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Introduction
San Francisco’s story is as rich and varied as the city’s famous rolling hills. Perched at
the edge of the continent, its location—between the Pacific Ocean and a vast natural
harbor—has made it both a magnet for people and a gateway to new worlds. From the
millennia-old settlements of the Ohlone people to the gleaming skyscrapers of the
present day, San Francisco has been shaped and reshaped by waves of migration,
commerce, calamity, and creativity.

Long before Spanish galleons emerged from the coastal fog, the peninsula that is now
San Francisco flourished with vibrant indigenous cultures that thrived on its
abundance. These early communities maintained detailed trading networks and
traditions that left an indelible mark on the landscape—a mark that would soon face
profound disruption. The arrival of European explorers, driven by curiosity and
conquest, set in motion a dramatic transformation, as San Francisco became a focal
point for colonial ambitions, missionary zeal, and the far-reaching changes that
accompanied California’s transition from Spanish to Mexican to American rule.

The city’s history took a seismic turn—both figuratively and literally—during the
mid-19th century. The discovery of gold in 1848 catapulted San Francisco from a quiet
outpost to a bustling, chaotic metropolis almost overnight. Its population soared as
fortune-seekers arrived from every corner of the globe. The city’s streets teemed with
diversity, industry, and innovation, yet also with turmoil and challenge, as San
Francisco struggled to accommodate its sudden growth and the complexities of its
ever-changing identity.

Through periods of prosperity and peril, San Francisco has shown a remarkable ability
to rebound and redefine itself. The devastation of the 1906 earthquake and
subsequent fires could have spelled the city’s end; instead, it marked a turning
point—a demonstration of resilience that has become central to its character. In the
20th century, San Francisco stood at the crossroads of world-changing events: it
hosted international conferences, played a role in two world wars, and provided fertile
ground for the flowering of culture, art, and new ideas.

In more recent decades, San Francisco has emerged as a global center of innovation,
connected to the rise of Silicon Valley and the digital revolution. Its neighborhoods
pulse with cultural diversity and creative energy, even as the city confronts new
challenges, from housing crises to debates about its evolving identity. Through
activism, adaptation, and community spirit, San Franciscans have continued to shape
their city’s future while honoring its complex past.
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This book, “A History of San Francisco,” aims to trace the city’s journey from its
earliest days to its central role in American and world history. By exploring the people,
places, and events that have defined San Francisco through the centuries, we will see
how a windswept peninsula grew into one of the world’s most iconic, influential, and
dynamic cities. Each chapter sheds light on the triumphs and trials that have made
San Francisco not just a place on a map, but a symbol of resilience, diversity, and
endless possibility.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Inhabitants: The Ohlone and
Indigenous Cultures
San Francisco, a city celebrated for its dramatic hills, iconic bridges, and fog-kissed
vistas, holds a history far deeper than its modern skyline suggests. Before the arrival
of European ships and the chaos of gold seekers, the land at the edge of the continent
was home to people who had lived in harmony with the environment for millennia.
These were the ancestors of the Ohlone, and their presence shaped the peninsula for
thousands of years, leaving an indelible mark on the landscape and its ecological
balance.

The indigenous history of the San Francisco Bay Area stretches back at least 10,000
years, possibly even further, with archaeological evidence suggesting a human
presence on the San Francisco Peninsula for at least 13,500 years. By the time
Spanish explorers first sighted the bay in the late 18th century, the region was
inhabited by various independent tribal groups who shared related languages and
cultural practices. These groups are collectively known today as the Ohlone people, a
term derived from one of the tribal names, though in pre-colonial times, they identified
by their specific village or tribal affiliation.

On the San Francisco Peninsula itself lived the Ramaytush Ohlone, and specifically, the
area that would become the City and County of San Francisco was the territory of a
Ramaytush band known today as the Yelamu. The name "Ramaytush" comes from a
word in a neighboring dialect meaning "people from the western side of the San
Francisco Bay," a fitting description for those who made their home on the windswept
peninsula. While the exact population figures before European contact are estimates,
it is believed that the Yelamu numbered around 160 to 300 people, living in several
villages scattered across the landscape.

