
1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

STATE OF CALIFORNIA 
State Energy Resources 

Conservation and Development Commission 

In the Matter of: 

MIRANT'S (FORMERLY SOUTHERN 
ENERGY)POTREROPOWERPLANT 
UNIT7 

Docket No. 00-AFC-4 

PREPARED TESTIMONY 
OF DR PAUL GROTH 
REGARDING CULTURAL 
RESOURCES 

Question 1: Please state your name, professional qualifications and experience and 

educational background. 

Response 1: I am one of several cultural resources expert witnesses for the City and 

County of San Francisco and the Dogpatch Neighborhood Associaiton. As set forth in my 

curriculum vitae, which is attached hereto as Exhibit A, I am an Associate Professor of 

architectural history, urban history, and cultural landscape history in the Department of 

Architecture and the Department of Geography at the University of California, Berkeley. I have 

a professional architecture degree from North Dakota State University (1972) and a Ph.D. in 

historical human geography from the University of California, Berkeley (1983). I have been 

studying the historical cultural landscapes of the United States for 27 years, and am considered a 

national expert in the history of America's ordinary urban buildings, particularly industrial sites, 

workers' housing, residential hotels, and how these sites are inter-related with social history. I 

have served as a historical consultant to CALTRANS, the City of San Francisco, the Foundation 

for San Francisco's Architectural Heritage, the State Historical Society of Minnesota, and the 

Department of Housing Preservation and Development of New York City. I have published 

widely in the journals and academic publishing houses in the United States, and am a past 

national president of the Vernacular Architecture Forum, a 900-member group of 

preservationists and historians devoted to the study of ordinary buildings and landscapes in 

North America. 

Question 2: What are your qualifications concerning industrial landscapes? 

Response 2: I began studying factories seriously in 1975, while teaching at the New 

Jersey School of Architecture, and applied to Berkeley's geography department specifically to 

study the history of ordinary workplaces. In 1982, while looking out the windows of an artist's 
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loft in the American Can building on Third Street, I first saw the Union Iron Works and PG & E 

power plant. I must admit that I had not imagined that a large, intact industrial district had 

survived San Francisco's 1906 earthquake. About the same time, for my doctoral dissertation, I 

mapped all types ofresidential hotels in San Francisco from 1880 to 1930. The Michigan Street, 

Irish Hill, and Dogpatch districts literally popped out as significant concentrations of rooming 

houses and cheap lodging houses for Potrero Point industries-clear proof of an important 

historical pool of blue-collar labor. 

Spurred by these Potrero Point subjects, in 1986, I applied and was accepted as a post

doctoral fellow at the National Musuem of American History of the Smithsonian Institution (in 

Washington, DC) where I studied industrial history with Dr. Gary Kulik, a noted historian of 

New England textile mills, and with Robert Vogel, a co-founder of the Society for Industrial 

Archaeology. Subsequently, at Berkeley I have taught graduate seminars on American industrial 

buildings built after 1870 as well as the social and architectural history of San Francisco and 

West Oakland factories and workers' housing. I have also supervised several masters' theses 

and doctoral dissertations relating to these topics. 

As shown in Appendix A for this testimony, my own research has focused particularly on 

the Machine Shop building of the Union Iron Works, the locations of supervisors and managers 

throughout the shipyard, and the railway connections within the early shipyard and its later 

expansion under Bethlehem Steel ownership into the former Pacific Rolling Mills site. For 

comparison with Potrero Point, I am also studying West Oakland, although its most important 

employment sites (the Southern Pacific Railroad yards and the Moore Shipyard) are long gone. 

Question 3: What are the purposes and scope of your testimony? 

Response3: The purposes of my testimony are to establish: 

1) the importance of preserving industrial sites; 

2) the historic nexus between the industries on Potrero Point; and 

3) the national significance of a Potrero Point historic district. 

Question 4: What is the importance of industrial sites in U.S. history? 

Response 4: Today, most Americans appreciate Silicon Valley and the importance of 

the semiconductor industry, its venture capitalists, and its various ranks of laborers. From the 

1870s to the 1940s, equally important were America's burgeoning new concentrations of 

factories. In these large industrial workplaces, American industrialists, engineers, and workers 

hammered out what we now know as American technological know-how and world mastery of 
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machinery. Large industrial workplaces drove the post-1870 explosion of America's urban 

population-including both the migration of rural and small town people to white collar jobs in 

the city, and the immigration to the United States of people from all over the globe for blue

collar jobs. Nationally, factory workplaces were battlegrounds over the imposition of the 

Protestant work ethic on often non-Protestant immigrants. Indeed, factory work drove the 

adoption of American time-consciousness and the spread of the idea of efficiency (also known as 

"productivity") to become something like a national religion. 

