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San Francisco TransformationSan Francisco Transformation



Once Upon a Time …
San Francisco was going to build a grid of freeways that 
would have transformed The City. 

1948 San Francisco 
Planning 

Department 
Freeway Plan 

In 1959, they opened the         
Central Freeway - the 101.         

That was just the beginning. 

To the west: the Panhandle 
Freeway.  To the north: a link to 

the Golden Gate Freeway.

1965



1964

But the housewives revolted.
In 1959, women – unacknowledged leaders of the City Beautiful 

movement decades before – protested the gutting of their 
community by the men in charge.  Responding, the Board of 

Supervisors voted to cancel seven of the ten proposed routes.   
But the extensions to the Central Freeway lived on.



It would take until 1965 to kill off the expansion of the Central.  Still, 
the damage to Market Street and the Hayes Valley had been done. 

The concrete loomed overhead and dumped 40,000 cars a day 
onto the grid of Victorian streets.

Until 15 seconds in 1989.  

The Loma Prieta earthquake forced a decision: either rebuild the 
Central or tear it down.  In typical SF fashion, it took three 

contentious referenda and much angst.  But in March 2003, when 
they started to demolish the Fell Street off-ramp, the legacy of the 

Freeway Revolt was finally realized nearly half a century later.
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Google Earth
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Octavia is now a ‘Parisian’ boulevard – a favourite concept of the lead 
designers Allan Jacobs and Elizabeth Macdonald.  [Read more about 

their ideas here.]  In 133 feet there now are four though lanes,                
three treed medians, two side streets, two lanes of parking     

and two sidewalks.

http://www.metropolismag.com/cda/story.php?artid=1433


Even though 40,000 
cars a day still 

maneuver through 
Octavia, the streets 

feel oddly serene.  
The reason no doubt 

is that the traffic 
moves slowly – and 

hence quietly.  

Quiet enough so that 
normal conversation 

can be carried on, 
smoothly enough so 

that people can read, 
calmly enough so that 

children can play.  



… with enough room left over in the 
former freeway right-of-way for                        

new housing and shops.  In fact, the sale 
of the land helped pay for the boulevard.



And for a small and vital open space …





Proving once again that it’s quality not necessarily 
quantity when it comes to parks.  Hayes Green is a tiny 

open-air laboratory for the sociology of small urban 
spaces.  It’s a stage and a refuge, a place where the 
disparate human species of San Francisco find some 

common ground.

It really seems to work.



They’ve made a place to 
store tools, so the gardens 

can be continually 
maintained.  

And every so often, a 
stunning piece of public 

art will appear – below, a 
temple that took four days 

to erect, made of 
thousands of pieces of 
plywood.  And then it 

disappeared.



There’s permanent 
public art as well – 12 

‘transcopes’ that offer a 
kaleidoscopic view of 
comings and goings.



Congested?  On my, yes - on the freeway, on Octavia and on 
most of the side streets.  Which is pretty much the point, for 
this is the regulator of the grid, the place that apportions the

traffic at a measured pace, so that the system as a whole can 
function while maintaining the livability of the neighbourhood 

and multiple use of the streets.  



People still People still 
complain: the complain: the 
freeway went freeway went 
away, the away, the 
traffic didntraffic didn’’t. t. 

But San But San 
Francisco got Francisco got 
back five back five 
blocks, blocks, reknitreknit a a 
neighbourhood neighbourhood 
and trans and trans 
formed a formed a 
freeway into a  freeway into a  
place for its place for its 
people.  Not a people.  Not a 
bad deal.bad deal.



Our very own Octavia.  
In December of 2001, Vancouver Council approved an 

urban design and streetscape concept for Pacific 
Boulevard from the Burrard to Cambie Bridges, 

undertaken by Elizabeth Macdonald and Allan Jacobs –
the same designers who did Octavia.

The plan was approved in May 2002, and now awaits 
implementation.  Part of the boulevard will be rebuilt as 
Concord completes the Beach Neighbourhood between 

Homer and Seymour; the other sections may be funded if 
Council reconfigures the north Granville Bridge onramps 

and sells them as development sites.  (For more 
background in Price Tags 19, click here.)

http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags19.pdf


The transformation of Pacific Boulevard would have been 
an ideal project for the 2010 Olympics, given that this will 
be the gateway to the False Creek stadiums, plazas and 

athletes’ village.  And maybe - if there’s the will, the 
money and the time - it still might be.  



Clive Mason of Artifact, 
Architecture in 
Vancouver is one of 
those people who will 
take an extended 
weekend to fly to a place 
like, oh, Shanghai.

He then overstimulates
himself on architecture, 
captures it all on digital, 
and puts it to music on 
his web site.  

See and hear for 
yourself.*

Tomorrow Square, Shanghai

* Or go to here: http://homepage.mac.com/ctmason/Trips/iMovieTheater30.html

http://homepage.mac.com/ctmason/Trips/iMovieTheater30.html
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