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A Note on the Presidio Road 
 
The Presidio Road made a cameo appearance during the 2011 celebration of the sesquicentennial 
of the Gough Street Octagon House. William McElroy, builder and first owner of the Octagon 
House, hid a tin box time capsule under the stairs to the cupola. The time capsule, discovered in 
1952, included a July 14, 1861 letter in which he remarks, “We have no streets cut through this 
property …. The road now in front of us is called the Presidio Road and is used by every person 
as well as for Government purposes.”  
 
The Presidio Road is often identified with Union Street, a relatively harmless mistake I expose 
below.1 Perhaps equally harmless but more irritating is the claim that the Spanish built the 
Presidio Road to connect the village of Yerba Buena with the Presidio.2 Mexico, not Spain, 
controlled Alta California when William Richardson founded the village of Yerba Buena in 
1835. Why the Presidio Road is so misunderstood is a question I cannot answer, but I can try to 
set the record straight.  
 

The Presidio Trail 
 
The U.S. Army constructed the Presidio Road at the end of the 1840s. Prior to this time only 
trails linked Yerba Buena Cove with the Presidio. The Spanish had little interest in the cove. 
Spanish supply ships anchored within sight of the Presidio, just off the Presidio Shoal, and most 
visitors did the same.3 Use of the Presidio anchorage outlasted Spanish control of Alta California, 
but after a disastrous winter storm in 1824 the shipmasters of the bay decided it would be safer to 
anchor elsewhere, and they chose Yerba Buena Cove. The Mexican government objected in vain. 
After the move, mule trains packed Presidio-bound goods over trails that avoided sand dunes and 
arduous climbs. From Yerba Buena Cove the favorite trail seemed be through La Puertazuela, 
the little pass, near today’s Pacific and Jones streets. Once through the pass, the trail dropped 
gently down the hill toward Laguna Pequeña (Washerwoman’s Lagoon), where it crossed the 
creek feeding the lagoon and continued across the gently rolling flatlands between the foot of the 
Pacific Heights ridge and the sand dunes and marshes that stretched north to the bay. West of 
what would become Steiner Street the trail traversed several low ridges on its way to the 
Presidio. The Spanish had used a trail between the Presidio and Black Point (Fort Mason) to 
inspect Batería de San José constructed there in 1797.4 (No troops were garrisoned there.) It is 
likely the Presidio trail followed part of this route.5  
 
Whatever the exact route of the Presidio trail, it was lightly used. Troop strength at the Presidio 
declined throughout the 1820s and early 1830s. Not even the establishment of several adobes in 
the area could stem the Presidio’s decline. By the time Mariano Vallejo moved the last of the 
garrison (and his own family) to Sonoma in 1835, the fort was essentially abandoned. Only a 
caretaker staff remained.6 There was no reason to improve or even maintain the Presidio trail. 
 

From Trail to Road 
 
The American occupation changed all that. Both the rundown Presidio and the fortifications 
guarding the entrance to the bay needed to be rebuilt. This would require transportation of 
material from Yerba Buena Cove. Although Stevenson’s New York Volunteers, who arrived in 
March, 1847, spent some of their time improving the trail between Yerba Buena and the 
Presidio,7 it remained unsuitable for wagons transporting heavy loads.8 By 1849 the U. S. Army 
had decided to convert the trail from the Presidio to San Francisco into a proper military road.9 



But reaching San Francisco did not require going as far as Portsmouth Square or even crossing 
Russian Hill. At that time the city’s western boundary was Larkin Street except for twenty-six 
one hundred-vara lots10 in Spring Valley north of the line of Vallejo Street between 
Washerwoman’s Lagoon and Larkin Street. Known as the Laguna Survey, these lots were 
surveyed in 1847 and laid out parallel with lots in the South of Market survey. Alcaldes Hyde 
and Leavenworth conveyed the Laguna Survey lots to various individuals from December, 1847 
to March, 1849.11 The Presidio Road-proper terminated in the Laguna Survey. 
 

 
This 1852 map is a version of the one that accompanied Wheeler’s Land Titles in San Francisco. 
Note the orientation of the Laguna Survey. Map courtesy of the David Rumsey Map Collection, 
www.davidrumsey.com. 

