial arts building.  

 Horace Mann Junior High School Auditorium 

Horace Mann Junior High School (now Buena 

Vista/Horace Mann Middle School) at 3351 23rd 

Street in the Mission district was originally built 

in 1923. The sprawling Renaissance Revival-style 

school initially consisted of an academic building 

at 23rd and Bartlett streets. In 1935, the Board of 

Education requested $100,000 in PWA funds to 

build a new cafeteria/gymnasium wing at the 

northern end of the campus, at the corner of 23rd 

and Valencia streets.290 The work was delayed for 

a couple of years, until September 1938, when 

PWA chief Harold Ickes announced that he would 

release $2,450,091 for San Francisco public 

school construction. With funding finally 

 
289 “159,028,640 PWA Program Planned in S.F.,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 2, 1935), 15. 
290 Ibid. 

Figure 49. Interior of Horace Mann cafeteria/gymnasium, 
2018. 

Source: Living New Deal 
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secured, Chief PWA Engineer for California, A. D. Wilder, announced that local architect John Bakewell, 

Jr. would design the addition, which cost $151,291 to build.291 The completed addition, which was built 

by Eaton & Smith in 1939, was carefully designed to match the original 1923 academic building, with its 

hipped roof, cement plaster quoining, and arched windows.292 The cafeteria/gymnasium wing is very 

intact and it has an elaborate Spanish Colonial Revival/Art Deco interior (Figure 49) 

Mission High School Playing Fields 

Mission High School is located at 3750 18th Street, opposite Dolores Park. The school, designed by San 

Francisco City Architect John Reid, Jr. is one of the most impressive school campuses constructed in San 

Francisco during the 1920s. However, it occupied the entirety of its site, with no space for ballfields or 

other outdoor recreational facilities. In 1935, the Board of Education requested $65,000 in PWA funds to 

construct playing fields north of the academic building. The project required the vacation of one block of 

Dorland Street between Dolores and Church streets and the condemnation of approximately 20 houses 

and flats on the north side of Dorland. After these buildings were demolished or relocated, construction 

on the fields began in late 1938 or early 1939.293  

Although not a PWA project, two years earlier, artist Edith Hamlin, with assistance from Betty Wiley and 

Jay Risling, executed three murals at Mission High School for the Federal Art Program (FAP) section of 

the WPA. In the library, she painted two 6’ x 24’ murals titled Civilization through the Arts and Crafts as 

Taught to the Neophyte Indians and Mission San Francisco de Asis. She painted a third mural in the stair 

tower, which was removed in 1973. 

Patrick Henry Elementary School  

Built in 1912-13, the original Patrick Henry Elementary School at 693 Vermont Street on Potrero Hill was 

a three-story, wood-frame school building. The Field Act of 1933, which instituted new seismic codes for 

school buildings, forced school boards across the state to consider either remodeling or replacing 

outdated wood-frame schools. Accordingly, in December 1933, the Board of Education decided to 

remodel Patrick Henry.294 The remodel, designed by architects Gardner A. Dailey and Wilbur D. Peugh, 

entailed removing the third floor and constructing a new reinforced-concrete classroom wing and 

entrance pavilion at the southwest corner of the property, at 19th and Vermont streets. The addition 

was designed in the Late Moderne style with a spare amount of Art Deco ornament above the main 

entrance. In the early 1950s, the Board of Education demolished the remaining wood-frame section of 

the school north of the entrance pavilion and built a new reinforced-concrete wing matching the 1935-

36 addition (Figure 50). The campus, which appears not to have undergone any substantial changes 

since the 1950s, now houses Downtown High School.  

 
291 Daily Pacific Builder (October 3, 1938). 
292 “Schools: S.F. has Plenty of Reason for Pride in Education Week,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 29, 1939), 66. 
293 Daily Pacific Builder (October 3, 1938). 
294 “200 Work Days for 1,500 Men Rest on Bonds,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 17, 1933), 7. 
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Polytechnic High School Girls’ Gymnasium 

One of San Francisco’s most storied public high schools, Polytechnic, or “Poly” High School was located 

at 701 Frederick Street, across from Kezar Stadium. The academic building, which was completed in 

1915, was designed in the Classical Revival style. A decade and a half later, in 1929, an Art Deco boys’ 

gymnasium/auditorium was constructed at the far west end of campus. Plans to construct a matching 

girls’ gymnasium as a “bookend” on the east side were put on hold after the stock market crash. In 

August 1935, the Board of Supervisors authorized Mayor Rossi to apply for PWA funds to build and 

equip a girls’ gymnasium for Poly High.295 The new girls’ gymnasium, which matches the 1929 boys’ 

 
295 “Terminal Site Tax Rate Up to Board Today,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 26, 1935), 24. 

Figure 50. Entrance to Patrick Henry Elementary School (now Downtown High School). 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

111 

gymnasium, was completed in November 1936 at a cost of $129,589 (Figure 51).296 Although no 

mention is made of its designer in PWA records, the architect was likely G. Albert Lansburgh, who 

designed the boys’ gymnasium in 1929. Poly High closed in 1973 and the main academic building was 

demolished in 1989 to make way for a condominium complex called Parkview Commons. The two 

gymnasiums were spared, and the former boys’ gymnasium presently houses the Circus Center and the 

former girls’ gymnasium is home to Acro Sports. 

 

 
296 “School Board Buys Lots for Playfield,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 6, 1936), 14. 

Figure 51. Former Poly High Girls’ Gymnasium, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Portola Junior High School Auditorium 

Portola Junior High School, now known as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Academic Middle School, is located 

at 350 Girard Street in the Portola district. Built in 1925, the original campus was designed by architects 

Barnard J. Joseph and Louis S. Stone in the Mission Revival style. The campus, which comprises two city 

blocks bounded by Girard, Bacon, Goettingen, and Burrows streets, was built in conjunction with Portola 

Elementary School on the adjoining block to the west. By the time of the stock market crash, the campus 

consisted of an academic building, a cafeteria, and a shop building but it lacked an auditorium or a 

gymnasium. Debated for several years, Mayor Rossi added an auditorium/gymnasium for Portola Junior 

High School to an $8 million wish list submitted to the PWA in April 1938. At the time, the cost of the 

combined auditorium and gymnasium was estimated at $280,000.297 The Board of Education later 

reduced the scope to just an auditorium costing $68,000.298 Within a matter of weeks, the Board of 

Education selected architect George Applegarth to design the addition.299 Construction took place in 

1939, and the new Portola Junior High School auditorium was dedicated on November 1 of that year.300 

The auditorium, which is the only part of the original Portola Junior High School campus to remain, is 

designed in the “Stripped Classical” style (Figure 52). It appears entirely intact. 

 

 
297 “F.R. Cash May Build Schools,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 20, 1938), 11. 
298 “Board Acts to Speed School Construction,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 12, 1938), 12.  
299 “School Construction Waits Action upon PWA Grants,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 21, 1938), 11. 
300 “School to Dedicate New Auditorium,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 1, 1939), 13. 

Figure 52. Auditorium of Portola Junior High School (now Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Academic Middle School, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Starr King Elementary School  

Starr King Elementary School is one of San Francisco’s older public schools. Originally located at 6th and 

Bryant streets in the South of Market area, Starr King relocated to the Mission/Potrero borderlands after 

the 1906 Earthquake. Construction began at the southeast corner of 25th and Utah streets in March 

1913. One of several public schools expediently rebuilt after the 1906 Earthquake, Starr King was of 

inexpensive wood-frame construction.301 Similar to Patrick Henry School, Starr King Elementary was 

deemed unsafe due to vulnerability to fire and earthquakes. The scope of work for Starr King was 

somewhat similar to that of Patrick Henry, including the removal of the third floor and the construction 

of a reinforced-concrete addition containing six classrooms. The work was designed by City Architect 

Charles H. Sawyer and completed in 1935 or 1936.302 Using bond funds approved in 1948, the Board of 

Education built an all-new Starr King Elementary School campus at 1215 Carolina Street, next to the 

Potrero View Housing Project, in 1954-58. Around the same time, the old Starr King School was 

demolished and replaced by Buena Vista Elementary School (now Bryant Elementary School). No part of 

the PWA school building survives today. 

PWA New School Construction 

PWA funding played a crucial role in the construction of 10 public schools and one junior college in San 

Francisco. Most of the schools, which included four elementary schools, two junior high schools, and 

three high schools, were built in fast-growing neighborhoods on the suburban fringes of the city, 

including the Sunset/Parkside, Marina, Glen Park, and the Outer Mission neighborhoods. One, the 

Sunshine School for Crippled Children, was a unique school built in the Mission district to serve two 

subsets of students with special challenges. All were designed by local architects hired by the Board of 

Education and approved by the PWA, including some of San Francisco’s most prominent practitioners. 

Nearly all were designed in the PWA Moderne style, although one, the Sunshine School, was designed in 

the Spanish Colonial Revival style with Art Deco influences. 

 Sunshine School for Crippled Children 

The former Sunshine School for Crippled Children is located at 2728 Bryant Street in the Mission district. 

Designed by a consortium of four architects, including Albert A. Schroepfer, Charles F. Strothoff, Martin 

J. Rist, and Smith O’Brien, it was designed as a therapeutic elementary school for two populations: 

children with disabilities and children with chronic, communicable illnesses. Prior to its construction in 

1935-37, these two populations had been housed in separate institutions, including the Buena Vista 

Health School (established 1915) and the Sunshine School for Crippled Children (established 1924). Both 

institutions occupied old, substandard wood-frame buildings that were not designed for their special-

needs pupils.  

In terms of its layout, the Sunshine school for Crippled Children was tremendously innovative. The first 

floor, which was designed for children with physical challenges – mainly as a result of polio – was 

designed with barrier-free corridors and classrooms. It also had a therapeutic pool and a special-purpose 

gymnasium for physical therapy. The first floor had a special drive-through entrance so children using 

 
301 “Mission District Building Booms,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 19, 1913), 12. 
302 “S.F. Schools will Reopen January 7,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 28, 1934), 9. 
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crutches and wheelchairs could be dropped off next to the entrance. The second floor, which had its 

own entrance on Bryant Street, was reserved for children with chronic and/or communicable diseases – 

usually tuberculosis. The second floor was designed for this population, with sunlight-bathed sleeping 

rooms and airy classrooms with few partitions. Both floors were designed around a large, open-air 

courtyard containing playground equipment (Figure 53). The courtyard elevations as well as those facing 

Bryant and Florida streets, are designed in an ebullient version of the Spanish Colonial Revival style with 

Moorish and Art Deco influences. The interior is finished in high-quality materials such as terrazzo and 

tile with Art Deco light fixtures and built-in cabinetry. The Sunshine School ceased to be used for its 

original purposes in the 1970s. The scarcely altered building is now home to Hilltop High School, another 

special-purpose school that serves high school students with young children. It has undergone almost no 

significant alterations. The former Sunshine School is San Francisco City Landmark No. 286. 

 

Figure 53. Former Sunshine School (now Hilltop High School), courtyard view. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Francis Scott Key Elementary School 

The original Francis Scott Key 

School was built in 1913 at 42nd 

Avenue and Irving Street in San 

Francisco’s Outer Sunset 

district. By the early 1930s, the 

Board of Education became 

increasingly concerned about 

the safety of wood-frame 

school buildings, prioritizing 

them for replacement. In April 

1932, the San Francisco PTA 

specifically requested the Board 

of Education to demolish and 

replace four schools that it 

deemed to be especially 

dangerous, including the Buena 

Vista Health School at 18th and 

Bryant streets, Fremont School 

at McAllister and Baker streets, 

Lawton School at 30th Avenue 

and Lawton Street, and Francis 

Scott Key School at 42nd Avenue 

and Irving Street.303 Initially, the 

plan was to tear down the 

entire school except for the 

1924 Annex, which would be 

retrofitted, and build a new 

concrete academic building.304 Two months later, in February 1934, the Board of Education decided to 

build an entirely new school two blocks away at 43rd Avenue and Kirkham Street.305 The Board of 

Education hired a consortium of three architects, including Edward Eames, William Mooser, and Douglas 

D. Stone, to design the new school. Built of concrete and terra cotta, the sprawling campus includes an 

academic building (built 1936), a kindergarten wing (built 1939), and an auditorium (built 1940) (Figure 

54). Francis Scott Key School, which is one of the best examples of the PWA Moderne style in San 

Francisco, still exists and it has not undergone any substantial exterior alterations. 

 
303 “P.T.A. Urges Budget Include New Schools,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 26, 1932), 24. 
304 “200 Work Days for 1,500 Men Rest on Bonds,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 17, 1933), 7. 
305 “Sunset’s Fight for New Junior High Studied,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 28, 1934), 15. 

Figure 54. Francis Scott Key Elementary School, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Lawton Elementary School 

Lawton Elementary School at 31st Avenue and Lawton Street serves the central Sunset district. Originally 

established in the 1920s as a series of temporary bungalows, Lawton Elementary, like Francis Scott Key, 

was earmarked for replacement in 1932 over concerns about its vulnerability to fire. Following the 

passage of the 1933 school bond, the Board of Education earmarked $100,000 to build a new school on 

the same site where the bungalows had been.306 Once the PWA approved the plans in 1935, the Board 

of Education hired a consortium of architects, including Charles E. J. Rogers, Mario Ciampi, and Dodge A. 

Reidy, to design the new school. The team drew up plans for an 18-classroom academic building, an 

adjoining kindergarten wing, and a 350-seat auditorium. The academic building was completed first in 

1935, with the auditorium and kindergarten wings following in 1939. The $320,000 Lawton Elementary 

School was dedicated on October 20, 1939.307 Lawton Elementary School is designed in the Late 

Moderne style (Figure 55). The academic building received a two-story, horizontal addition on its north 

side in 1950 that matches the original building. Lawton Elementary School still stands and it has 

undergone almost no exterior alterations since 1950. 

 

 
306 “170,000,000 Water, Power Project Voted; S.F. School Bonds Win,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 20, 1933), 1. 
307 “New Sunset School will be Dedicated,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 19, 1939), 13. 

Figure 55. Lawton Elementary School, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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 Glen Park Elementary School 

The semi-rural enclave of Glen Park had had an elementary school at the intersection of Bosworth and 

Lippard streets since not long after the 1906 Earthquake.308 As mentioned, many of the post-quake 

schools were hastily built and constructed of inexpensive wood-framing. Like several others discussed in 

this section, the Board of Education prioritized the replacement of older “firetraps” like Glen Park 

Elementary following the approval of the 1933 school bond.309 Once PWA funding was lined up, the 

Board of Education hired the architecture firms of Bliss & Fairweather and Lewis Hobart to design the 

new school. Like several other PWA school projects, Glen Park Elementary was built in three phases, 

beginning with an 18-classroom academic building facing Lippard Street (completed 1935). This was 

followed by the kindergarten wing on Brompton Street (completed 1938), and the auditorium on 

Bosworth Street (completed 1939). Glen Park Elementary opened to neighborhood children on 

November 9, 1937.310 Similar to the other PWA schools, Glen Park was built of fireproof concrete 

construction and similar to Francis Scott Key and Visitacion Valley Elementary, it is designed in the PWA 

Moderne style (Figure 56). Since it was completed in the late 1930s, Glen Park Elementary has 

undergone essentially no substantial exterior changes aside from window replacement. The school, 

nicknamed “Big Blue” due to its paint scheme, is a prominent feature in Glen Park. 

 

 
308 “Want City to Pay for Plans,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 13, 1908), 5. 
309 “Outlay for Local Buildings will Depend on U.S. Aid,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 20, 1933), 1. 
310 “School Rites Mark Week of Education,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 10, 1937), 16. 

Figure 56. Main entrance of Glen Park Elementary School, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Visitacion Valley Elementary School 

Visitacion Valley, until the 1940s a semi-rural enclave of truck farms, dairies, and greenhouses at the far 

southeast corner of San Francisco, got its first school in 1896. Originally known as the Sunny Vale School, 

the one-room schoolhouse was located at the corner of Visitacion Avenue and Delta Street. In 1906, 

following an influx of earthquake refugees, the Board of Education added several temporary bungalows 

and renamed it the Visitacion Valley School.311 In 1911, the Board of Education replaced the one-room 

schoolhouse with a much larger, wood-frame schoolhouse.312 As described previously, in the 1930s the 

Board of Education prioritized the replacement of older wood-frame schools, and Visitacion Valley 

Elementary was part of the initial list of five new schools submitted to the PWA in 1934 for funding as 

part of the 1933 school bond.313 Costing $250,000, the new school consisted of an academic building 

(built 1935), an auditorium (built 1937), and a kindergarten building (built 1939).314 Visitacion Valley 

Elementary School was designed by G. Albert Lansburgh and Hyman & Appleton. Constructed of 

reinforced-concrete and embellished with terra cotta ornament, Visitacion Valley Elementary is similar 

to Glen Park and Francis Scott Key Elementary Schools in that it is designed in the PWA Moderne style 

(Figure 57). Visitacion Valley Elementary is still in use as an elementary school and it has undergone no 

changes to its exterior beyond window replacement. 

 

 
311 “Will Preserve the Old Name,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 16, 1906), 7.  
312 “Visitacion Valley School Dedicated,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 11, 1911), 9. 
313 “200 Work Days for 1,500 Men,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 17, 1933), 7.  
314 “170,000,000 Water, Power Project Voted; S.F. School Bonds Win,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 20, 1933), 1. 

Figure 57 Visitacion Valley Elementary School, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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 Marina Junior High School 

Marina Junior High School (now Marina Middle School) is located at the northeast corner of Fillmore and 

Chestnut streets, just west of Moscone Recreation Center, in the Marina district. The Marina district was 

developed in the 1920s and 1930s on land filled to build the 1915 Panama Pacific International 

Exposition. Although not far from built-up parts of the city, it was a large residential area that had been 

developed all at once during a comparatively short period of time. Because the neighborhood was so 

new, it had little public infrastructure, including no public schools. A junior high school was therefore 

included in the first batch of new school proposals submitted to the PWA for funding in 1934.315 

Following PWA approval, the Board of Education hired a consortium of architects including George W. 

Kelham, John Bakewell Jr., and William P. Day to design the $400,000 school. The campus consisted of 

four components, including an academic building (built 1935), a shops building (built 1937), a heating 

plant (built 1937), and an auditorium (built 1939).316 Built of reinforced-concrete, Marina Junior High 

School is designed in the PWA Moderne style with Art Deco motifs (Figure 58). The campus, which still 

serves as a middle school, has undergone no significant exterior alterations. 

 

 
315 “200 Work Days for 1,500 Men Rest on Bonds,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 17, 1933), 7. 
316 “Board Passes School Budget of $9,749,176,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 20, 1935), 5. 

Figure 58. Marina Junior High School with Market Street Railway #22 counterbalance car in front, ca. 1940. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp14.2111 
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James Denman Junior High School 

James Denman Junior High School (now James Denman Middle School) is located at the southeast 

corner of Oneida and Delano avenues in the Mission Terrace neighborhood. Mission Terrace, part of the 

Outer Mission district, was historically a semi-rural enclave of truck farms cultivated by Italian 

immigrants. It did not begin to develop until the 1910s, with mass residential development occurring 

only in the 1920s and 1930s. Similar to other outlying parts of the city that were undergoing rapid 

residential development, the Outer Mission district’s infrastructure lagged behind its residents’ needs, 

including schools. The site for the future junior high school had been chosen several years before; it was 

next-door to Balboa High School, a large public high school constructed 1928-31. The Board of Education 

did not propose to build the as-yet unnamed junior high school until 1938, when San Francisco voters 

approved a new school bond. Originally called Outer Mission Junior High School, the name of the school 

was changed in 1939 to James Denman Junior High, as it was under construction, to honor a pioneer 

superintendent.317 The $900,000 campus was designed by Albert F. Roller and William P. Day in the PWA 

Moderne style (Figure 59). The school, completed in 1940, consists of an academic building, a shops 

building, and a gymnasium. The auditorium was added in 1961. James Denman Middle School still serves 

its original purpose and aside from the auditorium, the exterior has undergone few changes. 

 

 
317 “F. R. Cash May Build Schools,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 20, 1938), 11. 

Figure 59. James Denman Junior High School (now James Denman Middle School), 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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George Washington High School 

George Washington High School occupies a sprawling four-square-block campus in the Richmond district 

bounded by Geary Boulevard, 30th Avenue, Balboa Street, and 32nd Avenue. Built on the site of an 

abandoned quarry, George Washington High School was built to serve the fast-growing Outer Richmond 

district, which had suburbanized in the 1920s. Planned before the launch of FDR’s New Deal, the project 

was the first to be submitted to the PWA for funding. The campus, which consists of four major 

components, was designed by Miller & Pflueger in the Streamline Moderne style with Regency 

influences intended to evoke George Washington’s Mt. Vernon (Figure 60). The academic building was 

completed in 1935, followed by the shops building in 1936. These two components were dedicated in 

time for the school’s opening on August 23, 1936.318 The other two components, the gymnasium and the 

auditorium, were both completed in 1940.319 Along with Coit Tower, Aquatic Park, and the Rincon Annex 

Post Office, George Washington High School has one of the most ambitious New Deal public arts 

programs, with murals by Victor Arnautoff, Lucien Labaudt, Ralph Stackpole, Gordon Langdon, and 

Horatio Nelson Poole, as well as a massive bas-relief frieze by Sargent Johnson. The campus received a 

music room addition on the south side of the auditorium in 1952, although it was part of the original 

design. Otherwise, the exterior of the building has undergone no notable alterations since 1940. 

 

 
318 “Talented San Francisco Artists Complete Fresco Projects,” San Francisco Call-Bulletin (June 20, 1936). 
319 “Washington High School Opens Gym,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 18, 1940), 3-H. 

Figure 60. George Washington High School, with Sargent Johnson mural in the foreground, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Abraham Lincoln High School 

Abraham Lincoln High School 

occupies a four-block site 

bounded by Quintara Street, 

22nd Avenue, Santiago Street, 

and 24th Avenue. The $2.8 

million 1938 School Bond was 

in part dedicated to building 

more schools on San 

Francisco’s fast-growing west 

side, where merchant builders 

had been actively covering 

the sand dunes of the 

Richmond, Sunset, and 

Parkside districts with 

thousands of modest five-

room rowhouses. In the works 

since the late 1920s, Abraham 

Lincoln High School was 

formally included in Mayor 

Rossi’s April 1934 submittal to 

the PWA. The original cost 

estimate, $1,500,000, was 

much higher than any other 

public school at the time, in 

part because the high school 

was to serve all of the high 

school students in the vast Sunset/Parkside area at the time.320 Once the PWA approved the project in 

1938, the Board of Education hired Timothy Pflueger, the architect of George Washington High School, 

to take the lead on the design. He received assistance from Frederick H. Meyer, Wilbur Peugh, and 

Martin J. Rist. The master plan consisted of an academic building facing 24th Avenue, a gymnasium at 

24th Avenue and Rivera Street, and an auditorium on Quintara Street. All three buildings were designed 

in the Late Moderne style (Figure 61). Construction got underway at the end of 1939, with the $750,000 

academic building completed in time for the 1940-41 school year.321 The dedication of the three-story 

building, which contained 100 classrooms, a modern shops complex, and a library, occurred on 

September 22, 1940.322 The gymnasium and the auditorium were built almost a decade later, after the 

Second World War, although they were part of Pflueger’s original design. Since then, Abraham Lincoln 

High School has undergone very few exterior alterations. 

 
320 “F. R. Cash May Build Schools,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 20, 1938), 11.  
321 “Lincoln School Auditorium Sought,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 24, 1940), 12. 
322 Bill Simons, “Parkside Prepares to Dedicate High School,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 6, 1940), 26. 

Figure 61. Entrance pavilion of Abraham Lincoln High School, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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 Samuel Gompers Trade School 

The former Samuel Gompers School, 

now a part of San Francisco City 

College’s Mission Campus, is located 

at 22nd and Bartlett streets in the 

Mission district. The site was long 

occupied by Agassiz Elementary 

School, an older wood-frame school 

constructed in 1892. Like so many 

other Victorian and Edwardian-era 

school buildings in San Francisco, the 

Agassiz School was judged to be a 

fire hazard and prioritized for 

replacement following the passage 

of the 1933 school bond.323 Between 

1934 and 1936, the Board of 

Education decided to replace Agassiz 

Elementary School with a new 

vocational high school called the 

Samuel Gompers Trade School – 

named for the longtime head of the 

American Federation of Labor (AFL). 

Designed by Masten & Hurd and 

built for $350,000, the school was 

designed in the Streamline Moderne 

style. Indeed, it is one of the best 

examples of the style in San 

Francisco, with its semi-circular stair 

towers fenestrated with glass block and nautical motifs (Figure 62). It was the first vocational trade 

school built by the Board of Education, offering courses in tool and die making, welding, electricity, 

etcetera.324 The school opened on August 15, 1937 and it was dedicated on November 10, 1937. The 

school played an important role in training young people for the war effort during the Second World 

War. It closed in the early 1950s and served a series of interim uses until it became part of City College’s 

Mission Campus in 2004. Although the interior has been remodeled, the exterior remains virtually 

unchanged. 

 
323 “200 Work Days for 1,500 Men Rest on Bonds,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 17, 1933), 7. 
324 “New S.F. Trade School Building Unit Completed,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 16, 1937), 2. 

Figure 62. Samuel Gompers Vocational High School, 1941. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco 

Public Library, AAD-4719 
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San Francisco Junior College (San Francisco City College) 

San Francisco Junior College, now known as San Francisco City College, got its start as an outgrowth of 

the city’s public school system. Junior colleges first emerged during the early twentieth century to serve 

three categories of students: 1) poor or working-class students who did not have enough money for a 

private college education, 2) students who had to overcome academic deficiencies before they could 

enter a four-year college, and 3) adults who wanted to learn new skills to advance their careers. By 

1930, two-thirds of California’s 58 counties had at least one junior college, and San Francisco was among 

the minority of counties that did not. In 1929, Archibald Cloud, Chief Deputy of San Francisco Public 

Schools, proposed that San Francisco open a junior college. The first San Francisco Junior College 

opened in August 1935 with 1,471 students and 73 faculty members.325  

At first, classes were held in two different locations: Galileo High School at Van Ness Avenue and Bay 

Street and University of California’s San Francisco Extension facility on Powell Street, near Union Square. 

Most students had to commute between the two campuses on Muni, giving San Francisco Junior College 

its earliest nickname: “Trolley Car College.”326 Despite its geographical and logistical challenges, San 

Francisco Junior College’s enrollment continued to grow. Archibald Cloud, who served as the college’s 

first president, began searching for a permanent site for it. He ultimately selected a 41-acre tract at 

Ocean and Phelan avenues. This land, located just west of Balboa Park, had long been home to San 

Francisco’s County Jail, but it became available in 1936 after authorities decided to build a new jail in 

San Mateo County. The Board of Education voted to accept the site on February 10, 1936 and then 

applied for PWA funds to design and start building the campus. Certain of funding, the Board of 

Education held a groundbreaking ceremony on April 15, 1937.327  

The Board of Education hired architect Timothy Pflueger to develop a master plan and design the first 

components of San Francisco Junior College. Pflueger’s plan economized by phasing construction on the 

$1.2 million campus. The first phase consisted of only three buildings. The Science Building, which would 

occupy the highest point of land facing Phelan Avenue, would accommodate all of the college’s 

educational and administrative functions at first. Designed in the Late Moderne style, the Science 

Building originally contained 35 classrooms, 28 offices for faculty and administrators, 10 laboratories, 

and a cafeteria accommodating up to 1,500 students (Figure 63).328 The other two buildings included a 

pair of temporary wood-frame gymnasiums near Ocean Avenue.329 In March 1939, the Board of 

Education arranged PWA funding for 45 percent of the estimated cost of construction, paying for the 

rest with 1938 school bond funds.330 Construction got underway shortly thereafter, with the Science 

Building opening August 27, 1940.331 The Second World War prevented the construction of any more 

buildings at San Francisco Junior College (renamed City College of San Francisco in 1948) until Cloud Hall 

was constructed in 1954.  

 
325 Austin White, From Dream to Reality: A Short History of City College of San Francisco (San Francisco: San Francisco City 
College, 2005), 1. 
326 White, 1. 
327 White, 1. 
328 “S.F. to Have New J.C.; Lowell to Get Gym,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 30, 1937), 30. 
329 “Board of Education: Cheaper Building Sought,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 11, 1939), 14. 
330 “$1,210,981 Bid Accepted,” San Francisco Chronicle (March 29, 1939), 14. 
331 “The Districts: Three New Schools Open Doors Today,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 27, 1940), 12. 
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Timothy Pflueger was 

instrumental in 

commissioning several public 

artworks for San Francisco 

Junior College. As Vice-

chairman of Fine Arts of the 

contemporary Golden Gate 

International Exposition 

(GGIE), Pflueger transferred 

to the college, at no cost, a 

huge 22’ x 75’ mural by 

famed Mexican artist Diego 

Rivera created for the GGIE. 

Titled Pan-American Unity, 

this mural is one of Rivera’s 

masterpieces. Other 

contemporary artworks 

include a pair of 42’ x 55’ 

marble mosaic murals on the 

south and north porches of 

the Science Building. 

Executed by Hermann Volz, 

the two mosaics are called 

The Interaction of Science 

and The Interaction of 

Mechanism. They were 

installed in-situ in 1939-40 as 

part of the GGIE’s Art in 

Action program. Inside the 

main lobby, 

sculptor/muralist Frederick 

E. Olmsted Jr. painted two murals called Theory and Science. Olmsted also carved two massive granite 

busts of Thomas Edison and Leonardo Da Vinci. Finally, Pflueger arranged for Sargent Johnson to create 

three large bas-relief panels above the entrances of the men’s gymnasium.332 These panels were 

removed and placed in storage when the building was demolished in the 2000s. 

Table 10 contains a list of all PWA projects built for the San Francisco Board of Education. 

 
332 Austin White, From Dream to Reality: A Short History of City College of San Francisco (San Francisco: San Francisco City 
College, 2005), 2. 

Figure 62. Entrance portico of the Science Building, City College of San Francisco, 
2017. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Table 10: PWA Projects Constructed for the San Francisco Board of Education 

Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

Abraham Lincoln High 
School, 2162 24th Avenue  

Construct three-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 50 
classrooms, offices, library, and cafeteria; as well as a shops building. 

Francis Scott Key School, 
1530 43rd Avenue 

Construct two-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 12 
classrooms; as well as an auditorium and a kindergarten wing. 

George Washington High 
School, 600 32nd Avenue 

Construct three-story academic building containing 39 classrooms, offices, library, 
and cafeteria; as well as a shops building, auditorium, and a gymnasium. 

Glen Park Elementary 
School, 151 Lippard Street 

Construct two-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 18 
classrooms, offices, library and a cafeteria; as well as an auditorium and a 
kindergarten wing. 

Horace Mann Elementary 
School, 3351 23rd Street  

Construct gymnasium and cafeteria on existing school campus. 

James Denman Junior High 
School, 241 Oneida Street 

Construct three-story, reinforced-concrete academic building for 1,600 students; 
as well as a gymnasium. 

Lawton Elementary School, 
1570 31st Avenue 

Construct a two-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 18 
classrooms, offices, library and cafeteria; as well as an auditorium and a 
kindergarten wing. 

Marina Junior High School, 
3500 Fillmore Street 

Construct a two-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 
classrooms, offices, a cafeteria, and a library; as well as an auditorium and a shops 
building. 

Patrick Henry Elementary 
School, 693 Vermont Street 

Remove third story of existing school building, remodel interior and exterior of 
remaining section, and construct a new wing containing five classrooms. 

Polytechnic High School, 
755 Frederick Street 

Construct girls’ gymnasium and auditorium for existing high school campus. 

Portola Junior High School, 
350 Girard Street 

Construct reinforced-concrete auditorium seating 600 for existing junior high 
school. 

Samuel Gompers Trade 
School, 100 Bartlett Street 

Construct three-story, reinforced-concrete technical school containing 12 
classrooms, laboratories, offices, and shops. 

San Francisco Junior 
College, Ocean and Phelan 
Avenues 

Construct three-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 
classrooms, offices, laboratories, and a cafeteria; as well as two freestanding 
gymnasiums. 

Starr King Elementary 
School, 25th and Utah 
streets (Demolished) 

Remove one story from existing wood-frame school building and construct 
addition containing six classrooms. 

Sunshine School, 2728 
Bryant Street 

Construct two-story, reinforced-concrete school for children with physical 
disabilities and chronic illnesses. 

Visitacion Valley Elementary 
School, 55 Schwerin Street 

Construct a three-story, reinforced-concrete academic building containing 18 
classrooms, offices, a library, and a cafeteria; as well as an auditorium and a 
kindergarten wing. 
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PWA Public Buildings for the Federal Government in San Francisco 

Although public school buildings were the PWA’s main contribution to San Francisco’s cityscape during 

the Depression, they were not the only structures that the agency built in the city. The PWA also built 

three public buildings for the federal government in San Francisco, including the Federal Office Building, 

the Appraisers Building, and the new United States Mint.  

 Federal Office Building 

The San Francisco Federal Office Building is located at 50 UN Plaza at the eastern entrance to the Civic 

Center. It is the first purpose-built U.S. government office building in San Francisco designated by this 

name. Although the U.S. government had maintained a presence in San Francisco since the American 

conquest of California in 1846 – mainly military – it exerted a scarce civilian presence beyond the U.S. 

Mint at 5th and Mission streets, designed by Supervising Architect Alfred Mullet and constructed 1870-

74; and the Ninth District Court of Appeals/U.S. Post Office at 7th and Mission streets, designed by 

Supervising Architect James Knox Taylor and built in 1897-1905. The federal government had also 

operated a U.S. Customhouse near the waterfront since Gold Rush days.  

San Francisco City Hall was destroyed in the 1906 Earthquake, and during the next few years, officials 

dusted off a proposal by architect B.J.S. Cahill to build a new civic center within the area bounded by 

Van Ness Avenue, Golden Gate Avenue, Hyde Street, and Hayes Street. Cahill’s Civic Center Master Plan 

reserved the block bounded by McAllister, Leavenworth, Fulton, and Hyde streets for a future federal 

office building. San Francisco’s Civic Center took shape over the next two decades, with Civic Auditorium 

and City Hall completed in 1915, the Main Library in 1917, and the State of California Building and 

Courthouse in 1923.  

The federal government did not take any concrete steps toward building a federal office building in San 

Francisco until 1927, when local Congresswoman Florence Kahn introduced a bill appropriating $3.5 

million.333 In 1930, San Francisco donated the site designated in the Civic Center Master Plan for a 

federal building to the government. Over the next two years, the federal government completed 

preliminary engineering studies and commissioned architect Arthur Brown Jr. to develop plans for a 

massive granite-clad office building to house federal offices. Brown, who had just recently completed 

the massive Federal Triangle project in Washington, D.C., organized the four-story building around a 

central courtyard to allow light and air into all of the offices. Brown designed the new San Francisco 

Federal Building in the American Renaissance style to harmonize with City Hall (also designed by Brown) 

and the rest of the Civic Center.334 Groundbreaking occurred on January 17, 1933, in spite of the fact 

that there was not enough money to build it and no contractor had been lined up.335 Then, in August 

1933, the newly established PWA granted $2,689,089 toward the construction of the San Francisco 

Federal Office Building.336 Construction began in early 1934, employing 300 men. It was completed two-

and-a-half years later and dedicated on May 16, 1936 (Figure 63).337  

 
333 “U.S. Building in Civic Center Urged,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 22, 1927), 17. 
334 “Work to Start on $3,500,000 U.S. Building,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 10, 1931), 5. 
335 “Ground Broken for Federal Offices,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 18, 1933), 16. 
336 “Big Allotment Pushes Federal Building Work,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 18, 1933), 1. 
337 “New Home of 33 Government Bureaus,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 16, 1936), 4. 
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Upon completion, employees of 33 different federal agencies moved into the Federal Office Building 

from rented quarters all over town, as well as from the Ninth District Court of Appeals/U.S. Post Office 

and the old Custom House in Jackson Square. The Federal Office Building remained San Francisco’s main 

hub of federal authority until 1962, when the Philip Burton Federal Building was constructed at 450 

Golden Gate Avenue. The Federal Office Building, which continued to provide overspill space, was not 

vacated until 2007, when the federal government built the new 18-story Federal Office Building at 90 7th 

Street. The San Francisco Federal Office Building is listed in the National Register of Historic Places and it 

is a contributor to the Civic Center National Historic Landmark Historic District. The building was 

rehabilitated in 2013, and today it houses the Pacific Rim Headquarters of the General Services 

Administration (GSA). 