These villages were not always static; the Yelamu, like many California indigenous
peoples, moved seasonally to take advantage of the丰富的 resources the land and bay
provided at different times of the year. Known village sites on the peninsula included
Sitlintac and Chutchui along Mission Creek, Amuctac and Tubsinte in the vicinity of
Visitacion Valley, and Petlenuc near the area now known as the Presidio and Crissy
Field. These locations offered access to diverse ecosystems, from coastal marshes and
riparian areas to grasslands and oak woodlands.

The Ohlone way of life was deeply connected to the natural world, characterized by a
hunter-gatherer-fisher lifestyle. They possessed an intimate knowledge of the plants
and animals in their territory, utilizing the abundance of the San Francisco Bay and the
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surrounding environment for sustenance. Their diet was varied and included fish and
shellfish from the bay, waterfowl, deer, elk, rabbits, and a wide array of plant foods.
Acorns from the oak trees were a particularly important staple, carefully gathered,
processed to remove tannins, and ground into meal for soups and other dishes.

Gathering and preparing food was not merely a means of survival but also a central
part of their social and religious life. Women played a vital role in collecting and
processing plant foods, often working together and sharing stories and songs as they
prepared acorns or seeds. This communal activity fostered strong bonds within the
tribe and reinforced their connection to the natural world and its spiritual aspects.

The Ohlone were skilled craftspeople, utilizing the resources around them to create
everything they needed for daily life. They built their homes, typically domed
structures, using willow poles and tule reeds for walls and roofs. These houses varied
in size depending on the family, and villages often included a larger structure used for
dances, rituals, and communal gatherings. They were also expert basket weavers,
creating baskets for gathering, storage, and other purposes. Boats were fashioned
from bundles of tule reeds, allowing them to navigate the waterways of the bay.

Beyond providing sustenance and materials, the Ohlone actively managed their
environment. They practiced seasonal burning of grasslands to promote the growth of
beneficial plants and create open foraging areas for game animals like deer and elk.
This practice, a form of traditional ecological knowledge, helped maintain the health
and productivity of the landscape. They understood the rhythms of nature, knowing
the best times for harvesting particular plants or when fish and game would be most
abundant.

Ohlone society was organized into independent villages or "tribelets," each with its
own territory, leadership, and distinct dialect. These groups interacted with one
another through trade, intermarriage, and sometimes conflict. Trade networks were
extensive, connecting the Ohlone to other tribes throughout California. They traded
goods such as shells and shell beads, which served as a form of currency, for items
like obsidian from the Napa Valley, used for tools and projectile points. This exchange
of goods facilitated the movement of materials and ideas across the region.

Religion and spirituality were deeply integrated into Ohlone life. Their beliefs often
involved the spiritual power of natural elements and animals, with rituals and
ceremonies playing a significant role. Dances were particularly important, sometimes
named after animals and involving elaborate costumes made with feathers. Music,
created with instruments like flutes, whistles, and rattles, accompanied these
ceremonies. They also held origin stories and myths that explained the world and
humanity's place within it, often featuring animal figures like the coyote, who was
seen as both a trickster and a teacher. Archaeological evidence, such as shell mounds,
suggests these sites were not just places for discarding waste but also served as
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territorial markers, ceremonial spaces, and burial grounds, indicating a complex
spiritual relationship with the land.

For thousands of years, this way of life sustained the Ohlone people on the San
Francisco Peninsula and throughout the Bay Area. They thrived in a rich and complex
environment, developing a culture and social structure that allowed them to live in
balance with nature. Archaeological discoveries continue to reveal details about their
long presence, with artifacts found at numerous sites across San Francisco, providing
tangible links to these early inhabitants. Their history is the foundational layer of San
Francisco's story, a testament to the deep human connection to this place long before
it was known by any other name.
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