 
The U. S. Army constructed the Presidio Road with a minimum of engineering, basically 
widening the existing trail. The road conformed to the area’s topography. It crossed two creeks at 
the bottom of relatively steep ravines: near today’s intersection of Franklin and Union streets and 
between what would become Greenwich and Lombard streets on the line of Baker Street. The 
Presidio Road probably crossed these creeks on culverts but likely forded the three other creeks 
it encountered between today’s Octavia and Steiner streets. The road climbed the ridge west of 
the future Steiner Street on the bias to minimize the grade and lessen the strain on horses and 
mules. Some sections of the road were bordered by fences to keep wind-blown sand from 
drifting over the roadway. 



The Presidio Road became a catalyst for development. Truck gardens popped up along the road, 
particularly near the lagoon where the water table was high. Chicken and hog ranches appeared. 
Eventually dairies would follow. The road facilitated the transport of agricultural products to the 
heart of the city. It ran through beautiful country. In spring wildflowers and the tasty dune 
strawberry covered the surrounding hills. The road became a favorite thoroughfare for pleasure 
outings to the Presidio and beyond. Road houses sprang up to provide refreshments and various 
diversions for Sunday tourists and other amusement seekers. In the summer of 1850 the Half-
Way House was hosting balls, target shooting contests, and even a mountain lion hunt.12 The 
Valley House and the Sportsman’s Retreat also held shooting contests. Road houses provided 
accommodations as well. The Lagoon Pavilion offered room and board to forty or fifty “ladies 
and gentlemen”13 displaced by the great fire of 1851. Road houses served food and “the best of 
liquors,” often in special rooms set up for private parties. Civic associations and fraternal 
organizations rented road houses for picnics and banquets.  
 

 
Detail of the 1853 Coast Survey showing the trails west of Taylor Street and connections with the 
Presidio Road. Note the fence lines around lots in the Laguna Survey. Map courtesy of the David Rumsey 
Map Collection, www.davidrumsey.com. 

 
Pacific Street Plank Road 

 
Although one terminus of the Presidio Road lay within the technical boundaries of San 
Francisco, the road did not have a first-rate connection to Yerba Buena Cove until 1854. Prior to 
that time the connection to the road was little more than a spruced-up version of the old Presidio 
Trail. The 1853 US Coast Survey of San Francisco depicts this state of affairs. The main trail 
starts near Broadway and Mason, crosses the pass at Pacific and Jones, and wends its way down 
the western slope of Russian Hill through the Laguna Survey until it reaches the Presidio Road. 
A secondary trail crosses Russian Hill between Union and Filbert streets. Both trails were nearly 
impassible during the rainy season. On August 13, 1853 the city granted a five-year franchise for 



a plank toll road on Pacific Street between Stockton and Larkin streets to A. J. Easton, William 
Biggs, and Charles Gough. The franchise required the road to be solidly and substantially 
constructed out of 3” plank15 and extend the full width of Pacific Street between Stockton and 
Mason. Construction proceeded so slowly that residents along Pacific Street petitioned the Board 
of Assistant Aldermen16 to force the Pacific Plank Road Company to complete the road to Larkin 
Street before allowing the collection of any tolls. The company eventually completed the plank 
road, but collection of tolls would remain problematic for the entire life of the franchise. The 
original toll gate spanned Pacific at Taylor Street, but as trails and streets beyond this point were 
opened, travelers could avoid the toll house and still use the road. So the company moved the toll 
house and toll bar—first to Jones, then to Hyde, and finally to Larkin. In 1858, near the end of 
the company’s franchise term, a chain gang cut a new road around the toll gate at Larkin, 
effectively ending toll collection.17 Dry weather during the plank road’s initial winter of 
operation kept the trail crossing Russian Hill between Union and Filbert streets in good 
condition. Since no one collected tolls on this route, teamsters naturally preferred it, even though 
it took longer to traverse.18 Thus, the plank road’s income failed to live up to investor 
expectations. Perhaps a continuing discrepancy between expected and realized tolls explains the 
problematic maintenance of the plank road. The Daily Alta California called it “a very bad plank 
road.” Stephen Tilton, dairyman and supervisor of the Twelfth District, who lived on the south 
side of the Presidio Road near what would become Scott Street, complained that the plank road 
was almost impassible and scolded the Plank Road Company for neglecting its duty.19