 Appraisers Building 

The San Francisco Appraisers Building occupies the western half of an entire city block bounded by 

Jackson, Battery, Washington, and Sansome streets on the eastern edge of Jackson Square. As 

mentioned, the federal government has maintained customs facilities in San Francisco since the Gold 

Rush. Customs offices were used to appraise and assess duties on imported goods, as well as processing 

the travel documents of foreign visitors and immigrants.  

The site of the existing Appraisers Building was previously occupied by another building with the same 

name built in 1874 (with an addition built in 1881) that survived the 1906 Earthquake and Fire.338 This 

building housed various federal agencies, including the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), the 

 
338 John A. Sutherland, U.S. Department of the Treasury, A History of Public Buildings under the Control of the Treasury 
Department (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1901), 39. 

Figure 63. Federal Office Building; view toward west from Leavenworth and McAllister streets, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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U.S. Maritime Commission, and the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), as well as courtrooms and storage for 

goods being appraised for customs duties. The eastern half of the same block was for many years 

occupied by the San Francisco Customhouse, which was damaged in the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. It 

was replaced by the current Customhouse, designed by the St. Louis firm of Eames & Young and built 

between 1906 and 1911.  

In June 1934, Representative Florence Kahn sponsored a bill 

to appropriate $1.8 million to replace the 54-year-old San 

Francisco Appraisers Building.339 Kahn, the first woman to 

serve on the House Appropriations Committee, was actually 

instrumental in obtaining PWA funds to replace three federal 

buildings in San Francisco, including the Federal Office 

Building, the U.S. Mint, and the Appraisers Building. 

However, the existing Appraisers Building was still in 

relatively good condition so it was not prioritized for 

replacement, allowing the urgently needed Federal Office 

Building to be built first. Four years later, in September 1937, 

federal authorities announced that the old Appraisers 

Building would be replaced by a new 14-story building 

costing $4.5 million, most of which would be contributed by 

the PWA. In addition to absorbing the functions of the old 

building, the new Appraisers Building would contain a 

hospital and a new immigrant processing and detention 

facility, replacing Angel Island as the “Ellis Island of the 

West.”340  

The new Appraisers Building was designed in the PWA Moderne style by the Office of the Supervising 

Architect, overseen by Gilbert Stanley Underwood (Figure 64). Demolition of the old Appraisers Building 

began in 1940 and construction of the new building began later that year. Its completion was delayed by 

the U.S. entry into the Second World War and the imposition of materials rationing. Although parts of 

the building were put into service earlier, the new Appraisers Building did not officially open until 1944, 

one year after the dissolution of the PWA. Unlike many other PWA projects in San Francisco, the 

Appraisers Building features very little public artwork, apart from an American eagle above the main 

entrance sculpted by Lombard & Ludwig. The building’s simplicity and lack of ornament probably stems 

from wartime exigencies as well as its functional uses. The building, which continues to be occupied by 

INS and IRS offices, was remodeled in 1985-88 by Kaplan McLaughlin Diaz (KMD).341 The Appraisers 

Building is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. 

 
339 U.S. May Build New S.F. Office Building,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 5, 1934), 5. 
340 “S.F. to Get $4,500,000 U.S. Building,” San Francisco Chronicle (September 30, 1937), 1. 
341 General Services Administration, “Appraisers Building, San Francisco,” https://www.gsa.gov/historic-buildings/appraisers-
building-san-francisco-ca#history, Accessed March 15, 2018. 

Figure 64. Appraisers Building; view toward 
south along Sansome Street, 2017. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

https://www.gsa.gov/historic-buildings/appraisers-building-san-francisco-ca#history
https://www.gsa.gov/historic-buildings/appraisers-building-san-francisco-ca#history
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United States Mint 

There has been a United States Mint in San Francisco since the Gold Rush. Originally located near 

Portsmouth Square, in 1874, it moved into a new two-story-over-basement, granite-clad, Greek Revival 

building at 5th and Mission streets. Designed by Supervising Architect Alfred B. Mullett, the San Francisco 

Mint was the most important Treasury Department facility west of Chicago. Fortunately, its staff were 

able to save the building from destruction in 1906, an imperative because its vaults contained fully one-

third of the nation’s gold supply.342 After the disaster, the building was repaired and remained in service 

for the next 30 years. Its two primary purposes were storing gold reserves and minting coins. People 

could even bring their own gold (raw, jewelry, or scrap) to the U.S. Mint and sell it directly to the 

Treasury Department. By the 1920s, however, it was increasingly apparent that the San Francisco Mint 

was structurally deficient, functionally obsolete, and increasingly vulnerable to theft. 

In the spring of 1934, he U.S. Treasury Department began looking for a site in San Francisco to build a 

new U.S. Mint. Requirements included that the site be at least 40,000 square feet, be located in or near 

the “business section,” and have at least 200 feet of street frontage.343 Along with the other two major 

federal buildings in San Francisco: the San Francisco Federal Office Building and the Appraisers Building, 

U.S. Representative Florence Kahn was instrumental in obtaining PWA federal funds for the U.S. Mint 

project.344 Several months later, on August 2, 1934, the Treasury Department selected an undeveloped 

serpentine bluff bounded by Hermann Street, Buchanan Street, Duboce Avenue, and Webster Street. 

Dramatically perched above Upper Market Street, the site, now known as Mint Hill, was ideal because 

the vaults could be sunk deep into the natural stone foundation, providing fortress-like security and 

stability for the “earthquake-proof” manufacturing facility above.345  

After winning approval from local authorities to rezone the property from residential to light industrial 

use in September 1934, the Office of U.S. Supervising Architect Gilbert Stanley Underwood began 

developing plans for the four-story building. Like virtually every other PWA project in San Francisco, 

Underwood and his staff designed the U.S. Mint in the PWA Moderne style (Figure 65). Built of 

reinforced-concrete and faced in granite, the building is designed to be visually intimidating to 

discourage would-be thieves. Massed like a Mesoamerican mortuary temple, the building’s only exterior 

ornament includes a series of circular medallions at parapet level depicting the coins that would be 

minted there. Less than a year later, in July 1935, the Treasury Department selected a local firm, Clinton 

Construction Co., to build the $1 million U.S. Mint.346 Construction began a month later and continued 

until March 1937. The building was dedicated on May 15 and it began minting coins on July 1, 1937.347 

 
342 James Dillon, National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: “Old United States Mint” (Washington, D.C.: National 
Park Service, 1976). 
343 “More than 200 Seek to Sell Site for U.S. Mint,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 13, 1934), 2. 
344 “Mrs. Kahn has High Hope for Recovery Plan,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 24, 1934), 6. 
345 “U.S. Selects Location for New Mint,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 2, 1934), 1. 
346 “News of the Week in Review,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 28, 1935), 4. 
347 “New S.F. Home of a Billion Dollars,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 21, 1936), 5. 
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The “New” San Francisco Mint has remained in service for 81 years. It is built around a central court that 

allows abundant light into the building’s interior. The ground floor contains the main public lobby, 

storage vaults, loading docks, and shops. The second floor contains offices and production facilities. The 

third floor contains an assay office and additional production facilities. The U.S. Mint in San Francisco is 

one of only four active production facilities operated by the Department of the Treasury, a list that also 

includes the Philadelphia, Denver, and West Point Mints. The building, which has undergone no 

substantial exterior alterations, is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. 

The federal government initially considered selling the “Old” U.S. Mint to San Francisco, which wanted 

to use the property for a streetcar turnaround.348 After these plans stalled, the WPA remodeled it as a 

temporary office building for U.S. government workers to use while the new U.S. Appraisers Building 

was being built.349 Various proposals were floated to demolish the building after the Second World War, 

but by the late 1950s, it had become clear that the building was one of the city’s most historic 

properties. In 1961, it was designated a National Historic Landmark and was subsequently converted 

into a numismatic museum. The building currently belongs to the City and County of San Francisco, 

which leases it to the California Historical Society (CHS). CHS uses the building for special exhibitions and 

parties. Like the New U.S. Mint, the Old U.S. Mint is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. 

Table 11 below contains a list of all three buildings constructed by the PWA for the federal government 

in San Francisco. 

 
348 “Early Action Sought on Streets Plan,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 24, 1936), 1. 
349 “Old Mint: U.S. Offices will Move In,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 30, 1939), 5. 

Figure 65. U.S. Mint; view north from Market Street, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Table 11: Buildings Constructed by the PWA for the Federal Government in San Francisco 

Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

Appraisers Building, 630 
Sansome Street  

Construct 16-story, reinforced-concrete office building near Jackson Square to house 
Internal Revenue Service, Immigration and Naturalization Service, and other federal 
departments. 

Federal Office Building, 50 
U.N. Plaza 

Construct five-story, reinforced-concrete office building for federal workers in San 
Francisco’s Civic Center. 

New U.S. Mint, 155 
Hermann Street 

Construct new four-story, reinforced-concrete U.S. Mint along Upper Market Street 
corridor. 

 

PWA Projects in San Francisco built for the State of California 

The PWA contributed to the construction of four piers for the State Board of Harbor Commissioners in 

San Francisco, including Piers 9, 19, 35, and 37. 

Pier 35 and 37 Sheds  

Piers 35 and 37 are located on the Northeast Waterfront, just south and east of Pier 39. These piers, as 

well as the other finger piers lining San Francisco’s Northeast Waterfront from Fisherman’s Wharf to 

China Basin, were the heart of the Port of San Francisco’s freight and passenger operations until the 

1960s. Since the Gold Rush, the State Board of Harbor Commissioners – a state agency – had governed 

the Port of San Francisco. “The Port,” as it was known, managed the West Coast’s busiest port facilities, 

handling most of the region’s domestic and international trade throughout the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. By the late 1920s, several other cities on the West Coast were catching up to San 

Francisco, including the ports of Los Angeles/Long Beach, Seattle, Portland, and Oakland. With little 

room to expand due to its cramped location adjoining the Financial District, San Francisco was losing 

ground to its competitors, most of which had larger and more modern facilities.  

At the onset of the Depression, many of the Port of San Francisco’s piers and transit sheds were too 

small to accommodate the newest freighters and passenger ships. To avoid losing business to its rivals, 

the State Board of Harbor Commissioners embarked on a construction campaign to rebuild several of its 

aging piers and build several modern new ones. The magnitude of the work was impressive, and to help 

pay for it, the Port applied for PWA funds in 1936 to construct a pair of transit sheds atop the newly 

constructed Piers 35-37, as well as a connecting wharf between the two piers. The new transit sheds at 

Piers 35-37 were built for passenger service, serving several trans-Pacific and coastal passenger lines, 

such as Matson and American President (formerly Dollar) lines. Both of the new transit sheds at Piers 

35-37 measured 161 feet wide by 840 feet long, with gangways to allow passengers to embark and 

disembark all types of vessel, ranging from trans-Pacific ocean liners to coastal tramp steamers. Like all 

of the other piers, the transit sheds are designed in a utilitarian vocabulary and made of unembellished 

concrete (Figure 66) The project was completed in May 1938 at a cost of $1,410,235.350  

 
350 C.W. Short and R. Stanley Brown, Public Buildings: A Survey of Architecture of Projects Constructed by Federal and other 
Government Bodies between the Years 1933 and 1939 with the Assistance of the Public Works Administration (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1939), 427. 
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In addition to Piers 35 and 37, the PWA provided funds to build new piers, transit sheds, and bulkhead 

buildings, at Piers 9 and 19. Both of these facilities, which still exist, were designed in the Beaux Arts 

style of the older piers so that their bulkhead buildings would match the rest of the Northeast 

Waterfront. By 1940, the PWA had spent a total of $926,143 on additional Port projects.351 

Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

Piers 35-37 sheds, 1454 
The Embarcadero 

Construct two pier sheds measuring 161’ x 840’ with railroad tracks on each fender 
wharf for passenger lines. 

Piers 9 and 19 Construct two new pier facilities. 

 

 
351 Michael Corbett, National Register Nomination: Port of San Francisco Embarcadero Historic District (San Francisco: 2006), 
Section No. 8, 21. 

Figure 66. Transit shed at Pier 35; view toward east from The Embarcadero, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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PWA Buildings Constructed for the City and County of San Francisco 

In addition to the 10 new public schools, and San Francisco Junior College, the PWA contributed funds 

toward the construction of two non-educational projects for the City and County of San Francisco, 

including the Livestock Pavilion (Cow Palace) in what is now Daly City and the Hassler Health Home near 

Redwood City. 

Livestock Pavilion (Cow Palace) 

The Cow Palace is located at 2600 Geneva Avenue in Daly City, just over the San Mateo County line. It 

was one of the most idiosyncratic New Deal public buildings ever constructed. Interest in building a 

permanent livestock exhibition hall in San Francisco dates back to the 1915 Panama Pacific International 

Exposition (PPIE), which had featured a pavilion where livestock were exhibited. After the PPIE closed, 

there was some interest in building a permanent livestock facility in San Francisco’s Visitacion Valley 

neighborhood, a still-rural enclave of cattle ranches, flower nurseries, and vegetable gardens at the far 

southeast corner of the city. Boosters claimed that the building could also be used for other public 

events, including boxing matches, concerts, and conventions.  

Construction of a permanent “livestock pavilion” was taken seriously enough that Mayor Rossi included 

it in his first funding request to the PWA in October 1933. San Francisco voters, many of whom were 

horrified by the idea of building “a palace for cows” when so many San Franciscans were unemployed 

and in danger of losing their homes, voted down the accompanying bond issue.352 Nonetheless, the 

“Cow Palace” boosters, led by Bert Sooey, did not give up. They organized Agricultural District 1A, 

comprising San Francisco and San Mateo counties, with the principal purpose of lining up money and 

political support to build the livestock pavilion on agricultural land straddling the county line in 

Visitacion Valley. State authorities volunteered to contribute $250,000 as long as San Francisco and San 

Mateo County contributed equal amounts. Although San Francisco declined to contribute, in early 1936, 

the PWA agreed to make up the shortfall needed to complete the $700,000 project.353 

The Horse Show and Arena Building, as it was originally called, was part of a much larger complex of 

exhibition halls and sporting facilities. The main building, which got underway in early 1937, included a 

clear-span arena measuring 260 feet by 300 feet that could accommodate up to 12,000 spectators.354 

Tall as a 10-story building, the Cow Palace was even larger than Madison Square Garden in New York 

City. Designed by a now unknown architect, the Cow Palace is an unusual blend of modernist and 

Streamline Moderne features, with a semi-circular roof resembling the PWA hangars at Treasure Island 

(Figure 67). The area surrounding the facility was laid out with surface parking, livestock pens, 

landscaping, and a horse track.355 The project was completed in February 1938 for a little over 

 
352 “Supervisors Get Cow Shed into Budget,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 25, 1935), 2. 
353 “New Sports Arena Takes Form after Rough Ride,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 2, 1936), H-B. 
354 C.W. Short and R. Stanley Brown, Public Buildings: A Survey of Architecture of Projects Constructed by Federal and other 
Government Bodies between the Years 1933 and 1939 with the Assistance of the Public Works Administration (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1939), 641. 
355 Tom Irwin, “Stock Plant ‘Biggest of its Kind,’” San Francisco Chronicle (April 14, 1937), 15. 
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$1,000,000 including the improvements to the grounds. Although a PWA project, WPA workers appear 

to have contributed to the project.356 

True to the claims of its supporters, the Cow Palace – the largest arena near San Francisco –soon began 

hosting many major sporting, political, and cultural events that were once either held in the Mission 

Armory or Civic Auditorium. Since it opened 81 years ago, the Cow Palace has hosted many types of 

events, including rodeos and livestock exhibitions, boxing matches, rock concerts, political rallies, and 

religious revivals. From 1962 until 1971 (except for 1965), the Cow Palace was home to the Golden State 

Warriors. Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. addressed an interfaith rally there in May 1964; the same year the 

Cow Palace hosted the Republican National Convention and a concert by The Beatles launching their 

first U.S. tour. The Cow Palace still belongs to the 1A District Agricultural Association, which continues to 

lease it to various organizations. In 2008, then-State Senator Leland Yee attempted to sell the Cow 

Palace to private developers, and from time to time other proposals emerge that aim to redevelop the 

sprawling site with housing, commercial buildings, or both. 

 
356 Author’s communication with Gray Brechin, October 11, 2020. 

Figure 67. Cow Palace, ca. 1958. 
Source: OpenSfHistory / wnp25.0586 
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 Hassler Health Home 

The Hassler Health Home was a tuberculosis sanitarium owned and operated by the San Francisco 

Department of Public Health in the hills above Redwood City. Until the Consolidation Act of 1856, what 

is now San Mateo County was part of San Francisco County. In spite of its misleading name, the 

Consolidation Act actually cut the city off at the knees, removing a large area into which San Francisco 

could have expanded, as well as forcing city authorities to acquire land in San Mateo County to build 

facilities that were either too large to accommodate within the city’s boundaries and/or that were 

unpalatable to its citizens. San Francisco continues to own thousands of acres of San Mateo County land, 

including the San Andreas and Crystal Springs reservoirs and associated watershed, San Francisco 

International Airport, San Francisco County Jail #5, and Sharp Park Golf Course.  

Until 1972, the Department of Public Health also maintained a tuberculosis sanitarium in San Mateo 

County. Before the 1950s, when vaccines and effective medical treatments became widely available, 

tuberculosis was a highly feared disease that was often regarded as a death sentence. In 1908, 200,000 

Americans succumbed to the disease. Without any effective medical treatments, doctors believed that a 

combination of fresh air and sunlight, rest, and good food could cure tuberculosis – and some people did 

respond well to these treatments. In 1922, the San Francisco Department of Public Health began 

building a sanitarium for tuberculosis patients on 300 acres in the hills above Redwood City. Initially 

called the San Francisco Health Farm, the facility was later renamed to honor Dr. William Hassler, 

director of the Department of Public Health. In addition to having a warm and sunny climate, the site 

was far from San Francisco and any residents who may not have wanted to live near a sanitarium. 

In November 1937, San Francisco voters approved a $1.6 million bond to remodel and improve its three 

main medical facilities: San Francisco General Hospital, Laguna Honda Hospital, and Hassler Health 

Home.357 Hassler got almost half a million dollars out of the bond, including a 45 percent contribution 

from the PWA. The work included a new kitchen building, a dining hall, two new wards, a separate 

children’s ward, several doctors’ and nurses’ residences, a new sewage system, a water tank, and an 

incinerator. Architect John Bakewell, Jr. designed all of the new buildings, and the work was completed 

in 1940. When it reopened, Hassler Health Home was widely regarded as the finest sanitarium in the 

West.358  

In 1944, a new antibiotic called streptomycin proved effective in controlling the tuberculosis bacteria. 

Soon, people who came down with the disease no longer required the “rest cure.” By the early 1960s, 

most sanitariums had closed in the United States. In 1965, the Hassler Health Home was converted into 

a home for the destitute, and in 1972 it closed for good.359 In 1983, the Midpeninsula Regional Open 

Space District (MROSD) purchased the property, demolished all of the buildings, and made it part of the 

Pulgas Ridge Open Space Preserve.  

Table 12 contains a list of all buildings constructed by the PWA for the City and County of San Francisco. 

 
357 “Transit, Anti-Picket Lose; Airport Wins,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 3, 1937), 10. 
358 “Yesterday with the Supervisors,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 20, 1940), 26. 
359 Michael Svanevik and Shirley Burgett, “For a While, a Peninsula Health Farm Battled T.B.,” San Jose Mercury News (June 1, 
2016). 
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Table 12: Buildings Constructed by the PWA for the City and County of San Francisco 

Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

Livestock Pavilion (Cow 
Palace), 2600 Geneva 
Avenue, Daly City  

Construct steel-frame, reinforced-concrete multi-purpose building for livestock 
exhibitions, sporting events, concerts, and political events. 

Hassler Health Home, 
Edmonds Road, Redwood 
City (demolished) 

Construct new kitchen, dining hall, two wards, children’s building, and doctors’ and 
nurses’ residences on campus of existing tuberculosis sanitarium in rural San Mateo 
County. 

 

PWA Infrastructure for the City and County of San Francisco 

In addition to the building projects discussed above, the PWA helped San Francisco fund and build three 

major infrastructure projects. Although the WPA was primarily responsible for basic public works 

projects like road-building and sewer and water line extensions, the next three projects were well 

beyond the capabilities of most WPA workers and their cost greatly exceeded the $25,000 maximum 

threshold for WPA projects. By far, the most important of these was the enlargement of O’Shaughnessy 

Dam in Yosemite National Park to increase the capacity of the Hetch Hetchy water delivery system and 

improve the quality of San Francisco’s drinking water. The Pulgas Water Temple, a ceremonial structure 

completed for the San Francisco Water Department, marked the end point of the mighty Hetch Hetchy 

system. The last project, the Richmond-Sunset Sewage Treatment Plant, was constructed for the San 

Francisco Department of Public Works in Golden Gate Park to serve the fast-growing residential tracts in 

the Richmond, Sunset, and Parkside districts. 

 O’Shaughnessy Dam  

Constructed in 1919-23 near the headwaters of the Tuolumne River watershed in the northern part of 

Yosemite National Park, O’Shaughnessy Dam was the linchpin of San Francisco’s ambitious Hetch Hetchy 

water delivery system. Begun in 1914, the Hetch Hetchy was designed to transport clean snowmelt from 

the High Sierras to the San Francisco Bay Area via a 167-mile-long network of tunnels and pipelines that 

deposits the water in the Crystal Springs and San Andreas reservoirs in San Mateo County, prior to 

shipment to San Francisco. When it first opened on May 25, 1923, O’Shaughnessy Dam, which was 

named for San Francisco’s Chief Engineer, Michael M. O’Shaughnessy, measured 344 feet high by 605 

feet wide but it was designed to be enlarged in the future if demand made it necessary.360  

Mayor Rossi submitted a proposal to enlarge O’Shaughnessy Dam to the PWA as early as October 1933. 

The $3.5 million project, which entailed raising the dam by 85 feet, received resounding support from 

San Francisco voters. Work began in late 1935 after PWA funds were released and continued through 

the summer of 1938, when it was completed (Figure 68). When put into service, the enlarged Hetch 

Hetchy Reservoir would impound 117,300,000,000 gallons of water – 70 percent more than the original 

reservoir. Since its completion, the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, along with its sister reservoirs at Lake 

Eleanor and Cherry Lake, provided water to almost 2.5 million people in San Francisco, Santa Clara, and 

San Mateo counties. The Hetch Hetchy also has a substantial hydroelectric component, supplying clean 

 
360 Christopher VerPlanck, Lower Valve House, O’Shaughnessy Dam (San Francisco: Page & Turnbull, 2004), 7. 
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energy for Muni and many other municipal departments.361 Periodically, environmentalists, and 

somewhat curiously, conservative Republicans who dislike San Francisco, propose to demolish 

O’Shaughnessy Dam and restore the spectacular Hetch Hetchy Valley. Although such a project may 

become possible in the future with improved water recycling and conservation, the dependence of so 

much of the Bay Area on this one reservoir make it highly unlikely. 

 Pulgas Water Temple 

Pulgas Water Temple is located at 56 La Cañada Road near Woodside, in unincorporated San Mateo 

County. Located on San Francisco Water Department land close to where the Hetch Hetchy water 

system empties into Crystal Springs Reservoir, the reinforced-concrete, open-air temple sits in a small 

park in back of a reflecting pool. The structure was designed by architects William P. Day and William C. 

Merchant in the Roman Revival style (Figure 69). With its round footprint, fluted columns, and 

Corinthian capitals, Pulgas Water Temple resembles Sunol Water Temple in Alameda County, built in 

1910 by the Spring Valley Water Company. Pulgas Water Temple was completed to commemorate the 

completion of the Hetch Hetchy water system, which opened to great fanfare on October 28, 1934. The 

ornament on the temple was fabricated by Albert Bernasconi, a master stone carver. The inscription on 

 
361 VerPlanck, 7. 

Figure 68. O’Shaughnessy Dam and Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, 1938. 
Source: Yosemite Museum, Yosemite National Park 
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the frieze reads: “I give waters in the wilderness and rivers in the desert, to give drink to my people.” 

The PWA contributed 45 percent of the structure’s $46,700 cost.362 Pulgas Water Temple remains 

unchanged to this day. 

 Richmond-Sunset Sewage Treatment Plant 

Formerly located at the far west end of Golden Gate Park, the Richmond-Sunset Sewage Treatment 

Plant was the third and final PWA infrastructure project completed for the City and County of San 

Francisco. It was part of a much larger project intended to modernize the city’s sewer network and 

extend it into fast-growing neighborhoods on the fringes of the city. Before the New Deal, San Francisco 

allowed its untreated sewage to flow directly into San Francisco Bay, fouling the bay and creating a 

nauseating stench along parts of the waterfront. Building a modern sewer system had long been a goal 

of San Francisco’s civic leaders, and in October 1933, Mayor Rossi included the project in his initial 

funding request to the PWA. San Francisco voters agreed and voted to approve a bond to contribute 55 

percent of the project’s $2.2 million cost. The scope of the project was huge, including reconditioning 

existing sewer lines, extending new sewer lines into underserved neighborhoods, and building several 

new sewage treatment plants. Although the WPA ended up building most of the new sewage lines, 

 
362 Christopher VerPlanck, Lower Valve House, O’Shaughnessy Dam (San Francisco: Page & Turnbull, 2004), 8. 

Figure 69. Pulgas Water Temple, 1956. 
Source: San Francisco Chronicle 
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which could be done in part with low-skill manual labor, the PWA remained responsible for the more 

complicated and expensive sewage treatment plants.363 

The Richmond, Sunset, and Parkside districts had grown at a steady clip ever since the 1906 Earthquake, 

but during the 1920s merchant builders including Henry Doelger, the Galli Brothers, and others had 

vastly accelerated the development of the western third of the city. Before this happened, the scattered 

residents of the still-rural western neighborhoods relied on leach fields and septic tanks. Widespread 

urbanization made the continuation of these methods impossible, and the extension of new sewer lines 

into the Richmond, Sunset, and Parkside districts by the WPA made it possible to connect thousands of 

new tract homes into the network.  

Seeking to prevent the fouling of San Francisco’s Ocean Beach by building sewer outfalls that poured 

untreated sewage directly into the ocean, the Department of Public Works decided to construct its first 

modern sewage treatment plant on the west side. Initially, Public Works had hoped to build it at Baker 

Beach in the Presidio, but the Army opposed the project on the grounds that it would interfere with 

military operations. In response, the Department of Public Works struck an agreement with the San 

Francisco Parks Department to build the sewage treatment plant at the far west end of Golden Gate 

Park, in a natural hollow between the Dutch and Murphy windmills. In exchange for obtaining the right 

to build in the park, the Department of Public Works promised the Parks Department full use of the 

sludge to fertilize flower beds and lawns.364 

Construction of the $2.5 million Richmond-Sunset Sewage Treatment Plant project got underway in 

1938, by contractor Fred J. Early Jr. The complex consisted of two buildings: the Main Building and the 

Pre-treatment Building, an enclosure housing sedimentation and mixing tanks, a primary digester tank, a 

secondary digester tank, roadways and parking lots, and several underground tunnels and pipes. The 

buildings, which were designed in-house by Department of Public Works staff, were designed in the Late 

Moderne style. The facility was completed in January 1939 at a total cost of $2,581,277, with the PWA 

contributing 45 percent of the materials and construction expenses.365 

Materials rationing during the Second World War prevented the construction of any other new sewage 

treatment plants in San Francisco, but after the war, a 1948 bond funded the construction of the North 

Point Sewage Treatment Plant in North Beach and the Southeast Sewage Treatment Plant in the 

Bayview-Hunters Point district. These two facilities, which remain, are also designed in the Late 

Moderne style and resemble the Richmond-Sunset Sewage Treatment Plant. The Westside Pump Station 

was constructed at 3000 Great Highway in the 1980s, rendering the Richmond-Sunset Sewage 

Treatment Plant redundant. No longer needed, the facility was demolished in 1997 and replaced by 

soccer fields.366 

Table 13 contains a list of all infrastructure projects constructed by the PWA for the City and County of 

San Francisco. 
 

363 “$34,941,000 S.F. Works Program Will Get U.S. Aid,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 14, 1933), 1. 
364 “Sewage Plant will be Built in (Golden) Gate Park,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 5, 1935), 4. 
365 C.W. Short and R. Stanley Brown, Public Buildings: A Survey of Architecture of Projects Constructed by Federal and other 
Government Bodies between the Years 1933 and 1939 with the Assistance of the Public Works Administration (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1939), 60. 
366 “$5 Million Repairs for Park’s West End,” San Francisco Examiner (February 2, 1997), C-1. 
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Table 13: Infrastructure Projects Constructed by the PWA for the City and County of San Francisco 

Facility Name/Location Scope of Work 

O’Shaughnessy Dam, 
Yosemite National Park, 
Tuolumne County  

Raise existing dam 85 feet, from 226 to 312 feet, to expand capacity of the Hetch 
Hetchy Reservoir. 

Pulgas Water Temple, 
Cañada Road, Redwood 
City  

Construct reinforced-concrete and cast stone temple to commemorate the 
completion of Hetch Hetchy water system at its end point in rural San Mateo 
County. 

Richmond-Sunset Sewage 
Treatment Plant, west end 
of Golden Gate Park 
(demolished) 

Construct first of three new sewage treatment plants for San Francisco. 

 

D. United States Housing Authority (USHA): 1937 –1944 

The PWA Housing Division was established in 1933 to clear slums and build “low rent” housing in 

American cities. It did this through providing low-interest loans to limited-dividend housing 

corporations, providing up to 85 percent of the cost of the project with a 4 percent interest rate 

repayable over 30 years. Although over 500 applications were submitted, the ever-exacting PWA only 

approved seven projects, including projects in Altavista, Virginia; Euclid, Ohio; The Bronx, New York; 

Queens, New York; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Raleigh, North Carolina; and St. Louis, Missouri.367 All 

were built east of the Mississippi River, except for the St. Louis project. As described earlier, San 

Francisco’s initial application to build Roosevelt Terrace, an 11-building complex housing 2,500 people 

on the site of the old Odd Fellows Cemetery, failed due to local opposition, and in response the PWA 

revoked its funding.368 

In 1934, the PWA ended its loan program and started building low-income housing projects directly, 

completing some 51 projects in 36 cities across the country, as well as in Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin 

Islands. Of these, 21 were reserved for African Americans and 24 were restricted to Caucasians. Nearly 

all of these “PWA-Direct” projects were constructed in the East or the Midwest; none were built in San 

Francisco.369 

In 1937, the Wagner-Steagall Act ended the PWA’s Housing Division, vesting the authority to design and 

build low-income housing in local housing authorities, which were established in cities across the 

country, including in San Francisco in 1938. As part of this action, a new federal agency, the U.S. Housing 

Authority, was set up to disburse $800,000 to local housing authorities, which were responsible for 

acquiring land, hiring architects and contractors, and contributing 10 percent of construction costs. The 

local housing authority was also responsible for managing the completed housing project.370  

A primary intent of the act was slum clearance, and in contrast to the PWA’s earlier developments, 

which were usually built on vacant land, the USHA projects generally went hand-in-hand with building 

demolition. In 1940, the USHA’s focus switched to housing for defense workers. The USHA funded 133 

 
367 National Park Service, National Register Nomination: “Public Housing in the United States” (Washington, D.C. 2004), E-19. 
368 “PWA Revokes Allocation of Funds for Roosevelt Terrace,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 7, 1934), 1. 
369 National Park Service, National Register Nomination: “Public Housing in the United States” (Washington, D.C. 2004), E-19. 
370 Leighninger, 132. 
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housing projects across the nation. In addition, between 1940 and 1944, the USHA oversaw the 

construction of some 650,000 units of housing for defense workers, although most of these projects 

were temporary barracks and dormitory or trailer camps.371 The USHA financed and built around a 

dozen permanent and temporary housing projects in San Francisco in conjunction with its local partner, 

the San Francisco Housing Authority, including Westside Courts, Holly Park, Sunnydale, Valencia 

Gardens, Double Rock, Candlestick, and several others. 

Establishment of the San Francisco Housing Authority 

In early 1938, California passed enabling legislation necessary to utilize federal housing funds allocated 

by the U.S. Housing Act of 1937. These four acts provided for the creation of local housing authorities; 

support for related amenities such as parks, playgrounds and streets; granting local housing authorities 

the power of eminent domain for “slum clearance”; and making construction bonds for housing 

authority properties tax-exempt. Although local public housing agencies were to initiate, undertake, 

finance, and manage low-rent housing projects, the USHA provided funds, guidance, and technical 

assistance for each housing project during their development and subsequent operation.372 

Established April 18, 1938, the San Francisco Housing Authority (SFHA) was created to serve as the local 

administrative entity. The previous month, members of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors passed a 

resolution calling for the creation of a local housing authority and requesting that the mayor appoint a 

governing commission made up of five unpaid commissioners serving four-year terms. Mayor Rossi 

appointed several prominent figures from San Francisco’s business, civic, and labor circles, with the 

former president of the Chamber of Commerce as chairman. The commissioners hired A.D. Wilder as the 

authority’s first executive director.373 By the end of its first year of operation, SFHA had commissioned 

designs from prominent architects for five public housing projects. 

The SFHA was authorized by the Board of Supervisors to demolish over 3,600 housing units through an 

“equivalent elimination” agreement that allowed for the razing of “unsafe and insanitary dwellings” as 

long as they were replaced by new units. Additional resolutions required the City to furnish the same 

municipal services (fire, police, public health etc.) to public housing residents that were offered to any 

San Franciscans. In 1940, the SFHA described neighborhoods where the “hovels of the poor sink lower in 

sordid squalor” and proclaimed its mission to “provide simple, safe and sanitary housing for families of 

low income and to give a better chance in life to their children—the men and women of tomorrow.”374 

The SFHA shared a vision with other housing authorities across the nation. Strict tenant selection 

processes favored “stable” households headed by an employed father and a stay-at-home mother. 

Race-based policies followed federal guidelines that segregated public housing by adhering to a 

“neighborhood pattern policy” that replicated existing segregated neighborhoods. As scholar Amy L. 

Howard described, “the SFHA directed resources in the early years to building and sustaining racially 
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homogeneous public housing projects shaped by white, middle-class ideals of family and community 

life.”375 

Building upon work done by the Home Owners Local Corporation (HOLC), the WPA conducted the Real 

Property Survey and Low Income Housing Area Survey in 1939 to determine the location of San 

Francisco’s low-income housing stock and the characteristics of its residents. At its height, the survey 

employed over 500 workers, including a substantial number of field surveyors.376 They found that San 

Francisco held over 45,000 substandard dwelling units, with the highest concentration in the eastern 

part of the city. The worst areas, in the surveyors’ opinion, were in “Section J,” which included the 

Western Addition and South of Market area. Poor housing was especially evident in Chinatown where 

more than 75 percent of the dwellings were deemed substandard. “Substandard” was defined as being 

a “menace to the occupants” by being a danger to “their health or to their safety.” The most common 

reason for deeming a unit substandard was lack of running water and/or no private toilet or bathing 

facilities.377 Compared to other U.S. cities, the study found that San Francisco had fewer concentrated 

slum areas, “with the exception of Chinatown,” and 52 blocks scattered across six census tracts.378 

Race, Class, and the SFHA  

The 1939 Real Property Survey described the city’s racial composition as being overwhelmingly white 

(95.6 percent) with Chinese the largest single non-white group at 2.3 percent, “other” (Japanese, 

Filipino, etc.) at 1.4 percent, and African Americans at .7 percent.379 Although they comprised less than 5 

percent of the population, “minority races” were found to make up 18.3 percent of the families living in 

substandard dwellings. Chinese families experienced housing “congestion” at a remarkable rate: “Three 

of every five Chinese families are living in one or two rooms, rooms usually so small as they deserve the 

appellation cubicles.”380 

Given the housing conditions faced by Chinese Americans in San Francisco, and the common 

understanding that Chinatown was the city’s worst “slum,” one would predict that SFHA would have 

targeted the neighborhood for immediate relief through the new housing program. Yet as historian 

Charlotte Brooks writes, “Racial politics in San Francisco had always meant anti-Asian nativism more 

than anything else.”381 Since immigration from China had been cut off in 1882, San Francisco’s Chinese 

population had steadily declined over half a century and because it comprised such a small share of the 

city’s population, local politicians did not need to worry about the needs of Chinese Americans in their 

political calculations. Furthermore, requirements for public housing favored households where the 

“head” was an American citizen; in Chinatown and Japantown, many households were multi-

 
375 Howard, 3-6. Interestingly, the 1930 Real Property Survey of San Francisco found that San Francisco held “a very large 
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generational and the elder who was listed as head of household was often a first-generation immigrant, 

and therefore barred by law from ever becoming a U.S. citizen.382 

Historian Gwendolyn Wright describes New Deal housing efforts as resting on an “explicit endorsement 

of segregation– by class and race–[that] was not only an outcome of federal housing policies; it was a 

stated principle in every government housing program.”383 Pressure from white middle-class San 

Franciscans against public housing in their neighborhoods was both race-based and class-conscious. 

