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San Francisco Reaches for the Sky 
 

By Jason Cohen 

 

What is currently the tallest building in San Francisco?  There has been some confusion 

on the question of the tallest building with the recent completion of One Rincon Hill, 

which towers over the western end of the Bay Bridge.  Some buildings appear taller than 

others because they’re built on higher ground, or stand alone rather than among other 

towers.  Also, confusion can occur regarding the number of stories versus the height.  

How tall a building is should be based on its height above the street, not its number of 

stories or its height above sea level.  For example, the Transamerica Pyramid is several 

stories shorter than the Bank of America tower but is taller in feet since it’s capped by the 

decorative pyramid. 

 

Here is the current line up of tallest buildings in San Francisco: 

1.   Transamerica Pyramid: 853 ft, 48 stories 

2.   Former Bank of America Headquarters:  779 ft, 52 stories  

3.   345 California (the “tweezer building” that includes the Mandarin  

      Oriental Hotel): 695 ft, 48 stories 

4.   Millennium Tower (Mission & First): 645 ft, 60 stories (tallest residential    

       building west of Chicago) 

5.    One Rincon Hill: 605 ft, 64 stories 

 

The building planned for the current site of the Transbay Terminal could rise as high as 

1,000 ft, which (if built) would make it the tallest building west of Chicago, surpassing 

even the US Bank Tower in Los Angeles. 

 

Sources: 

Various websites list this data, e.g. real estate developer sites and 

http://www.emporis.com/en/wm/ci/bu/sk/li/?id=101040&bt=5&ht=2&sro=0.  Quite 

often, the number of stories and heights shown vary a bit from website to website, but the 

overall ranking of which building is taller than which is consistent.  

 

This article was reviewed for accuracy by Rick Evans, owner of San Francisco 

Architecture Walking Tour, www.architecturesf.com 
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Message from the Board 
 

In January, when your current Board took office, we knew that 2009 was going to 

be a tough year for everyone in the tourism industry.  We were facing an economic 

crisis that the President suggested could be solved, in part, but cutting destination 

meetings and conventions.  We were facing a state budget so in the red that it was 

suggested that closing State Parks was a necessity.  Transit authorities raised fares 

and cut frequency.  And yet, the mission of the San Francisco Tour Guide Guild, as 

established twenty-five years ago and refined as we grew, is to foster standards of 

quality, ethics and professionalism among tour guides and advocate for the 

advancement of tourism.  With this in mind, we set our goals for the year: to 

encourage professional growth and collegiality among members. 
 

We started the year by bringing together a committee of long standing, well 

respected guides to finalize the Guidelines document and participate in an open 

forum with the local DMCs.  The goal of this process was to create or update 

industry standards relating to the work we do as employees of the local companies.  

Some of those things were already moving in to place, while others, we were told, 

were changes that could be made when the economy improved.  The meeting was 

productive, open and respectful and all parties involved felt they had a chance to be 

heard. 
 

We next turned our attention to certification.  Michael Stortz, our Certification 

Chair, reached out to a number of certified guides to participate in study session and 

conduct the examinations for both the spring and fall certification processes.  In this 

way, he took some of the stress off of associates seeking certification.  He also 

helped members from different circles get to know each other. 
 

Our Programs Co-Chairs, Don DeLaura and Anita Rao, were very conscious of the 

feedback from long time members that we seem to cycle through the same programs 

repeatedly.  They came up with a variety of new ideas and worked closely with our 

Business Friends to add more value to our tours with our adding expense.  The 

Angel Island tour was so successful that we ran it twice! 
 

Mentoring is something the Guild has tried to do for a long time, but the program 

suffers because we are all so busy doing what we do.  This year, we tried to foster 

relationships and an exchange of information between members by holding trivia 

nights.  It was a fun, relaxed way to show off what we know to those who can truly 

appreciate it—fellow tour guides. 
 

One of our proudest moments this year, however, came just a few weeks ago, when 

we received a Proclamation from the Mayor’s Office declaring November 16, 2009, 

San Francisco Tour Guide Guild Day in San Francisco in honor of our 25
th

 

Anniversary.  The sentiments of pride and joy were palpable during our General 

Meeting after the announcement of the honor.  We were also acknowledged by the 

SFCVB for the same achievement.  It took a lot of time and persistence from PR 

Chair Michael Purcell to make these recognitions possible. 