 
The Pacific Street Plank Road did provide a convenient link between the wharves at Yerba 
Buena Cove and the city’s first “butchertown,” located in the immediate vicinity of the toll gate 
at Pacific and Larkin at the head of Spring Valley.20 Cattle, sheep, and hogs, raised on ranches in 
the East and North bays, were landed at the port and driven up the plank road to the 
slaughterhouses. The toll was 5¢ a head. Slaughterhouses require copious amounts of fresh 
water, and the creek that fed Washerwoman’s Lagoon, supplemented by wells, provided it. 
Tanneries, along with soap, tallow, and glue manufactories, set up shop around Washerwoman’s 
Lagoon to process the by-products of Spring Valley’s slaughterhouses. Several of these 
enterprises remained in business long after removal of the slaughterhouses from Spring Valley; 
one, the Laguna Tannery, lasted until 1892.21 The Black Point Packing House, established on the 
beach at the foot of Webster Street in 1865,22 eventually became their main conduit for “raw 
materials,” but pigs were still being slaughtered at the corner of Broadway and Van Ness as late 
as December, 1867.23 Slaughtering animals is a dirty business; several fatal cases of cholera in 
the area, including one claiming a son of Ephraim Willard Burr, San Francisco’s ninth mayor, 
sparked an ultimately successful campaign to relocate the Spring Valley slaughterhouses to a less 
populated part of the city. 
  

The Presidio Road System 
 
A short section of road constructed in early 1854 from Pacific and Larkin streets to the Presidio 
Road-proper completed the route between Portsmouth Square and the Presidio. This short road 
was not a city street; it was on private property and ran along lot lines of the Laguna Survey. The 
Daily Alta California of April 24, 1854 described this route and the landscape it traversed in an 
article entitled “The Lagoon—the Art of Washing.” 
 

Have you been at the Lagoon lately? If not, it is worth your while to go out. You will be 
astonished at the changes which have taken place within a few months. When you get 
upon the hill at Jones Street and look down, you see a beautiful landscape. The wide 



valley stretches out to the Presidio. That portion of the valley west of the Lagoon is like 
a garden. The clean plowed ground lies bright in the sun. The cabbage fields, the potato 
patches, the pea patches, the flower gardens and grass plots give a beautiful variegation 
of harmonious colors, interspersed with houses and trees. The hill sides are in their gala 
dress. The wild herbs are in their most luxuriant growth, and numerous species of wild 
flowers are to be found at every step. The stunted bushes are covered with blossoms, 
and the little birds of spring are flitting from limb to limb. 
 
Behind you Pacific Street is graded and planked to Stockton Street, and before you to 
Larkin; and from the corner of Larkin and Pacific a road has been cut leading 
diagonally off to near the Lagoon, until it meets the Presidio road, which, dotted with 
houses half hidden among the trees, winds its way between fences to the squat adobe 
buildings in the distance, where the star-spangled banner, floating at the head of a flag-
staff, marks a military post of the United States. The road thither from Portsmouth 
Square bears little resemblance to the trail pursued when, in the winter of ’47-’48, the 
agents of the Government paid $8000 each for the conveyance of a number of cannon 
from what was then the beach, at the corner of Jackson and Montgomery Streets, to the 
Presidio. 
 
To the right before you lies the Lagoon, a sheet of sweet pure water, covering nine acres 
of ground, and surrounded by dwellings and long lines of snowy white shirts and 
chemises, and table-cloths flapping in the breeze and dazzling in the glare of the 
sunlight. Washing is the chief branch of industry pursued in the immediate 
neighborhood of the Lagoon, and three hundred persons are there engaged in that 
occupation: of whom 200 are Chinamen, 50 Mexicans, 15 Hindoos, 15 French, and the 
remainder Americans and Germans…. 

 

 
The Presidio road system as depicted on the Coast Survey map of 1859. Key: 1 Pacific Street Plank Road, 2 
Spring Valley slaughterhouse district, 3 diagonal road connecting Pacific Street and the Presidio Road 
proper, 4 Spring Valley House and Baths, 5 residence of E. Willard Burr (1852), 6 Spring Valley grocery and 
the terminus of the Presidio Road proper, 7 Spring Valley School, 8 Laguna Tannery, 9 Easton’s Steam 
Laundry, 10 Valley House, 11 residence of Frank Pixley (1853). Map courtesy of the David Rumsey Map 
Collection, www.davidrumsey.com. 