Richmond district residents insisted to Mayor Rossi that they would not accept a “Slum Housing Project” 

in their “first class residential district.”384 Yet Chinese American activists hoped that New Deal policies 

would translate into improved housing for Chinatown and they organized support for passage of the 

1937 Housing Act. Even as Chinatown residents worked to reap the benefits of new federal programs, 

some white civic leaders began to see that public housing projects might contain the slow progression of 

Asian Americans moving into previously all-white neighborhoods around Chinatown. They saw public 

housing as offering “one of the few ways to eradicate slum housing while preserving the very 

segregation that created it.”385 

The SFHA argued that the cost of building in Chinatown was an insurmountable barrier; the area’s land 

values far outstripped the $1.50 per square foot price allowed by federal public housing funding.386 

Despite repeated pleas from the community, the SFHA didn’t budge until the matter came to the 

attention of Eleanor Roosevelt, who wrote about “poor housing and living conditions” in Chinatown in 

her popular “My Day” column on July 5, 1939. The San Francisco Jaycees (Junior Chamber of Commerce) 

had both a segregated white organization and a Chinatown chapter that followed up on Roosevelt’s 

concern with studies on conditions in Chinatown and proposed a solution—public housing. They 

organized a letter-writing campaign urging the USHA to waive the $1.50 per square foot limit. In March 

1940 the Board of Supervisors voted to allocate $75,000 to match an additional $150,000 the USHA had 

promised to commit to a Chinatown housing project.387  

The Second World War changed the SFHA’s racial calculus as thousands of African Americans joined the 

waves of migrants flocking to the Bay Area in search of defense work. Recognizing that “private industry 

has proved unable to construct housing for minority families” the SFHA added a project to serve African 

Americans in the Western Addition (described further below) and a Chinatown project. Westside Courts 

was completed and opened in 1943. Wartime restrictions on construction materials reportedly delayed 

the project for Chinese Americans.388 The Chinatown project was not finished until 1951 when the Ping 

Yuen Apartments opened.  
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San Francisco’s Early New Deal Public Housing Projects 

The SFHA countered protests against bringing public housing to existing neighborhoods with a broad 

pro-public housing campaign. The SFHA produced an exhibit on federal housing programs and their 

initial local plans at the 1939 Golden Gate International Exposition on Treasure Island. Visitors to the 

exhibit were also able to view a film called Housing in Our Time, produced by the USHA.389 As previously 

described, the SFHA developed detailed research on substandard housing in the city. It also sponsored 

weekly radio spots and public lectures by SFHA commissioners to educate San Franciscans about the 

need for public housing. It then commissioned a film called More Than Shelter, produced by WPA 

photographer William Abbenseth.390 SFHA policies, its staffers claimed in their 1940 Annual Report, 

sought to “provide insurance against the deterioration of the neighborhood, and to provide 

opportunities for the growth of a better community life.”391 SFHA was careful to avoid bringing residents 

of color into white neighborhoods, and promoted their tenant selection process as identifying and 

cultivating “good citizenship.”392  

The SFHA described site selection as “one of the most difficult phases” of their work during the first 

years. In addition to neighborhood protests and land costs, the SFHA needed to account for access to 

schools, playgrounds, transportation, and shopping facilities when choosing locations for public housing 

projects. Given the various factors described above, it is no surprise that the locations for SFHA’s first 

projects were typically in outlying neighborhoods with lower residential densities than the eastern 

neighborhoods. “Inexpensive land [and] close proximity to existing community facilities were prime 

factors” in selecting sites for the first three projects, which were completed in 1940-41: Holly Courts, 

Potrero Terrace, and Sunnydale.393 Holly Courts involved the relatively simple purchase of a single parcel 

on the southwest slope of Bernal Heights, while Potrero Terrace and Sunnydale required purchase of 

dozens of properties as well as the targeted use of eminent domain.394   

By the spring of 1941, when only 262 units were occupied at Holly Courts and a portion of two other 

projects, approximately 3,000 people had registered for SFHA housing.395 Although these projects were 

built to “house low-income groups on a non-profit basis and to facilitate slum clearance,” the advent of 

the Second World War meant that all of SFHA’s developments would be rededicated to “war workers 

and service men of various incomes.”396 By 1942, the SFHA Annual Report found that “the whole 

purpose and aim of public housing had changed from providing decent, safe and sanitary dwellings for 

the low-income families of San Francisco” to housing “in-migrant workers who are essential to the war 

effort.”397  
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Holly Courts 

Designed by renowned local architect Arthur Brown Jr., Holly Courts produced 118 units. The SFHA 

rushed completion of a model apartment at Holly Courts that showed high school and college classes, as 

well as eager prospective residents, the benefits of modern public housing.398 The architectural press 

lauded Brown’s design, in which ten two-story blocks were organized around interior communal 

outdoor spaces for informal gathering and children’s play. The buildings featured modernist elements 

such as concrete walls, flat cornice-less roofs, simple steel sash windows, and projecting slabs sheltering 

separate entry doors (Figure 70). The SFHA was particularly proud of the ways in which its first project 

improved on the “planless system,” by which the surrounding neighborhood had developed into narrow 

lots with deep, thin buildings, “pressed tightly together” that only allowed sunlight into front and rear 

rooms. By contrast, Holly Courts was “an excellent example of group planning as developed under the 

housing program.” With buildings covering only 36 percent of the landscaped site, the project consisted 

of five rectangular courts on a roughly triangular area. The project increased space utilization by up to 

fifty percent, while providing generous light, air, and privacy to residents.399 To this day, Holly Courts, 

which has undergone few changes, remains the most desirable SFHA property. 

 
 

398 Howard, 9. 
399  San Francisco Planning and Housing Association, “San Francisco Public Housing, a Citizens' Survey of Five Permanent 

Projects: Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, Sunnydale, Valencia Gardens and Westside Courts” (San Francisco: 1946), 4. Housing 

Authority of the City and County of San Francisco, Second Annual Report: April 18, 1940 (San Francisco), 17-18. 

Figure 70. Holly Courts under construction at left, near Holly Park Circle and Appleton Street, 1940. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library, AAA-9934 
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Potrero Terrace 

Potrero Terrace, completed in 1941, was designed by Frederick H. Meyer, John Bakewell Jr., and Warren 

C. Perry. The project’s 469 residential units were built on 17 acres of steep hillside land on the southern 

slope of Potrero Hill that the SFHA described as “economically unsuitable for private development.” 

Along with stunning views of the bay, the site had long been an informal dumping ground, which led the 

SFHA to describe the project site as “a public liability [that] is being transformed, without prejudice to 

private enterprise, into a splendid amphitheater supporting terraces of sunlight dwellings.”400 Extensive 

cut and fill was required for site grading, which dictated the layout of the buildings, which are arranged 

according to the natural contours of the site. More monotonous and barrack-like than Holly Courts, 

Potrero Terrace buildings are low, rectangular buildings clad in painted concrete and capped by tiled 

hipped roofs (Figure 71). They are embellished only by shallow-relief moldings. Later additions to the 

project consist of completely unembellished wood-frame buildings of lower quality than the earlier 

buildings. Potrero Terrace, which has undergone few changes, is now partially abandoned and 

scheduled to be torn down and replaced with mixed-income, private market housing. 

 

 
400 Housing Authority of the City and County of San Francisco, Second Annual Report: April 18, 1940 (San Francisco), 17. 

Figure 71. Potrero Terrace under construction, 1941. View from 23rd and Arkansas streets. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library 
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Sunnydale 

At 767 units and occupying over 48 acres, Sunnydale was the largest of the early SFHA public housing 

projects. Sited on sloping rural land between McLaren Park and Visitacion Valley, Sunnydale was 

described as “distinctly suburban” and it offered the lowest density of any of the early SFHA projects at 

15.8 units per acre.401 Most of the buildings were built within six “super blocks,” with each building 

oriented according to the natural contours of the site. Architects Albert F. Roller and Ronald I. Stringham 

placed rows of one-and-a-half and two-story blocks in pairs so the front and back yards faced one 

another to encourage neighborliness. The paired entryways were sheltered by a projecting slab 

supported by a fin wall (Figure 72).402 Large unbuilt areas between the buildings and away from 

vehicular traffic incorporated 11 playgrounds and planting areas. Units ranged from one to three 

bedrooms with a living room, kitchen, and dining room, and individual front and rear entrances.403 

Because it was built in a still-rural section of the city, Sunnydale’s program included more extensive 

community facilities than either Holly Courts or Potrero Terrace, including a childcare center, a craft 

room, and a theater. San Francisco’s Department of Public Health also established a branch clinic in the 

 
401 San Francisco Planning and Housing Association, San Francisco Public housing, a Citizens' Survey of Five Permanent Projects: 
Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, Sunnydale, Valencia Gardens and Westside Courts (San Francisco: 1946), 7. 
402 San Francisco Planning and Housing Association, 7. 
403 Arthur Eaton, “Sunnydale: A Major Housing Project.” Architect and Engineer (February 1941), 29. 

Figure 72. Typical block in Sunnydale, 1941. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library 
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project.404 Once-known as a nice place to live, Sunnydale deteriorated from the 1960s onward, housing 

many of San Francisco’s poorest and most vulnerable citizens. Sunnydale remains largely unchanged 

from its original design, but it has acquired a very poor reputation as one of the worst places to live in 

San Francisco. 

Valencia Gardens 

In May 1940, residents and business owners protested plans for another housing project as they feared 

“the stigma of ‘slum area’ on the Greater Mission District.” The SFHA had plans for a five-acre plot that 

had most recently been the site of Recreation Park, a baseball stadium.405 Despite the protests, and a 

suggestion from the Board of Supervisors that the location be reconsidered, the SFHA commissioners 

called an emergency meeting and voted to move ahead with the project on Valencia Street.406 

William W. Wurster and Harry A. Thomsen Jr. collaborated on the architectural design. Of all the public 

housing projects in San Francisco, Valencia Gardens was the most sophisticated, closely resembling the 

social housing of Weimar Germany (Figure 73). The equally sophisticated landscaping was designed by 

Thomas Church. Wurster had already established a reputation for excellent residential designs and was 

undoubtedly becoming more interested in public housing due to his 1940 marriage to Catherine Bauer, 

one of the leading thinkers and activists in New Deal housing. In a 1944 exhibit on contemporary 

architecture, New York’s Museum of Modern Art praised the architects’ work on Valencia Gardens as 

“outstanding among urban housing schemes for its easy livability and the logic of its site plan.”407 

Twenty-two three-story apartment buildings formed six blocks organized in a serpentine plan. 

Communal spaces were provided in three garden courts and two service courts for storage and 

clotheslines. Interior stairwells received light from glass brick walls. Low brick seating walls encircled 

biomorphically shaped islands of lawn and trees. 

By the time Valencia Gardens was completed, public agencies and builders had turned their attention to 

erecting temporary housing at a mass scale for a huge influx of defense workers. Although comparable 

in terms of reduced cost, a writer for Architect and Engineer favorably compared Valencia Gardens to 

the newer developments due to the architects’ “unlimited and ingenious effort” to create housing that 

did not look mass produced. 408 The author enthusiastically described the “inviting quality of the project” 

and the designer’s use of relatively bright colors—blue, yellow and terra cotta—to break up the mass of 

buildings and to create individual identity “so that neighbors will not enter another’s apartment and 

gain the impression that it is identical to their own.”409 Yet several problems were also pointed out; for 

example, the author noted that garbage chutes placed beside front doors made for messy entryways, 

 
404 Arthur Eaton, “Sunnydale: A Major Housing Project.” Architect and Engineer (February 1941), 29. San Francisco Planning and 
Housing Association, “San Francisco Public Housing, a Citizens' Survey of Five Permanent Projects: Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, 
Sunnydale, Valencia Gardens and Westside Courts” (San Francisco: 1946), 24.  
405 Howard, 46. 
406 Howard, 48. 
407 Elizabeth Mock, ed. Built in the U.S.A.: A Survey of Contemporary Architecture, 1932-1944. (New York: Museum of Modern 
Art, 1944), 58. accessed https://www.moma.org/documents/moma_catalogue_3385_300062025.pdf 
408 Sally Carrighar, “Valencia Gardens—A Prelude to Mass Housing.” Architect and Engineer (March 1943), 21. 
409 Carrighar, 22. 
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and lack of “a closet or pantry off the kitchen” translated to inadequate storage. The author concluded: 

“It would be an advantage for every architect to live for a while among very miscellaneous people.”410 

 

Because they were held to strict budgets and standards, few public housing projects included New Deal 

artworks. Wurster suggested that the SFHA install sculptures in the courtyards of Valencia Gardens but it 

was not until 1945 that the project received several WPA-funded sculptures executed by Beniamino 

Bufano. The artist had created a number of granite sculptures in the semi-abstracted form of animals 

while employed by the Federal Art Project between 1935 and 1942. As the New Deal art programs 

ceased, some artworks were transferred to the City, and subsequently the San Francisco Arts 

Commission agreed to lend them to several public housing projects. In March 1945, Valencia Gardens 

received a menagerie that included two seals, a mother bear with cubs, a pair of penguins, a rabbit, a 

frog, a cat, a mouse, and a cat and mouse together.411 Westside Courts also received a Bufano sculpture 

of St. Francis in 1945. Although Valencia Gardens was long known as a very comfortable and safe place 

to live, by the late 1960s it had begun to decline. In 2007, Valencia Gardens was demolished and 

replaced with new subsidized housing. 

 
410 Sally Carrighar, “Valencia Gardens—A Prelude to Mass Housing.” Architect and Engineer (March 1943), 23, 32. 
411 Susan Wels, San Francisco: Arts for the City: Cassidy Art and Urban Change, 1932-2012 (San Francisco Arts Commission, 

2013), 18. Howard, 56-57. The Living New Deal states that Westside Courts and Sunnydale Housing projects also received 

Bufano sculptures in 1945, https://livingnewdeal.org/?s=Bufano, accessed September 17, 2017. 

Figure 73. Valencia Gardens, 1942. 
Source: San Francisco Historical Photograph Collection, San Francisco Public Library, AAD-6120 

https://livingnewdeal.org/?s=Bufano
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Westside Courts 

Designed by Lester Hurd and James J. Mitchell, 

Westside Courts, at 2501 Sutter Street, was 

described in a 1946 survey of San Francisco 

public housing as having the “most unusual 

and interesting architectural design” of any 

SFHA project. Opened in spring 1943, the 

project shared the dense, multi-story 

apartment character of Valencia Gardens with 

about half the number of units (136). Arranged 

symmetrically, four “L”-shaped, and two “U”-

shaped buildings of three stories each define 

courtyards that hold open space, clothes 

drying yards, and small play areas.412 The 

buildings themselves are designed in a 

utilitarian vocabulary with molded concrete 

exterior stairs comprising an interesting 

architectonic element (Figure 74). The project 

was built on a flat, rectangular lot within the 

Western Addition, a dense neighborhood with 

adequate transportation.  

Until the project opened, SFHA offices in the 

Western Addition had accepted only applications from white tenants, while rejecting applications from 

Japanese American, African American, and Filipino Americans who lived nearby.413 In 1940, some of 

those applicants helped form one of the city’s first interracial organizations, the Western Addition 

Housing Council, to campaign for public housing equity. Their activism was initially met with 

stonewalling, followed by SFHA director Albert Evers’ claim in 1942 that “we have good reason to 

believe that any policy involving enforced com-mingling [sic] of races would not necessarily be evidence 

of equal rights but would undoubtedly jeopardize public peace and good order.”414 When it was 

completed, Westside Courts was the first public housing specifically made available to African 

Americans, who made up the overwhelming majority of its residents.415 Westside Courts still stands 

today and aside from window replacement, the exteriors of the buildings have undergone few changes. 

 
412 San Francisco Planning and Housing Association, “San Francisco Public Housing, a Citizens' Survey of Five Permanent 
Projects: Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, Sunnydale, Valencia Gardens and Westside Courts” (San Francisco: 1946), 7-9. 
413 Brooks, 107. 
414 Brooks, 109. 
415 Howard, 10. 130 out of 136 apartments were rented to African Americans according to San Francisco Planning and Housing 
Association, “San Francisco Public Housing, a Citizens' Survey of Five Permanent Projects: Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, 
Sunnydale, Valencia Gardens and Westside Courts” (San Francisco: 1946), 20. 

Figure 74. Westside Courts, 1955. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp14.10869 
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E. WPA Fine Arts Programs in San Francisco: 1935–1947 

By the mid-1930s, unemployment still had an enormous impact on artists who were by then better-

organized to explain their needs, along with other cultural partners. In April 1934, Bernard Zakheim’s 

daughter, Ruth Zakheim, wrote a letter to Edward Bruce: 

I am only 11-1/2, but I must write this letter to you. My father used to work for the CWA art 

projects in San Francisco. He did a frescoe [sic] in the Coit Tower. Now he is finished and I was 

wondering if there was another frescoe he might do. He needs money so badly. I have heard him 

say you were the originator of the CWA for the artists. His name is Bernard B. Zakheim.”416 

In response to such pleas, a more comprehensive response to unemployed artists evolved under the 

WPA. Established in September 1935, Federal Project Number One, or “Federal One,” contained five 

divisions: the Federal Art Project, the Federal Music Project, the Federal Theatre Project, the Federal 

Writers’ Project, and the Historical Records Survey.417 The longest-lived and most productive of the New 

Deal art projects, Federal One operated over 100 community art centers and commissioned over 2,500 

murals, 17,774 sculptures, 108,099 easel paintings, 11,285 fine art prints, and over 2 million posters.418 

Although widely known today as one of the major achievements of New Deal building programs, Federal 

One received only a tiny fraction of WPA funds, an estimated 2.5 percent.419  

Federal Art Project (FAP): 1935–1943 

Designed to continue and expand work relief for artists 

established by the PWAP, the FAP supported visual artists 

whose creations were shared in exhibitions, classes, and 

community art centers. Writer, arts administrator, and 

curator, Holger Cahill (1887-1960) was the national director 

of the FAP (renamed the WPA Art Program in 1939) (Figure 

75). Born Sveinn Bjarnarson to Icelandic immigrant parents, 

Cahill was forced to work at a young age when his father left 

the family. Unlike other New Deal leaders, Cahill came from 

modest circumstances and had made a career in the art 

world.420 Passionate about artists and their role in 

contemporary life, Cahill sought to connect artists and the 

American public on equal and productive terms. Cahill 

stated that the FAP’s organization “proceeded on the 

principle that it is not the solitary genius but a sound 

 
416 Contreras, 140. 
417 National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the Work Projects Administration, 
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/069.html#69.5.1 accessed 28 October 2017. 
418 Francis V. O’Connor, Art for the Millions: Essays from the 1930s by Artists and Administrators from the WPA Federal Art 
Project (Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1973), 305. 
419 Musher, 24. 
420 He changed his name to Holger Cahill while working as a reporter and studying at NYU in the 1910s. He entered the art 
world in the 1920s befriending prominent artists such as John Sloan and working at the Newark Museum.  Biographical Note, 
Holger Cahill papers, 1910-1993. Smithsonian Institution, Archives of American Art https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/holger-
cahill-papers-6730/biographical-note accessed 2 November 2017. 

Figure 75. Holger Cahill, 1938. 
Source: Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 

Institution 

https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/069.html#69.5.1
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/holger-cahill-papers-6730/biographical-note
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/holger-cahill-papers-6730/biographical-note
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general movement which maintains art as a vital, functioning part of any cultural scheme.”421  

Cahill relied on WPA staff to consult with local museum directors, artists and art teachers to identify 

appropriate directors for him to appoint to each state art project.422 WPA headquarters distributed 

employment quotas each month, which rose and fell with economic trends. States experimented with 

determining artists’ qualifications. California tried using a special review committee but abandoned the 

process when committee members drew up their own lists of artists to employ. More typically, state 

directors and appointed representatives screened artists themselves, looking for applicants who could 

demonstrate that they had previously been paid as artists, or had a recommendation from a relevant 

school program.423 

Cahill oversaw a program made up of two types of projects overseen by regional directors who worked 

with state and municipal partners in a decentralized process. In non-federal projects, wages for artists 

and program staff were provided by the federal government, while materials and equipment were to be 

furnished by state and local entities. No local “sponsor” was required of federal projects, but the division 

of responsibilities between state/local and federal and administration versus creative direction led to 

frequent tensions. State WPA leadership was responsible for program infrastructure, including offices, 

payroll, relief certification, etc. Meanwhile, staff in Washington guided direction for the content and 

quality of the artwork itself.424 

Alfred Frankenstein, longtime art critic for the San Francisco Chronicle, summarized the regional 

activities of the WPA in August 1936: “The project covers a vast assortment of artistic activities, creative, 

decorative, scientific and practical from the easel painting of isolated artists in their studies to the 

construction of models of San Francisco streets to be used by the traffic experts in unsnarling the 

problems raised by the bay bridge.”425 Frankenstein describes the flourishing of sculptures, frescos, and 

mosaics in public buildings, paintings of wildlife and botanical drawings for scientific institutions, and the 

creation of paintings and lithographs. “Twenty-five percent of the paintings and prints are sent to 

Washington for national distribution,” he wrote. “The remaining three-quarters remain the property of 

the Federal Government for local distribution to tax-supported institutions.”  

George Washington High School 

Several of the public schools operated by the San Francisco Board of Education received artworks under 

the New Deal art programs. These include murals by David Park (who went on to be a major figure in the 

Bay Area Figurative school of painting) at John Muir Elementary School; murals by Horatio Nelson Poole 

and George Wilson Walker at Theodore Roosevelt Junior High School; and murals by Edith Hamlin at 

Mission High School. George Washington High School (GWHS) has the most extensive collection of 

public artworks commissioned under the aegis and direction of the Federal Art Project (FAP) of the 

Works Project Administration (WPA) of any public school in San Francisco.  

 
421 De Saisset, 13.   
422 McKinzie, 81. 
423 McKinzie, 86. 
424 McKinzie, 76. 
425 Alfred Frankenstein, “Summarizing the WPA Art Projects.” San Francisco Chronicle (August 9, 1936), D6. 
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 Life and Era of George Washington 

The largest and most prominent of the New Deal–era artworks at GWHS is a visual history lesson titled 

Life and Era of George Washington. The project was awarded to Victor Arnautoff, an artist born in 

Imperial Russia who had experience serving as an assistant to Diego Rivera. The approximately 1,600-

square-foot mural cycle spans the north and south walls of the stairway and lobby entrance. Arnautoff 

described the imagery as illustrating the “formation of [Washington’s] personality and [his] personality 

in action.”426  

The future president is depicted in his early career as a surveyor, followed by his activities as a scout, 

messenger, and militia officer. The scenes are organized chronologically, beginning at the vestibule with 

Washington standing in the foreground using surveyor’s tools; in the background is a scene of African 

Americans working the fields in front of Washington’s Virginia estate, Mount Vernon. The next scene 

includes Washington portrayed as a scout and as a messenger wearing a dark coat or buckskins with a 

coonskin cap, surrounded by elaborately garbed soldiers and Native Americans – many bearing firearms. 

The tableau at the south wall of the lobby atop the stairs shows Washington standing near a table with 

Benjamin Franklin and two other figures, pointing with his right hand to a map and with his left hand 

gesturing toward a group of buckskin-clothed frontiersmen depicted standing over a prone, lifeless 

Native American  

The section on the north side of the vestibule, stair, and lobby portrays Washington’s personality in 

“action” according to Arnautoff. Above the stairs are the scenes of stamps being burned and tea 

dumped into Boston Harbor, British soldiers opening fire on colonists (the Boston Massacre), and 

revolutionaries raising a pole with the new national flag. At the top of the stairs, Washington appears on 

horseback accepting command of the Revolutionary Army. The north wall of the lobby depicts 

Washington as master of Mount Vernon, standing with riding crop in hand, with a young African 

American man holding the reins of his horse (Figure 76). Washington is interacting with an overseer who 

points to African Americans picking cotton, shucking corn, and hauling loads, while three white male 

workers build wooden casks.427 

Arnautoff’s murals have generated two subsequent periods of heated criticism. In 1967-68, African 

American students protested that they found the depictions of enslaved African Americans shucking 

corn, picking cotton, and loading barges as servile and humiliating. Calls for removal of the artworks led 

to a negotiated settlement in which the SFUSD commissioned a series of “response murals” by young 

African American artist Dewey Crumpler. In 1974, six years after the controversy erupted, Crumpler’s 

murals were installed at the west end of the main hall of GWHS. Formally called Multi-Ethnic Heritage: 

Black, Asian, Native/Latin American, the so-called “Response” murals depict struggles for equality by 

African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, and Asian Americans.428 More recently, a group called the 

Native American Parent Advisory Committee has led another campaign against Arnautoff’s mural due to 

the depiction of the dead Native American man amid white colonizers. Their concerns led to the tabling 

 
426 Victor Arnautoff, “Frescoes of Geo. Washington School,” Architecture and Engineering (April 1936), 17.  
427 Arnautoff, 17. This article was apparently written well before Arnautoff had completed his work, and the subjects of some of 
the smaller panels do not correspond with his description of those panels in this article.  
428 Telephone interview with Dewey Crumpler by Donna Graves, February 16, 2017. George Washington High School Alumni 

Association, “George Washington High School’s History and Traditions” (2011), 4–5. http://sfgwhsalumni.org  



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

155 

of a proposed local landmark nomination for George Washington High School and an ongoing effort to 

destroy the murals.429 

 

Library Frescoes 

Frescos by Gordon Langdon, Lucien Labaudt, and Ralph Stackpole are painted on the interior and above 

the entry to the school’s second-floor library. Like Arnautoff’s, these paintings were conceived and 

implemented in 1936 during the school’s first phase of construction. Langdon’s The Progress of Scientific 

Thought (4’ x 10’) appears above the doors to the library and depicts the Nobel Prize-winning 

experimental physicist Robert Millikan in academic robes on the left and a classically robed figure 

holding a scroll and compass – likely intended to be Pythagoras – on the right. Between these large 

seated figures, stands a child-like figure Langdon identified as “curiosity” looking at the viewer while 

manipulating a painted mechanism visually connected to the actual alarm bell and siren horns emerging 

from the wall.430 

On the east wall of the library, Lucien Labaudt’s Advancement of Learning through the Printing Press 

(5’6” x 27’) is an almost surreal collage of large facial portraits and smaller-scaled full figures. Johannes 

Gutenberg and an assistant are at the center, producing works of literature, science, history, and religion 

as Father Time, the Grim Reaper, looks down on them and the clock around which Labaudt depicted the 

printing press. On the right side of the mural are figures from American history, including Captain John 

Smith, George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, and Father Junípero Serra. The figures 

 
429 Laura Waxman, “Education Leaders Oppose Landmark Designations for Three SF Schools Over Controversial Murals,” San 
Francisco Examiner (March 8, 2018). 
430 Alfred Frankenstein, “Arnautoff Completes...” San Francisco Chronicle (June 21, 1936), D6.  

Figure 76. Portion of Victor Arnautoff’s Life and Era of George Washington, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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on the left depict famous Americans accomplished in the fields of literature, medicine, technology, and 

the life sciences, including Edgar Allen Poe, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Greenleaf Whittier, 

Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Edison, Smithsonian paleontologists, and a group of surgeons.431 

Ralph Stackpole’s Contemporary Education (5’6” x 27’) depicts scenes at a contemporary high school, 

featuring students whose notably varied skin tones presumably represent a racially and ethnically 

diverse student body. The left half of the painting is populated by female students who are reading, 

typing, sewing, and cooking at the central stove, which incorporates the actual wall clock (Figure 77). 

The right portion shows male students engaged in shop class, working a ham radio that incorporates an 

actual speaker, and reading. The mural was damaged in a fire in 1989. 

 

Exterior artworks 

Work on GWHS’s athletic fields followed the completion of the gymnasium and auditorium in 1940. 

Landscaping and other site improvements got underway in 1940-41, and in 1942, following the 

completion of the football field and bleachers, artist Sargent Johnson executed a large bas-relief titled 

Athletics at the north end of the playing field. The frieze comprises four panels, each 12 feet high and 

185 feet in length. Arrayed in a style reminiscent of Greek friezes, figures of physically fit young men and 

 
431 “Description of Fresco above Library Doors in the George Washington High School, San Francisco, California,” Timothy 
Pflueger Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California – Berkeley, carton C, file 12. 

Figure 77. Detail of Ralph Stackpole’s Contemporary Education, 2016. 
Source: Amanda Law 
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women are engaged in golf, track events, boxing, archery, football, tennis, basketball, diving, and 

rowing. References to the Olympic Games appear in five interlocking rings and a torch. The artwork was 

made of cast stone executed in 6-by-14-feet sections (Figure 78).  

Bas-reliefs likely sculpted by Robert 

Boardman Howard greet students 

and visitors entering GWHS through 

the main entrance on 32nd Avenue. 

Busts of Thomas Edison, George 

Washington, and Walt Whitman are 

placed above the doors and are 

underlined by the words “Invention,” 

“Statesman,” and “Literature.” While 

these artworks are not usually listed 

among those commissioned for 

GWHS, architect Pflueger described 

them as being cast from models of 

Howard’s design.432 
Howard may well 

have also been responsible for the other small abstract bas-reliefs that appear on various portions of the 

exterior of the buildings, but no documentation about them has been found.  

Beach Chalet 

Under a commission supported by the FAP, artist and designer Lucien Labaudt created a major fresco 

project for the ground-floor dining area of the Beach Chalet at the western edge of Golden Gate Park 

facing the Great Highway and the Pacific Ocean. Completed in 1925, the building was the last designed 

by renowned San Francisco architect Willis Polk. The Beach Chalet, originally a city-operated restaurant 

with changing rooms for ocean swimming, was one of several recreational facilities near Ocean Beach at 

the time, also including the Fleishhacker Zoo’s Mothers Building that received later enhancement under 

the New Deal arts programs.  

Labaudt’s enormous murals cover walls and stairwells with the major portion of the work on the main 

floor. Titled San Francisco Scenes, the murals center on four iconic visitor and recreational locations: the 

Marina, Golden Gate Park, Ocean Beach, and Fisherman’s Wharf (Figure 79). The artist spent two years 

on the 1,500 square feet of murals; the labor-intensive fresco technique meant that Labaudt 

accomplished about two square feet per day, even with the help of three assistants and a plasterer.433 

Labaudt also painted a series of monochrome frescoes in a corridor leading to the restrooms; the sepia 

images include portraits of young women. 

 
432 Therese Poletti, Art Deco San Francisco: The Architecture of Timothy Pflueger (Princeton: Princeton Architectural Press, 
2008), 143. Timothy Pflueger, Typewritten manuscript of an article sent to Mr. J.E. Jellick of the Portland Cement Association for 
publication in Architectural Concrete, February 24, 1936. Other sources, including the Smithsonian American Art Museums’ 
online Art Inventories Catalog and A Survey of Art Work in the City and County of San Francisco (Art Commission of the City and 
County of San Francisco, 1975), attribute these portraits to Victor Arnautoff.  
433 National Register of Historic Places Nomination, Beach Chalet, 1981, 8-2. Labaudt was assisted by Arnold Bray, Farrell Dwyer, 
and Ralph Putzker; James Wyatt was the plasterer according to the New Deal Art Registry, 
https://www.newdealartregistry.org/renderartworks/BeachChalet/SanFrancisco/CA/, accessed May 5 2018 

Figure 78. Detail of Sargent Johnson’s Athletics, 2016. 
Source: Amanda Law 
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The San Francisco Chronicle described San Francisco Scenes as a “vast panorama of people of all ages 

disporting themselves in the parks and playgrounds, on the Bay and at the beaches, picnicking, writing, 

skating, bicycling, playing ball.”434 These symmetrically composed scenes of relaxed leisure are painted 

in bright colors; the loving detail in their depiction of fashion can be attributed to Labaudt’s experience 

as a skilled costume designer. A WPA-commissioned monograph described the artist’s goal for the 

Beach Chalet murals as reaching the general public who would respond to the content regardless of 

their aesthetic sophistication.435 While depictions of the wealthy enjoying leisure time pursuits at 

exclusive places such as the Saint Francis Yacht Club are not common in New Deal era artworks, the 

scene in front of Pier 20 is more typical of the era’s “common man” themes: Labaudt shows a sailor 

behind a man driving a tractor, and in the center is a figure reputed to be labor organizer Harry Bridges 

with a pushcart.436 

 
434 Alfred Frankenstein, “Diversified Works of the Art Project Soon to Enrich Civic Scene,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 22, 
1937), 4D. 
435 Gene Hailey ed. California Art Research Vol XIX, 21. 
436 Steven M. Gelber, “Labaudt’s Inspirational Beach Chalet Murals.” 
http://www.foundsf.org/index.php?title=Labaudt%27s_Inspirational_Beach_Chalet_Murals, accessed May 6, 2018. 

Figure 79. Beach Chalet interior, showing Lucien Labaudt murals, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

http://www.foundsf.org/index.php?title=Labaudt%27s_Inspirational_Beach_Chalet_Murals
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After his untimely death serving as an artist-war correspondent in 1943, Labaudt’s widow explained the 

artist’s aim for the Beach Chalet murals: “(He) simply wanted to document San Francisco life, from the 

waterfront to the Ocean Beach, everyday people—and with his friends of course.”437 Those friends 

included artists, WPA arts administrators, and members of the city’s elite who Labaudt had worked with 

as a fashion and interior designer beginning in the 1920s.438   

Framing the frescos are mosaics designed by Labaudt and executed by artist Primo Caredio. Michael Von 

Mayer (who crafted a bas-relief for UCSF’s Toland Hall) carved an elaborate newel post and balustrade 

of sinuous octopi and mermaids as well as bas-reliefs on four support posts in the dining room. The 

Beach Chalet is listed in the National Register and it is also City Landmark No. 179. 

University of California San Francisco  

Between 1935 and 1938, Bernard 

Zakheim created a series of murals at 

the University of San Francisco 

(UCSF). Drs. Isabella Perry and 

Chauncey Leake, who appreciated 

Zakheim’s recent murals at the 

Alemany Public Health Center, 

instigated the UCSF commission to 

educate medical students about the 

history of their field. A pair of panels 

titled: Ancient Medicine: Superstition 

in Medicine and Modern Medicine – 

both 7’ x 9’ 7” – were begun in 1935 

with SERA funds and completed with 

additional dollars from the WPA’s FAP 

program.439 Scenes depicted in 

Ancient Medicine illustrate practices such as animal sacrifice, zodiac symbols, flogging, and ritual 

performances (Figure 80), whereas Modern Medicine shows white-gowned doctors in a surgical theater 

and scientists in research laboratories. 

Subsequently UCSF supported a second project by Zakheim: ten fresco panels titled History of Medicine 

in California painted in an auditorium in Toland Hall, a lecture room in UC Hall. These panels circle the 

Hall’s tiered seating and flank the projector screen and blackboard, which is surmounted by wood 

panels carved by Michael Von Meyer. In contrast to the earlier paintings, the History of Medicine 

portrays an abundance of specific events and details drawn from extensive research by the artist and his 

assistant, Phyllis Wrightson. UCSF administrators provided the artists with access to the medical faculty 

 
437 “Crash Kills S.F. Artist.” San Francisco Chronicle (December 16, 1943), 1. Masha Zakheim Jewett, “Scenes from Another 
Time,” California Living Magazine (September 12, 1976), 32. 
438 Jewett, 33. 
439 Funds for Ancient and Modern Medicine are attributed to SERA in an essay by UCSF Professor Chauncey Leake in California 
Art Research Vol. Bernard Zakheim, 83.  

Figure 80. Detail from Bernard Zakheim’s Ancient Medicine, 2017. 
Source: Donna Graves 
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for interviews and the University’s collection on the history of medicine.440 Zakheim also reportedly 

relied on the recently published book California Medical Story by Henry Harris for the Toland Hall 

series.441 A tromp l’oeil scroll within the mural states  

These interpretations of medicine in California are the handiwork of Bernard Zakheim and his 

assistant Phyllis Wrightson. They are dedicated to California’s developing artistic tradition, and 

made possible through the Federal Art Project and the progressive scientists of the University of 

California Medical School. Plastering was done by Kai Anderson. These frescoes were begun April 

4, 1936 and completed May 3, 1938. 