Your 2009 Board is proud to have served you this year.  It has been work, as it has 

been for all the Boards who have preceded us, but it is clear that we have achieved 

our goals this year.  The evidence is that we were able to fill a slate of candidates for 

next year’s Board without having to twist any arms or pull out any of our hair.  With 

so many people willing to serve the membership, we have certainly fostered a sense 

of belonging to the organization.  We thank you for your support and confidence in 

us. 

 

Sincerely, on Behalf of the Board of Trustees, 

Michele McCurry, President 
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No Ellis Island This 
By Renate Coombs 

 

Whoever dubbed Angel Island the “Ellis Island of the 

West” either didn’t bother to look behind the scene or 

liked to use euphemisms. Apart from the similarity of 

their geographical location in the harbors of prominent 

cities on the two coasts, Angel Island and Ellis Island 

had very little in common. 
 

From 1892 to 1954, Ellis Island was the point of entry 

into the United States for over twelve million 

immigrants from all over the world, “the huddled 

masses yearning to breathe free” to whom the Statue of 

Liberty lifted her “lamp beside the golden door.” No 

such welcome was extended to the multitude of mostly 

Asian immigrants who desired to enter through the 

Golden Gate. Both islands had large 

buildings known as Immigration 

Stations, but this designation was 

largely undeserved on Angel Island. 

Chinese Detention Center would have 

been more accurate. 
 

Over the 30-year life of the 

Immigration Station an estimated 

175,000 Chinese were detained in the 

barracks on Angel Island under appalling conditions. 

Most of them spent at least some days, more likely 

weeks or months. Even though in the end more than 

90% were eventually admitted to the United States, the 

stay on Angel Island remains a painful chapter in the 

family history of many Chinese Americans. Only 

today’s generation speaks openly about the topic that 

their parents and grandparents fearfully avoided. When 

asked, the older generation’s answer often sounded like 

one word, “Angel-Island-Shhh.” 
 

With the reopening of the renovated and upgraded 

Angel Island Immigration Station museum on a rainy 

Sunday in February 2009, Chinese immigration history 

has become a cause celebre in the Bay Area. No 

wonder then that the Guild’s Angel Island Tour on 

June 25 was an instant sell-out and, in retrospect, 

deserved to be. Master docent Lynn Eichinger brought 

history to life in such a compelling fashion that even 

those of us who failed to dress appropriately for a 

typical San Francisco “summer” day stopped shivering. 

(A second tour took place on August 13.) 

 

No matter how many times retold, the story of the 

Chinese Exclusion Act, first passed in 1882 and 

updated periodically until its repeal in 1943, remains a 

horrific example of xenophobia fanned by hard times. 

In the 1860s, California’s economy faltered with the 

end of the Gold Rush and the national economy went 

into a depression after the Civil War. Lacking other 

solutions, searching for a scapegoat provided a 

diversion. In California, the search was instantly 

successful – Chinese laborers, fleeing from disastrous 

conditions in their homeland, brought here in large 

numbers through the lure of “gold mountain” and 

actively recruited to build the transcontinental railroad, 

were blamed for white unemployment. 
 

Starting in the 1870s with discriminatory state laws 

such as the foreign miners tax aimed at depriving 

Chinese residents of their ability to earn a livelihood, 

the anti-Chinese sentiments gained national support – 

culminating in Congress enacting the first exclusionary 

law in 1882. In its initial form, this law prohibited both 

the naturalization of any Chinese and the immigration 

of Chinese laborers for ten years. Chinese of higher 

socio-economic status like teachers, consular officials, 

merchants and tourists continued to be admitted. Also 

exempt were American-born Chinese and those 

Chinese who had become citizens prior to the passage 

of the Act. Most importantly, the wives and children of 

exempt individuals were allowed to enter. This 

loophole was later closed, at least with respect to 

Chinese-born wives. 
 

Enforcement of these immigration restrictions had 

been a problem from the start, but became more of a 

challenge in the aftermath of the 1906 disaster. A fairly 

new city hall had been severely damaged by the 

earthquake and its contents consumed by the fire. From 

now on it would be difficult to prove whether a 

particular document such as a birth certificate was 

destroyed in the conflagration or had never existed. It 

didn’t take long before a lively trade in false 

documents gave rise to the “paper son” phenomenon. 

The construction of an Immigration Station on Angel 

Island began in 1905; it was a controversial project 

from the start. Consisting of barracks, a hospital, a 

heating plant, an administration building and a mess 

hall, the Station didn’t open until 1910. 
 

 

cont’d on page 4 