The 1859 U. S. Coast Survey depicts the Presidio Road “system.” Eventually, the distinction 
between the Presidio Road proper and the diagonal connection to Pacific Street Plank Road (or 
Turnpike) would disappear, and the linked sections running from Pacific and Larkin to the 
Presidio would be known as the Presidio Road. 
 

Omnibuses on the Presidio Road 
 
This new road system allowed Crim and Bowman to initiate horse-drawn omnibus service in 
June of 1854 from the Plaza (Portsmouth Square) to the Presidio. (Omnibuses, typically hauled 
by four horse teams, were enlarged versions of stage coaches, seating 18, including seats on the 
roof.) Construction of Fort Point commenced in 1853 with the leveling of Cantil Blanco, a 
ninety-seven foot white promontory from which the old Spanish castillo had guarded the 
entrance to San Francisco Bay. Although most of the construction gang lived on site, a 
significant number of workers—and many soldiers stationed at the Presidio—preferred to live in 
town. Omnibuses allowed them to commute to work. At the height of construction in 1858, about 
one-third of the workers commuted on omnibuses, which ran past the Presidio barracks to a 
terminal near the fort.24 One-way fare was 25¢. Schedules and hours of operation varied 
somewhat until 1859 when one-hour headways between 8 AM and 6 PM became standard.25 There 
was no evening service. Extra omnibuses were sometimes added to the route on Sundays to 
accommodate visitors to the Presidio and Fort Point. A succession of operators ran omnibuses 
over the Presidio Road system from the Plaza to Fort Point without competition until April 7, 
1867. On that date the Sutter Street Railroad26 initiated omnibus service to Fort Point from the 
intersection of Broadway and Polk streets—terminus of its Polk Street horsecar line. 
Competition with the Sutter Street Railroad soon drove the original omnibus line out of 
business.27  
 

 
An omnibus waits in front of the Presidio House near the taller flag pole in this Joseph Lee 
painting from the late 1860s. The building at the left margin is Wright Hospital. Image from San 
Francisco, 1806-1906, by Jeanne Van Nostrand, The Book Club of California, 1975. 

 



The omnibus line also stopped at the Presidio House, queen of the road houses on the Presidio 
Road, which stood just outside the Presidio’s eastern boundary between today’s Greenwich and 
Lombard streets. There a thirsty traveler (or worker) could find refreshment, companionship, and 
accommodations. The combination of alcohol sales at road houses and young, male soldiers 
stationed at the Presidio proved to be combustible. “Soldiers gone wild” trashed the Texan Star 
in 1854, attempted to murder the proprietor of the Spring Valley House in 1855, and were 
implicated in a murder on the Pacific Street Turnpike in 1857. Brawling soldiers set upon each 
other in late 1865 at both the Camanche Saloon and the Presidio House. Soldiers from the losing 
side in the latter brawl returned to the Presidio House with guns, but more level-headed 
comrades intervened to prevent any loss of lives. Perhaps some of the “losers” were the same 
soldiers who, later that evening, jumped a sixty-five year old man as he walked along the 
Presidio Road and severely beat him.28 This sort of behavior led General McDowell to add extra 
patrols in the vicinity of the Presidio Road.29 

 

 
Carleton Watkins captured most of the Presidio Road in this famous mammoth plate photograph from the 
late 1850s, when the road was the only route through Spring Valley to the Presidio. The view looks out 
over Loveland’s cottage on Larkin at the corner of Greenwich. Laguna Survey lots lie between 
Loveland’s cottage and Washerwoman’s Lagoon. Note the orientation of roadways and fences. The 
Presidio itself nestles against the hills in the distance. The Presidio House stands on a little ridge hard by 
the eastern wall of the Presidio Reservation. Unlike the streets that will supersede it, the Presidio Road 
bends, dips, and turns in concert with the local topography. Courtesy of the Bancroft Library, University 
of California, Berkeley. 