Another painted scroll lists the subjects of each scene from Native Indians and Their Healing Methods, 

through panels that describe different eras in medical care in Northern and Southern California. The 

panels conclude chronologically with pairs flanking the auditorium’s projection screen that refer to the 

history of medicine in San Francisco and the origins of UCSF’s medical school.442   

While Ancient Medicine presented historic healthcare practices with a jaundiced view; the History of 

Medicine in California portrays Native Americans in a far more positive light. As Phyllis Wrightson 

described the scenes at the time: 

This story told by the murals begins with the domestic life and hygiene of the California Indians. 

A young Indian, symbolizing his race, reaches out in greeting to the sun as he dries himself after a 

sweat bath and cold plunge in the river. Two sweat houses, or temescals, appear near him used 

for ceremonial as well as healing purposes, and a mother and child sun themselves in the 

foreground. Three Indians illustrate native California healing methods–a warrior sucks a wound, a 

shaman or medicine man, mixes blood, mud, and herbs for a poultice, and another digs for bulbs 

used in making magic against snakebites. An adjacent section of the decoration is composed 

around an Indian dance ceremony accompanying a difficult child-birth.443 

The artist’s stylized, angular figures met with some criticism from UCSF faculty. Dr. Langley Porter, an 

influential psychiatrist at the medical school, reportedly described them as “terrible” and “grotesque.” 

In 1948, UCSF covered the frescoes with wallpaper; they were revealed again sometime in the 1960s.444 

At one point, the pair of panels titled Ancient Medicine: Superstition in Medicine and Modern Medicine 

were removed from the walls of Cole Hall by Zakheim and his son, Nathan Zakheim, preceding the 

demolition of that building, and are currently installed in a lecture hall at the Health Science West 

Building. UCSF plans to demolish UC Hall and replace it with a new hospital building. University 

administrators state that the university does not have the $8 million they claim would be necessary to 

move the panels to a new building. In response, San Francisco Supervisor Aaron Peskin has introduced a 

 
440 Polina Ilieva, “Recent Acquisition: Bernard Zakheim Collection “February 2015. UCSF Archives and Collections Blog: 
https://blogs.library.ucsf.edu/broughttolight/2015/02/24/recent-acquisition-bernard-zakheim-collection/, accessed May 8, 
2018. 
441 Lee, 178. 
442 Masha Zakheim Jewett, “The Art of Medicine.” San Francisco Business (March 1979), 26-27. 
443 Gene Hailey, ed. California Art Research Vol. XX Part Two. Bernard Zakheim, 98. 
444 Carl Nolte, “UCSF to let public see trove of medical history murals,” San Francisco Chronicle (February 27, 2015). 
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/UCSF-to-let-public-see-trove-of-medical-history-6107054.php#photo-7587266 
accessed May 8, 2018. 

https://blogs.library.ucsf.edu/broughttolight/2015/02/24/recent-acquisition-bernard-zakheim-collection/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/UCSF-to-let-public-see-trove-of-medical-history-6107054.php#photo-7587266
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resolution at the Board’s Land Use and Transportation Committee to designate the artworks as a local 

landmark.445 

Beniamino Bufano Artworks at San Francisco Public Housing 

Beniamino Bufano, an Italian immigrant who settled in San Francisco in 1924, was already one of the 

City’s most “colorful” and press-attracting artists in the New Deal era. Known for his outspokenness and 

grand plans for large-scale public work, he may be best known by San Franciscans for a series of animal 

sculptures he created under the WPA, most of which were installed in public housing projects. 

The largest number of Bufano’s granite animals were installed in public courtyards of the low-income 

housing development that replaced the SFHA’s Valencia Gardens. William Wurster and Henry A. 

Thomson, architects of Valencia Gardens, had suggested to the WPA that sculptures be used to further 

enliven the outdoor spaces designed by landscape architect Thomas Church.  

While working under WPA funding, Bufano created a series of granite sculptures of animals in semi-

abstracted form that combined a sense of whimsy and a sleek, streamlined modern aesthetic. Some of 

these works were originally intended to be installed at the Aquatic Park Bathhouse, but Bufano objected 

to that project’s privatization and took several of the works back. As the New Deal art programs ceased, 

some of Bufano’s artworks were transferred in 1942 to the care of the City and County of San Francisco.   

Perhaps looking to realize Wurster and Thomsen’s suggestion for installing artworks in public housing, in 

1945, the San Francisco Housing Authority requested that the City allow Bufano’s artworks to be 

installed in several additional public housing project courtyards. The artist reportedly objected, arguing 

that his sculptures deserved more prominent locations, but the Art Commission agreed to the Housing 

Authority’s request.446  

In March 1945, Valencia Gardens received a menagerie that 

included two seals, a mother bear with cubs, a pair of penguins, a 

rabbit, a frog, a cat, a mouse, and a cat and mouse together.447 In 

her book on the history of public housing in San Francisco, Amy 

Howard describes the role the Bufano sculptures played as an 

“important source of community pride and cohesion,” for Valencia 

Garden residents.448 Howard writes: “Most importantly, they were 

created to be touched, climbed on, and otherwise used by the 

public.”449 Other public housing projects that were enhanced by 

Bufano sculptures include Westside Courts, which received a 

Bufano sculpture of St. Francis in 1945 (Figure 81), and Sunnydale, 

 
445 Thomas K. Pendergast, “UCSF Murals Face Unknown Future as Campus Develops,” Richmond Review (August 10, 2020). 
446 Amy L. Howard, More Than Shelter: Activism and Community in San Francisco Public Housing (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014), 55-56. Valencia Gardens was completely redesigned under the federal Hope XI project and the animal 
sculptures have been reinstalled. 
447 Susan Wels, San Francisco: Arts for the City: Cassidy Art and Urban Change, 1932-2012 (San Francisco Arts Commission, 
2013), 18. Howard, 56-57. The Living New Deal states that Westside Courts and Sunnydale Housing projects also received 
Bufano sculptures in 1945: https://livingnewdeal.org/?s=Bufano, accessed September 17, 2017. 
448 Howard, 61. 
449 Amy L. Howard, “Public Art, Public Housing, and Community,” Journal of the American Planning Association (Vol. 78, 2012), 
404-405. 

Figure 81. St. Francis on Horseback at 
Westside Courts, 2016. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

https://livingnewdeal.org/?s=Bufano
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which gained a sculpture titled Bear and Head. 

Aquatic Park Bathhouse 

As mentioned previously, the Aquatic Park recreational complex was built between 1936 and 1939 on 

the Northern Waterfront between Fort Mason and Fisherman’s Wharf. The complex’s centerpiece, the 

Aquatic Park Bathhouse, lies at the foot of Polk Street and it contains an extensive art program funded 

under the WPA’s FAP program. The interior and exterior artworks, created under the supervision of 

painter Hilaire Hiler, are notable for their generally surrealist and abstract style, which contrasts with 

the more representational “American Scene” imagery of most New Deal artworks.   

The Aquatic Park project was hampered by management problems and cost overruns and the City 

ultimately decided to lease the Bathhouse building to Leo and Kenneth Gordon for use as a casino. 

Several of the artists attached to the project objected to the private, commercial use of a publicly 

funded space and expressed their protests in various ways. Sargent Johnson chose not to finish his large 

commission for a tile mural, which stands only partially completed today. Beniamino Bufano reportedly 

stole back some of his sculptures from the project.450 

Hilaire Hiler Murals 

Murals above the marble wainscoting in the main lounge by Hilaire Hiler depict the artist’s vision of the 

lost continents of Atlantis and Mu. Hiler used a traditional wax emulsion fresco technique to create a 

variety of marine life images including kelp, fish, squid, and shellfish floating among amorphous blobs of 

color and building fragments (Figure 82). An anchor, keel, ribs, and a broken mast of a sunken ship 

appear on the west wall. The composition’s bright colors are heightened by “rays” of light reaching from 

the water’s surface to the patterned sandy floor. The room to the west of the portico is covered by 

another, completely abstract Hiler mural titled The Prismatarium. The artist conceived the room’s 

prismatic array of colors as operating in relation to color similar to the way that a planetarium functions 

in relation to the heavens. The room’s original light fixtures cast moving lights across the murals to 

demonstrate the changing relationship of light and color.451 

Richard Ayer Murals 

The third floor of the Aquatic Park Bathhouse features murals by Richard Ayer painted on large, square 

columns in the center of the room and above the wainscoting. The artworks, painted in muted blues, 

grays, reds, and yellows, are composed of abstract images drawn from ship components and punctuated 

with embedded materials such as rope and piping.  

Sargent Johnson Murals  

Doorways from the main lounge open onto an outdoor portico with views of the bay to the north. The 

portico walls feature large ceramic tile murals designed by Sargent Johnson. Abstracted fish, sailboats 

and sea currents, along with a large sea turtle are formed of glossy ceramic tiles in various shades of 

green, black, and white (Figure 83). Mohammad Zyani, a skilled mosaic artist from Morocco, assisted 

 
450 National Register of Historic Places Inventory–Nomination Form for Aquatic Park Historic District (San Francisco: 1984), 
Section 8-12. 
451 Aquatic Park Historic District, 8-12. 
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Johnson in executing the murals. The murals measure 14’ x 125’, representing only a portion of the 

artist’s original commission; Johnson quit before they were finished in protest of the City’s decision to 

lease the building to a private casino. Sargent Johnson also designed the large frieze of incised green 

slate surrounding the building’s entry and contributed a green ceramic bas-relief lintel over the doorway 

into the 4th floor radio room. 

 

Charles Nunemaker Murals 

In the Women’s Lounge just east of the Prismatarium, Charles Nunemaker painted a mural titled Sepia 

Seascape directly on the plaster walls above the tile wainscoting. Nunemaker painted two additional 

works that originally hung nearby, including Cross Section of a Color Solid and Painting of a Color Solid, 

which are reportedly now held in the Maritime Museum’s collection.452 

Beniamino Bufano Sculptures 

Bufano’s original commission was for a series of sculptures, only two of which —Seal and Toad—were 

ultimately installed. Bufano was apparently the most vocal of the artists who criticized the City’s 

decision to turn the Bathhouse over to a private concessionaire. Unlike Johnson, who simply stopped 

work on his tile mural, Bufano “went so far as to steal back” most of his artworks, according to the 

 
452 “Aquatic Park Bathhouse (Maritime Museum),” Historic American Buildings Survey, HABS No. CA-2225. 2-3. 

Figure 82. Section of Hilaire Hiler’s mural depicting the lost continents of Atlantis and Mu, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

164 

National Register nomination for the Aquatic Park Historic District.453 He is credited with helping to 

instigate a subsequent investigation by the WPA of the project.”454 In an essay titled “For the Present 

We Are Busy,” Bufano pointedly asked: “How can a cultural pattern be developed for America if art and 

the artists are subjected to the whims and idiosyncrasies of the few overfed decadent merchant princes, 

carryovers from the days of feudalism?"455  As mentioned previously, the Aquatic Park Historic District is 

a National Historic Landmark. 

Mothers Building 

Designed by George Kelham and opened in 1925, the Mothers Building was originally part of the 

Fleishhacker Pool complex, donated to the City by Parks Commissioner Herbert Fleishhacker. The 

building, which offered medical advice and refreshments, was designed for mothers and small children 

and funded by the brothers Herbert and Mortimer Fleishhacker in memory of their mother, Delia 

Fleishhacker.   

The Mothers Building, which is now within the San Francisco Zoo, contains the only large-scale New Deal 

era art project created solely by women. The Great Depression stands as a period when American 

 
453 National Register of Historic Places Inventory–Nomination Form for Aquatic Park Historic District (San Francisco: 1984), 
Section 8-13. 
454 “Aquatic Park Bathhouse (Maritime Museum),” Historic American Buildings Survey, HABS No. CA-2225. 4. 
455 Beniamino Bufano, “For the Present We Are Busy,” in Francis V. O’Connor ed. Art for the Millions (Boston: New York Graphic 
Society, 1973), 110. 

Figure 83. Sargent Johnson murals on exterior of Aquatic Park Bathhouse, 2017. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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history saw a retrenchment in gender norms as wage-earning women became targets for public criticism 

and restricted public policies. “Don't take a job from a man!” was a popular slogan that reflected the 

sentiments associated with new federal and state laws that mandated employment of only one family 

member in public sector work.456 

There does not yet appear to be robust scholarship fully documenting the participation of women in 

New Deal art. One source states that women represented almost 40 percent of respondents to the 1930 

census who identified as artists.457 In her study of works created under the Treasury Section of Fine Arts, 

art historian Barbara Melosh calculated that only 19 percent of the total commissions went to women 

artists.458 Despite the gender imbalance in these statistics, New Deal art programs did represent an 

important inflection point for women artists who began to gain access to prominent public projects in 

numbers. 

Esther, Helen, and Margaret Bruton’s Mosaics 

In 1936, San Francisco Chronicle art critic Alfred Frankenstein declared “a revival of mosaic is in progress 

under the WPA.”459 Initially funded by the PWAP, sisters Esther, Helen, and Margaret Bruton 

experimented with the medium in a pair of mosaic tile murals for facing niches in the exterior loggia of 

the Mothers Building. New to the mosaic medium, the artists enlisted Italian tile-setter Anthony Falcier 

to help them understand the technical process for translating their design into a finished mosaic. They 

assembled the panels in their home studio in Alameda and then transferred them to the wall surface 

with cement mortar.460 The tile they employed was manufactured by a San José-based firm called Solon 

& Schennell. The artists exploited the color variation in the tiles that were deemed “seconds.” Too 

varied for commercial purposes, the tiles were more affordable. 

Titled St. Francis and Children and Their Animal Friends, the mosaics’ subjects aligned with their location. 

In the north alcove, St. Francis, namesake for the city, is surrounded by wild animals including a deer, 

wolf, dove, snake, and birds fluttering overhead. In the south alcove a boy leads a horse above a seated 

girl accompanied by other domesticated animals, including a rabbit, dog, and chickens. Though outside, 

the murals are protected from the weather and are in good condition. The Mothers Building mosaics are 

described as the first tile mural created by San Francisco artists.461 The Bruton sisters went on to create 

murals in the same medium for the Golden West Hotel at 114 Powell Street and for the University Art 

Gallery at UC Berkeley. 

 
456 Barbara Melosh, Engendering Culture: Manhood and Womanhood in New Deal Public Art and Theater (Washington DC: 
Smithsonian Institutions Press, 1991), 1. 
457 Helen A Harrison and Lucy R. Lippard editors, Women Artists of the New Deal Era (Washington DC: The National Museum of 
Women in the Arts, 1988), 12. 
458 Melosh, 220. 
459 Alfred Frankenstein, “Summarizing the WPA Art Projects,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 9, 1936), D6. 
460 “Oral History Interview with Helen and Margaret Bruton,” Smithsonian Institution Archives of American Art (Washington DC: 
1964), 9-10. 
461 San Francisco Recreation and Parks Department, “The Mothers Building” (San Francisco: Architectural Resources Group, 
2018). 
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Helen Forbes and Dorothy Puccinelli Murals 

On the Mothers Building interior, Helen Forbes and Dorothy Puccinelli employed the relatively rare 

medium of egg tempera for a four-panel cycle depicting the biblical story of Noah and the Ark (Figure 

84). The artists employed a medium associated with the Italian Renaissance: mixing transparent colors 

with egg yolk that was then painted directly onto the dry plaster wall. 

The north wall depicts the building of the ark: animals are loaded onto the ark on the west wall, the ark 

lands on the south wall, and the animals disembark on the east wall.462 Some of the murals are 

significantly water-damaged. 

The artists labored on the 1,200 square-foot paintings from 1933 until 1938. The project began with 

PWAP funding in 1933-34 and was completed with FAP WPA monies from which the artists were paid 

$94 per month.463 Glen Wessels described the work-in-progress in the June 22, 1934 edition of the 

Argonaut: “From their present effect these works appear to be among the most successful resulting 

from the Public Works Art Project [sic] activities in the San Francisco region….The treatment is entirely in 

harmony with the modified Spanish interior in both color and design. The style may be said to follow 

 
462 Most accounts describe the murals as by both artists. One contemporaneous account credited the painting on the north wall 
to Puccinelli and the south wall to Forbes. “Fleishhacker Memorial Murals Nearly Finished.” San Francisco Chronicle (July 8, 
1934), D3. 
463 Assignment Slip for Helen Forbes, dated January 15, 1936. Posted by Richard Rothman on Friends of the Mothers Building at 
the San Francisco Zoo Facebook page, December 16, 2017. 

Figure 84. Interior of the Mothers Building showing the Helen Forbes and Dorothy Puccinelli murals. 
Source: San Francisco Chronicle 
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that of the Fra Angelico, but is rather more luminous and higher in key. The drawing is simple and 

effective.”464 

Photomural at San Francisco City Hall  

A 1938 project in San Francisco City Hall, entitled The Modern City Framed by Architectural Essentials of 

the Pre-Fire Era, is a relatively rare use of photography at mural scale under the WPA’s FAP program. 

The sepia-toned mural combines varied views of the cityscape framed by architectural details. The 

photomural is usually credited to artist Benjamin Cunningham, a painter who received New Deal mural 

commissions at Coit Tower and the Ukiah Post Office, and assisted Victor Arnautoff at the Presidio 

Chapel. Yet a 1963 oral history by William Abbenseth, who is sometimes described as Cunningham’s 

assistant, recounts a different story. Abbenseth, a trained photographer, had already conducted work 

for the WPA, where he organized a photography department for the local WPA program.465 While on the 

WPA artist payroll, he became interested in shooting images of San Francisco buildings, which were 

exhibited at the San Francisco Museum of Art (now the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art). 

Abbenseth recalled the origins of the City Hall project: 

The assignment was sort of dumped in my lap to do a photo-mural for the assessor's office in City 

Hall, and it just scared the hell out of me because I had no training nor the ability to design a 

photo-mural. I could do photographs and blow them up but the idea of doing something that 

would be part of an interior and be an integral part of an interior was rather frightening. 

After Abbenseth expressed his concern to WPA staff, they assigned Cunningham to collaborate with him 

and the two artists worked out the final design together. At nearly 6 x 12 feet, printing the mural 

required special equipment and materials, which were secured from famed photographer Ansel Adams. 

California Art Research 

In 1936-7, Dr. Walter Heil of the M.H. de Young Museum sponsored a research and writing project to 

document California’s artistic scene. Compiled and edited by Gene Hailey, the project consists of twenty 

mimeographed volumes containing artists’ biographies and general information on the state of art in 

the state. The biographies were prepared by a team of 40 writers, researchers, editors, typists, 

proofreaders, photographers, and librarians who completed personal interviews and research in 

advance of preparing each biography.  California Art Research was a joint project of the WPA Statistical 

Projects Division and the FAP.466 

Table 8 lists all known Federal Art projects in San Francisco: 

 
464 Dorothy Wagner and Raymond Puccinelli 
https://bancroftlibrarycara.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/cara_v20_p1_puccinellis.pdf, accessed  March 12, 2018. 
465 “Oral History Interview with William Abbenseth, 1964 November 23 (Smithsonian Archives of American Art) accessed 
February 2, 2018 https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-william-abbenseth-13069#transcript 
Abbenseth recalls doing photography for the Index of American Design, filming artists working on the Aquatic Park Bathhouse, 
and documenting various WPA-funded art projects including those at the Golden Gate International Exposition. 
466 “California Art Research,” Finding Aid at the Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley. 

https://bancroftlibrarycara.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/cara_v20_p1_puccinellis.pdf
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Table 8: Federal Art Projects in San Francisco 

Location Artist Title Date Medium 

Anza Branch 
Library 

Unknown Flowers and Animals n.d. Frieze, stencil 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Richard Ayer Nautical Abstractions 1939 Bas-relief, paint on 
plaster 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Richard Ayer Tugboats 1939 Mural, oil on 
canvas 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Beniamino Bufano Frog 1942 Sculpture, granite 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Beniamino Bufano Seal 1942 Sculpture, granite 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Hilaire Hiler Prismatarium 1940 Mural, oil on 
plaster 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Hilaire Hiler Lost Continents of Atlantis 
and Mu 

1939 Mural, wax 
emulsion fresco 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Sargent Johnson Lintel 1939 Bas-relief, ceramic 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Sargent Johnson Sea Form Marquee 1939 Frieze, incised slate 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Sargent Johnson Sea Forms 1939 Mural, tile 

Aquatic Park 
Bathhouse 

Charles Nunemaker Sepia Seascape 1940 Mural, oil on 
canvas 

Beach Chalet Primo Caredio Unnamed 1937 Mosaic 

Beach Chalet Lucien Labaudt San Francisco Scenes 1937 Mural, fresco 

Beach Chalet Lucien Labaudt Monochrome Frescos 1937 Mural, fresco 

Beach Chalet Michael Von Meyer Sea Creatures 1937 Carving, magnolia 
wood 

City College Frederick Olmsted Leonardo da Vinci 1940 Sculpture, 
limestone 

City College Frederick Olmsted Theory and Science 1941 Mural, fresco 

City College Frederick Olmsted Thomas Edison 1940 Sculpture, 
limestone 

City College Diego Rivera Pan-American Unity 1940 Mural, fresco 

City College Herman Volz Organic and Inorganic 
Science 

1940 Mosaic, marble 

City Hall Benjamin 
Cunningham, 
William Abbenseth 

The Modern City Framed 
by the Essentials of the 
Pre-Fire Era 

1938 Mural, 
photomontage 

George 
Washington High 
School 

Victor Arnautoff Life and Era of 
Washington 

1935 Mural, fresco 

George 
Washington High 
School 

Sargent Johnson Athletics 1942 Bas-relief, cast 
stone 

George 
Washington High 
School 

Lucien Labaudt Advancement of Learning 
Through the Printing Press 

1936 Mural, fresco 
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Location Artist Title Date Medium 

George 
Washington High 
School 

Gordon Langdon Modern and Ancient 
Science 

1936 Mural, fresco 

George 
Washington High 
School 

Ralph Stackpole Contemporary Education 1936 Mural, fresco 

Golden Gate Park Jack Moxom Young Girl 1939 Sculpture, 
sandstone 

Maritime Plaza 
(Originally 
installed Aquatic 
Park Bathhouse) 

Beniamino Bufano Penguins 1937 Sculpture, granite 
and steel 

Mission High 
School 

Edith Hamlin Civilization Through the 
Arts and Crafts as Taught 
to the Neophyte Indians 

1937 Mural, egg tempera 
on canvas 

Mission High 
School 

Edith Hamlin Mission San Francisco de 
Asis 

1936 Mural, egg tempera 
on canvas 

San Francisco 
State College/UC 
Extension 

Hebe Daum Angel 1937 Mural, fresco 

San Francisco 
State College/UC 
Extension 

Reuben Kadish A Dissertation on Alchemy 1937 Mural, fresco 

San Francisco 
State College/UC 
Extension 

Unknown Owl 1936 Bas-relief, cast 
stone 

San Francisco 
State University 

Beniamino Bufano Head of St. Francis n.d. Sculpture, granite 

San Francisco 
State University 

Beniamino Bufano Male Torso 1939 Sculpture, granite 

San Francisco Zoo, 
Mothers Building 

Esther Bruton, Helen 
Bruton, Margaret 
Bruton 

Children and Their Friends 1934 Mosaic 

San Francisco Zoo, 
Mothers Building 

Esther Bruton, Helen 
Bruton, Margaret 
Bruton 

St. Francis 1934 Mosaic 

San Francisco Zoo, 
Mothers Building 

Helen Forbes Noah and His Ark—The 
Waters Subsiding and 
Renewal 

1938 Mural, fresco egg 
tempera on plaster 

San Francisco Zoo, 
Mothers Building 

Dorothy Puccinelli Noah and His Ark 1938 Mural, fresco egg 
tempera on plaster 

St. Mary’s Square Beniamino Bufano Sun Yat-Sen 1937 Sculpture, Stainless 
steel, granite 

Sunnydale 
Housing 

Beniamino Bufano Bear and Head 1935 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 
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Location Artist Title Date Medium 

UCSF Medical 
Center 

Parker Hall and 
Michael von Meyer 

Joy of Life 1937 Bas-relief, carved 
walnut 

UCSF Medical 
Center 

Bernard Zakheim History of Medicine in 
California 

1936 Mural, fresco 

UCSF Medical 
Center 

Bernard Zakheim Rational Medicine 1935 Mural, fresco 

UCSF Medical 
Center 

Bernard Zakheim Superstitious Medicine 1935 Mural, fresco 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Butterfly Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Cat Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Cat and Mouse Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Mother Bear with Cubs Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Penguins Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Rabbit Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

Valencia Gardens Beniamino Bufano Seals Ca. 1936 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 

West Portal 
Branch Library 

Unknown Decorative Frieze 1939 Frieze, stencil 

Westside Courts Beniamino Bufano St. Francis on Horseback 1935 
(installed 
1945) 

Sculpture, granite 
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Treasury Section of Fine Arts: 1934–1942 

Originally called the Treasury Section of Painting and Sculpture, the “Section” as it was popularly known, 

was created by order of Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau in October 1934. Unlike the PWAP, the 

Section was not conceived primarily as an employment program but instead to “secure for the 

Government the best art which this country is capable of producing, with merit as the only test.” The 

Section supported the creation of 268 sculptures and 1,047 murals in federally owned buildings across 

the nation. Edward Bruce, formerly head of the PWAP, directed the Section. Bruce reportedly avoided 

critical scrutiny by closely overseeing artistic content and by capturing funding through smaller funding 

streams in existing agencies.467 

Most Section projects came about through competitions that solicited artists’ designs for specific 

buildings. Over 15,000 artists submitted designs to the Section, which foregrounded its use of 

anonymous competitions as a way to counter charges that the program was elitist. Competition 

committees sent building blueprints and themes to chosen artists, who were mostly “invited” from a 

nationwide list developed by the Section.468 Proposals were to be “appropriate to the locality of the 

building and the tastes and interests of the public who will use that building.”469 Local juries made up of 

prominent cultural figures ranked submissions, which were then sent for review and final approval by 

Section staff in Washington, D.C. 

Director Bruce doubted that sponsoring poor art was better than no art at all and he argued that 

improving the level of art offered to Americans meant being selective: “There are not enough artists on 

relief to do our job to maintain the quality for which we stand.”470  Introducing Americans, many of 

whom lived in towns with few opportunities to view art, to high-caliber art was central to the Section’s 

mission. Courthouses, post offices, hospitals, and schools exhibited the “high quality” products of the 

Section program at no cost to Americans as they went about their daily lives.  

Records indicate that only two Section projects were completed in San Francisco: a series of bronze 

reliefs by Albert Stewart for the Old U.S. Mint at 88 5th Street (only one is extant), and Anton Refregier’s 

monumental mural cycle History of San Francisco in the Rincon Annex Post Office. Most Section murals 

and sculptures were completed in artists’ studios and later installed in the designated location.471 

 
467 McKinzie, 35-37. 
468 McKinzie, 53. The Section specifically placed students and non-professional artists outside their pool of desired applicants. 
469 First Annual Report, Federal Works Agency, 1940, p. 91. Cited in “Treasure Section of Fine Arts” in Living New Deal 
https://livingnewdeal.org/what-was-the-new-deal/programs/ 
470 McKinzie, 29. 
471 Melosh, 5 
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 Rincon Annex Post Office Murals   

The largest mural series ever granted to a single artist during the New Deal era was San Francisco’s 

Rincon Annex Post Office. Anton Refregier, a Russian-born and New York-based artist, was selected by 

the Treasury Section of Fine Arts from among more than 80 applicants to create the artworks. The jury 

consisted of the building’s architect, Gilbert S. Underwood, Bay Area artist Victor Arnautoff, and East 

Coast artists Arnold Blanch and Philip Guston. The commission, to create a series of murals based on the 

history of San Francisco, came with an artist’s fee of $26,000, the highest ever paid by the 

government.472   

Within a year of the commission, the context for the artwork, and the New Deal art program in general, 

had changed dramatically as the U.S. entered the Second World War. A few weeks after the Japanese 

attack on Pearl Harbor, Alfred Frankenstein, the leading art and music critic for the San Francisco 

Chronicle, reprinted two letters responding to the Rincon Annex murals that had been forwarded to him 

by the Fine Arts Section. One, sent by Daughters of California Pioneers to Senator Sheridan Downey, 

protested such federal expenditures during wartime. The second letter, written by James Cuddy, 

Managing Director of the booster organization Californians Inc., struck a different note, stating “the 

work of Anton Refregier and others like him can be a source of strength and hope and inspiration for our 

people.”473 

Ultimately, the mural’s execution was postponed from early 1943 until August 1946—a delay that 

allowed Refregier to bring the historic cycle up to the present in a panel depicting the Second World 

War and the 1945 United Nations Conference held in San Francisco, the latter an event he covered for 

Fortune magazine.474 The mural covers the upper reaches of a 400-foot-long section of a large L-shaped 

lobby; each panel is 6’ 9” in height, but the widths vary. Refregier painted the 27 panels in casein on 

gesso with the assistance of artist Robert McChesney.475  

The murals depict California history in chronological fashion highlighting scenes typical of WPA-era local 

history paintings such as pioneers receiving the mail, arrival by ship, an early newspaper office, and 

workers building the Golden Gate Bridge. Yet, alongside such scenes, the artist included unvarnished 

perspectives on violence and discrimination that also shaped California’s history, including a vigilante 

hanging, rioting over California’s role in the Civil War, beating of Chinese residents during the 1877 

“Sand Lot Riots,” the 1916 Preparedness Day bombings (Figure 85), and the 1934 Waterfront Strike.  

 
472 National Register of Historic Places Inventory—Nomination Form for Rincon Annex (November 1979), Item 8, Page 2. 
473 Alfred Frankenstein, “Two Letters Without Comment,” San Francisco Chronicle (December 27, 1942), 29. 
474 “Artist Back to Finish Rincon Mural,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 5, 1946), 13. 
475 Ibid. 
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The Treasury Section required that Refregier send documentation of his work in progress. According to 

art historian Anthony W. Lee, these sketches, as well as written reports from the postmaster, drew 

scrutiny from various interest groups.476 Even before the project was completed, controversy flared and 

continued as the Catholic Church, several Republican congressmen, the Native Sons of the Golden West, 

the Veterans of Foreign Wars, and others objected to specific images in the murals. According to Lee, 

Refregier revised the mural’s imagery several times to assuage critics, but to no avail, and on several 

occasions he was greeted with protests at the job site itself.477 During these protests, jeering crowds 

gathered below while Refregier and MacChesney painted from atop the scaffolding, leading Refregier to 

conclude that painting at night was no longer safe.478 By 1948, a consortium calling itself the Arts and 

Labor Committee had emerged to defend the mural.479 Picket lines formed around the building that 

spring, recalling efforts to defend the artworks at Coit Tower 14 years earlier. 

Over the next several years, Cold War paranoia found an appealing target in the Rincon Annex murals. 

Right-wingers inflamed by Refregier’s Russian origins and his participation in peace campaigns, led them 

to accuse him of being a communist agent.480 In 1953, a hearing of the U.S. Congress’s Committee of 

Public Works, Subcommittee on Public Buildings and Grounds, considered the mural’s removal at the 

behest of Representative Herbert Scudder, a conservative Republican from Sebastopol.481  The Hearst 

newspapers joined the vocal chorus deriding the murals’ version of California history and the artist’s 

patriotism. However, artists and many members of San Francisco’s cultural and business elite defended 

the murals, and Scudder’s resolution ultimately failed. Among the murals’ champions was artist and 

 
476 Anthony W. Lee, Painting on the Left: Diego Rivera, Radical Politics and San Francisco’s Public Murals (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), 217. 
477 Lee, 217-219. 
478 Lee, 219. 
479 “Arts Group Formed for Mural Protest,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 5, 1948), 28. 
480 Gray Brechin, “Politics and Modernism: The Trial of the Rincon Annex Murals.” In Paul Karlstrom ed. On the Edge of America: 
California Modernist Art, 1900-1950 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 79. 
481 Brechin, 79. 

Figure 85. Section of Anton Refregier’s Rincon Annex Post Office Murals depicting the Preparedness Day bombing, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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fellow activist Emmy Lou Packard, who later helped lead the campaign to have the Rincon Annex Post 

Office designated San Francisco City Landmark No. 107 in 1979.482 

Table 9 lists all known Treasury Section of Fine Arts projects in San Francisco. 

Table 9: Treasure Section of Fine Arts Projects 

Location Artist Title Date Medium 

Rincon Annex Post 
Office 

Anton Refregier History of San Francisco 1948 Mural, fresco 

U.S. Mint Albert Stewart Eagles 1937 Sculpture, bronze 

 

Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP): 1935–1938 

Like the Section, the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP) commissioned artworks for federal buildings, but 

it shared the goals of other relief agencies that employed out-of-work artists. Indeed, three-quarters of 

TRAP artists qualified for relief in a program administered by the Treasury Department. Section Director 

Edward Bruce argued that there were not enough high-quality artists eligible for relief to “maintain the 

quality we stand for,” so non-relief artists were hired to supervise teams of relief artists who painted 

murals of their own design.483 Department staff reportedly doubted the quality of work that artists on 

relief could produce, which may explain the relatively low output of the program.484 Although lead 

artists are reported to have complained that there were not enough skilled artists to serve as assistants, 

it is doubtful that was the case in San Francisco, which had two prominent art schools that trained 

numerous artists, including the California School of Fine Arts (founded in 1877 – later renamed the San 

Francisco Art Institute) and the California School of Arts and Crafts (founded 1907). 

TRAP received the smallest allocation – approximately $750,000 – of any New Deal art program and it 

was phased out in 1938. Yet TRAP-funded artists contributed thousands of easel paintings to federal 

facilities, and completed a small number of murals and sculptures. The program also brought artists into 

federal penitentiaries to conduct “educational therapy” classes.485   

No TRAP-funded projects have been documented in San Francisco. 

Other Federal Arts and Documentation Programs 

As mentioned previously, Federal One included several other arts-related programs outside the visual 

arts, including theater, music, and writing. Extensive documentation of their activities in San Francisco is 

beyond the scope of this study, but brief descriptions and identification of a few places where these 

programs took place follow.  

 
482 Maitland Zane, “Rincon Annex Muralist Dies.” San Francisco Chronicle (October 12, 1979), 27. 
483 McKinzie, 39. 
484 De Saisset, New Deal Art: California, 69-70. 
485 “Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP) (1935),” Living New Deal: https://livingnewdeal.org/glossary/treasury-relief-art-project-
trap-1935-1939/, accessed July 2, 2017. 

https://livingnewdeal.org/glossary/treasury-relief-art-project-trap-1935-1939/
https://livingnewdeal.org/glossary/treasury-relief-art-project-trap-1935-1939/
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 Federal Theatre Project (FTP): 1935–1939 

From 1935 to 1939, the Federal Theatre Project (FTP) employed playwrights, directors, actors, designers, 

and stage technicians to organize and mount theatre productions across the United States. The 

Depression, along with movies and radio, had led to a marked decline in attendance at live theater 

productions.486  Ninety percent of the FTP’s workers, numbering over 12,500 at its peak, had been 

unemployed. San Francisco was one of more than forty cities that hosted FTP-funded performances of 

classic and new plays, children’s entertainment, musical comedies, dance, and more. San Francisco’s 

Alcazar Theater at 260 O’Farrell Street (built 1911, demolished 1961) was a center for FTP activities in 

San Francisco and it offered offices, costume shops, rehearsal spaces, and a research library. Hallie 

Flanagan, national director of the FTP, described the Alcazar as “the finest and most efficient Federal 

Theater plant under one roof in the country.”487  

The FTP was probably the most overtly political of the Federal One arts projects, and it consequently 

drew the ire of conservative Congress members. The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), 

which went on to engage in decades of political witch hunts, targeted the FTP in its first year of 

operation. After being called to testify before the Committee, Hallie Flanagan wrote in the New York 

Times that politicians were “afraid of the Federal Theater because it was educating the people of its vast 

new audience to know more about government and politics and such vital issues of the day as housing, 

power, agriculture and labor. They were afraid, and rightly so, of thinking people."488   

 Federal Music Project (FMP): 1935–1943 

The Federal Music Project (FMP) organized American musicians in choral groups, orchestras, chamber 

groups, and concert bands which presented an estimated 5,000 performances before approximately 

three million people each week. FMP musicians offered students in cities and rural areas music lessons 

and contemporary composers were able to mount their work with full instrumentation. 489 The San 

Francisco Chronicle reported that the program employed 350 San Franciscans in the spring of 1937. That 

May, the Civic Auditorium hosted FMP concerts as part of the San Francisco Civic Association’s 17th 

annual “Music Week.”490 In summer 1934, the city’s recently completed Veteran’s Auditorium at 401 

Van Ness Avenue (now the Herbst Theatre) hosted a series of WPA symphony concerts.  

