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Lost Opportunities 

San Francisco’s Cistern System in 1906 

he earthquake and fires in San 

Francisco in 1906 caused the 

destruction of most of the City, 

displaced three quarters of the 

population, and killed over 3000 

people. However, there is evidence to 

suggest that the worst effects of the 

disaster could have been mitigated. 

As devastating as the earthquake 

was, the series of fires that occurred 

afterwards increased the damage and 

most likely lead to major loss of life. 

Hampered by a lack of water, the San 

Francisco Fire Department could do 

little to save the City. The irony is that 

ample water supplies could and 

should have been available through a 

series of cisterns. 

Neglected cisterns 
Although quite a number of people 

believe the cisterns to be a post-

earthquake development, the first 

cistern was built in San Francisco in 

1852. It was little more than a square 

box of tarred boards holding some 

32,000 gallons, but it was later rebuilt 

in brick. By 1866, fifty cisterns had 

been built in the City.  

The advent of volunteer fire 

departments in the 1860’s and the 

development of steam pumps created 

a sense of security in the public and 

cisterns began to lose their importance.  

The situation did not improve in the 

1870s. When Chief Engineer Ackerson 

requested eight new cisterns in 1870, 

only two were built. The last cisterns 

were built in 1872. At this time, there 

were sixty-four cisterns in San 

Francisco, with a total capacity of three 

million gallons.  

Water main construction and changing 

street grades destroyed many of the 

cisterns and contractors found them a 

convenient receptacle for unused 

building materials and construction 

refuse. 

San Francisco pays the 

price 
By 1906, only twenty-three cisterns 

were still listed, the rest being 

considered "lost". Chief Engineer 

Whitney in 1873 had begged for the 

construction of new cisterns and Chief 

Dennis T. Sullivan did the same in his 

reports from 1895-99.  

When the earthquake hit on the 

morning of April 18, the thirty-six 

million gallon water supply of San 

Francisco was crippled by 2234 major 

breaks. The available cisterns were able 

to provide only 850,000 gallons to meet 

the threat. 
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In desperation, 

firefighters 

attempted to 

locate some of 

the lost cisterns 

in the hope that 

they would hold 

some water. A 

few working 

cisterns at 

strategic 

locations were 

remarkably 

effective, 

particularly the 

ones at 22nd and 

Shotwell Streets 

and at Vallejo 

and Dupont 

Streets. In almost 

all cases where cisterns could be found, 

firefighters were successful in saving structures. 

 If the old cisterns had been maintained, 

1,300,000 gallons would have been available to 

the firefighters. Additions recommended by 

Chief Engineer Sullivan would have increased 

this amount to 2,559,740 gallons. 

In the 1906 report of the National Board of Fire 

Underwriters, the efficiency of the Fire 

Department was praised with the comment, 

“...it is a reasonable presumption that had 

water been abundant the Fire Department 

might have obtained control "by noon of the 

first day." 

Lessons Learned 
As is so often the case in disasters, San 

Francisco learned its lessons after the fact. The 

1906 earthquake was a harsh lesson that has 

never been forgotten.  

In the decades 

following the 

disaster, over 

100 new cisterns 

were constructed 

as part of an 

auxiliary water 

supply system 

that also includes 

a high pressure 

water system 

separate from 

the municipal 

water supply. 

The city also 

purchased a fire 

boat which 

proved, along 

with an above 

ground portable 

water supply system, to be a critical resource 

during the earthquake in 1989. The city 

purchased a second fire boat following that 

event. 

Today San Francisco has 177 cisterns and an 

ongoing program to add an additional 25 more. 

The cisterns range in size from 75,000 gallons to 

over 200,000 gallons and together provide a 

total storage capacity of over 11 million gallons. 

Most are readily identified by circles or squares 

of bricks embedded in the street and by 

specially coded fire hydrants. 

The work is not done by any means. There is 

still concern that despite improvements since 

1906 the city’s emergency water supply is still 

inadequate for a major catastrophe. In June San 

Francisco voters will be asked pass a bond 

measure to fund further improvements to the 

system. San Francisco has clearly not forgotten 

the lessons 1906.  


