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INTRODUCTION

Navigating San Francisco

San Francisco occupies the seven-mile-wide northern tip of the San
Francisco peninsula. Without room to expand, the city is characterized
by a compact patchwork of neighborhoods set around hills, valleys, and
flatlands, and occupied by a population never able to grow much
beyond 750,000.

Historical Geography

Around 10,000 Native Americans are thought to have inhabited the
peninsula immediately prior to the eighteenth-century Spanish arrival
although few are believed to have occupied the site of the future San
Francisco, then an unprepossessing mixture of rugged hills and sand
dunes.

The Spanish established a presidio, or garrison, overlooking the
Golden Gate on the peninsula’s northwest corner. The site, and the
surrounding 1,500 acres, are still known today as the Presidio and form
a largely wooded area that served for many years as a US military base.
The mission that the original presidio ostensibly protected was located
inland, three miles south, its chapel the only surviving element in the
area now known as the Mission District. The Mission District’s growth
was not triggered by the mission—both it and the Presidio became
neglected after the collapse of the Spanish empire—but by the much
later westward expansion of what became San Francisco.

The city grew from Yerba Buena, a small trading post sited on San
Francisco Bay (from which Yerba Buena would take a new name) on
the eastern side of the peninsula. Through the crucial years of the
1848-52 gold rush when San Francisco’s population exploded beyond
the wildest dreams of its early settlers, the crescent-shaped shoreline of
Yerba Buena was filled-in, creating land that evolved into a commercial
center and seeded the present Financial District. From this point, and
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