 
486 Susan Quinn, Furious Improvisation: How is the WPA and a Cast of Thousands Made High Art out of Desperate Times (New 
York, Walker and Company, 2008), 64. 
487 Quinn, 209-210. 
488 Quinn, 281. 
489 Don Adams and Arlene Goldbard, “New Deal Cultural Programs: Experiments in Cultural Democracy,” in Webster’s World of 
Cultural Policy: http://www.wwcd.org/policy/US/newdeal.html#FMP, accessed March 12, 2017. 
490  “Voices Start Music Week.” San Francisco Chronicle (May 2, 1937), D5. Alfred Frankenstein, “Suggestions Designed to 
Expand Influence of U.S. Music Project,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 18, 1937), D5. 

http://www.wwcd.org/policy/US/newdeal.html#FMP
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 Federal Writers’ Project (FWP): 1935–1943 

The Federal Writers Project (FWP) published over three million copies of 800 titles, the most popular of 

which were its American Guides Series. Writers from each state plus Washington D.C., Alaska, Guam, 

and Puerto Rico compiled guidebooks with detailed accounts of local history and historic sites, 

descriptions of cities and towns, geographic landmarks etc.491 The regional guide, San Francisco, The Bay 

and Its Cities, compiled by workers of the Federal Writers' Project of the Work Projects Administration in 

Northern California, was first published in 1940. Similar to other books in the series, the San Francisco 

guide includes descriptions of many parts of San Francisco that would never have been part of more 

traditional guidebooks. San Francisco-based writers were among the first to argue that visual artists 

received federal support to produce new creative work while writers were being asked to produce work 

determined by the government. As one sympathetic journalist stated: “The creative projects—with the 

single exception of the Writers’ Project—have been permitting their people to create, and providing 

them with an outlet for their creative work.” San Francisco writers employed by the FWP argued that 

they should be supported to create a regional literary journal, which could inspire others across the U.S. 

Despite the FWP’s apparent lack of interest in their proposal, local writers produced a new journal called 

The Coast: A Magazine of Western Writing in April 1937.492  

Index of American Design: 1935–1943 

The Index of American Design employed artists to create detailed watercolor renderings of material 

culture in museums and private collections from the Colonial period to the early twentieth century. 

Approximately 18,000 paintings were produced that carefully depicted furniture, pottery, metalwork, 

clothing, woodcarving, textiles, dolls and toys.493 FAP director Holger Cahill described the Index’s 

purpose as clarifying “our complex heritage for the expert" and re-creating “the past in human symbols 

for the average citizen." Artists working for the Index aimed to preserve aspects of material culture that 

represented American creativity and ingenuity, but were disappearing rapidly as more and more items 

of everyday life were mass-produced. As Constance Rourke, one of the co-editors of the Index, wrote: 

“In our haste to conquer a continent, many examples and even whole phases of design have been 

covered over or neglected. It is the object of the WPA Index of American Design to document as many of 

these as possible.”494 

 
491 Don Adams and Arlene Goldbard, “New Deal Cultural Programs: Experiments in Cultural Democracy,” in Webster’s World of 
Cultural Policy: http://www.wwcd.org/policy/US/newdeal.html#FMP, accessed March 12, 2017. 
492 Joseph Henry Jackson, “A Bookman’s Notebook,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 12, 1937), 7. 
493 “Surveys of American Crafts and Folk Arts from the Index of American Design.” National Gallery of Art: 
https://www.nga.gov/education/teachers/teaching-packets/index-american-design.html, accessed October 6, 2017. 
494 Francis V. O’Connor, Art for the Millions: Essays from the 1930s by Artists and Administrators of the WPA Federal Art Project 
(Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1973), 156–66. 
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 Historic American Building Survey (HABS): 1933–present 

In December 1933, Charles E. Peterson, Chief of the National Park Service’s Eastern Division, proposed a 

plan to employ out-of-work architects and draftsmen to document historic buildings. Arguing that “our 

architectural heritage of buildings from the last four centuries diminishes daily at an alarming rate.” 

Peterson envisioned a program that would prevent these structures from passing “into unrecorded 

oblivion.” Peterson’s initial letter to the Park Service’s director described a program to capture a wide 

range of building types, including “public buildings, churches, residences, bridges, forts, barns, mills, 

shops, rural outbuildings, and any other kind of structure of which there are good specimens extant.” 

Peterson acknowledged that less-obvious sites were also worth recording: “Other structures which 

would not engage the especial interest of an architectural connoisseur are the great number of plain 

structures which by fate or accident are identified with historic events.”495 

The Historic American Building Survey was inaugurated in 1934, funded by the Works Progress 

Administration, supported by the American Institute of Architects, and administered by the National 

Park Service. California was divided into administrative districts, with Northern California comprising its 

own district and Southern California paired with Arizona. Reorganization the following year divided 

California into four regions and placed Northern California with Nevada. Survey teams visited a broad 

range of sites across the Golden State, but focused on Gold Rush towns, missions, and Spanish and 

Mexican colonial buildings.496 Measured drawings produced on standard-size sheets of vellum in black 

ink were intended to depict the building or structure at the time of documentation, including any later 

alterations or additions. Photographs taken by large-scale viewfinder cameras supplemented the 

drawings.497 

New Deal Photography: 1935–1942  

Photographs taken under the Resettlement Administration (1935-1937) and the Farm Security 

Administration (1937-1942) are among the best-known cultural products of the New Deal, but they 

were not funded under any of the Federal One arts programs. As the scope of the projects expanded, 

the photographers turned to recording both rural and urban conditions throughout the United States. 

The Resettlement Administration documented loans to struggling farmers and the construction of 

planned suburban communities. The FSA focused on the lives of sharecroppers in the South and 

migratory agricultural workers in the midwestern and western states. Both programs were designed to 

increase public support for the New Deal. 

 
495 Library of Congress, Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record/Historic American Landscapes 
Survey History: http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/hh/background.html, accessed November 11, 2016. 
Charles E Peterson, to the Director, United States Department of the Interior, Office of National Parks, Buildings, and 
Reservations, Washington, D.C., November 13, 1933. Reprinted in the Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, Vol. 16, 
No. 3 (October 1957), 29-31.  
496 California Historical Society, “Finding aid to the Historic American Building Survey (HABS) records”: 
http://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c86t0k0p, accessed November 11, 2016. 
497 Roger G. Kennedy and David Larkin When Art Worked: The New Deal, Art, and Democracy (New York: Rizzoli, 2009), 134. 
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Renowned photographer Dorothea Lange was the primary FSA photographer of Depression-era San 

Francisco. From her studio at 802 Montgomery Street, Lange, who had made a name for herself as a 

“society” photographer in the 1920s, turned away from socialites and began to document the strikers, 

displaced workers and hungry poor the Great Depression brought to the streets outside her door.498 

Lange’s iconic 1933 White Angel Bread Line depicted men waiting for a free meal along the Embarcadero 

near Filbert Street at a soup kitchen set up by widowed philanthropist Lois Jordan.499 Jordan’s private 

relief effort ran “entirely on unsolicited contributions of food and money” according to historian William 

Mullins and served as many as two thousand men a day.500 Lange’s image encapsulated the everyday 

drama played out in cities across America in a breadline, a powerful symbol of hunger and necessity of 

assistance during the Depression.  

Lange went on to photograph “drought refugees” in rural California with her new husband, economist 

Paul Taylor, and she was then hired as a “field investigator/photographer” for the Resettlement 

Administration. In 1936, Lange captured a desperate mother and her nursing child in a pea-pickers camp 

near Nipomo in San Luis Obispo County. Images from the series were published quickly by the San 

Francisco News in articles titled “Ragged, Hungry, Broke, Harvest Workers Live in Squaller [sic]” and 

“What Does the ‘New Deal’ Mean to this Mother and her Children?” The attention resulted in the 

federal government rushing a shipment of food to the camp.501 Her portraits of Dust Bowl migrants to 

Central California are among the most iconic images of the Great Depression and powerful legacies of 

the New Deal. 

Toward the end of the 1930s, Dorothea Lange went on to document the development of the still largely 

open sand dunes of the central Sunset district with row upon row of “junior five” rowhouses 

constructed by merchant builders to accommodate thousands of defense workers flocking to the Bay 

Area, as well as locals moving out of the older eastern neighborhoods.  

 
498 Jan Goggans, California and the Bread Lines: Dorothea Lange, Paul Taylor, and the Making of a New Deal Narrative. 
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 2010), 84-86. 
499  “White Angel Jungle,” FoundSF  http://www.foundsf.org/index.php?title=White_Angel_Jungle, accessed March 13, 2017. 
500 William H Mullins, The Depression and the Urban West Coast, 1929-1933: Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, and Portland. 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press 1991), 72. 
501 “Dorothea Lange's "Migrant Mother" Photographs in the Farm Security Administration Collection: An Overview.” Library of 
Congress website: https://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/128_migm.html  Roger G. Kennedy and David Larkin When Art Worked: 
The New Deal, Art, and Democracy (New York: Rizzoli, 2009), 260-64. 
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VI. GOLDEN GATE INTERNATIONAL EXPOSITION: 1935–1941 

A. Role of New Deal Agencies in Building Treasure Island: 1935-1936 

Throughout the summer of 1935, city department heads dreamed up work that could take advantage of 

WPA funding and labor. One of the most ambitious of these was a plan to create an artificial island in 

San Francisco Bay for a future world’s fair commemorating the completion of the Golden Gate and San 

Francisco-Oakland Bay bridges. According to the thinking of city officials, once the fair had closed, the 

island would then be converted into an airport serving downtown San Francisco. On July 24, 1935, the 

San Francisco Board of Supervisors submitted a $10 million request to the WPA that included $1 million 

to build an access road from the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge to the site of the future island, as 

well as landscaping and road building for the fair itself. At the same time, the Board of Supervisors 

requested $1,711,755 from the PWA to build the proposed island by filling Yerba Buena Shoals next to 

Yerba Buena Island.  

What happened was quite embarrassing, because even though Harry Hopkins approved the WPA access 

road project, Harold Ickes failed to approve the PWA appropriation to build the island.502 About a month 

later, in September 1935, San Francisco’s Assistant City Engineer, Clyde Healey, worked out a new 

agreement with WPA and PWA administrators. The agreement included a total appropriation of $9 

million to build the island and make the necessary infrastructure improvements, with the PWA and the 

WPA contributing proportionate amounts.503  A little over three months later, in January 1936, the board 

of directors of the Bay Exposition, Inc. announced that it had raised $7.5 million from private 

subscriptions to finance the fair, which paved the way for the filling of Yerba Buena Shoals to begin in 

1936.504 The PWA’s contribution would also include the construction of an administration building at 

Bush and Stockton streets, and, on the unnamed island, two airplane hangars, an airport 

terminal/administration building, a ferry terminal, five temporary exhibition buildings, and paving. The 

hangars and the airport terminal were to be permanent structures that would be repurposed after the 

island was converted into one of San Francisco’s two airports.505 In June 1936, the Board of Supervisors 

awarded Pan-American Airways a 10-year lease to the future airport on the still as yet unnamed island 

which was already filled, with work beginning on the harbor facilities shortly thereafter.506 

B. Developing the Golden Gate International Exposition: 1936-1939 

The 400-acre island where the exposition was to be held was in a picture-postcard location “smack in 

the middle of the San Francisco Bay, linked to the mainland by the twisted steel threads of the longest 

bridge in the world,” declared Architectural Forum. “No fair ever had a better site.”507 The site had also 

found political favor for its proximity to the East Bay as well as downtown San Francisco, which 

 
502 “Hopkins Gives O.K. to Big S.F. WPA Program,” San Francisco Chronicle (August 27, 1935), 6. 
503 Ibid. 
504 “7,500,000 to be Raised by Fair Board,” San Francisco Chronicle (January 10, 1936), 1. 
505 “Five Exhibit Palaces to be Erected,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 10, 1936), 3. 
506 “Clipper Ships Will Use S.F. Base in 1937,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 24, 1936), 17. 
507 Therese Poletti Art Deco San Francisco: The Architecture of Timothy Pflueger (Princeton Architectural Press, 2008), 187. 
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benefitted from plans for an airport. In his history of the GGIE, Andrew Shanken wrote: “The fair had 

been the pretext for building the airport; now the airport would justify the fair.”508  

 

Beaux Arts classicists who had been involved with the Panama Pacific International Exposition of 1915 

dominated the Board of Architects overseeing development of GGIE’s design (Figure 86). When the 

committee’s first chairman, George Kelham, died suddenly in late 1936, Arthur Brown Jr. stepped into 

the position. The committee approved an organizing concept for the GGIE: “A Pageant of the Pacific.” 

This theme was designed around a conventional Beaux Arts plan embellished by colorful buildings and 

exotic Mediterranean and subtropical plantings. The vegetation was imported from around the Pacific 

and propagated at a nursery in Balboa Park.509 GGIE historian Andrew Shanken describes the design as 

being guided by two practical goals: completing the construction on time and blocking the intense winds 

that blow across the bay in the late afternoon. Long walls created to address this issue, were also 

intended to focus visitors’ gaze on artfully framed views of downtown San Francisco and the East Bay.510 

 
508 Andrew M. Shanken, Into the Void Pacific: Building the 1939 San Francisco World’s Fair (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2014), 32. 
509 Jack James and Earle Weller, Treasure Island “The Magic City,” 1939-1940 (San Francisco: Pisani Printing and Publishing Co, 
1941), 21. 
510 Shanken, 14, 69. 

Figure 86. Rendering of the Golden Gate International Exposition. 
Source: UC San Diego Library 
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At night, the entire ensemble was illuminated by colored lights that gave the vermiculite-embedded 

stucco an intense glow that could be seen from across the bay.511 

The buildings of the GGIE were 

designed by individual architects, 

many of whom attempted to convey 

the fair’s theme through combining a 

contemporary Streamline Moderne 

aesthetic with Asian and Latin 

American accents.512 Younger 

architects such as William Wurster 

objected to the hold that the “old 

guard” had on the fair’s design, and 

critics then and now have contrasted 

the romantic, nostalgic view of much 

of GGIE’s architecture with that of 

contemporary fairs in Chicago and 

New York, which took machines and 

the future as their design themes.513  Notable exceptions to the fair’s fantastical architectural styles 

were the three permanent airport buildings designed by William Day and George Kelham in the 

Streamline Moderne style (Figures 87-88), as well as William Wurster’s Yerba Buena Clubhouse, and 

Timothy Pflueger’s modernist Federal Building. 

The complex included an athletic 

stadium and numerous exhibit halls 

including state and county pavilions, a 

Hall of Science, and more. Cultures of 

the Pacific Rim, including many Asian 

and Latin American countries, 

dominated exhibits from foreign 

nations, a mainstay of international 

expositions. The Palace of Air 

Transportation, one of the permanent 

Streamline Moderne-style airport 

buildings, exhibited artifacts and 

displays that traced the recent 

development of air travel. After 

exploring the exhibits, visitors could 

 
511 National Register of Historic Places Nomination of Fine and Decorative Arts, Treasure Island (2008), Section 8, Page 8. 
512 Treasure Island National Register Nomination, Section 8 Page 5. 
513 Wurster wrote a critical letter dated June 22, 1936 to the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce complaining that younger 
designers were left out of the architectural selection process. Shanken, Into the Void, 21. 

Figure 87. Administration Building, 2019. 
Source: Abby Bridge 

Figure 88. Hangar, 2019. 
Source: Abby Bridge 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

182 

watch Panama Clippers take off for journeys to Hawai’i, the Philippines, and elsewhere in “the 

Orient.”514 The entire ensemble was dominated by Arthur Brown’s attenuated 392-foot tall Tower of the 

Sun. 

Funding for the GGIE came from multiple sources. Beyond supporting the creation of Treasure Island, 

the WPA supplied funding for thousands of workers to plant, prune, and tend the trees, shrubs, and 

flowers that turned the artificial island into a lush fantasy land.515 The WPA Northern California Writers 

Project included a chapter on the GGIE in its 1939 publication California: A Guide to the Golden State.516  

C. Public Art at the Golden Gate International Exposition: 1939-1940 

Public art was a standard element of international expositions and visitors to the 1915 Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition viewed dozens of monumental paintings and sculptures at the Palace of Fine 

Art and other exhibitions.517 The architectural ensemble of the GGIE was embellished with sculptures, 

murals, bas-reliefs, and mosaics created by a “who’s who” of Bay Area artists working under WPA 

contracts. Most artists featured at the 1915 PPIE were based in the Eastern U.S. or Europe, while the 

GGIE showcased many more local artists. The San Francisco Chronicle described “the fair buildings and 

courts themselves [as an] art gallery, and one largely created by local residents.” One contemporary 

account attributed this to “the fact that so many of the Eastern artists were tied up by the Fair in New 

York,” while another stated that it was a reflection of the maturation of the Bay Area arts community.518  

The various open spaces known as “courts” all featured commissioned artworks that either reflected the 

Pacific Rim theme or connected to the focus of adjacent exhibit halls; i.e. the California State Building 

featured exterior murals by Lucien Labaudt depicting the Golden State’s history; and the Pacific House 

held eight large maps painted by Miguel Covarrubias and an enormous terra cotta relief map of the 

region by Antonio Sotomayor. The relief map, crafted of glazed terra cotta tile manufactured by the 

Gladding-McBean factory in Lincoln, California, was designed in modules and meant to be permanent. 

Its sections have been relocated several times on Treasure Island and are now in storage there.519    

The Court of Pacifica, designed by Timothy Pflueger, held the fair’s most prominent artwork, including 

an 80-foot statue by Ralph Stackpole, titled Pacifica, which was illuminated by colored lights at night 

(Figure 89).520  Chronicle art critic Alfred Frankenstein deemed this court the most aesthetically 

successful component of the GGIE. In addition to Stackpole’s monumental figure, the Court of Pacifica 

held a large (144’ x 57’) relief called The Peacemakers, by Helen, Margaret, and Esther Bruton, as well as 

twenty sculptural figures made of cast concrete “representing each of the major races of the Pacific 

 
514 James and Weller, 156. 
515 William R. Lawson, Four Years of Achievement Under the Federal Work Program of Northern California (San Francisco: 1939), 
96-97. 
516 Lawson, Four Years, 127. 
517 Eugen Neuhaus, The Art of the Exposition: Personal Impressions of the Architecture, Sculpture, Mural Decorations, Color 
Scheme and Other Aesthetic Aspects of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition (P. Elder and Co., ca. 1915). 
518 Alfred Frankenstein, “The Obituary of an Art Era.” San Francisco Chronicle (October 29, 1939), 25.  Eugen Neuhaus, The Art 
of Treasure Island (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1939), 40. 
519 Anne Schnoebelen, “The Pacific Basin Fountain: Everything You Could Possibly Want to Know About the Glorious Terra Cotta 
Ruin that is Hidden Away Now on Treasure Island,” https://treasureisland1939.com, accessed June 12, 2018. Five of the 
Covarrubias murals are reportedly on loan to the M.H. de Young Museum. “Treasure Island Artwork Spread Far and Wide,” 
http://www.artandarchitecture-sf.com/tag/ggie, accessed June 12, 2018. 
520 Alfred Frankenstein, “The Critic’s Department of Clarification.” San Francisco Chronicle (October 30, 1938), 28. Poletti, 195. 

https://treasureisland1939.com/2015/08/26/the-pacific-basin-fountain-everything-you-could-possibly-want-to-know-about-the-glorious-terra-cotta-ruin-that-is-hidden-away-now-on-treasure-island/
https://treasureisland1939.com/2015/08/26/the-pacific-basin-fountain-everything-you-could-possibly-want-to-know-about-the-glorious-terra-cotta-ruin-that-is-hidden-away-now-on-treasure-island/
https://treasureisland1939.com/
http://www.artandarchitecture-sf.com/tag/ggie
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area” by Jacques Schnier, Adaline Kent, Helen Phillips, Sargent Johnson, Ruth Cravath Wakefield, Cecilia 

Graham, Carl George, and Brents Carlton.521 The six remaining “Unity” sculptures by Schnier, Kent, and 

Phillips are currently displayed outside of the Administration Building on Treasure Island.522 

 

D. Exhibiting the New Deal at the Federal Building: 1939-1940 

Anchoring the Court of Nations at the northeastern edge of the Island, Pflueger’s design for the Federal 

Building received wide acclaim (Figure 90). According to the architect’s biographer: “Even some of the 

national press who criticized the fair” admired the building. Time magazine declared it “at once simple, 

honest, impressive and cheap, this stunt utilizes the sky and water of the Bay.”523 The Federal Building’s 

two wings were organized around an enormous colonnade of gilded columns representing all 48 states 

and two U-shaped courts. The $450,000 structure, made primarily of wood and stock plywood, faced 

San Francisco Bay toward Oakland.524 Herman Volz supervised a large crew of WPA-paid artists to 

execute two murals flanking the central colonnade. Painted directly on the plywood panels, the murals, 

titled The Conquering of the West by Land and The Conquering of the West by Water, depicted colorful 

 
521 Alfred Frankenstein, “The Obituary of an Art Era,” San Francisco Chronicle (October 29, 1938), 25. 
522 These were moved to their current location in 1991 according to the National Register of Historic Places Nomination for the 
Administration Building, Section 7, Page 1. 
523 Poletti, 190. 
524 Poletti, 190. 

Figure 89. Court of Pacifica, Golden Gate International Exposition, 1939. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp25.5650 
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abstract figures, including early explorers Hernán Cortés and Sir Francis Drake.525 Ironically, fully a third 

of the exhibition space behind these monuments dedicated to the “conquest” of the continental U.S. by 

European-Americans, in accordance with the racist theory of “Manifest Destiny,” are devoted to the 

culture of various Native American groups. 

 

Both FDR and Eleanor Roosevelt attended events marking important construction milestones for the 

Federal Building, which exhibited what was undoubtedly the most comprehensive display of New Deal 

programs during the era. George Creel, U.S. Commissioner to the Exposition, reportedly envisioned New 

Deal-themed exhibits at the GGIE as a means to demonstrate to citizens “in as dramatic and interesting 

a manner as possible, the meaning of government today; what it is doing and why.”526 Exhibits in the 

building’s southwest wing were organized under the banner “Span of Life,” and they illustrated the role 

of federal programs in assisting Americans all the way from pre-natal care to social security for the aged. 

The housing exhibit explained how the government had made home ownership more accessible and 

housing conditions better, contrasting an actual four-story tenement house brought from the East Coast 

and a southern sharecropper’s shack with paintings of new subdivisions and photographs of new homes 

built by the Resettlement Administration. Another exhibit conveyed the range of activities undertaken 

by the WPA organized around a model community with cards mounted on miniature buildings noting 

 
525 Oral History Interview with Herman Volz, June 27, 1964 (Washington DC: Smithsonian Archives of American Art). 
526 James and Weller, 69. 

Figure 90. Federal Building, by Timothy Pflueger, at the Golden Gate International Exposition, 1939.  
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp37.01821 
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the numbers of actual recreation centers, schools, and other facilities built under WPA auspices. Other 

exhibits described government programs to conserve natural resources and stabilize the financial 

sector.527 

Visitors to the Federal Building could take in performances at a 500-seat theater, a children’s theater, 

and an outdoor theater built with log seats. This complex was the only theater facility built by the WPA’s 

Federal Theater Project. The $65,000 project was described as “the most modern and beautiful” theater 

in the U.S. and it employed a new stage lighting system that later became the national standard.528  

Holding a central place in the Federal Building was the Native American exhibit, an outgrowth of the 

Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1935. As part of the act, Congress created the Indian Arts and Crafts Board 

(IACB) to raise awareness of the extreme entrenched poverty experienced by many Native peoples and 

seek ways to provide economic opportunity to isolated Native American communities through the 

production and sale of traditional arts and crafts to the general public. The establishment of the Board 

coincided with a revival of Native American arts in the Southwest.529 Rene d’Harnoncourt, a curator 

trained in service to American antiques collectors, was appointed the first director of the IACB in 1936 

and he organized the Native American arts component for the 1939 GGIE with support from prominent 

San Franciscans such as Leslie Van Ness Denman, a friend of Timothy Pflueger.530 Denman and 

d’Harnoncourt strongly believed in the artistic merit of much Native American artwork and its 

importance to the nation’s heritage. 

Art from Native American communities across the nation was displayed in 11 galleries that comprised 

one third of the Federal Building’s gallery space. More than half of those galleries were devoted to 

artists from the Southwest, including such well-known artists as potters Maria and Julian Martinez from 

San Ildefonso Pueblo in New Mexico. These artists had already created a market for their work and were 

featured in the Native American crafts market at the fair. Denman had flown to Washington D.C. to 

argue for more space at the Native American exhibit to showcase dance, storytelling, and other cultural 

expressions.531 One of the exhibit components that received great attention was Navajo sand painting; 

GGIE volunteer Mildred Van Every recalled driving the Navajo men back to ritually brush the sand 

painting away each evening after dinner.532 A second Native American exhibit was installed in 1940 

under the direction of anthropologist and museum director, Dr. S.A. Barrett.533 

 
527 James and Weller, 72-74. 
528 Susan Quinn, Furious Improvisation: How the WPA and a Cast of Thousands Made High Art out of Desperate Times (New 
York: Walker and Company, 2008), 283, 266-67. 
529 Susan L. Meyn. More Than Curiosities: A Grassroots History of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board and Its Precursors, 1920-1942 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2001), ix. 
530 Shanken, 112. Leslie Van Ness Denman had been collecting Native American art for years by the time of the GGIE, and was a 
friend of President Roosevelt’s. David Frederick Rough Justice: The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals and the American West, 1891-
1941 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 303. 
531 Meyn, 125-126. 
532 Patricia F. Carpenter and Paul Totah, eds. The San Francisco Fair: Treasure Island, 1939-1940 (San Francisco: Scottwall 
Associates, 1989), 48.  The GGIE exhibit led directly to an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art in New York organized by 
d’Harnoncourt titled Indian Art in the Unites States according to Meyn, 164. 
533 “Alfred Frankenstein, “’Genius at Work’ in the Fine Arts Palace,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 2, 1940), 25. 
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E. Golden Gate International Exposition Art Exhibits: 1939-1940 

If European nations did not hold their customary place in dedicated national exhibit halls, their cultures 

were displayed in the airplane hangar known as the Fine Arts Palace during the GGIE. An exhibit of Old 

Masters and more recent art valued at $40 million was installed for the first year of the exposition. 

Walter Heil is credited with assembling the impressive array, which ranged from Gothic tapestries to 

Renaissance sculpture and paintings such as Botticelli’s Birth of Venus and Raphael’s Madonna of the 

Chair, to nineteenth-century European paintings, and “hundreds of contemporary paintings.”534 Exhibits 

in the building also displayed arts of the “Pacific peoples,” past and present; contemporary work by fine 

arts and crafts workers and industrial designers of America and Europe; demonstrations of weaving, 

bookbinding, and enamel work; and miniature dioramas portraying the development of home design 

and interiors designed by Chicago artist and designer Narcissa Niblack Thorne (now the Thorne 

Miniature Rooms at the Art Institute of Chicago). Even the GGIE’s midway, known as the “Gayway,” 

included a “fine art” dimension with a woman who posed nude in the manner of a famous Manet 

painting.535 

F. “Art in Action”: 1940 

The timing of the GGIE was extremely unfortunate. With war breaking out in Europe in late 1939, many 

European nations demanded the return of their art. With the European art removed from the GGIE, the 

exposition organizers had to figure out what to do with the half-empty Fine Arts Palace during the 

second year – hence Art in Action. Art in Action was an attempt to recoup the costs of the exposition by 

luring locals to the fair, again and again. 

When the GGIE reopened in 1940, the Fine Arts Palace housed exhibits that reflected a completely new 

approach. According to Chronicle arts editor Alfred Frankenstein, the exhibits “involv(e) many altogether 

novel departures in exhibition technique and philosophy.” In addition to traditional exhibits of Old 

Masters, nineteenth-century and contemporary painting, sculpture, new displays of photography and 

architecture were added. In addition, the central portion of the Fine Arts Palace became a massive fine 

arts studio, hence the title of the exhibition, “Art in Action.” This area became a hive of creative activity, 

a “kind of fifty ring circus,” envisioned by Timothy Pflueger as a place where visitors could view 

sculptors, painters and other artists busy at their craft.536 A few weeks before the Art in Action exhibit 

opened on May 25, over 50 artists had signed on.537 The exhibit’s motto was “Genius at Work.” 

Pflueger’s plan had two other objectives: to encourage visitors to return to the GGIE again and again to 

watch the progress of the artists (thereby increasing revenue), as well as creating artwork for his 

planned campus for San Francisco Junior College. 

 
534 James and Weller, Treasure Island” “The Magic City” 1939-1940, 133-34. 
535 Katherine Caldwell, Director of Education for the Palace of Fine Arts, recalled the Gayway exhibit in Patricia F. Carpenter and 
Paul Totah eds. The San Francisco Fair: Treasure Island, 47. 
536 Alfred Frankenstein, “Acuna Points to Art’s South American Way.” San Francisco Chronicle (May 5, 1940), 15. Pflueger 
credited the Exposition, the WPA art project and the San Francisco Board of Education as sponsors for Art in Action James and 
Weller, 304. 
537 Alfred Frankenstein, “Acuna Points to Art’s South American Way,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 5, 1940), 15. 
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Helen Bruton served as chief of the Art in Action program, assisted by renowned San Francisco gallery 

director Beatrice Judd Ryan.538 Artists, including several who had previously worked under the WPA 

program, created artworks to the delight of visitors. Helen Forbes demonstrated painting in egg tempera 

(the medium she used at the Mothers’ Building); Glen Lukens’ work in ceramics was featured, and 

Dudley Carter, who grew up on a logging camp in the Pacific Northwest, used axes, adzes, and chisels to 

carve sculptures out of massive redwood trunks. Carter had also been commissioned to create the 

façade for the GGIE’s Shasta-Cascade Building, a bas-relief depicting wildlife and industries of Northern 

California.  

Herman Volz supervised the creation of a pair of 50’ x 45’ stone mosaics depicting noted scientific 

leaders at one end of the Art in Action space. The works were designed and fabricated primarily in a 

studio where Volz employed other WPA art workers. At Art in Action, they displayed samples of the 

artwork’s marble, which had been sourced from across the world, demonstrated stone-cutting 

techniques, and assembled the mural. Volz later recalled autographing hundreds of marble fragments to 

give to people who had watched their work.539 Visitors could stand or sit on large “pyramids” to watch 

the artists at work; also situated on the pyramids were two granite sculptures by Beniamino Bufano 

originally created for the Aquatic Park Bathhouse.540 

G. Diego Rivera’s Pan American Unity Mural: 1940 

The aspect of “Art in Action” that received the most attention was a large mural painted by Diego Rivera 

across the exhibit hall from Volz’s mosaic. In early 1940, Rivera was facing political threats in Mexico and 

entered into discussions that April with the San Francisco Museum of Art (now SFMoMA) director Grace 

McCann Morley about coming to San Francisco to work. Correspondence with, and a visit from Timothy 

Pflueger, who had been appointed the GGIE’s Vice-chairman of the Arts, soon followed. By the end of 

the month, wealthy Bay Area donors had quickly committed to supporting Rivera’s travel and living 

expenses (as a non-immigrant foreign national he was not eligible for WPA work relief). Rivera arrived in 

San Francisco on June 5, 1940 and began work the following day. The San Francisco Board of Education 

was the formal sponsor for the mural, which enabled securing of WPA payment for the artist 

assistants.541 

Interest in the mural was high; approximately 5,000 people attended the private reception for the 

mural, and over 25,000 came to the public opening on December, 1940. Originally titled Unión de la 

Expresión Artistica del Norte y Sur de este Continente (The Marriage of the Artistic Expression of the 

North and the South of this Continent), the mural is now called Pan American Unity (Figure 91). Rivera 

described the work as about “the marriage of the artistic expression of the North and of the South on 

this continent, that is all. I believe in order to make an American art, a real American Art, this will be 

necessary, this blending of the art of the Indian, Mexican, the Eskimo, with the kind of urge which makes 

 
538 Ryan opened the Galerie Beaux Arts in 1925 to exhibit work by contemporary artists. Thomas Albright Art in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, 1945-1980: An Illustrated History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 4. 
539 Carpenter and Totah, 51-52. Oral History Interview with Herman Volz, June 27, 1964 (Washington DC: Smithsonian Archives 
of American Art). 
540“Alfred Frankenstein, “’Genius at Work’ in the Fine Arts Palace,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 2, 1940), 25. The article states 
that additional Bufano sculptures created for Aquatic Park were installed in the Federal Building at GGIE.  
541 “Mural Timeline” in the Diego Rivera Mural Project accesses June 18, 2018 http://www.riveramural.org/muraltimeline 
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the machine, the invention in the material side of life, which is also an artistic urge, the same urge 

primarily but in a different form of expression.”542 The elements of north and south, cultural expression 

and machines, appear throughout the mural, most strikingly in the central figure which combines 

aspects of the Aztec gods and goddess (Quetzalcoatl and Coatlicue) with a stamping machine at a Ford 

Motor Company auto plant.  

Pflueger stated that Rivera’s goal was to add his “personal contribution toward advancing the friendly 

relations between Mexico and the United States.”543 The artist reportedly agreed to donate his time and 

labor to the mural, with his expenses paid by the Exposition.544  However, the fact that others 

participating in the Art in Action program were not paid at all led to protest by the United American 

Artists.545 Yet most records indicate positive feelings among the artists. Dudley Carter recalled that 

about a half-dozen artists worked at any one time and days could last from 10 AM to 10 PM. “About 

every other night after work several of us would take off for Chinatown. Diego Rivera was really good 

company.”546 

The San Francisco Art Commission approved sketches for Rivera’s mural in July 1940. Executing the 22’ 

by 74’ fresco required the help of 14 artist assistants. The team, headed up at its conclusion by Emmy 

Lou Packard, included a number of women and artists of color, including Thelma Johnson Streat, Peter 

 
542 Dorothy Puccinelli’s interview with Diego Rivera, 1940 excerpted in “Mural Theme Explained” in the Diego Rivera Mural 
Project http://www.riveramural.org/muraltheme, accessed June 20, 2018.  
543 “Diego Rivera to Paint a Fresco,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 23, 1940), 16. 
544 “Diego Rivera Previews a Mural at the Fair,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 27, 1940), 9. 
545 Alfred Frankenstein, “Acuna Points to Art’s South American Way,” San Francisco Chronicle (May 5, 1940), 15. 
546 Carpenter and Totah, 51-52. 

Figure 91. Lefthand section of Pan-American Unity by Diego Rivera, 1940. 
Source: City College of San Francisco 

http://www.riveramural.org/muraltheme
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Lowe, and Mine Okubo, who gained acclaim a few years later for her graphic account of her wartime 

incarceration in Topaz Relocation Center in Citizen 13660 (1946).547 Work actually continued for two 

months after the Exposition officially closed on September 19, 1940, as Rivera had decided to enlarge 

the mural. The frescoes were painted on 10 steel-framed panels designed to be portable. According to 

one source, Rivera initially believed that the mural was intended for a women’s college and the artist 

planned to create a work that presented a history of women in America created with only female 

assistants.548 This may explain the prominent role women played in the mural’s imagery, from the 

female swan divers that dominate the sky to a trio of creative professional women in panel four whom 

Rivera described as representing “the creative force of the United States and the emancipation of 

women.”549 However records show that Pflueger sent correspondence to Rivera in April 1940 about 

ultimately installing the mural in the library of San Francisco Junior College, calling into question the 

theory that the artist understood the work to be for a women’s institution.550 

The Board of Education approved the mural in late November and paid for it to be packed and 

transported to storage. However, because the planned library at San Francisco Junior College would not 

be completed for some time, temporary storage was originally considered at the old Palace of Fine Arts 

but the specially designed packing crates stayed on Treasure Island until it was later relocated to San 

Francisco City College.551 

H. GGIE Art at City College: 1940-1941 

Timothy Pflueger had planned that several other of the Art 

in Action works would be moved to the new campus of San 

Francisco Junior College (now San Francisco City College). 