Obviously, not every workplace merits preservation, but in the set of preserved places in 

every major metropolitan area, is it essential to conserve the history of the rank and file workers, 

both men and women, whose long hours of work-usually under noisy, hot, smoky conditions

are as significant as the labor of capitalists and their engineers working in the main office. In 

factory settings and nearby union halls and workers' clubs, laborers in large workplaces fought 

for important political and economic rights and, by their labor, made their own contributions to 

American material culture and progress. Where the products of a workplace are regionally and 

nationally significant, then the preservation of a workplace becomes particularly significant. 

Question 5 

reviews? 

What are the inherent problems of industrial sites and National Register 

Response 5: The most easily identified National Register sites and districts are the 

kinds of places for which the Register was originally intended: spectacular architectural designs 

and the homes of famous leaders. With factories, the things that delight most architectural 

historians-fine details and dramatic style-are rare. Sheer huge scale and forthright honesty of 

materials and forms are the most one can hope for in the design of industrial sites. So too, 

"integrity" (which is quite easy to identify with high-style design) is with factories much more 

nuanced and often the wrong question to ask when judging significance. Economically 

successful industrial sites are messy and complicated; their building complexes typically grow 

with many rapid accretions. Most factory complexes are not "built" in any one year, like a 

mansion or an office tower; rather, factories are "begun" in a particular year. Additions and 

remodeling can be much more significant than the original structures. On industrial sites, the 

disciplines of labor history, social history, and business history are probably more important for 

evaluation than architectural design, but such experts are rarely the ones doing the National 

Register evaluations. 
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In only a few states-especially Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and North Carolina (for 

their textile industries), New York (for its 1920s electrical industry sites) and Michigan (for 

automobile production)-did early State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) staff members 

really understand industrial site importance as part of their early state-wide surveys. In these 

states, famous and ambitious 1970s SHPO statewide surveys identified, at the state level, 

industrial preservation districts along with other significant districts. Similarly, most states east 

of the Mississippi and a few in the Great Plains now have sophisticated and thorough statewide 

surveys of vernacular architecture as well as high-style sites. The California SHPO office has 

never had a sufficient budget for such surveys. California is twenty to thirty years behind states 

like Massachusetts, North Carolina, and even Kansas. 

In part because of such survey gaps, engineering and industry specialists founded the 

Society of Industrial Archeology (the SIA) in 1971. For some regions, the SIA has done fine 

work in site identification and scholarly publishing. However, the SIA has primarily focused on 

machines and buildings; only rarely have they asked much about the social or labor aspects of 

industrial sites. This has marginalized the SIA among American social and cultural historians. 

For its own part, California's chapter of the SIA has largely concerned itself with a few small 

gold-country sites. 

Thus, it is not surprising that the Final Staff Assessment for the Potrero Point Power Plant 

project has come to such limited conclusions. Mirant's cultural resource experts have been 

asked questions that addressed only isolated fractions of the Potrero Point district; they have 

based their analyses on guidelines written for other types of resources; and they have not had the 

opportunity to address the larger questions of the site and situation of the cultural resources 

which remain on Potrero Point. 

Question 6:. What is the nexus of historical relationships among the industries on 

Potrero Point? 

Response 6: There are several themes that tie together the industries on Potrero Point. 
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• The clear boundary of deep-water access 

• The links between Potrero' s famous industrialists 

• Development of a single-use district for heavy industry 

• The interlocking histories of labor and neighborhoods 

4 
Prepared Testimony of Dr Paul Groth for CCSF and Dogpatch on theCultural Resourcest 
Topic Area Case No. 00-AFC-4 

pucw~rrnnor\groth3 doc 



1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

Each of these themes is discussed below. 

• The clear boundary of deep-water access 

A first theme that ties together Potrero Point's historical development is the reliance of its 

industries on deepwater frontage and Pacific Ocean links. Indeed, on three sides, the water line 

defines the district very clearly: to the north, the slips and dry docks of the Union Iron Works 

(now Pier 70); to the east, before 1904, the wharves of the Pacific Rolling Mill steel plant (and, 

after 1904, an extension of the Union Iron Works) and also on the east, the coal docks of what 

became the PG&E site; to the southeast, the wharves of the Western Sugar company. To the 

west, the rail lines of Third Street form a logical fourth boundary of the Potrero Point historic 

district. 

• The links between Potrero's famous industrialists. 

A second theme linking Potrero Point into a single historic district is the small group of 

famous California capitalists who developed the area through both formal and informal 

associations. In his masterful book, Imperial San Francisco, Gray Brechin shows how closely

interlocked families have directed San Francisco's business empires. The details are 

complicated, but at Potrero Point the workings of these interlocking families is particularly 

striking and important. 