A Narrow, Tortuous Highway 
 
The heyday of the Presidio Road lasted from the mid-1850s until streets laid out in the Western 
Addition survey started being graded after the Civil War. Yet even when it was the only route 
through Spring Valley to the Presidio, the road exhibited signs of deterioration and neglect. An 
August 24, 1857 article in the Daily Alta California titled “The Omnibus in San Francisco” 
reported that the road was in “very bad condition.” This is not surprising since the road crossed a 
number of creeks and was prone to washouts. Frank Pixley, editor of the original Argonaut, 
called the road a “narrow, tortuous highway.”30 What the Alta referred to as “the old crooked 
Presidio Road, with its numerous sharp pitches”31 was never surfaced, and years of traffic left 
sections of it in the hills between Steiner Street and the Presidio so cut up that in winter it turned 
into a muddy bog. At times this section of the road was impassible to omnibuses. Service 
terminated near Scott Street, and fares were reduced until the mud dried and omnibuses could 
resume the run to the Presidio and Fort Point.32 In the late 1860s wagons hauling material to the 
Presidio from the waterfront avoided the road during the rainy season and detoured via Bush 
Street, which was planked out to Lone Mountain Cemetery.33  
 
A competitor to the Presidio Road appeared in 1864. The War Department approved a franchise 
for the Bay Shore and Fort Point Road Company to construct a macadamized toll road that 
hugged the shoreline from North Point past Fort Mason to Harbor View and beyond to Fort Point 
itself. The Harbor View to Fort Point segment of this road apparently suffered serious damage 
from storms, tides, and drifting sand. By the fall of 1867 it was decaying rapidly.34 There is no 
evidence that the Bay Shore road ever crossed the slough separating the mainland from Harbor 
View, so it is not clear how travelers completed their journey. The section between North Point 
and the Fillmore Street wharf was well maintained and remained in service until the 1880s. 
 

 
The original toll house and toll gate of the Bay Shore & Fort Point Road stood near Bay 
and Jones streets. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.  



On December 28, 1863 the War Department contracted with John A. McGlynn, superintendent 
of the Central Railroad Co., to carry mail in omnibuses to the Presidio and Fort Point along the 
Bay Shore and Fort Point Road. McGlynn operated the omnibus line on the Presidio Road 
system at the time. He held the exclusive right to run omnibuses over the new road, but this 
franchise was not sufficient to guarantee financial success. The whole omnibus operation—
horses, stages, stable, and right to use the Fort Point Road—was offered for sale at the end of 
1865. There were no takers, and McGlynn continued to operate omnibuses to the Presidio until 
sometime in 1868. Records indicate he ran them over the Presidio Road system. Whether he 
continued to run them over the Bay Shore and Fort Point Road is unclear.35 

 
Street Grading and the Decline of the Presidio Road 

 
Before William McElroy could see any streets “cut through” his neighborhood, the city had to 
update the Western Addition survey, which it did in 1863. This survey superimposed a grid of 
streets over San Francisco’s north end.36 The grid divided streets into block-long segments 
bounded by intersections (or “crossings”). The survey required each intersection to be created at 
a definite elevation known as its official grade. Each intersection also had to be flat and level.37 
Street segments had to be flat, though not necessarily level.38 Many street segments sloped, some 
extremely. Streets created on paper by the Western Addition survey were “opened” on the real 
landscape by “grading,” a general term encompassing complementary processes of cutting and 
filling. Some streets were opened by cutting through hills and ridges. Others, laid out over 
gullies, ravines, depressions, hollows, and wetlands, needed fill—typically sand—to bring them 
“up to grade.” 
 
In 1865 street grading began west of the Laguna Survey in the vicinity of the Presidio Road 
starting with Union Street. Eadweard Muybridge captured the transition between the 
singularity of the Presidio Road and today’s familiar street grid in a photograph taken a few 
years later. This is a poor quality image, yet it is possible to make out a number of details. 
Loveland’s cottage (at Larkin and Greenwich) occupies the center of the photograph on the 
right side. Beyond Washerwoman’s Lagoon, Greenwich, Filbert, and Union streets stretch 
west for several blocks. These streets have been graded to their full width of 68 feet 9 inches. 
This photograph clearly shows that the Presidio Road was never identical with Union Street. 
The narrow Presidio Road curves past Bill Hatman’s two-story house with its wrap-around 
porch, passes the Occidental Laundry (successor to Easton’s steam laundry, destroyed by fire 
in January 1863), and connects with Filbert Street near Buchanan Street. Union Street ends at 
Pierce Street. It would not be graded to Scott Street until 1876. Note how Union Street and the 
Presidio Road both curve to meet up with the lot lines of the Laguna Survey. Union Street 
would not be graded on a straight line through the Laguna Survey until 1880.39 The Presidio 
Road originally ran 75-90 feet south of the line of Filbert Street in the area between the future 
Buchanan and Pierce streets. The grading of Filbert Street in that same area during the 
summer of 1867 created a parallel route that effectively superseded the Presidio Road. The 
old route is barely visible in Muybridge’s photograph. 
 