Pflueger’s Science Hall opened in 1940 and Herman Volz’s 

Art in Action mosaic, Organic and Inorganic Science, was 

installed in the building’s north portico (Figure 92).552 

Dudley Carter’s Ram, carved at the GGIE, was installed in 

the Men’s Gymnasium at City College, while his sculpture 

The Goddess of the Forest was installed in Golden Gate Park 

(after suffering extensive damage a portion of Goddess of 

the Forest was reinstalled in the lobby of SFCC’s Rivera 

Theater).553 In 1941, Frederick Olmsted’s bust of Leonardo 

Da Vinci, carved at the GGIE, was installed on the east side 

of Science Hall. Olmsted later carved a companion bust of 

Thomas Edison.554 Pflueger’s plan to install Pan American 

 
547 “Diego’s Assistants” in Diego Rivera Mural Project, http://www.riveramural.org/diegosassistants, accessed June 20, 2018.  
548 Julia Bergman, Valerie Sherer Mathes, and Austin White, The City College of San Francisco (Charleston S.C.: Arcadia Pub., 
2010), 38. 
549 “Pan American Unity: Panel 4” in Diego Rivera Mural Project: http://www.riveramural.org/panel4, accessed June 18, 2018. 
550 “Mural Timeline” Diego Rivera Mural Project: http://www.riveramural.org/muraltimeline, accessed June 18 2018.    
551 Diego Rivera Mural Project. 
552 Julia Bergman, Valerie Sherer Mathes, and Austin White, The City College of San Francisco, 8. 
553 Bergman, 43 
554 Bergman, 40. 

Figure 92. Herman Volz mosaic, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Unity in the proposed library of San Francisco Junior College was interrupted by wartime building 

materials restrictions and then by the architect’s untimely death in 1946. Milton Pflueger, Timothy’s 

younger brother, and the architect of many later buildings at the college, proposed that the mural 

instead be installed in a new campus theater. In 1960, the mural was installed in the theater lobby of 

what is now the Diego Rivera Theater.555 Pan American Unity is currently undergoing conservation prior 

to its relocation to SFMoMA for an exhibition of Rivera’s work in late 2020. 

 
555 Bergman, 40. 
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VII. PREPARATIONS FOR WAR: 1938–1941 

A. New Deal Involvement in Improvement of Defense Infrastructure 

Improvements to the United States’ defense infrastructure remained an important goal of federal 

government relief efforts throughout the Depression, with the CWA, SERA, WPA, and PWA all 

contributing a multitude of projects. In addition to offering what would today be called “shovel-ready” 

projects, military bases offered an existing command structure and large amounts of supplies and 

equipment on hand. Many U.S. military bases needed the attention too. Following the end of the First 

World War, the United States pulled away from the international stage, relying on a policy of 

unilateralism and trusting that the nation’s distance from the “Old World” would be adequate to protect 

it from overseas entanglements. However, as the world’s richest and most powerful nation with 

business interests around the globe, the U.S. could not keep itself out of world affairs – or out of harm’s 

way – indefinitely. Not long before FDR took office in 1933, Japan invaded northeastern China and 

established a puppet state in Manchuria. That same year, Adolph Hitler took the helm as Chancellor of 

Germany. Growing concerns over these events led to a gradual realization by the end of the decade that 

the U.S. would need to expand and overhaul its long-neglected defense infrastructure. WPA and PWA 

involvement in defense work greatly accelerated in 1938 following Imperial Japan’s invasion of the rest 

of China and Nazi Germany’s Anschluss with Austria and subsequent forcible annexation of 

Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland (followed by the occupation of the rest of Czechoslovakia in early 1939). 

In September 1939, Germany invaded Poland, marking the official beginning of the Second World War. 

By 1940, the WPA and PWA had almost entirely refocused on war preparations.556 

B. San Francisco’s Defense Installations 

Perched at the tip of a narrow peninsula guarding the entrance to the largest natural harbor on the 

West Coast, San Francisco had tremendous strategic importance. Ever since the U.S. had seized 

California from Mexico in 1846, the federal government had taken steps to fortify the city against 

foreign attack, beginning in the 1840s with the fortification of Fort Point and Black Point with new long-

range cannon. In 1853, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers began building a massive brick fort at Fort 

Point just inside the Golden Gate. Completed in 1861, Fort Point is a large brick fortress designed to 

protect San Francisco from naval attack. During the Civil War, the U.S. Army installed additional artillery 

positions at Alcatraz Island, Yerba Buena Island, Rincon Point, and Lime Point near Sausalito to guard 

against possible Confederate naval attack. In the 1890s, the Army began building a modern, 

comprehensive coastal defense network ringing the approaches to the Golden Gate. Known as the 

“Endicott System,” San Francisco’s new coastal defense network consisted of a ring of batteries 

equipped with high-powered, 12-inch rifled guns and 12-inch mortars. The batteries were placed at Fort 

Funston, Fort Miley, and Fort Scott in San Francisco; Fort Baker, Fort Barry, and Fort Cronkhite in the 

Marin Headlands; and Fort McDowell on Angel Island. Meanwhile, Black Point (renamed Fort Mason in 

1908) was converted into a transportation hub and logistics facility for Army operations throughout the 
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Pacific.557 San Francisco remained one of the most important military outposts in the West until the 

1960s, when intercontinental ballistic missiles rendered coastal defense batteries obsolete. 

C. New Deal Work in San Francisco’s Defense Installations 

Projects on military bases were among some of the earliest New Deal projects completed in San 

Francisco. Military projects were ideal because local bases had many labor-intensive projects requiring 

manual labor capable of being completed with hand tools with little supervision or advance planning. In 

addition, the bases often had the building materials, equipment, and logistical personnel on hand. Many 

of these projects – mostly executed at the Presidio – included landscape rehabilitation, roadwork, 

building painting and repair, and other low-skilled maintenance work. Later, as New Deal agencies 

ramped up their logistical capabilities and technical know-how, WPA workers were assigned to more 

complicated projects, such as rebuilding several buildings demolished to build the Marina Approach to 

the Golden Gate Bridge (Doyle Drive), reconfiguring roads interrupted by the highway, and general 

landscaping associated with the Doyle Drive and Veterans Boulevard projects.558 Toward the end of the 

1930s, the WPA and the PWA completed several even more ambitious projects directly commissioned 

by the Army, including remodeling the old Comandante’s headquarters at the Main Post into the 

Presidio Officers’ Club, building a new theater at the Main Post, and constructing two large barracks 

buildings facing the Main Parade Ground. WPA workers were also active at all of the other U.S. Army 

facilities in and around San Francisco, including Fort Funston, Fort Mason, Fort McDowell, etc.  

Presidio: Main Post 

The Presidio of San Francisco was established as a Spanish military installation in 1776. During the 

Spanish (1776-1821) and Mexican (1821-46) periods, the Presidio remained a relatively unimpressive 

military installation, with a single battery near Fort Point and a small command post comprising what is 

now the southern edge of the Main Post. Following the American conquest in 1846, U.S. forces rebuilt 

the Presidio of San Francisco into the Army’s most important military base on the West Coast. Over 

time, the U.S. Army landscaped the windswept natural landscape of coastal sage scrub and prairie with 

eucalyptus and Monterey cypress trees, built clusters of housing for officers and enlisted soldiers (and 

their families), and established several new military batteries and subposts, including Fort Winfield 

Scott. Occupying a large mesa behind Fort Point and overlooking the entrance to the Golden Gate, Fort 

Winfield Scott was established in 1912 as the headquarters of San Francisco’s coastal defense network. 

Accordingly, personnel at Fort Scott were put in charge of several other batteries protecting the 

approaches to the Golden Gate in San Francisco and Marin County, including Forts Baker, Barry, 

Cronkhite, Miley, and Funston. Fort Mason remained an administratively independent base throughout 

this period, taking charge of troop deployments and protection of the United States’ sprawling Pacific 

empire. 

In November 1934, the CWA assigned 44 men to complete landscaping at the Presidio Military 

Cemetery, as well as at Forts Baker and Barry in the Marin Headlands, Fort Mason, Crissy Field, Fort 

Point, and Letterman Hospital. Around the same time, SERA artists painted a mural in the newly 
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completed Presidio Chapel.559 In 1935, WPA workers completed more landscaping work at the Presidio, 

including tree pruning, snag removal, building paths and retaining walls, and planting and maintaining 

lawns and shrubs. The first important building project was the remodeling of the Officer’s Club (Building 

50). This building, which retains adobe walls from the original Spanish/Mexican Comandante’s 

headquarters, had been remodeled by the Army in the Italianate style in the late nineteenth century. 

Under the direction of Quartermaster Captain Barney Meeden, WPA workers removed the Victorian 

façade and rebuilt the front of the building in the Spanish Colonial Revival style (Figure 93). The project 

also included remodeling the interior and building a ballroom addition.560 The Presidio Officers’ Club, 

which is a contributor to the Presidio National Historic Landmark District, has been recently 

rehabilitated as a museum, restaurant, art center, and special events space. 

 

1938 marked the beginning of 

serious war preparedness, 

and the WPA and PWA 

became more involved than 

ever at the Presidio. In July, 

the WPA and PWA, jointly, 

began more than $2 million in 

new construction at the 

Presidio’s Main Post. Under 

these contracts, which 

employed upwards of 1,200 

men, the PWA and WPA built 

three barracks, 64 units of 

non-commissioned officers’ 

(NCO) and officers’ housing, a 
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Figure 93. Presidio Officers’ Club with WPA-designed and built exterior, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

Figure 94. NCO Barracks at the Main Post, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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commissary warehouse, a telephone communications building, and a theater. Nearly all of these 

buildings survive, including a pair of matching 250-man barracks between Keyes Avenue and Mesa 

Street (Buildings 38 and 39) (Figure 94).561 The two agencies also built a similar barracks for the Bakers 

and Cooks School (Building 220) at the northwest corner of Lincoln Boulevard and Halleck Street. 

Completed in 1940, these three reinforced-concrete barracks are designed in the Spanish Colonial 

Revival style with Streamline Moderne detailing. These barracks are all contributors to the Presidio 

National Historic Landmark District. 

For non-commissioned officers 

(NCOs), the PWA and WPA built a row 

of 19 brick duplexes and four 

matching garages on Portola Street 

(Buildings 742-763). These duplexes 

are designed in the Georgian Revival 

style to match older NCO housing 

nearby. The PWA and WPA also built 

15 concrete duplexes for officers and 

their families on Simonds Loop 

(Buildings 514-539). These dwellings 

are designed in the Spanish Colonial 

Revival style. Also designed in the 

Spanish Colonial Revival style is the 

Presidio Theatre, a reinforced-

concrete movie theater built in 1938-39 at the northwest corner of Moraga Avenue and Montgomery 

Street (Figure 95).562 The theater, which is a contributor to the Presidio National Historic Landmark 

District, has recently been rehabilitated as a movie theater and performing arts space. 

As evidenced by the previous examples, the WPA and PWA’s work in the Presidio was intended to 

“restore” the “Spanish” architectural character of the Main Post and foster its use in other parts of the 

base, including Fort Winfield Scott, which was largely designed in the Mission Revival style. Although the 

WPA and PWA built some NCO housing in the Georgian Revival style to blend in with its immediate 

neighbors, nearly all of the WPA and PWA building projects in the Presidio were designed in the Spanish 

Colonial style. This departed from the usual PWA Moderne vocabulary favored by two agencies in the 

rest of the city, but the Presidio was not under local jurisdiction and the Army preferred the use of 

traditional Hispanic styles in its marquee West Coast installation.563 

Presidio: Fort Winfield Scott 

Fort Winfield Scott was also a beneficiary of WPA and PWA largesse. Several early projects completed in 

1933-34 include 11 Spanish Colonial Revival-style duplexes built for NCOs on Ruckman Avenue (Buildings 

1263-1277); eight Monterey Colonial Revival-style duplexes on Battery Wagner Road (Buildings 1289-

 
561 “Presidio Work to Start Soon,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 30, 1938), 15. 
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Figure 95. Presidio Theatre, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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1298); and a storehouse and a garage for their occupants.564 In 1938, as WPA and PWA construction was 

ramping up at the Main Post, the WPA built a pair of temporary barracks and completed almost 

$200,000 worth of infrastructure improvements to Fort Scott’s roads and parking lots. Soon, another 

$842,000 in WPA funds was released to rehabilitate the buildings and grounds at Fort Scott, Fort Miley, 

and Fort Funston. As part of this work, Fort Scott received a new parade ground at the center of the 

horseshoe-configured complex that doubled as a baseball field.565 In 1938-39, the WPA widened and 

eliminated many of the curves in Lincoln Boulevard, the main east-west road in the Presidio. This project 

also improved several other roads in the Presidio, including the installation of new gutters, curbs, and 

asphalt.566 

The most notable New Deal project at Fort Scott was undoubtedly the NCO Club, better known today as 

the “Log Cabin.” Planned by Master Sergeant S. J. Ignaschak, the Park Rustic-style clubhouse was 

constructed in 1937 at the north end of Fort Scott, near the intersection of Bell Road and Storey 

Avenue.567 The original building measured 24’ x 50’ in plan and 13’ high. Built of logs and dressed field 

stone, the building closely resembles the “Parkitecture” of the CCC, suggesting that it may have been 

designed with standardized plans (Figure 96).568 The existing structure appears to have been enlarged 

since 1937. 

 
Presidio: Letterman Hospital 

Letterman Hospital in the Presidio was the beneficiary of several New Deal projects. In 1934, the CWA 

began a long-term remodeling project of the sprawling Army hospital, which was composed of a main 

building surrounded by multiple “finger” wards built at various times, as well as several ancillary 
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Figure 96. “Log Cabin” at Fort Winfield Scott, 2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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buildings, including a power plant, dormitories, etc. This project, which was later taken over by the WPA, 

included painting the interiors of 22 buildings, replacing 10,350 lineal feet of heating and hot water 

pipes, replacing the hardwood floors in 12 buildings, and planting eight acres of lawns and foundation 

plantings.569 In 1938, the PWA provided $229,109 to build three new finger wards for Letterman 

Hospital: one for women, one for male officers, and a third for enlisted men.570 Although much of 

Letterman Hospital was demolished in the early 2000s to build the Lucasfilm studios, the three PWA 

wings were retained and skillfully converted into private offices, including for the Tides Foundation 

(Buildings 1007-1009). 

Presidio: Crissy Field 

Several other parts of the Presidio were improved by New Deal agencies, including the Army Air Corps’ 

Crissy Field. Crissy Field is located at the north end of the Presidio, southeast of Fort Point and the 

Golden Gate Bridge. The Army Air Corps built Crissy Field in 1921 on filled ground that had been used as 

a racetrack during the 1915 Panama Pacific International Exposition. One of the Army’s first airfields, 

Crissy Field is an important site in the history of military aviation in the United States. The facility 

originally consisted of a series of hangars, shops, and administrative buildings lining the south side of a 

runway oriented parallel to San Francisco Bay. In 1934, the SERA began work at Crissy Field. Taken over 

by the WPA in 1935, the scope of work included building new roads and parking lots, erecting several 

new garages, and constructing a playground and tennis courts. The project also included leveling and 

resurfacing the runway and installing landscaping around the buildings. The work was completed in 

1936, shortly before the Army Air Corps decided to relocate its operations to Benton Airfield in Alameda 

and Hamilton Airfield in Marin County.571 After many years of neglect, in 2001, the Presidio Trust 

removed the asphalt from Crissy Field’s runway and converted it into a large landscaped meadow and 

tidal marsh with hiking trails and beach access. Since then, many of the former Crissy Field buildings 

have been rehabilitated for various commercial and non-profit uses. 

Presidio: U.S. Public Health Service Hospital 

The U.S. Treasury Department built the U.S. Marine Hospital near Mountain Lake Park within the 

southern part of the Presidio in 1875. Its purpose was to treat sick or injured merchant marines and 

sailors arriving in San Francisco on vessels from the East Coast and the many foreign nations that traded 

with the United States. In 1912, the Marine Hospital Service was renamed the Public Health Service, 

reflecting the agency’s growing scope of services, and San Francisco’s hospital followed suit with a name 

change. The existing Public Health Service Hospital building was constructed in 1932 during the Hoover 

administration as a rare public works project undertaken by that administration. As discussed 

previously, the Army, Mayor Angelo Rossi, and the WPA and PWA jointly agreed to build the southerly 

approach to the Golden Gate Bridge (Veterans Boulevard) through the Presidio, between the Public 

Health Service Hospital and Mountain Lake Park – another non-Army enclave in the Presidio. The project 

included excavating a substantial road cut east of the hospital leading toward the new General Douglas 

MacArthur Tunnel. To shore up the Public Health Service Hospital grounds, a 360-foot-long concrete 

retaining wall was built parallel to the highway (Figure 97). The WPA also re-landscaped the affected 
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areas of the hospital campus and built a pair of tennis courts that were later removed.572 In 2012, the 

Presidio Trust, in conjunction with the Forest City development team, rehabilitated the Public Health 

Service Hospital as a market-rate residential complex. 

Fort Mason 

After the Presidio, Fort Mason 

was the most important military 

base in San Francisco. As 

described above, Fort Mason, 

had started out as a small 

Spanish military installation. After 

the U.S. conquest, it was 

converted into a sub-post of the 

Presidio. It was later converted 

into a transportation and logistics 

depot with its own command. 

During the Second World War, it 

was renamed the Port of 

Embarkation and its extensive 

network of piers, wharves, and 

rail yard were put to use shipping 

soldiers and materiel throughout 

the vast Pacific Theater. The WPA completed a limited amount of work at Fort Mason in the 1930s 

valued at $76,759, including landscaping 40 acres in the older inland part of the base (Upper Fort 

Mason), including planting lawns, trees, and shrubs.573 In terms of construction, the WPA likely built the 

row of eight houses bounding Patrick’s Park.574 Many of the existing mature Monterey cypresses and 

eucalyptus trees that line the walkways and the bay side of the bluff were planted by WPA workers to 

block the harsh onshore winds. Most of the existing concrete footpaths and stairs were also WPA work. 

A separate project entailed the construction of 800 lineal feet of railroad tracks for the California Belt 

Railroad at Fort Mason.575 These tracks still exist in the marshalling yard (now used as a parking lot) in 

the section of the installation known as Lower Fort Mason. 

Fort Miley 

Fort Miley was established in the late 1890s near Point Lobos at the far northwest corner of the city. 

Built in what had been Golden Gate Cemetery – San Francisco’s only municipal cemetery and potters’ 

field – Fort Miley became an important part of the San Francisco coastal defense network, which was 

administered from Fort Miley until 1922 when it was placed under the command of Fort Winfield Scott. 

No longer needed, all of Fort Miley except for Battery Chester and one warehouse, was demolished in 

the early 1930s to build the Fort Miley Veterans Administration Medical Center. Although designed in 

 
572 Mooser, 83-85. 
573 “S.F. Army Posts Get $2,732,342,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 27, 1938), 23. 
574 Author’s written communication with Dr. Gray Brechin, October 11, 2020. 
575 Mooser, 95. 

Figure 97. Construction of retaining wall alongside Veterans Boulevard, 1939. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp14.2987 
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the PWA Moderne style, the medical center was not a New Deal project. In 1938, WPA workers leveled 

an area next to Battery Chester measuring approximately 1.5 acres and built a small drill field/baseball 

field with a backstop and bleachers.576 These facilities are no longer extant. 

Fort McDowell 

Angel Island is located in San Francisco Bay between San Francisco and Tiburon. Although the vast 

majority of the island is located in Marin County, two small peninsulas on its eastern shoreline are 

actually located within the corporate boundaries of the City and County of San Francisco, including Point 

Blunt and the East Garrison of Fort McDowell. Set aside as a military reservation in 1850, the 

development of coastal batteries on Angel Island occurred in a piecemeal basis throughout the second 

half of the nineteenth century. The development of the East Garrison of Fort McDowell began in 1910, 

with a barracks, mess hall, hospital, guard house, and several other buildings. After the First World War, 

it became the Overseas Discharge and Replacement Depot, processing men returning from overseas. In 

1938-39, the WPA completed a relatively minor amount of work at Fort McDowell, including building 

several new roads and masonry retaining walls, installing irrigation systems, and landscaping the Main 

Post with grass, shrubs, and trees. WPA workers also remodeled Building 21.577 Elsewhere on Angel 

Island, WPA workers razed several water tanks, removed underground water pipes, and built assorted 

bulkheads and walkways.578 It is unknown how much of this infrastructure remains, but Fort McDowell 

has undergone very few changes since the Second World War. It is now part of Angel Island State Park, 

although most of Fort McDowell is abandoned and in poor condition. 

Hospitality House 

In the spring of 1941, Mayor Angelo Rossi’s 

committee in charge of hosting visiting 

military personnel suggested constructing a 

recreational facility in Marshall Square, in the 

San Francisco Civic Center. Called the 

Hospitality House, the one-story building 

served as a welcome center and an 

information clearing house for servicemen 

and women, providing recreational facilities 

such as a dance hall and pool room, a 

visitors’ bureau with brochures for local 

restaurants and attractions, and dining 

facilities. The Hospitality House, which was 

constructed in the second half of 1941, was designed in the Streamline Moderne style (Figure 98). 

Although nominally a temporary structure, the $45,000 building survived at the corner of Larkin and 

Grove streets until the mid-1990s, when it was finally demolished to build the new San Francisco Public 

Library.579 
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Figure 98. Hospitality House, 1942. 
Source: OpenSFHistory / wnp37.01804 
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VIII. CONCLUSION OF NEW DEAL PROGRAMS: 1939–1943 

A. Conclusion of New Deal Work Relief Programs at the National Level: 1939-1943 

FDR’s opponents never let up in their opposition to the New Deal, accusing it of being “un-American” at 

best, and at worst, the advance guard of communism. Such vociferous opposition may be surprising 

given FDR’s vocal disapproval of socialism and his determined efforts to save the American capitalist 

system from itself. Of course, FDR’s attempts to save the American economic system included, to some 

degree, the empowerment of “countervailing forces,” including trade unions, women, members of 

minority groups, and working-class people. Such efforts were sure to provoke revanchist tendencies 

among the nation’s business community and/or those with inherited wealth. Indeed, many wealthy 

Americans considered Roosevelt to be a “class traitor.”580 But even as FDR’s New Deal policies gradually 

pulled the U.S. out of the Depression, their opposition only increased. FDR’s opponents frequently hid 

their opposition behind a smokescreen of anti-communism, but more malign forces were at work, 

including opposition to unions, empowerment of women, and racial integration, which many of FDR’s 

opponents feared the New Deal would unleash through its attempts to create a level playing field.581  

As mentioned previously, the first effective anti-New Deal group was the Liberty League. Founded in 

1934 by a retired Du Pont executive from South Carolina, the Liberty League evolved into an umbrella 

organization for a variety of individuals and groups opposed to the New Deal.582 Early on, the group was 

emboldened by several Supreme Court decisions, including Schecter vs. United States, which invalidated 

Title I of the NIRA in 1935. This was followed a year later by the invalidation of the Agricultural 

Adjustment Act in January 1936. Indeed, the Supreme Court had become a substantial thorn in FDR’s 

side. In the 1930s, the Supreme Court was dominated by a majority of older, right-wing justices who 

opposed FDR’s efforts to tamp down the excesses of unrestrained capitalism. On the eve of the 1936 

election, in which he handily beat the Liberty League-supported candidate, Alf Landon, FDR directly 

challenged his opponents:  

The old enemies of peace – business and financial monopoly, speculation, reckless banking, class 

antagonism, war profiteering. They had begun to consider the Government of the United States 

an appendage to their own affairs...They are unanimous in their hate for me – and I welcome 

their hatred.583  

In this statement, FDR sounded much more like a radical than when he was first elected, but he had 

been provoked by the ceaseless roadblocking of the New Deal. It is ironic, because FDR viewed the New 

Deal as a necessary measure to save the American capitalist system and prevent socialism from making 

a beachhead in the United States. Done being conciliatory, FDR spent much of his second term fighting 

back, including his disastrous attempt to enlarge – his opponents said “pack” – the Supreme Court with 

sympathetic justices. At the same time, FDR’s coalition began to fray after several Southern Democrats 

peeled away in response to what they viewed as the administration’s “coddling” of Communists and 

African Americans. Facing growing opposition in Congress in his second term, FDR decided to scale back 

 
580 Rauchway, 106. 
581 Rauchway, 106.  
582 Rauchway, 109. 
583 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Address at Madison Square Garden, New York City,” October 31, 1936. 



San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement 

December 8, 2020 

200 

on his New Deal work relief programs in 1936-37. Unfortunately, this move played a big part in plunging 

the nation back into recession in the latter part of 1937. Economist John Maynard Keynes wrote to FDR 

that cutting work relief was “an error of optimism.” In addition to restoring work relief, Keynes urged 

FDR to stop antagonizing the corporate elite, in hopes of ending the alleged “capital strike” that Keynes 

also identified as a cause of the “Roosevelt Recession.”584 Roosevelt agreed with Keynes and restored 

work relief spending to its previous levels in 1938. 

On other fronts, FDR was not as successful in furthering his agenda, due in large part to growing 

opposition in Congress. In 1938, while trying to shepherd a raft of progressive bills through Congress, 

FDR was only able to pass the Fair Labor Standards Act, which among other things, banned child labor 

and set a national minimum wage. Achieved through the tireless work of Secretary of Labor Frances 

Perkins, with help from some labor unions, this law became a lightning rod for Republicans and 

Southern Democrats alike, especially the latter.585 Indeed, FDR’s efforts to convert the southern states 

into a “liberal democracy” had spectacularly failed. In spite of having invested hundreds of millions of 

dollars in the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Agricultural Adjustment Act, and work relief and public 

works programs that had quantifiably and qualitatively improved the lives of hundreds of thousands of 

residents in this largely impoverished region, he provoked only rabid opposition from the southern 

ruling class, who were terrified of dismantling Jim Crow and allowing African Americans (and poor 

whites) to participate as equal members of society.  

FDR’s fight with southern politicians made his New Deal programs a target, especially the high-profile 

Federal One. As mentioned previously, in 1938, Texas Democrat Martin Dies led a congressional 

committee called the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) to probe the Federal Theatre 

Project. HUAC’s work directly led to the defunding of the FTP in 1939. HUAC then turned its attention 

toward the other Federal One programs, making outrageous charges that the Communist Party had 

actually taken over an entire branch of the government. Gradually, nearly all of these programs were 

scaled back and later defunded, except in a handful of states where local funding made up the 

difference. 

Stymied at every turn by his opponents in furthering his domestic agenda, FDR soon realized that he 

could only really gain traction in preparing for war.586 As described in the previous chapter, by late 1939, 

most New Deal work relief agencies, including the CCC, the WPA, and the PWA, had refocused on 

defense, including building and revamping U.S. military bases and building infrastructure necessary for 

troop movements, such as highways and airfields. Throughout the rest of 1939 and into 1940, 

Republicans and Southern Democrats hammered away at any New Deal program not exclusively focused 

on the war effort. Seeking to hamstring the political influence of New Deal workers, many of whom 

opposed the transition to defense work, Congress passed Public Resolution Number 1. Approved in 

March 1939, this law forbade political activity by WPA workers.587  
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In late 1939, Congress, which had already killed off the Federal Theatre Project, cut off funding for the 

other Federal One projects. Several states stepped in to fill the breach, allowing the Federal Writers 

Project, the Federal Music Project, and several others, to continue on for several more years in various 

parts of the country. Congress also scrapped the prevailing wage agreements that had always been a 

central part of the New Deal work relief programs. This action resulted in a massive pay cut for most 

WPA workers. Some went on strike, including in New York City, San Francisco, and several other big 

cities where unions were powerful. Colonel Francis C. Harrington, who had taken over running the WPA 

when Harry Hopkins became Secretary of Commerce in 1938, took a hard line against striking workers, 

refusing to negotiate and unilaterally firing anyone who had left his or her post for five or more days. In 

a move alleged to prevent WPA “careerism,” Congress forbade WPA workers from working for more 

than 18 consecutive months in any WPA job. Adding insult to injury, Congress forced non-citizen 

immigrants out of the WPA and compelled all remaining WPA workers to declare a loyalty oath to the 

United States.588 

Facing existential threats to his beloved New Deal programs, FDR began working on a 

reorganization/rebranding of the major public works agencies. On June 30, 1940, he changed the name 

of the Works Progress Administration to the “Works Projects Administration.” The name change, which 

preserved the agency’s longtime initials, was motivated in part by FDR’s attempt to deflect criticism of 

the social aspect of unemployment relief and to redirect public attention toward the agency’s more 

practical mission of delivering public works. The name change occurred at the same time that the WPA 

and the PWA were both brought under the umbrella of the newly formed Federal Works Administration 

(FWA).589  

Adolph Hitler’s rapid advance across Europe during the first half of 1940 hastened the conversion of the 

WPA and the PWA into de facto branches of the military. As the WPA shifted its focus toward defense 

work, many white collar WPA workers became alarmed, especially after witnessing the destruction of 

Federal One. In San Francisco, a group calling itself the Committee to Save WPA Clerical and Professional 

Projects began a letter writing campaign to restart the cancelled Federal One projects, writing: “Amid 

the current, feverish preparation for instruments of destruction, help us preserve such symbols of peace 

and serenity of living as only the arts can impart.”590 

In November 1940, against many pundits’ predictions, FDR decisively defeated Wendell Willkie to win an 

unprecedented third term in office. After this milestone election, both the WPA and PWA began to face 

another problem: a rapidly diminishing labor pool. As described above, Congress had taken several steps 

to make federal work relief much less attractive. At the same time, a major boom in the defense 

industries attracted many workers. By the end of 1940, 300,000 new jobs were being added each month 

in the United States– mostly in shipyards, aircraft factories, and munition plants. Housing developers 

were also busy building thousands of houses and apartments in cities with sizable defense sectors, 

including New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle. A third factor was the institution of the 

nation’s first peacetime draft. Beginning on September 23, 1940, the Selective Service Act began 
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requiring all men between the ages of 21 and 35 to register with local draft boards, which would then 

draw lots to assign a pool of men to one year’s compulsory service.591 Due to these factors, between July 

1940 and March 1941, 855,000 workers had left WPA employment.592  

Nevertheless, the WPA rebounded to almost two million workers in April 1941 as it began hiring workers 

to work on multiple construction projects for the War and Navy departments, including several entirely 

new bases; new cantonments within existing bases; as well as dozens of new airfields, hospitals, 

arsenals and arms depots, and ship repair facilities. The majority of the new facilities were built on the 

West Coast, as well as in the Northeast, along the Mexican border, and in Florida. Throughout its tenure, 

the WPA built airfields in all 48 states and nearly every overseas territory, as well as several new 

strategic highways to link them – a predecessor to the U.S. Interstate Highway system. In addition, the 

WPA built 9,241 buildings for the Army and the Navy and 576 armories for state National Guard units.593  

White-collar WPA workers were shifted to defense responsibilities as well, including teachers who were 

deployed to teach basic reading and writing skills to some 90,000 illiterate draftees.594 The remaining 

employees of the Federal Writers’ Project were reassigned to the Writers’ Unit of the War Services 

Division of the WPA, where they prepared pamphlets for draftees, including how to avoid venereal 

diseases and guides to attractions surrounding various bases. Meanwhile, the remaining workers in the 

Federal Art Project became the Graphic Section of the War Services Division, where they were put to 

work designing camouflage patterns for tanks and ships and making propaganda posters. Finally, the 

musicians of the Federal Music Project were deployed to bases to entertain draftees by putting on 

concerts.595 

Despite the WPA’s extensive defense-related activities, private defense industries were peeling away 

more WPA workers than ever before during the summer of 1941. Shipyards in particular were recruiting 

workers by the thousands to California, the Gulf Coast, Virginia, and the Northeast. In addition to 

building and repairing American military and merchant vessels, U.S. shipyards, including the massive 

new Kaiser complex in Richmond, California, began building destroyers and Liberty ships for Great 

Britain under the Lend-Lease agreement (Figure 99). American aircraft manufacturers were also building 

thousands of fighters for U.S. allies, including China which was valiantly fighting for its life against 

Imperial Japan. For many workers, private industry had become more appealing than the WPA because 

there was no arbitrary 18-month limit on employment, and after Congress had shredded the prevailing 

wage agreement, most workers could get better pay, including overtime, at private shipyards and 

defense plants – especially if they were able and willing to move. Accordingly, the new director of the 

WPA, Howard Hunter, declared on June 19, 1941 that WPA employment would be pared back to one 

million.596  

Over the next year and a half, the WPA was gradually disbanded. By the end of 1941, when the U.S. 

entered the Second World War, half of the 3,100 U.S. counties that had once had WPA programs saw 

 
591 Taylor, 505. 
592 Taylor, 509. 
593 Taylor, 510. 
594 Taylor, 513. 
595 Taylor, 517. 
596 Taylor, 511. 
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the end of the agency’s operations. Nearly a year later, in the fall of 1942, WPA employment was down 

to 354,619, or about 10 percent of its high point in 1938. Several months later, on December 4, 1942, 

FDR wrote to General Philip B. Fleming, chief of the FWA, to close out all remaining WPA projects in the 

spring of 1943. In his letter, FDR lauded the accomplishments of the WPA, stating: 

I am proud of the Works Projects Administration organization. It has displayed courage and 

determination in the face of uninformed criticism. The knowledge and experience of this 

organization will be of great assistance in the consideration of a well-rounded public works 

program for the post-war period.597 

FDR’s statement is fascinating because it implies that a new public works agency similar to the WPA 

would be established after the war’s conclusion, indicating that he recognized the WPA’s enduring value 

as a public works agency capable of building important civic infrastructure beyond the interest or 

capabilities of the private sector. 

General Fleming gladly complied with FDR’s directive, going so far as to remove the red, white, and blue 

metal signs from WPA projects and melting them down for scrap for the war effort. By May 1, 1943, all 

remaining WPA offices had shut down in 30 states and New York City. By then, the administrative staff 

had shrunk from 36,000 to 250, as the remaining skeleton crew closed loose ends, paid accounts, and 

microfilmed project files documenting what had been the most ambitious and egalitarian work 

relief/public works program ever established in the United States, or perhaps any other modern 

democracy.598 On June 30, 1943, the WPA was no more. 

On June 30, 1943, the same day the WPA ceased to exist, FDR issued Executive Order 9357, which 

transferred “All functions, powers, and duties of the Public Works Administration to the FWA, including 

all unspent appropriations, personnel, and uncompleted projects. The liquidation of the PWA was to 

 
597 As quoted in Taylor, 519. 
598 Taylor, 520. 

Figure 99. Kaiser Shipyard No. 3, Richmond, California, Ca. 1942. 
Source: Rosie the Riveter Trust 
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become effective immediately, suggesting that it too had shrunk drastically over the previous year or 

two.599  

The CCC also ceased to exist on June 30, 1943, although most of its functions, property, and some of its 

facilities had already been turned over to the military. Although the CCC was the most popular of FDR’s 

New Deal agencies, the military had conscripted nearly all of the young men who might have enrolled in 

the program.600  

Several New Deal public works agencies remained in existence in one form or another beyond the 

summer of 1943, including the United States Housing Authority. One of the newest New Deal agencies, 

the USHA, as described previously, was established in September 1937 to pick up where the PWA had 

left off designing and building low-income housing projects. In 1939, the USHA was drafted into the pre-

war defense build-up and directed to concentrate on building low-cost, multi-family housing in cities 

with important defense industries. On July 1, 1939, the USHA was folded into the FWA. In February 

1942, FDR transferred the USHA to the National Housing Agency and renamed it the Federal Public 

Housing Authority (FPHA).601 The FPHA was then folded into the newly founded Public Housing 

Administration (PHA) in 1947, where it operated under the aegis of the Housing and Home Finance 

Agency (HHFA). In 1965, the functions of the PHA were transferred to the new Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD), one of President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programs. HUD also 

absorbed the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), another New Deal program that survived the 

Second World War. Although HUD still exists, its budget has been slashed under the Trump 

administration and many Republicans have tried to dissolve it along with every other vestige of the New 

Deal and the Great Society. 

B. Conclusion of New Deal Work Relief Programs in San Francisco: 1939-1943 

Even as the WPA was being whittled away in Washington, the agency remained busy in San Francisco, as 

major public works projects that had been planned and started in the mid-1930s were being brought to 

fruition and dedicated, including Aquatic Park (January 1939), Treasure Island (including the 

Administration Building and the two hangars – February 1939), the Anglers’ Lodge at Golden Gate Park 

(March 1939), Park Presidio Boulevard (February 1940), the San Francisco Zoo (October 1940), the 

Model Yacht Clubhouse in Golden Gate Park (October 1940), and multiple street widening and 

reconstruction projects. Today, two of the lesser-known WPA works in San Francisco, the Anglers’ Lodge 

and Model Yacht Clubhouse in Golden Gate Park, embody the best examples of the high-quality design 

and construction that characterized so much of the agency’s work. Located in a secluded dell toward the 

middle of the park, the Anglers’ Lodge is a domestic-scaled, Minimal Traditional-style building 

overlooking the fly-casting pools that were also built by the WPA (Figure 100). In contrast, the Model 

Yacht Clubhouse is a hybrid Streamline Moderne/Spanish Colonial Revival-style pavilion overlooking 

Spreckels Lake (Figure 101). 

