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Soon after the 1906 earthquake, skilled workers arrived in San Francisco. At a time when there were far more
horses in town than cars, laborers did not have today's heavy equipment to help with the enormous job of
rebuilding the city. This image, from the Library of Congress, depicts a rebuilding scene. Click on it for a full-
page view.

Disasters tend to bring out the best (and worst) in people as communities fight to regain what was lost.
During the 1906 catastrophe in San Francisco, firefighters and police, together with the U.S. Army and Navy,

worked hard to save what they could of the city. Risking their own lives to help others, some have written
accounts of how many individuals worked together to save, and restore, San Francisco.

The following quotes are from U.S. Army Brigadier General Frederick Funston’s story "How the Army Worked to
Save San Francisco," published in Cosmopolitian Magazine (July 1906):

During the memorable 18th and 19th every hotel and bank, every large store and nearly every
storeroom and wareroom in the city had been destroyed, three hundred thousand people were
homeless, and thousands more were left without the means of livelihood.

The rations, tents, and blankets on hand at the army posts adjacent to the city were dealt out to
the sufferers with no account of the responsibility involved; and within two days, relief supplies
from neighboring states and cities and army supplies from various army posts had begun to arrive
and were being distributed...

Making sure the people were safe was key, but so was fighting the growing fire. General Funston continues:

Abundant use was found for all the troops at our disposal, for the conflagration with a mile of front
was rapidly eating its way into the heart of the city, and the streets were black with tens of
thousands of people who were kept at a distance of two blocks from the fire by strong detachments
of troops. Before ten o’clock [on the moming of the quake] the troops from Forts McDowell and Miley had
arrived and there were now on duty about seventeen hundred regulars. They were used in various
ways, guarding the people, the Sub-Treasury and the Mint, patrolling the streets to prevent looting,
maintaining fire-lines, and taking a hand at the hose wherever there was sufficient water pressure
to enable the firemen to accomplish anything.

Sometimes one must fight fire with fire. In addition, ruined buildings had to be cleared away so recovery and
rebuilding could take place. Dynamite came in handy. Furston tells how:

In the meantime, dynamite had been obtained; and then began the series of terrific explosions that
was to shake the city for the next few days. The amount of dynamite available in the earlier hours
of the day was too small to accomplish much, but a tug was obtained and a number of trips made
to the works of the California Powder Company at Pinole, the tug returning each time laden with
explosives. I doubt if anyone will ever know the amount of dynamite and guncotton used in blowing
up buildings, but it must have been tremendous, as there were times when the explosions were so
continuous as to resemble a bombardment.

After the rubble was cleared, the new San Francisco sprang to life more quickly than anyone could have
imagined. Some alive at the time thought the new city would be far better than the old.

Today - more than one hundred years later - many people agree.
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See Alignments to State and Common Core standards for this story online at:
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906

See Learning Tasks for this story online at:
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San Francisco Rebuilt
Image of San Francisco, with the Golden Gate Bridge, online courtesy Wikimedia
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