 
Union Street, the Presidio Road, Filbert Street, and Greenwich Street run west toward the Presidio in this 
Eadweard Muybridge photograph. The Presidio Road still exists but is barely visible beyond Buchanan 
Street. The caption writer has confused Leavenworth Street with Larkin Street. Courtesy of the Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

 
The Muybridge photograph shows several notable structures in the vicinity of the Presidio Road. 
The large structure near the north end of Washerwoman’s Lagoon is Dana and Codingtons’s 
Pacific Glue Factory. Bones and tissues of animals (including horses who gave their all working 
on the streets of San Francisco) were culled from local slaughterhouses and recycled at the glue 
factory into a number of useful products. The glue factory would cease operation by 1880, but 
the building would remain as an obstruction on Gough Street until 1893. The mansions of E.W. 
Burr and his son C. C. Burr flank a street graded on private property along lot lines in the Laguna 
Survey.  
 



 
1869 U. S. Coast Survey showing the Presidio Road in relation to Union and Filbert streets as well as the 
route of the Bay Shore and Fort Point Road, which runs along the shoreline from Taylor and Francisco 
streets to Fort Point. Surveys for this map were done from 1850 to 1857 and in 1867 and 1868. Baker Street 
was extended across the tidal slough to the Harbor View area in 1869. Map courtesy of the David Rumsey 
Map Collection, www.davidrumsey.com. 

 
As street grading leveled hills and filled in hollows and ravines, the Daily Alta California 
reflected wistfully on the effect these topographic changes would bring. 
 

As the work of street grading goes on, all the old vegetable gardens in the small valleys 
running up between the hills along the Presidio road will disappear, as the grading will 
leave them from ten to fifty or sixty feet below the level of the streets. We must then 
look to some other source for our supply of early vegetables. (July 15, 1868, p. 1) 
 
The small ranchers and market gardeners along the Presidio road are certainly making 
the most of their land while it remains with them; next year it will be mainly buried 
under the “march of improvement,” and ten to one hundred feet of clay and rock 
dumped in to fill lots and streets to grade. (December 6 1868, p. 1) 

 
These obituaries for market gardens proved premature. Gardens persisted between Pierce and 
Steiner opposite Henry Casebolt’s mansion—so-called “Chinese vegetable gardens”—and along 
the creek feeding Washerwoman’s Lagoon. A circa 1870 photograph of a wedding party at E. W. 
Burr’s shows fields under cultivation in this area. The roadway beyond Burr’s mansion runs 
from the intersection of Broadway and Polk streets to the Presidio Road and is the diagonal road 
mentioned in the 1854 Daily Alta California article cited above. Van Ness Avenue ends at 
Vallejo Street on a small bluff above this roadway. Below the bluff along the diagonal roadway 
stand several structures belonging to the Spring Valley House and Baths. Trees paralleling the 
roadway mark the line of the creek feeding Washerwoman’s Lagoon. Windmills pump water to 
irrigate fields under cultivation. Van Ness Avenue would not be graded and filled in this section 
of Spring Valley until 1894 when the Burr family finally removed structures on its Laguna 
Survey lots that obstructed the avenue.40 Grading contractors used sand (capped with clay) from 
the dunes north of Lombard Street for fill but did a poor job compacting it. In the 1906 
earthquake the fill subsided more than two feet in places, destroying sewers and gas pipes. 
 