 
599 Executive Order 9357, June 30, 1943. 
600 Conrad L. Wirth, Civilian Conservation Corps Program of the U.S. Dept. of the Interior, March 1933 to June 30, 1942 
(Washington, D.C.: Report to Harold L. Ickes, January 1944). 
601 Executive Order 9070, February 24, 1942. 
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In 1939, the WPA started its Real Property Survey of housing conditions in San Francisco, as well as a 

citywide Unemployment Survey. WPA workers under the direction of architect Timothy Pflueger built a 

scale model of San Francisco based on an aerial photograph survey taken by Harrison Ryker in 1938.  

 

 

Figure 100. Anglers’ Lodge in Golden Gate Park, 2016.  
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 

 

 

 

 

Figure 101. Model Yacht Clubhouse, Golden Gate Park, 2016.  
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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In 1939, San Francisco still had an unemployment rate of roughly 10 percent, attesting to the continued 

need for the WPA. Nevertheless, as discussed in the last chapter, Congress’s decision to revoke the 

longstanding prevailing wage agreement, which had been worked out with labor unions in 1933, as well 

as a spike in required work hours, led to drastic pay cuts for WPA workers in the summer of 1939, 

leading to massive walkouts across the country, including in San Francisco, where 400 workers left their 

jobs. The Building Trades Council took the side of workers in this dispute and lobbied local WPA chief 

William Mooser for assistance. Mooser responded that there was nothing he could do because the 

decision to cut pay and lay off workers, including 4,100 in Northern California, was not his.602 

Fortunately, the State Relief Agency (SRA – formerly the SERA), stepped into the gap and hired many of 

those laid off by the WPA. 

Very few new non-military projects 

were started in San Francisco after 

1939, as the WPA shifted into 

defense work. A rare exception is a 

$50,000 community center at 50 

Raymond Avenue in Visitacion Valley 

that the WPA built in 1940 (Figure 

102). Unlike most WPA buildings, the 

community center in Visitacion Valley 

was designed in a severely utilitarian 

mode and not in the PWA Moderne 

style. Other later projects included 

preliminary grading work in Strybing 

Arboretum (now the San Francisco 

Botanical Garden) in Golden Gate 

Park in 1940, a pistol range built for 

the San Francisco Police Department 

at Lake Merced in 1941, and the reconstruction of Union Square following the construction of an 

underground parking garage in 1941.603  

In early 1942, the San Francisco Department of Public Works entered into an agreement with the WPA 

and the privately owned Market Street Railway to use WPA labor to remove tracks from abandoned 

streetcar lines on 17 city streets, including portions of Army (now Cesar Chavez) Street, Bayshore 

Boulevard, Bryant Street, Castro Street, Chenery Street, Divisadero Street, Fillmore Street, Guerrero 

Street, Larkin Street, Monterey Boulevard, Polk Street, San Bruno Avenue, San Jose Avenue, 1st Street, 

14th Street, 24th Street, and 30th Street. In exchange for being released from its contractual obligations to 

complete this work, the Market Street Railway deeded the rails to the City. San Francisco then sold the 

rails for scrap to the federal government and used the proceeds to reimburse the WPA.604 This project 

 
602 “The WPA: Thousands Walk Out over Hours!” San Francisco Chronicle (July 6, 1939), 1. 
603 “Union Square WPA Project,” San Francisco Chronicle (April 2, 1941), 13. 
604 “Market Rail Line Urged to Aid in Paving,” San Francisco Chronicle (November 4, 1941), 26. 

Figure 102. Visitacion Valley Community Center, 2019. 
Source: Google Maps 
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appears to have been the last WPA project completed in San Francisco, which ceased operation in June 

1943, as it had in the rest of the nation. 

The last few years of the PWA in San Francisco were just as hectic as the WPA, if not more so due to the 

complex nature of most PWA projects. Because most PWA projects were larger and more complicated 

to engineer and build, they took longer to complete, with many remaining unfinished until the late 

1930s/early 1940s, including the Cow Palace (May 1938), the expansion of O’Shaughnessy Dam (June 

1938), the Science Building at San Francisco Junior College (August 1940), James Denman Junior High 

School (August 1940), the Auditorium and Gymnasium for George Washington High School (September 

1940), Abraham Lincoln High School (September 1940), as well as auditoriums and other ancillary 

facilities for several elementary schools. The last PWA project completed in San Francisco was the 

Appraisers Building in Jackson Square, which opened in 1944, almost a year after the PWA had shut 

down in June 1943. It seems likely that the Appraisers Building was finished by the Federal Works 

Administration, the successor agency to both the PWA and the WPA. However, the last New Deal 

project finished in San Francisco were Anton Refregier’s Rincon Annex Post Office murals, which he 

completed in 1946. 

C. Proposed New Deal Projects  

There were several projects proposed by the City and County of San Francisco that were never built by 

either the WPA or the PWA, including two auto tunnels and a subway system for Muni. The auto tunnel 

network, proposed in 1938, was intended to work in concert with several recently completed street 

widening projects designed to improve traffic flow in the crowded northeast quadrant of the city. The 

network included a tunnel beneath Russian Hill – along the Lombard Street right-of-way – from 

Columbus Avenue to Van Ness Avenue. An alternate route would have followed Broadway from Mason 

Street to Hyde Street. Another tunnel was to have been built beneath Divisadero Street from Lombard 

Street to Sacramento Street to assist through traffic avoid the steep grades of Pacific Heights and 

presumably reduce auto traffic in San Francisco’s toniest neighborhood.605 However, Harold Ickes 

refused to fund the project after getting into a dispute with Mayor Rossi over how hydroelectric power 

generated by the Hetch Hetchy was to be transmitted to the city. This ongoing dispute held up several 

other PWA projects, including the proposed subway system, which had already been shot down once 

before in the early 1930s as being too expensive. Although none of the auto tunnels were built during 

the New Deal era, a tunnel beneath Broadway from Mason to Hyde was eventually constructed in the 

1950s, and Muni finally got a subway tunnel built beneath Market Street in the early 1970s in tandem 

with the construction of BART.606  

Treasure Island Airport was also never built by either the PWA or the WPA. In late 1941, the Navy took 

over the island, which had been cleared of all of the temporary GGIE buildings. The Navy had initially 

planned to lease Treasure Island from San Francisco for five years for use as a training base, and then 

return it so San Francisco could convert it into its “downtown” airport. After taking over Treasure Island, 

the Navy repurposed the three permanent PWA buildings built for the GGIE (the Administration Building 

and the two hangars) and used WPA labor to construct a modern airfield. After the Second World War, 

 
605 “Lombard Tube Proposed as PWA Project,” San Francisco Chronicle (June 30, 1938), 27. 
606 “City to Ignore Ickes Pressure,” San Francisco Chronicle (July 2, 1938), 2.  
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San Francisco permanently deeded Treasure Island to the Navy, because Navy rules forbade it from 

making permanent improvements to leased land. In 1996, the Navy shut down Treasure Island Naval Air 

Station, and in 2007, it gave the island back to San Francisco. City authorities are presently working with 

the Lennar Corporation to redevelop Treasure Island with thousands of housing and commercial units. 

Even though the WPA and PWA both shut down in 1943, San Francisco city officials anticipated the 

resumption of some type of federal public works program after the Second World War. Mayor Rossi 

even made a list of about 500 public works projects costing a total of $292,000,000 that he planned to 

submit to a successor agency of the WPA or the PWA.607 Projects under consideration included street 

extensions and widening; new arterial boulevards and freeways; improvements to the Hetch Hetchy 

water system; two new sewage treatment plants; six new low-income housing projects; and dozens of 

new branch libraries, fire stations, hospitals and neighborhood health centers, schools, and parks and 

playgrounds. Mayor Rossi shared the list with federal officials and bond buyers in the fall of 1943, 

arguing that a new public works/work relief agency would be needed to absorb unemployed defense 

workers and returning veterans.608 However, no major recession affected the U.S. after the war and no 

new federal public works program on the scale of the WPA or PWA was ever established in the United 

States during the postwar era. San Francisco city officials did eventually manage to build many of the 

projects on Mayor Rossi’s list in the late 1940s and early 1950s, financing them with a combination of 

general fund revenues and municipal bonds.  

San Francisco continued building municipal infrastructure on a large scale until the passage of 

Proposition 13 in 1978, which severely restricted the ability of local municipalities in California to derive 

tax revenue from property taxes. Consequently, since the late 1970s, most California cities and towns 

have found it increasingly difficult to build and maintain civic infrastructure. This has led to the steady 

deterioration of California’s public realm, as infrastructure such as highways, mass transit systems, 

schools, parks, and universities age, deteriorate and become functionally obsolete. Without the ability 

to tax local property at its actual value, municipalities and special use districts across the state have only 

been able to finance infrastructure projects with municipal bonds and/or regressive sales tax increases, 

which voters must approve – often with a two-thirds majority. As a result, California, the fifth-largest 

economy in the world, with forty million residents, finds itself handicapped by substandard 

infrastructure built for a state with half the population. California is not unique; decades of anti-

government propaganda and anti-tax advocacy by conservative groups such as Americans for Prosperity 

and Americans for Tax Reform have curtailed or stripped governments at all levels of the ability to build 

high-quality infrastructure, not to mention invest in public art or otherwise beautify the common realm.  

 
607 Letter from Mayor Angelo Rossi to Sanders Shanks, Jr., September 30, 1943. 
608 Ibid. 
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IX. EVALUATION OF NEW DEAL DESIGN: 1933–1943 

A. The New Deal and the Development of an American Aesthetic 

The New Deal was about more than economic stimulus, work relief, and building quality public 

infrastructure. Although those were the three primary goals of New Deal public works agencies, many of 

those involved with these programs had a grander vision, one focused on fostering a new American 

aesthetic. This was not an easy sell in a country whose frontier roots inculcated its citizens in the cult of 

self-reliance. Generally speaking, Americans view themselves as a hard-nosed and pragmatic people not 

given to “elitist” pursuits such as art, theater, or architecture. Their traditional “commonsense” ideals 

traditionally uphold the practical and the utilitarian at the expense of the beautiful or the refined. New 

Deal administrators, especially those in charge of the Federal One programs, encountered these 

perspectives at nearly every turn in their attempts to bring forth and nurture a new aesthetic. 

Nevertheless, these ideals strongly inspired idealistic WPA and PWA officials, who worked to imbue 

nearly all of their projects with a cohesive “American” aesthetic, from community colleges to concert 

halls, and from post office murals to sewage treatment plants.  

Although it can be argued that the New Deal public works and fine arts agencies ultimately failed in their 

lofty goal of perpetuating a new, high-minded American culture that would outlive the Depression, it 

cannot be said that their works were absent a unique cultural aesthetic. Indeed, the New Deal is so 

closely intertwined with certain architectural and artistic movements of the 1930s that these styles are 

named for the federal agencies with which they are identified, i.e., the “PWA Moderne” style of 

architecture, or “WPA-style murals.” In spite of ongoing attempts by revanchist forces to eliminate the 

legacy of the New Deal from American consciousness, it is everywhere – if you know what to look for 

and where to look.  

As described in the preceding pages, New Deal agencies were active in nearly every county in the United 

States, including San Francisco.609 One common trait of many New Deal architectural and engineering 

projects in San Francisco (and elsewhere) is the use of the “PWA Moderne” style. In reality, WPA and 

PWA officials worked closely with local officials in the communities that the agencies served to ensure 

that the public buildings they built were in keeping with local tastes. In older and/or more conservative 

parts of the country, historicist styles were often used. Even in not-very-conservative San Francisco, the 

Spanish Colonial Revival style was widely used in some locations, in particular on military bases such as 

the Presidio. But otherwise, the PWA Moderne style dominated New Deal projects in San Francisco, 

especially public schools, parks and playground buildings, and public office buildings. Most were 

designed by local architects, who were both responding to local tastes and the desire of PWA and WPA 

officials to build “modern” buildings suited to the era in which they were designed. 

 
609 In some conservative communities, local officials have removed New Deal plaques from public buildings. 
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B. PWA Moderne Style 

The PWA Moderne style, a variant of the Streamline Moderne style, is the architectural style most 

closely identified with the New Deal. The Streamline Moderne style itself emerged from the Art Deco 

style, which gained worldwide popularity after the 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs et 

Industriels Modernes in Paris. The Art Deco style consciously charted a new stylistic course based on 

low-relief geometric designs—including chevrons, zigzags, papyrus fronds, circles, and incised linear 

motifs. Turning their backs on classical Greece and Rome – the traditional wellspring of European 

architecture and design – architects and industrial designers working in the Art Deco style primarily 

looked toward non-western sources for inspiration, including the pyramids and ziggurats of ancient 

Egypt and Mesopotamia, African textiles and wood carvings, Mesoamerican temples, and contemporary 

European artistic movements such as Cubism and Fauvism. 

By the early 1930s, the growing popularity of industrial designers such as Raymond Loewy led to the 

simplification and refinement of the Art Deco style. This new aesthetic, which ultimately became the 

Streamline Moderne style, incorporated the features of “streamlined” industrial and consumer 

products, including airplanes, ocean liners, locomotives, automobiles, radios, and even toasters, into 

architectural design. The dominant characteristics of this new style included planar surfaces finished in 

stucco, metal panels, or Vitrolite; horizontal accent moldings called “speed lines”; pulvinated or 

“reeded” moldings; curved canopies above entrances and windows; ribbon, lozenge, and porthole 

windows; brushed metal or aluminum trim, light fixtures, and hardware; structural glass block windows; 

and extruded aluminum hand rails and balustrades. In Europe and North America, the Streamline 

Moderne style was widely used both for new buildings and remodeling older buildings – in particular 

storefronts –throughout the 1930s and 1940s. 

A variant of the Streamline Moderne style, known as the “Stripped Classical” or “PWA Moderne” style, 

simply omitted classically derived ornament from a traditional Beaux Arts building. As its name suggests, 

the PWA Moderne style was widely used for New Deal projects. Many PWA Moderne buildings had a 

conventional Beaux Arts plan with symmetrical massing and a gridded fenestration pattern. But instead 

of giving the building a screen of traditional Doric columns and pilasters, with a bold entablature and 

cornice, architects working in the PWA Moderne style might substitute a row of shallow, flat pilasters 

capped by a simple frieze embellished with an inscription and a flat roof with tiered parapets. Indeed, 

PWA Moderne buildings are often massed in a stacked or tiered arrangement, similar to an Art Deco 

skyscraper. Ornament, although scarce, was not entirely absent, with geometrical patterns often cast 

into concrete or stucco entrance surrounds and parapets. For reasons explained in more depth below, 

the PWA Moderne style was especially popular in California, where there are many good examples 

remaining across the state. One of the most impressive examples in San Francisco is the Veterans 

Administration’s Fort Miley Medical Center in San Francisco’s Outer Richmond district. Built in the early 

1930s, the hospital complex is notable as one of the best examples of the PWA Moderne style in San 

Francisco, although its planning and funding predated the New Deal itself (Figure 102). 
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The PWA Moderne style is well-represented 

in San Francisco, which experienced a 

substantial building boom between 1937 and 

1942 – the heyday of the style. As described 

elsewhere in this document, most of the 

public schools built by the PWA were 

designed in this style. Although the PWA 

Moderne style was most commonly used for 

public buildings, the style was used for 

privately funded buildings as well, including 

the Pacific Telephone & Telegraph Co. 

Telephone Exchange at 1 McCoppin Street 

(built 1936, enlarged 1947), the Jewish 

Community Center at 3200 California Street 

(built 1933, demolished 2000), and the Title 

Insurance Co. Building at 130 Montgomery 

Street (built 1930).  

The more sensuous and stylish Streamline 

Moderne style was also used for several high-

profile New Deal projects in San Francisco, 

including the Aquatic Park Bathhouse (See 

Figure 22). This building, which closely 

resembles a glamorous 1930s-era ocean liner, 

embodies all of the style’s characteristics, 

including its tiered massing, porthole 

windows, extruded aluminum railings and 

balustrades, and curved canopies. Another 

excellent example is the former Samuel 

Gompers Trade School at 22nd and Bartlett 

streets in the Mission district (See Figure 62). 

The Streamline Moderne style was also 

popular with local merchant builders, who 

built an untold number of Streamline Moderne-style houses throughout San Francisco’s West of Twin 

Peaks area, especially in the Meyer Brothers’ Miraloma Park subdivision, which contains dozens of 

excellent examples of the style. One of the best commercial buildings designed in the Streamline 

Moderne style in San Francisco is the Henry Doelger Building at 320 Judah Street – a San Francisco city 

landmark (Figure 103). 

Of course, the PWA Moderne and the Streamline Moderne were not the only styles used for New Deal 

projects in San Francisco. As mentioned, the Spanish Colonial Revival style was used for most WPA and 

PWA buildings in the Presidio, where use of the style was apparently mandatory in the Main Post area, 

as well as the Sunshine School, which is designed in a blend of the Spanish Colonial and Art Deco styles. 

Figure 102. Fort Miley Medical Center, 1959. 
Source: Western Neighborhoods Project 

Figure 103. Doelger Building, 2018. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Employing a most unusual style for a New Deal building in San Francisco, architect Arthur Brown, Jr. 

employed the Classical Revival/American Renaissance style for the Federal Building. However, the 

selection of this style – Brown’s specialty – was required by local authorities so the building would blend 

in with San Francisco’s impressive Beaux Arts-styled Civic Center. Furthermore, several of architect 

Timothy Pflueger’s later New Deal projects, including Abraham Lincoln High School and San Francisco 

Junior College, are designed in a stripped-down modernist vocabulary.  

On the whole, San Francisco’s New Deal architects avoided 

overtly historicist styles and used contemporary architectural 

styles whenever they could. This was in sharp contrast to many 

parts of the country, where New Deal agencies employed 

traditional styles for public buildings to conform with local 

tastes. In New England, the Colonial Revival style was often 

used for public buildings, whereas in the Mid-Atlantic states 

the Classical Revival and Georgian Revival styles 

predominated. In the Southeast, the Georgian Revival style 

was the most popular style for New Deal buildings. The Prairie 

and Renaissance Revival styles were often used in the 

Midwest, and in Louisiana and elsewhere along the Gulf Coast, 

French Colonial architectural traditions were frequently 

referenced. In Florida, Texas, and the Southwest, the Spanish 

Colonial Revival style was most commonly used, except for in 

New Mexico and Arizona, where the Pueblo Revival style 

predominated. Finally, although Hispanic styles were of course 

popular in California, “modernistic” styles such as the PWA 

Moderne and Streamline Moderne, were equally popular, 

especially in big cities such as San Francisco (Figure 104).  

California’s vast size, ethnic diversity, and distinctive identity apart from the rest of the United States all 

appear to have contributed to the wide range of styles used for New Deal projects in the state. Of 

course, as a former Spanish and Mexican territory, the Spanish Colonial Revival style was used for many 

New Deal projects in California, especially in smaller towns. But it is interesting to note that non-

historicist styles outnumbered historicist ones in San Francisco, as well as in several other large cities, 

including Los Angeles, Oakland, Sacramento, Long Beach, and San Diego. In these cities, the Streamline 

Moderne and PWA Moderne styles were the most popular. In part, the use of contemporary styles may 

have stemmed from the state’s polyglot urban population, which was primarily made up of migrants 

from other states as well as immigrants from Europe, Asia, and Latin America. People willing to uproot 

themselves and move across a continent or an international border in search of opportunity are often 

bolder in outlook and less likely to be attached to local architectural traditions. These factors probably 

resulted in the dominance of “modernistic” styles in California’s bigger cities.  

Another reason that the Streamline Moderne and PWA Moderne styles were favored in California was 

likely due to the popularity of the so-called “Mayan Deco” style during the late 1920s/early 1930s. 

Figure 104. PWA Moderne entrance to 
Francis Scott Key School, San Francisco, 

2016. 
Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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Although ultimately derived from European Art Deco, California’s own version of the style came about 

from the state’s proximity to México and Central America, where many local architects had traveled and 

become inspired by the region’s pre-Columbian heritage, including the funerary and religious buildings 

of Tulum, Chichén Itzá, and Copán. Architects such as Robert Stacy-Judd in Los Angeles and Timothy 

Pflueger in San Francisco were both heavily influenced by Mesoamerican architecture, and they were 

responsible for designing dozens of prominent buildings in the Mayan Deco style prior to the stock 

market crash, likely easing the way for the adoption of the similar PWA Moderne style during the 

Depression.  

C. Construction Materials and Methods 

Beyond style, traits held in common among New Deal projects across the country, including San 

Francisco, are durability and permanence. As mentioned above, most WPA projects were designed to be 

built with manual labor, preferably using hand tools to employ as many men as possible. Since WPA 

workers came from all walks of life, WPA projects were designed to require as little skilled labor as 

possible, avoiding complicated construction techniques or specialized craftsmanship. As a result, simple, 

poured-in-place, board-formed concrete construction was often used for building construction. In 

addition to being relatively easy to 

execute using unskilled labor, 

concrete construction – if done 

right – is extremely strong and 

durable. This is one reason why so 

many WPA (and PWA) projects 

remain in use to this day. This is not 

to say that skilled craftsmanship is 

absent from WPA and PWA 

projects. Indeed, carpenters, 

stoneworkers, tilers, and other 

skilled building artisans were on the 

WPA payroll, and the WPA was 

adept at finding suitable work for its 

employees based on their skills. 

Furthermore, people not formerly 

employed in the building trades 

learned new skills on the job.  

Another trait characterizing New Deal construction is the use of salvaged materials. Indeed, in San 

Francisco, WPA workers imaginatively used salvaged basalt street pavers and broken-up headstones and 

funerary monuments from displaced cemeteries to build retaining walls, stairs, gutters, and other 

infrastructure in parks and playgrounds (Figure 105). Ever wary of being criticized for profligacy and 

inefficiency, the WPA reused and repurposed all sorts of building materials to save on project costs and 

to make the best use of its workforce. 

Figure 105. Storm drain, retaining wall, and gutter made of salvaged street 
cobbles, quarry spoil, and funerary monuments in Buena Vista Park, 2016. 

Source: Christopher VerPlanck 
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D. San Francisco Architects and the New Deal 

When New Deal work relief and public works programs were first announced in San Francisco in 1933, 

the local architectural community, as represented by its trade journal Architect & Engineer, was 

skeptical. With paid work drying up, local architects were concerned that the federal government would 

drive them out of business by using federal employees to design its projects. In response, the local 

chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) lobbied federal authorities to hire only local 

architects on federal projects, going so far as to create lists of unemployed architects who might 

benefit.610 Local architects were likely very happy when the federal government announced in August 

1933 that it would employ only private architects living in the states in which its projects were 

erected.611 As projects got up and running in the fall of 1933, editorials that once complained about 

potential government poaching cheered on the growing number of WPA and PWA projects.612 Indeed, 

the masthead for the October 1933 volume of Architect & Engineer featured the NRA eagle, indicating 

how far the local architectural community had come in its appreciation for the New Deal. 

Many San Francisco architects found work under the New 

Deal, but no architect dominated the roster of New Deal 

projects to the degree of Timothy Pflueger, partner in the firm 

of Miller & Pflueger (Figure 106). Born in San Francisco to 

working-class, German immigrant parents, Pflueger was largely 

self-taught, rising quickly through the ranks of the firm of 

Miller & Colmesnil – eventually becoming partner. Miller & 

Pflueger became one of San Francisco’s most sought-after 

firms in the 1920s, gaining wide acclaim for their modern 

private residences, sumptuous movie palaces, and Mayan 

Deco skyscrapers. As a result of his local fame, Timothy 

Pflueger was invited to sit on various advisory panels, including 

the Golden Gate International Exposition and the San 

Francisco Arts Commission, which increased his prominence in 

the local design community. Furthermore, Pflueger was young 

and his work was in vogue. Indeed, his forward-looking 

aesthetic probably helped him win so many PWA commissions, 

including George Washington High School, Abraham Lincoln 

High School, San Francisco Junior College (now San Francisco City College), and the Federal Building in 

the Golden Gate International Exposition. 

 
610 “Private Architects for Federal Work,” Architect & Engineer (July 1933), 62-66. 
611 “New Federal Building Program,” Architect & Engineer (August 1933), 59-60. 
612 “Accept Builders Exchange Code,” Architect & Engineer (October 1933), 68-71. 

Figure 106. Portrait of Timothy 
Pflueger, 1936, by Peter van 

Valkenburg. 
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Young, progressive architects like Timothy Pflueger were not the only ones hired on New Deal projects 

in San Francisco. Another beneficiary of New Deal largesse was Arthur Brown Jr., one-time partner in the 

firm of Bakewell & Brown. Known by many as San Francisco’s foremost classical architect, Brown 

designed several buildings in the San Francisco Civic Center, including City Hall, the San Francisco Opera, 

and the War Memorial Building. Under the auspices of the New Deal, Arthur Brown also designed the 

massive Federal Office Building in the Civic Center. Designed in the American Renaissance style, the 

Federal Office Building, one of the most impressive PWA commissions in San Francisco, departed from 

the usual PWA Moderne look. In a completely different vein, Brown designed Holly Courts, a low-income 

housing project in Bernal Heights, in a stripped-down modernist vocabulary. 

George Kelham was another classicist who participated in several New Deal projects. Kelham, whose 

best-known work in San Francisco is the former Main Public Library in the Civic Center, was hired along 

with Timothy Pflueger, Arthur Brown, Jr. and William P. Day to design Roosevelt Terrace, the low-cost 

housing development planned for the former Odd Fellows Cemetery site. As head of the Board of 

Architects of the Golden Gate International Exposition, Kelham was instrumental in designing all three of 

the permanent buildings, including the Administration Building and a pair of hangars. All were designed 

in the PWA Moderne style. Indeed, all of Kelham’s WPA and PWA work was designed in contemporary, 

non-historicist styles. 

William Merchant was another important figure in the New 

Deal universe (Figure 106). Trained in the Beaux Arts method 

by John Galen Howard and Bernard Maybeck, Merchant 

apprenticed to George Kelham in the 1920s, opening his own 

independent practice in 1930. In his capacity as consulting 

architect to the Recreation Commission during the 1930s, 

Merchant designed several WPA clubhouses in local parks and 

playgrounds, including for Glen Park, Fulton, and Cabrillo 

playgrounds. He also contributed three temporary exhibition 

buildings to the Golden Gate International Exposition: the 

Temple of the East, the Pacific Building, and the Recreation 

Building. 

Other prominent local architects who designed one or more 

buildings for at least one of the New Deal agencies include: 

William P. Day, Frederick Meyer, John Bakewell, Mario 

Ciampi, Gardner Dailey, William Peugh, William Wurster, 

George Applegarth, Albert A. Schroepfer, Charles F. Strothoff, 

Martin J. Rist, Smith O’Brien, and Albert Roller. What is 

striking about this roster is that represents a “who’s who” of San Francisco’s top architects from the first 

half of the twentieth century, indicating that the New Deal represented quality. Although some, such as 

Frederick Meyer and Smith O’Brien, were nearing retirement, others were just starting out, including 

Albert Roller, Mario Ciampi, Gardner Dailey, and William Wurster. Although little-known at the time, 

their New Deal work gave them visibility, allowing their careers to take off after the Second World War.  

Figure 106. William Merchant, Ca. 1939. 
Source: UC Berkeley Environmental Design 

Archive. 
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X. REGISTRATION REQUIREMENTS 

Historic context statements are typically organized either chronologically or thematically. The San 

Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement is primarily thematic because it is concerned only with 

properties associated with one of the New Deal-era work relief, public works, and artistic agencies – 

chiefly the WPA and the PWA. Although the New Deal era spanned a comparatively short period of time, 

this document is organized chronologically to facilitate understanding of the sequence of events and the 

rapid formation and dissolution of these agencies over the course of a decade. Furthermore, this historic 

context statement is inherently geographically focused, because it is only concerned with properties 

located inside the boundaries of the City and County of San Francisco as well as a handful of properties 

that belonged to San Francisco-based agencies in San Mateo, Marin, and Tuolumne counties.  

A. Definition of Property Types 

This chapter provides guidelines for evaluating and registering New Deal-era properties in San Francisco. 

In contrast to architecturally focused historic context statements, where properties with obvious 

architectural quality are the sole focus, the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement is 

broadly concerned with any intact property associated with one of the state or federal New Deal 

agencies active in San Francisco between 1933 and 1943. Of course, some New Deal properties are 

more architecturally or artistically significant than others, but the vast majority of New Deal projects 

constituted basic civic infrastructure, such as streets and sidewalks, rail lines, and sewer and water lines 

– resource types that are rarely included in historic resource inventories. Furthermore, much of the 

city’s New Deal-era infrastructure has been modified over time and accurate drawings do not exist for 

much of the work because it was designed in the field as it was being built. Due to these factors, the 

authors have deliberately emphasized the registration of non-utilitarian building and landscape projects 

and public artworks that have an identifiable and intact “New Deal aesthetic.” In addition, we have 

identified several scenic and arterial boulevards and bridge approaches that retain much of their 

historical character. The following sections describe each of the common property types: 

Streets and Roads 

By far the largest category of New Deal projects falls within the category of streets and roads. This 

category can be further divided into the subcategories of street widening and extensions, limited-access 

highways and bridge approaches, and scenic boulevards. Along with the roadways themselves, these 

projects also included below-ground utilities, drainage, sidewalks and curbs, light fixtures, street signs, 

and street furniture. 

Sewer and Water Delivery Systems 

The second-largest category of public works projects in San Francisco were sewer and water delivery 

systems. Mostly below-ground, this category includes sewer line extensions, water main extensions, 

sewage treatment plants, water pumping stations, dam extensions, and miscellaneous projects 

completed for the San Francisco Department of Public Works and the San Francisco Water Department. 
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Parks and Playgrounds 

Parks and playgrounds together form the third-largest category of New Deal projects in San Francisco. 

Up until the Depression, many of San Francisco’s public parks and playgrounds were unimproved open 

space. Working for the Department of Parks and the Department of Recreation (then separate entities), 

the WPA built and upgraded dozens of parks and playgrounds throughout the city. Specific work 

included installing drainage and irrigation systems; grading and paving access roads, footpaths, and 

parking lots; grading and filling hills and marshes; planting turf, bushes, and trees; building retaining 

walls and gutters; building tennis courts and other recreational features; construction of clubhouses, 

community centers, and convenience stations; and installation of ball fields and playground equipment. 

Public Schools 

The PWA built 10 public schools and expanded seven more for the San Francisco School Board. The PWA 

also built the first parts of San Francisco Junior College (now San Francisco City College). Finally, the 

PWA built auditoriums, gymnasiums, and sports fields for several existing schools. PWA public schools, 

many of which are designed in the PWA Moderne style, comprise the most visible and valuable 

manifestation of the New Deal Legacy in San Francisco. 

Higher Education  

Not including San Francisco Junior College, which was under jurisdiction of the San Francisco School 

Board, New Deal agencies constructed a handful of buildings and several other improvements for two 

other institutions of higher education, including a new Science Building annex for San Francisco State 

College and site improvements for the future San Francisco State University campus near Lake Merced. 

Public Health  

The PWA and WPA built and overhauled several buildings for the San Francisco Department of Public 

Health, including major improvements to the Hassler Health Home, San Francisco General Hospital, and 

Laguna Honda Hospital. 

Public Safety 

The SERA and the WPA completed several projects for San Francisco’s Police, Sheriff’s, and Fire 

departments, including rehabilitation of the County Jail and several police stations, construction of one 

police station, and rehabilitation of a Police training facility. These agencies also built a firing range at 

Lake Merced and stables in Golden Gate Park for the SFPD. Finally, the WPA built at least five new 

firehouses for the Fire Department and rehabilitated several others. 

Public Libraries 

The WPA built two branch libraries for the San Francisco Public Library system in West Portal and Bernal 

Heights. 

Airports 

The PWA and WPA completed several million dollars of improvements to both Mills Field (now San 

Francisco International Airport) in San Mateo County, as well as to Treasure Island, which was supposed 

to have become a municipal airport following the closure of the Golden Gate International Exposition.  
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Golden Gate International Exposition 

The WPA and PWA were both instrumental in constructing Treasure Island for the 1939 Golden Gate 

International Exposition, as well as providing architectural services, roadbuilding, and landscaping for 

the fair itself. The WPA also erected bandstands and decorated for the Golden Gate and Bay Bridge 

Fiestas. 

Museums 

The SERA and the WPA completed several remodeling projects at San Francisco museums, including the 

Academy of Sciences, the M.H. de Young Museum, and the Palace of Fine Arts. 

Miscellaneous Major Public Buildings 

New Deal agencies built, remodeled, and expanded dozens of buildings for various municipal 

departments, state agencies, and federal departments. In addition to dozens of minor remodeling 

projects, New Deal agencies built new pier sheds for the Port of San Francisco, a new U.S. Mint for the 

Department of the Treasury, a new Federal Office Building in the Civic Center, the Appraisers’ Building 

near Jackson Square, and the “Cow Palace” in nearby San Mateo County.  

Military  

Several state and federal agencies, including the SERA, CWA, WPA, and PWA completed millions of 

dollars of improvements to U.S. military installations in and around San Francisco, including Fort Mason, 

the Presidio of San Francisco, Fort Funston, Fort Baker, Fort Cronkhite, and Angel Island. 

Public Art 

As part of the New Deal Federal One arts programs and several other federal agencies, the federal 

government commissioned hundreds of public murals, sculptures, and other artworks for public 

buildings, parks, hospitals, and schools throughout San Francisco. Most of the work was executed by 

artists employed by the Public Works of Art Program (PWAP) and the Federal Arts Program (FAP). 

B. Registration Requirements 

The three main registration programs available in San Francisco include the National Register of Historic 

Places, the California Register of Historical Resources, and Article 10 of the San Francisco Planning Code. 

Properties can be registered in any one of these national, state, and local inventories, although 

properties formally listed in the National Register of Historic Places and/or Article 10 of the Planning 

Code are automatically listed in the California Historical Register of Historical Resources. All three 

programs use similar eligibility criteria and integrity standards, although there are some subtle 

differences. All three registers are described in some detail below, as well as a list of New Deal 

properties included in each of the three registers. In addition, a handful of properties are part of 

National Historic Landmark Districts, including the Presidio of San Francisco, the San Francisco Civic 

Center, and Aquatic Park. The National Historic Landmark program is the highest echelon of historic 

resource inventories in the United States, encompassing only the most historic properties. 
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National Register of Historic Places 

The National Register of Historic Places (National Register) is the nation’s comprehensive inventory of 

historic properties. Administered by the National Park Service, the National Register includes buildings, 

structures, sites, objects, and districts that possess historical, architectural, engineering, archaeological, 

or cultural significance at the national, state, or local level. Typically, any property over 50 years of age 

may be eligible for listing in the National Register if it meets any one of the four eligibility criteria and if 

it retains integrity. A resource under 50 years of age may be eligible if it can be demonstrated that it is of 

“exceptional importance” or if it is a contributor to a National Register historic district. National Register 

criteria are defined in depth in National Register Bulletin Number 15: How to Apply the National Register 

Criteria for Evaluation. There are four eligibility criteria: 

Criterion A (Event): Properties associated with events that have made a significant 
contribution to the broad patterns of our history; 

Criterion B (Person): Properties associated with the lives of persons significant in our 
past; 

Criterion C (Design/Construction): Properties that embody the distinctive 
characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or that represent the work 
of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant 
distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction; and 

Criterion D (Information Potential): Properties that have yielded, or may be likely to 
yield, information important in prehistory or history. 

A property can be eligible at the national, state, or local level of significance if it is important to 

American history, architecture, archaeology, engineering, and/or culture. In addition to meeting at least 

one of the four eligibility criteria, a property must retain integrity, meaning that it must have the ability 

to convey its significance through the retention of the majority of seven aspects that, in various 

combinations, define integrity. These aspects are: location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 

feeling, and association. 