 
Looking over Spring Valley toward Vallejo Street and Van Ness Avenue. Wedding party is at E. 
Willard Burr’s. Large house at right center belongs to Burr’s son, C. C. Burr. Courtesy of the 
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

 
The 1870 photograph of E. W. Burr’s mansion shows a street running along two sides of his 
Laguna Survey lot. The street, privately graded in the early 1860s, holds rails for the Sutter 
Street Railroad’s horsecar line to Harbor View. Construction of this line represented a further 
marginalization of the Presidio Road. Omnibuses had used the road, but horsecars would not. 
This single line (with sidings for passing) replaced omnibus service in early 1869.41 Its rails ran 
from the intersection of Polk and Broadway along the aforementioned street through the Laguna 
Survey to a connection with Union Street. The line continued out Union Street to Steiner and 
from there to Harbor View along the lines of streets yet to be graded, including Greenwich, 
Lombard, and Baker. The cars crossed the tidal slough between “the mainland” and Harbor View 
over a causeway on Baker Street. Henry Casebolt, president of the Sutter Street Railroad, 
constructed a carriage and car factory at the northeast corner of Union and Laguna Streets and 
began production on January 1, 1873.42 In May of that year the Sutter Street Railroad abandoned 
that portion of the line through the Laguna Survey in favor of a route running from Polk and 
Vallejo Streets out Vallejo to Octavia and thence to Union Street. 
 
The condition of the Presidio Road deteriorated throughout the 1860s. The April 4, 1868 edition 
of the Daily Alta California reported that “hereafter travel on the old Presidio Road will be cut 
off at the intersection of Filbert and Buchanan Streets and carriages will be compelled to go by 
Union Street.” This was due to the grading of Buchanan between Union and Filbert streets. The 
embankment created for Buchanan Street was not so high as to actually block the Presidio Road, 



but the subsequent installation of wooden sidewalks in July of 1868 created an effective barrier 
to traffic. Despite the Alta’s claim, carriages could still use the Presidio Road up to a point just 
east of Buchanan Street, where a short detour connected the road to Filbert Street. (The 1869 
U.S. Coast Survey map shows this detour.) By the end of 1869 a brand new macadamized 
roadway ran from the intersection of Gough and Union streets along Union to Buchanan and 
down Buchanan to Filbert Street, effectively bypassing an old, worn-out section of the Presidio 
Road. This bypassed section apparently remained technically open since an official report 
delivered to the Board of Supervisors on August 22, 1870 declared that the road from its 
intersection with Polk Street needed repair.43 Whether the Presidio Road remained fully open or 
not made little difference. Traffic heading to the Presidio could use city streets west of the 
Laguna Survey as far as Pierce Street. The Presidio Road remained the only route west of Pierce 
Street until July of 1875. Grading and macadamizing of Greenwich Street completed that month 
connected to a new entrance to the Presidio, and the old entrance adjacent to the Presidio House 
was closed.44 City directories continued to list the Presidio Road as running from Larkin near 
Pacific to the Presidio until 1882, but for practical purposes it had passed into history.45 

 

 
Remnants of the Presidio Road lie in the vacant lot between the Cudworth house (left foreground) and 
Buchanan Street in this 1880 Isaiah Taber photograph. The cluster of buildings on the south side of 
Filbert Street east of Buchanan (one of which is threatened with demolition as I write these words) was 
constructed in the late 1870s on the right-of-way of the Presidio Road. Black Point Packing House is the 
large structure near the bay. At the northwest corner of Buchanan and Greenwich is William Haley’s 
milk ranch. A barely visible white speck in the dunes is the toll gate for the Bay Shore and Fort Point 
Road. Courtesy of the San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library. 

 
Postscript 

 
A couple of signs of the Presidio Road remain today. The southern lot line at 3019 Broderick 
Street is not perpendicular to the street. It lies on the approximate line of the Presidio Road. Nor 
is the western lot line at 2370 Filbert Street perpendicular to the street. This reflects the original 
survey of the lot in which lines were laid out perpendicular to the Presidio Road. Both of these 
lot line features are visible from the street. Grenard Terrace, a private street off Greenwich Street 
below Polk Street, is laid out on the northeastern line of Laguna Survey lot #22. Blackstone 



Court lies within the boundaries of Laguna Survey lot #17 but not on a lot line, and so is not a 
true remnant of the Laguna Survey. The vacant lot at the southeast corner of Lombard and Lyon  
streets is the site of the Presidio House. A saloon operated continuously there from 1854 until 
1901 when San Francisco’s Police Commissioners initiated a wholesale revocation of liquor 
licenses for premises adjacent to the Presidio in the vicinity of Greenwich and Lombard streets. 
The last saloons operating there were closed in 1908, following the end of the Schmitz 
administration. Soon thereafter the first “blind pigs” appeared, to continue the drinking tradition 
upheld for so long at the Presidio House. 
 

 
Langley’s 1861 San Francisco Directory p. 541 
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