There are 10 New Deal-era properties that are currently listed in the National Register and/or the 

National Historic Landmark program, in part for their association with one of the New Deal agencies.613 

Several properties were built before the New Deal era, but they contain New Deal murals; these are 

indicated below. They include: 

• Administration Building, Treasure Island 

• Aquatic Park Historic District, 900 Beach Street (National Historic Landmark) 

• Beach Chalet, 1000 Great Highway (murals) 

• Coit Tower, 1 Telegraph Hill Boulevard (murals) 

• Federal Building, 50 U.N. Plaza (contributor to the Civic Center National Historic Landmark 
District) 

• Hall of Transportation, Treasure Island 

 
613 This list includes National Historic Landmarks. 
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• Palace of Fine and Decorative Arts, Treasure Island 

• Rincon Annex Post Office, 101-199 Mission Street (murals) 

• U.S. Appraisers Stores and Immigration Station (Appraisers Building), 630 Sansome Street 

• U.S. Mint, 155 Hermann Street 

In addition, there are six National Register historic districts in San Francisco that contain one or more 

contributors built by a New Deal agency; they include: 

• Fort Mason Historic District 

• Golden Gate Park Historic District 

• Port of San Francisco Embarcadero Historic District 

• Presidio of San Francisco National Historic Landmark District 

• San Francisco Port of Embarkation Historic District 

• San Francisco State Teachers’ College Historic District 

California Register of Historical Resources 

The California Register of Historical Resources (California Register) is an authoritative guide to significant 

architectural, archaeological, and historical resources in the State of California. Properties can be listed 

in the California Register through a number of methods. State Historical Landmarks and National 

Register-eligible properties (both listed and formally determined eligible) are automatically listed. Also 

listed are State Historical Landmarks numbered 770 or above, Points of Historical Interest recommended 

for listing by the State Historical Resources Commission, properties identified in cultural resource 

surveys with California Historical Resource Status Codes of 1 to 5, and resources designated as local 

landmarks by city or county ordinances that use National Register criteria. Properties can also be 

nominated to the California Register by local governments, organizations, or private citizens. California 

Register evaluation criteria are closely based on National Register criteria, although there are some 

subtle differences. To qualify for listing in the California Register, a property must be significant under 

one or more of the following criteria: 

Criterion 1 (Event): Resources that are associated with events that have made a 
significant contribution to the broad patterns of local or regional history, or the cultural 
heritage of California or the United States; 

Criterion 2 (Person): Resources that are associated with the lives of persons important 
to local, California, or national history; 

Criterion 3 (Design/Construction): Resources that embody the distinctive characteristics 
of a type, period, region, or method of construction, or represent the work of a master, 
or possess high artistic values; 

Criterion 4 (Information Potential): Resources or sites that have yielded or have the 
potential to yield information important to the prehistory or history of the local area, 
California or the nation. 
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Similar to the National Register, a property determined eligible for listing in the California Register must 

retain integrity. The California Register uses the same seven aspects to define integrity: location, design, 

setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. 

Because the California Register by definition incorporates multiple national, state, and local historic 

resource inventories, there is no definitive list of California Register-listed properties. Because of this, it 

is not known how many New Deal properties are listed in the California Register beyond those listed in 

the National Register and under Article 10 of the San Francisco Planning Code. 

Article 10 of the San Francisco Planning Code 

According to Article 10 of the San Francisco Planning Code, a city landmark is “any structure, landscape 

feature, site or area having historic, architectural, archaeological, cultural or aesthetic significance in the 

history of San Francisco, the State of California or the nation.”614 Similarly, a “historic district refers to 

any area containing a significant concentration of structures, landscape features, sites or objects having 

historic, architectural, archaeological, cultural or aesthetic significance which are contextually united.”615 

San Francisco presently has 288 individual city landmarks and 15 historic districts. Initiation of a city 

landmark or a historic district can be made through one of three ways: a motion made by a member of 

the Board of Supervisors; a resolution of intention by the Planning Commission, Art Commission, or 

Historic Preservation Commission; or an application submitted by the owner(s) of the property or their 

authorized agent(s). Individual properties initiated for designation as city landmarks under Article 10 

must meet at least one of the following criteria and retain integrity: 

• Properties significant for their association with historic events, including the city’s social and 
cultural history; 

• Properties significant for their association with a person or group important to the history of the 
city, state, or country; 

• Properties significant for their architecture or design; 

• Properties that are valued as visual landmarks, or that have special character or meaning to the 
city and its residents;  

• Collections of properties or features that are linked by history, plan, aesthetics or physical 
development. 

There are seven properties associated with the New Deal that are city landmarks, including five 

constructed before the Depression that contain New Deal murals, which are indicated below. They 

include: 

• Alemany Emergency Hospital and Health Center, 35-45 Onondaga Avenue (murals) (No. 272) 

• Beach Chalet, 1000 Great Highway (murals) (No. 179) 

• Coit Tower, 1 Telegraph Hill Boulevard (murals) (No. 165) 

• Mission High School, 3750 18th Street (murals) (No. 255) 

 
614 San Francisco Planning Department, Preservation Bulletin No. 5: “Landmark and Historic District Designation Procedures” 
(San Francisco: rev. ed., 2001), 1. 
615 Preservation Bulletin No. 5, 1.  
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• Woods Hall Annex, 55 Laguna Street (No. 258) 

• Sunshine School (now Hilltop High School), 1325 Florida Street (No. 286) 

• Theodore Roosevelt Junior High (Middle) School, 460 Arguello Boulevard (murals) (No. 285) 

C. Integrity Thresholds 

Properties potentially eligible for listing in the National Register, California Register, or for designation as 

a city landmark or historic district contributor under Article 10 of the San Francisco Planning Code must 

retain sufficient historical integrity. Integrity is defined by the California Register as “the authenticity of 

an historical resource’s physical identity evidenced by the survival of characteristics that existed during 

the resource’s period of significance.”616 The National Register, California Register, and Article 10 each 

recognize seven such characteristics, or “aspects,” that collectively define integrity: location, design, 

setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. A property does not have to retain all seven 

aspects but it should retain a majority of them. National Register Bulletin 15 provides in-depth 

definitions of each of the aspects: 

• Location: Location is the place where the historic property was constructed or the place 
where the historic event occurred. 

• Design: Design is the combination of elements that create the form, plan, space, 
structure, and style of a property. 

• Setting: Setting is the physical environment of a historic property. 

• Materials: Materials are the physical elements that were combined or deposited during 
a particular period of time and in a particular pattern or configuration to form a historic 
property. 

• Workmanship: Workmanship is the physical evidence of the crafts of a particular culture 
or people during any given period in history or prehistory. 

• Feeling: Feeling is the property’s expression of the aesthetic or historic sense of a 
particular period of time. 

• Association: Association is the direct link between an important historic event or person 
and a historic property. 

There are two slight differences between the California Register and the National Register in regard to 

integrity. In some circumstances a property that is ineligible for the National Register due to loss of 

integrity may be eligible for the California Register if it has the potential to “yield significant scientific or 

historical information or specific data.”617 The California Register is also somewhat more lenient in 

regard to buildings that are less than 50 years old or buildings or structure that have been moved, 

especially if they were moved in order to ensure their preservation.618  

The aspects of integrity that are most important for a property to retain depend in large part on the 

 
616 Department of Parks and Recreation, Office of Historic Preservation, Technical Assistance Series #6 “California Register and 
National Register: A Comparison” (Sacramento: 2001), 2. 
617 Department of Parks and Recreation, 6. 
618 Properties less than 50 years old can be listed in the National Register only if they can be demonstrated to be of “exceptional 
significance” under Criterion Consideration G. 
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criteria under which the property is eligible. For example, a property eligible under National Register 

Criterion C or California Register Criterion 3 (Design/Construction) should at a minimum retain the 

aspects of design, materials, and workmanship. Similarly, properties eligible for listing under National 

Register Criterion B or California Register Criterion 2 (Persons) and/or National Register Criterion A or 

California Register Criterion 1 (Events) should retain integrity of design, materials, and workmanship, but 

also the aspects of association and feeling from the period in which a particular person occupied a 

property or when a certain event happened there.  

The degree of integrity that a property should retain also depends on the property type. As an informal 

rule, residential properties should retain a higher degree of integrity than either commercial or 

industrial properties. This is because in the course of their lifespan commercial properties often undergo 

many incremental changes to accommodate new tenants or changes in use. Similarly, industrial 

properties are often modified in response to changes in technology and/or production methods. In 

contrast, residential properties typically do not undergo such drastic changes because their use does not 

change. Residential properties are also almost always smaller than commercial or industrial properties 

and extensive alterations may disproportionately impact them. Similarly, civic and religious properties 

should be held to a higher standard because of their symbolic importance and visual prominence in 

most communities.  

Some types of alterations affect the integrity of a property more than others. Alterations to primary 

façades are generally more harmful than alterations to a less-visible rear or side elevation. Other types 

of alterations that can disproportionately compromise a property’s integrity include difficult-to-reverse 

actions such as stripping finish materials or ornamental detailing, concealing a primary façade behind an 

addition or incompatible materials, significantly changing a building’s fenestration pattern, or altering its 

roofline or massing. In contrast, alterations that may be less harmful to a property’s integrity include 

replacing windows within the existing openings, constructing a horizontal addition on a rear elevation, 

building a vertical addition that is set back from the primary façade, or adding a limited number of new 

windows to a rear or side elevation. 

An evaluation of integrity should also include some basis of comparison. For example, what is the overall 

level of integrity for a particular property type within the community? If most remaining commercial 

buildings in a given neighborhood have been significantly altered, a property that has undergone 

substantial but still fewer alterations than its neighbors may still qualify if it is the best remaining 

example. 

Minimal Integrity Thresholds for Properties 

Presented below is a list of integrity thresholds that a property should retain in order to qualify for 

listing in the National Register, the California Register, or under Article 10 of the Planning Code: 

• Retains historical form and roofline, especially the street façade. Properties that have 
gained additional stories after the period of significance general do not qualify for 
listing.  

• Retains the majority of its historical window and doors in their original pattern.  

• Retains its historical exterior cladding, such as concrete, wood, stucco, plywood, metal, 
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etc. The cladding may have been replaced but it ought to match what was used when 
the property achieved significance. This can require a judgment call if no permits record 
any changes, but certain building types and styles within a defined geographical area 
typically use a narrow range of materials. Historic photographs, if available, can be of 
assistance in making this determination. 

• Retains at least some of its historical ornament (if any), especially door and window 
casings, porches and vestibules, friezes and cornices, pilasters and columns, etc. The 
entire or partial replacement of storefronts and porches is a common alteration, but the 
replacement should resemble as closely as possible what existed during the period of 
significance. 

• Replacement of doors and windows is generally acceptable as long as they conform to 
the original pattern and size of the original openings. A comparison of the property with 
comparable properties can assist in making this determination. 

• Additions may be acceptable as long as the essential character of the historic building is 
preserved. In particular, rear additions, or additions built on other non-character-
defining elevations that respect the scale of the building are acceptable. Some additions 
that do not fit within this guideline, in particular buildings that have been raised to 
receive a new ground floor, may have gained significance in their own right if executed 
during the period of significance. Vertical additions, unless they can be set back or 
concealed from view of the street, are generally discouraged. 

• Setting is another important part of a property’s character-defining features. Setting 
includes things like yards and landscaping, outbuildings, setbacks, as well as neighboring 
properties. In general, for properties to be eligible for listing in the National Register 
they should not have been moved from their original site. The California Register allows 
moved properties to be registered if they were moved to ensure their protection.  

Generally speaking, many of the New Deal properties inventoried as part of this project retain a high 

degree of integrity. As mentioned previously, New Deal buildings were substantially built using durable 

materials like concrete and stone, and many have stood the test of time with relatively little 

maintenance. In part, Proposition 13, the 1978 anti-tax measure, has almost certainly led to the 

preservation of so many New Deal properties in California, simply because there is no money to replace 

them. For example, many PWA public schools in San Francisco are Depression-era time capsules, 

retaining virtually every aspect of integrity. For many years, this was mainly a result of benign neglect, 

but in more recent years, the significance of these properties has become better-understood, leading to 

more appropriate rehabilitation projects. Similar conditions can be observed in many public parks and 

playgrounds in San Francisco, where WPA-built clubhouses, retaining walls, stairs and paths, and tree 

plantings remain virtually unchanged from the 1930s.  
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XI. PRESERVATION GOALS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

A. Introduction 

Unlike other thematic historic context statements completed in recent years in San Francisco, including 

the African American, Latino, and LGBTQ historic context statements, the San Francisco New Deal 

Historic Context Statement primarily deals with properties that have architectural and/or artistic 

significance. Furthermore, because the New Deal in San Francisco deals with a finite number of 

properties, this project has taken on survey-like qualities. Whereas it would be virtually impossible to 

identify and document every property significant for associations with prominent LGBTQ people in San 

Francisco, the New Deal Historic Context Statement is close to being comprehensive because 

government documents are so thorough and we can visit most of the properties. However, even if the 

authors have come close to identifying every New Deal project in San Francisco, some additional work is 

needed, beginning with identifying and documenting as yet unknown New Deal properties, especially 

those built between 1939 and 1943 toward the end of the New Deal. Furthermore, due to the format of 

a typical historic context statement, it is only possible to deal with even the most significant New Deal 

properties in a fairly cursory way. That is why we recommend fleshing out the history of the more 

significant properties identified in this document as part of ongoing registration and interpretive efforts.  

Unlike many historic context statements, where not even a fraction of all properties associated with a 

particular theme have been identified, the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context Statement identifies 

nearly all of them, and identifies the most significant properties for additional documentation. This will 

hopefully remove a lot of guesswork for planners and other stakeholders. It is also why this document is 

able to provide very specific recommendations in the sections below. The following sections outline 

several recommended next steps to acknowledge and preserve San Francisco’s important New Deal 

legacy. These recommendations are grouped into three categories: documentation, registration, and 

interpretation. 

B. Documentation 

A cultural resource survey (survey) is the act of identifying and documenting a community’s cultural, 

historical, and architectural resources. A survey typically includes two components: fieldwork and 

documentation. The fieldwork component includes visiting a property to photograph it and taking note 

of its salient characteristics using fieldnotes or a GIS-enabled field survey application. The 

documentation component entails the organization, interpretation, and presentation of the field data, 

as well as researching the property in local, state, or national archives. The final product of the survey 

can take different forms, ranging from painstakingly prepared state inventory forms to a simple 

database or spreadsheet that provides a baseline level of documentation on each property covered in 

the survey. Ideally, the survey should include a GIS component so the surveyed properties can be 

located and classified on customized maps tailored to the survey. An intensive-level survey also includes 

a preliminary evaluation of each property using local, state, or national criteria.619 

 
619 U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register Bulletin 24: “Guidelines for Local Surveys: 
A Basis for Preservation Planning (Washington, D.C.: National Park Service, rev. ed. 1985), 2.  
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A cultural resource survey is often completed in conjunction with a historic context statement, but if a 

survey, which typically requires a substantial outlay of both time and money, is not possible, a historic 

context statement – if it is detailed enough -may be used to identify individual properties for 

registration, as well as potential historic districts. Because the San Francisco New Deal Historic Context 

Statement deals with a fairly limited number of properties, almost all of which are identified in this 

document, a survey of New Deal properties is probably not necessary. The only exception to this might 

be if the Planning Department wished to survey a particular category of New Deal properties with 

registration as a goal, such as PWA schools, scenic boulevards, or New Deal public murals.  

C. Registration 

Registration can take place at the local, state, or national level. Local registration under Article 10 of the 

San Francisco Planning Code provides the most protection and ensures that any work proposed for the 

property must be reviewed by Planning Department staff and/or the Historic Preservation Commission. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, there are only seven New Deal properties that are city landmarks, 

including five that just have New Deal murals: Alemany Emergency Hospital and Health Center, Mission 

High School, the Beach Chalet, Coit Tower, and Theodore Roosevelt Middle School. The other two 

properties that are entirely New Deal projects, including the Sunshine School (now Hilltop High School) 

and Woods Hall Annex, which also contains New Deal murals. The authors of this report have also 

prepared a city landmark nomination for George Washington High School but this has been indefinitely 

tabled due to the ongoing controversy over the Victor Arnautoff murals. In addition to reviving this 

stalled nomination, the authors recommend the following New Deal properties for city landmark status 

on the basis of their historical, aesthetic, and/or artistic significance: 

• Abraham Lincoln High School, 2162 24th Avenue 

• Aquatic Park Historic District (listed in the National Register and also a National Historic 
Landmark), 900 Beach Street 

• Bernal Heights Library, 500 Cortland Avenue 

• Buena Vista Park, Buena Vista Avenue East and Haight Street 

• Bluxome Street Firehouse, 36 Bluxome Street 

• Cabrillo Playground Clubhouse, 851 38th Avenue 

• Douglass Park Playground, Douglass and Clipper streets 

• Federal Office Building (already listed in the National Register as a contributor to the Civic 
Center National Historic Landmark Historic District), 50 U.N. Plaza 

• Francis Scott Key Elementary School, 1530 43rd Avenue 

• Fulton Playground Clubhouse, 855 27th Avenue 

• George Washington High School, 600 32nd Avenue 

• Glen Park Elementary School, 151 Lippard Avenue 

• Glen Park Recreation Center, 70 Elk Street 

• Golden Gate Park Fly Casting Pools and Anglers’ Lodge, 1232 John F. Kennedy Drive 
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• Golden Gate Park Horseshoe Courts, Conservatory Drive East 

• Golden Gate Park Model Yacht Club, 36th Avenue and John F. Kennedy Drive 

• Inspiration (Ina Coolbrith) Park, Vallejo and Taylor streets 

• Marina Junior High School, 3500 Fillmore Street 

• Mt. Davidson Park, Dalewood and Myra Ways 

• Polytechnic High School Girls’ Gymnasium, 755 Frederick Street 

• Samuel Gompers Trade School (now San Francisco City College’s Mission Campus), 100 Bartlett 
Street 

• San Francisco Junior College (San Francisco City College) Science Building, Ocean Avenue and 
Frida Kahlo Way 

• San Francisco Yacht Harbor 

• Telegraph Hill (Pioneer) Park, 1 Telegraph Hill Boulevard 

• United States Mint (already listed in National Register), 155 Hermann Street 

• Visitacion Valley Elementary School, 55 Schwerin Street 

• West Portal Library, 190 Lenox Way 

• Zoological Gardens (San Francisco Zoo), 1 Zoo Road 

Nearly all of these properties are either public buildings or parks. At this time, it is not possible to 

register an interior public artwork under Article 10 apart from its building and it is also impracticable to 

register a street, highway, or bridge approach, unless it is a structure, such as a bridge or a viaduct. 

Finally, this list only includes properties located inside the corporate boundaries of the City and County 

of San Francisco. That is why the list does not include any City-owned properties in other counties or any 

properties inside the Presidio, which are not under the jurisdiction of the San Francisco Planning 

Department or Historic Preservation Commission. Technically, San Francisco Unified School District 

properties are also not under the jurisdiction of the San Francisco Historic Preservation Commission 

because SFUSD does its planning and permitting through the Office of the State Architect, but it is still 

possible to register public school buildings as city landmarks. Properties that are not located in San 

Francisco corporate limits or that otherwise do not fall under local jurisdiction can still be registered at 

the state or national level.  

The list of recommended city landmark candidates includes several parks and playgrounds, including 

Buena Vista, Douglass Park Playground, Inspiration (Ina Coolbrith), and Mt. Davidson parks. These parks 

are all included because they were almost entirely the product of New Deal labor and because they have 

undergone few changes since they were initially improved in the 1930s. John McLaren Park is also a 

good example, although its primary public attraction, Louis Sutter Playground, has undergone extensive 

changes. Although very few parks in San Francisco are landmarked on their own, there is precedent, 

including Duboce Park, which is a contributing element to the locally listed Duboce Park Historic District, 

and Golden Gate Park, which is listed in the National Register. 
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D. Interpretation 

Interpretive Plaques 

Not every New Deal property is eligible to be registered in a local, state, or national inventory of 

historical resources. In addition to resource types that do not rise to the level of individual significance, 

there are properties that are either difficult or impossible to register, including most non-structural 

resource types such as murals (independent of their building), public streets and highways, and other 

infrastructure such as individual retaining walls, sidewalks, railroad tracks, bulkheads, etcetera. For 

these non-building resource types, interpretive signage or plaques provide a good way to identify them 

as New Deal resources as well as sharing the history of the New Deal with the wider public.  

Sadly, the contributions of the New Deal to the United States are largely unknown to the broader 

American public. Although this can be partially attributed to the neglect of history and civics in many 

American schools, widespread ignorance about the New Deal can also be chalked up to decades of anti-

government propaganda churned out by conservative think tanks, activists, and politicians. In our 

contemporary culture, where most government services have been winnowed down to a shadow of 

what they once were – and many of us reflexively disparage whatever government might still do – it 

might come as a surprise to learn how much we still depend on New Deal infrastructure, use New Deal 

buildings, and have our day-to-day routines brightened by New Deal artworks.  

New Deal agencies typically installed plaques on their projects when they were completed. Over time, 

many of these plaques have been lost. During the Second World War, patriotic committees lobbied to 

have them scrapped and melted down for the war effort. In recent times, many more have been stolen 

by freelancing scrappers looking to make a quick buck at the recycling center. In more conservative parts 

of the country, local government officials have on occasion removed plaques from New Deal buildings, 

parks, and infrastructure to further their “limited government” ideology. Whatever the reason, very few 

New Deal properties in San Francisco appear to retain their original plaques. One of the most 

meaningful things that could be done to educate the public and foster a renewed appreciation for the 

New Deal would be to install new plaques similar to what were originally used. They would include basic 

information on the property, including when it was built, the agency or agencies responsible for it, 

designer (if known), and other historical or architectural highlights. The plaques could be fabricated to 

resemble the originals, with similar materials, fonts, and agency logos. Restoring this lost signage would 

bring attention to the many contributions of the New Deal and serve as an aesthetic embellishment to 

more utilitarian resources. 

Streets, Highways, and Bridge Approaches 

As mentioned, there are currently no public streets or other public rights-of-way designated as 

individual city landmarks in San Francisco. It is possible to designate scenic highways and other linear 

resources in the National Register and the California Register, but listed resources typically have a 

landscape component, such as a parkway or an early example of a freeway that retains its landscaping. 

San Francisco has several scenic boulevards, stair streets, and other New Deal street improvements that 

warrant recognition. Registration is an option if the resource appears individually eligible for the 

California or National registers. In some cases, such as a park containing a scenic drive, the roadway 

could be listed as a character-defining feature. However, in most cases, registration probably is not a 
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realistic option for most San Francisco streets or highways. In lieu of this approach, interpretive plaques, 

special street signs, or street sign attachments could be used to mark the street, as well as a historical 

exhibit located at one end of the street or at a historical overlook. New Deal streets, highways, and 

bridge approaches that warrant recognition include: 

• Alta Street 

• Aztec Stairs 

• Bernal Heights Boulevard 

• Calhoun Terrace 

• Crossover Drive/Park Presidio Bypass 

• Harding Boulevard 

• John F. Shelley Drive and Mansell Street in McLaren Park 

• John Muir Drive 

• Lake Merced Boulevard 

• O’Shaughnessy Boulevard 

• Skyline Boulevard 

• Sloat Boulevard 

• Telegraph Hill Boulevard 

• Veterans Boulevard 

Public Artworks 

San Francisco has hundreds of public artworks executed by artists employed by the PWAP, FAP, and 

other New Deal agencies. Most of these artworks, which range from individual sculptures and paintings 

to entire mural cycles, are located within public buildings, in particular schools, libraries, and 

government office buildings. Unfortunately, unless they are landmarked along with their building, their 

status as New Deal artworks does not protect them from neglect, vandalism, or destruction, which may 

well be the fate of the Victor Arnautoff murals at George Washington High School. This mural cycle, 

called The Life and Era of George Washington, has long been controversial because it depicts enslaved 

African Americans and a dead Native American man. Although Arnautoff was a leftist who was trying to 

depict the story of George Washington in an unsentimental way, some students at George Washington 

say they have been traumatized by the murals and want them destroyed or permanently covered. 

Clearly, these murals need to be interpreted for a contemporary audience that may not understand 

their original meaning and context. This is true for other New Deal murals, most of which are 80+ years 

old and may not be comprehensible to most contemporary Americans. As mentioned, it is not possible 

to register an individual mural in a historic resource inventory, but it can be designated as part of a 

building. At a very minimum, all New Deal murals in San Francisco should be inventoried and 

documented, so we know where they are and what they depict. Ideally, the murals should also be 

conserved and interpreted for a contemporary audience with a plaque or some other type of signage.  
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History Walks 

Walking tours are a good way to introduce historic properties and historic districts to the general public. 

Unfortunately, New Deal properties are widely scattered across the city and it would be a challenge to 

create a walking tour that includes more than a handful. Where New Deal properties are abundant and 

the terrain well-suited to walking, New Deal walking tours could be done in the Civic Center, Golden 

Gate Park, the Presidio, Fort Mason, Aquatic Park, the Marina district, Russian Hill, and Telegraph Hill. 

Golden Gate Park and the Presidio are especially appropriate because they contain so many New Deal 

resources, they are ideal for walking, and many tourists already visit them. Taken together, Aquatic Park, 

Fort Mason, and the Marina district comprise an especially New Deal-rich part of the city. Although not 

heavily visited by those who do not live in the area, McLaren Park is almost entirely a product of the 

New Deal. Driving tours might be more appropriate if one wants to visit New Deal sites in outlying parts 

of San Francisco, including the West Side (Richmond, Sunset, Parkside, and Lake Merced districts), 

Southeast (Bayview-Hunters Point, Visitacion Valley, McLaren Park, Excelsior, and Outer Mission 

districts), and Central (Glen Park, Miraloma Park, Laguna Honda). Regardless of how people get there, 

participants could be guided by a printed brochure, a smart phone-based app, or guidebook. These 

guides would be available on-line or at tourist gateways such as SFO, hotels, visitor bureaus, etcetera. 

Exhibits 

Another good way to highlight the history of the New Deal in San Francisco is to put together an exhibit 

for display at the San Francisco Public Library, California Historical Society, San Francisco Historical 

Society, Western Neighborhoods Project, and/or the Mechanics’ Institute. An exhibit of New Deal 

resources, which would be researched and put together by New Deal scholars, architectural historians, 

archivists, curators, city planners, and librarians, could stay in one location or it could travel between 

multiple locations, such as branch libraries. In addition to static exhibits, there could be gallery talks or 

lecture series. Other events could include New Deal-themed parties with 1930s-era jazz and big band 

music, period clothing, dancing, and vintage cocktails – perhaps in collaboration with the Art Deco 

Society of Northern California. The California Historical Society is very good at developing and hosting 

programs like this and Christopher VerPlanck, one of the authors of the New Deal Historic Context 

Statement, organized a successful event commemorating the completion of the Golden Gate Bridge at 

the California Historical Society in 2012. Similar events have recently taken place in 2019 to 

commemorate the rediscovery and restoration of the WPA San Francisco Model, pieces of which were 

exhibited at various branch libraries. 
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XII. CONCLUSION 

The New Deal was a rare period of effective government action on behalf of the regular citizens of the 

United States. Faced with a calamitous depression that caused mass unemployment, idled factories and 

farms, and rendered tens of thousands of people homeless, it became apparent to most Americans that 

the traditional laissez faire approach to government was no longer working. Elected in 1932 to combat 

the Depression, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt recruited some of the nation’s smartest and most 

capable men and women to help him craft an effective and decisive response. These individuals, 

including Harold Ickes, Harry Hopkins, and Frances Perkins, helped FDR develop a series of work relief 

and public works agencies, including the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Civil Works Administration, the 

Public Works Administration, and the Works Progress Administration, that turned the tide on the 

Depression. San Francisco, with its effective local government and influential congressional delegation, 

tapped into New Deal largesse to remake its infrastructure. San Francisco was one of the American cities 

best-positioned to attract New Deal funds, in part because of its demonstrated ability to design and 

build high-quality schools, parks and playgrounds, and streets and highways. Due to these factors, San 

Francisco has one of the best collections of New Deal properties of any American city. With its long 

tradition of inspiring and nurturing fine artists, San Francisco was uniquely positioned to execute some 

of the finest New Deal public artworks anywhere in the United States, including dozens of murals, 

sculptures, paintings, and other artworks commissioned by the Public Works of Art Project, the Federal 

Art Program, and other agencies. Today, San Francisco remains full of high-quality civic infrastructure 

and public art that continues to be used and enjoyed nearly nine decades on. The San Francisco New 

Deal Historic Context Statement aims to identify, document, and protect this proud legacy. 
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XIV. APPENDIX 

Appendix Item A. New Deal Agency Cheat Sheet 

Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA): Established 1933 to boost agricultural prices by 

reducing surpluses. The Supreme Court declared the Agricultural Adjustment Act unconstitutional in 

1936, but the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1938 remedied the issues. The AAA was dissolved in 

1942. 

Civil Works Administration (CWA): Established in the fall of 1933 as a temporary work relief agency to 

employ unemployed men and women on public works construction jobs and other useful 

employment. The CWA was dissolved in March 1934. 

Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC): Established in 1933 as a work relief agency to employ unmarried 

men, ages 18-25, on conservation jobs on rural lands owned by federal, state, or local governments. 

The CCC was dissolved in 1942. 

Emergency Banking Act (EBA): Established in 1933 to stem bank runs and stabilize the U.S. banking 

system. The EBA was a temporary act that was dissolved in the fall of 1933.  

Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA): Labor law passed in 1938 that established rights to a minimum wage 

and overtime, as well as prohibiting employment of minors in “oppressive child labor.” As of 2020, 

the FLSA is still in effect. 

Farm Security Administration (FSA): Established in 1937 to combat rural poverty through technical 

advice and assisting poor farmers relocate to better land. The program also included a famous 

photography section. The FSA was dissolved in 1946. 

Federal Art Project (FAP): Established in 1935 as part of the Works Progress Administration’s (WPA) 

Federal One arts programs to commission artworks for public buildings executed by unemployed 

artists. The FAP was dissolved in 1943 along with the WPA. 

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC): Established in 1933 to provide deposit insurance to 

depositors in U.S. commercial banks and savings banks. As of 2020, the FDIC remains extant. 

Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA): Established in 1933 as a public agency to provide 

loans to states to operate direct and work relief programs. The FERA was dissolved in 1935, with its 

responsibilities given to the newly founded Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Social 

Security Administration (SSA). 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA): Established in 1934 under the National Housing Act to set 

standards for housing construction and underwrite and insure loans made by banks and other 

private lenders for homebuilding. As of 2020, the FHA remains extant. 
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Federal Music Project (FMP): Established in 1935 as part of the Works Progress Administration’s (WPA) 

Federal One arts programs to employ unemployed musicians to perform in concerts, offer music 

lessons, and research traditional American music. The FMP was dissolved in 1943 along with the 

WPA. 

Federal Theatre Project (FTP): Established in 1935 as part of the Works Progress Administration’s (WPA) 

Federal One arts programs to employ unemployed actors and theater professionals to put on 

theatrical productions for the general public. The FTP was persecuted by the House Un-American 

Activities Committee (HUAC) and defunded in 1939. 

Federal Works Administration (FWA): Established in 1939 as an umbrella agency in charge of public 

works. The FWA was dissolved in 1949 and its responsibilities transferred to the newly founded 

General Services Administration (GSA). As of 2020, the GSA remains extant. 

Federal Writers’ Project (FWP): Established in 1935 as part of the Works Progress Administration’s 

(WPA) Federal One arts programs to employ unemployed writers to write and publish state and city 

guides, oral histories, children’s books, etc. The FWP also employed researchers, librarians, and 

historians. The FWP was dissolved in 1943 along with the WPA. 

Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS): Established in 1933 to document the United States’ 

vanishing architectural heritage by employing architects to prepare measured drawings, take large-

format photographs, and prepare historical reports for all types of historic buildings. As of 2020, 

HABS still exists, although it has been expanded with the Historic American Engineering Record 

(HAER) and the Historic American Landscape Survey (HALS). HABS/HAER/HALS is operated by the 

National Park Service (NPS). 

Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC): Established in 1933 as part of the Home Owners’ Loan 

Corporation Act to refinance home mortgages in default to prevent foreclosure. The HOLC also 

generated residential maps of cities to assess the perceived risk of mortgages. These maps lead to 

the practice of “redlining.” The HOLC was dissolved in 1954. 

Index of American Design: Established in 1935 to employ unemployed artists to create detailed 

watercolor renderings of American material culture in public museums and private collections from 

the Colonial period to the early twentieth century. The Index of American Design was dissolved in 

1943 and its collections placed in the National Gallery of Art. 

National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA): U.S. labor law passed by Congress in 1933 to allow FDR to 

stimulate the economy by regulating industry to ensure fair wages and prices. The act was 

implemented by the National Recovery Act, which also established the Public Works Administration 

(PWA). The NIRA was established as a compromise among FDR’s advisers, of whom, one group 

wanted to emphasize long-range planning, whereas the other group wanted a short-term stimulus 

program. Accordingly, Title I, the National Recovery Administration (NRA) enacted a series of codes 
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to enable industries to recover, whereas Title II, which created the Public Works Administration 

(PWA), was envisioned as a stimulus program for the construction and construction materials 

industries. Title I was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in May 1935. 

National Labor Relations Act (Wagner Act): Foundational U.S. labor law passed in 1935 that guaranteed 

the right of private sector employees to organize and join trade unions, engage in collective 

bargaining, and if necessary, strike. The act also banned “company” unions. As of 2020, the Wagner 

Act is still in effect. 

National Recovery Administration (NRA): Established in1933 under the National Industrial Recovery Act 

(NIRA) to regulate industry through the establishment of fair labor practices, price controls, and 

labor codes. NIRA was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1935, although many of 

the labor rules reappeared in the Wagner Act of 1935. 

National Youth Administration (NYA): Established in 1935 under the Works Progress Administration 

(WPA) to provide work and educational opportunities for young people aged 16-25. The NYA was 

dissolved in 1939. 

Public Works Administration (PWA): Established in 1933 under the National Industrial Recovery Act 

(NIRA) to stimulate the building materials and construction industries through building large-scale 

public works. The PWA was dissolved in 1943. 

Public Works of Art Project (PWAP): Established in 1933 as part of the Civil Works Administration (CWA) 

to employ unemployed artists to paint murals in public buildings. The PWAP was dissolved in 1934 

along with the CWA. Its functions were later taken over by the Federal Art Program (FAP). 

Resettlement Administration (RA): Established in 1935 to help poor farmers move from agriculturally 

exhausted land to new lands. The RA also built several greenbelt cities and architect-designed 

migrant labor camps. The RA was dissolved in 1937, with some of its responsibilities absorbed by the 

Farm Security Administration (FSA). As of 2020, the FSA remains extant. 

Rural Electrification Administration (REA): Established in 1935 to promote rural electrification. The REA 

survived until 1994 when it was absorbed by the Rural Utilities Service (RUS). As of 2020, the RUS 

remains extant. 

Social Security Administration (SSA): Established in 1935 as a social insurance program to provide 

retirement, disability, and survivor benefits to retired and disabled people. Social security payments 

were paid for by social security taxes. As of 2020, the SSA remains extant. 

State Employment Relief Administration (SERA): Established in 1933 as California’s counterpart to the 

Federal Employment Relief Administration (FERA) to oversee direct relief and relief work, including 

public works and public artworks. In 1934, the SERA took over unfinished Civil Works Administration 

(CWA) projects and in 1935 it changed its name to the State Relief Administration (SRA) and focused 

exclusively on direct relief. The SRA was dissolved in 1942. 
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Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA): Established in 1933 to provide flood control, electricity generation, 

navigation, soils conservation, recreational facilities, and economic development to seven states 

within the Tennessee River watershed, including Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia, North Carolina, 

Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. As of 2020, the TVA is still in existence. 

Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP): Established in 1935 by the U.S. Treasury Department to commission 

artworks for federal buildings hiring mainly unemployed artists. TRAP also provided art lessons to 

inmates in federal penitentiaries. TRAP was dissolved in 1938. 

Treasury Section of Fine Arts (Section): Established in 1934 by the U.S. Treasury Department to 

commission mural and other public artworks for federal buildings using “merit as the only test.” The 

Section was not a relief program. The program was dissolved in 1942. 

United States Housing Authority (USHA): Established in 1937 to design and build multi-family housing 

developments for low-income Americans. The USHA later transitioned to building temporary 

housing projects for defense workers. The USHA was moved under the Federal Works Agency (FWA) 

in 1942. The FWA was dissolved in 1949, passing some of its responsibilities to the General Services 

Administration (GSA). Low-income housing later became the responsibility of the U.S. Department 

of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which was founded in 1965. As of 2020, HUD remains 

extant. 

Works Progress Administration (WPA): Established in 1935 as a public relief agency to employ 

unemployed Americans building useful public works projects. The largest of the work relief agencies, 

the WPA was also in charge of the Federal One programs. The WPA was disbanded in 1943. 
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