The first big name to arrive was James Fair (whose daughters memorialized their father 

with the Fairmont Hotel); in 1866 he established the Pacific Rolling Mills on the middle third of 

Potrero Point. In 1881, to process raw sugar from his Hawaiian sugar plantations (his family 

owned most of the island of Maui), Claus Spreckles established his San Francisco sugar refinery 

on the southern third of Potrero Point. Two years later, the owners of the Union Iron Works 

moved their entire operation from the South of Market to the northern third of Potrero Point. 

The major families behind the Union Iron Works in the nineteenth century were two sets of 

brothers, the Donahues and the Scotts. The profits and products of the early Union Iron Works 

(first located in the South of Market area) had fueled Peter Donahue's founding of the San 

Francisco Gas and Electric Company (later PG&E). By 1883 the Union Iron Works was 

controlled by Irving Murray Scott and his banker-brother, Henry Tiffany Scott (who sold the 

Iron Works in 1904 and with those profits took over control of Pacific Telephone and 

Telegraph). Although Peter Donahue died in 1885, family ties remained: Henry Scott's daughter 

married into Peter Donahue's extended family. The Scotts and the Rolling Mills owners were 

clearly on friendly terms, too. In 1880, Irving Scott co-planned major expansions of the Rolling 
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Mills with its then head, Patrick Noble. The Scotts were major buyers of the Rolling Mill's steel, 

and the only railroad route into the steel mill ran directly through the middle of the Union Iron 

Works. 

After the turn of the century, Potrero Point's industrialist ties became even more 

interwoven. In 1901 Spreckles built his huge Station A power plant, which he quickly sold to 

San Francisco Gas and Electric. As late as 1913, Sanborn Maps show PG&E facilities built on 

the present-day site of one of the Spreckles sugar warehouses; at several points in the southern 

third of Potrero Point, PG&E tanks and sugar plant tanks stood side by side on the same lots. 

Meanwhile, in the 1890s, the warships built by Irving Scott had been instrumental in winning the 

Spanish-American war in the Philippines, which in turn opened the Philippines for Spreckles to 

establish even more sugar plantations. Spreckles brought his raw sugar to San Francisco Bay on 

his own fleet of ships, at least some of which were built by his business colleagues and neighbors 

over at the Union Iron Works. 

Not surprisingly, given the interlocking genesis of the industries on Potrero Point, the 

waves of development and years of historical significance for the remaining elements of the 

sugar plant, ship yard, gas works, and electrical plant closely coincide, from the 1880s to the 

1940s (with the power plant period of historical significance being from 1901to1949). 

• Development of a single-use district for heavy industry 

A third theme linking all of Potrero Point is the coordinated transformation, over a single 

generation, of the entire peninsula into a large single-use industrial area for heavy and polluting 

industry-all this, decades before legal zoning was adopted in the United States as a method for 

solving land-use conflicts between industrial, residential, and retail areas. As part of their 

investment strategies, all of the factory owner-developers active in Potrero Point were also very 

active railroad and mining investors and real estate developers. 

Some combination of Potrero's industrial leaders worked diligently (and probably 

secretly, under various aliases) to assemble over one hundred nineteenth-century lots and 

privately-owned wooden cottages, row houses, rooming houses, and saloons in four blocks on 

the west side of the district (between 20th' Michigan, and 22nd streets and what is today known as 

Third Street). Over 70 of the 100 parcels were east of Michigan street, many on top of Irish Hill. 

Industrialists saw the hill itself as an obstacle, and worked for decades to blast away as much of 

it as possible. The industrialists didn't want the kind of crowding and mixed land uses they had 

to contend with in older areas like San Francisco's South of Market or North Waterfront. 
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Residential and retail neighbors complained about noise and pollution and impeded industrial 

expansion. Eradicating Irish hill and the mixed-use blocks along the western side of the district 

was also clearly motivated by the industrialists' wish to close down as many as possible of the 

working people's saloons, which were union hotbeds and always (union or not) zones of 

opposition to management. Before 1900, over 30 saloons crowded the blocks adjacent to the 

gates of the Union Iron Works, PG&E and Western Sugar. 

During World War I, the peninsula's major landowners completed their conversion of the 

west side of the district to industrial uses. The largest user of the new large industrial plots was 

the Pacific Factory of American Can Company, which still occupies an entire city block. On part 

of another cleared block, PG&E built a warehouse; on yet another cleared block, the Union Iron 

Works built a parking lot for white collar workers. These actions portray the active and 

cooperative roles of PG&E and the Union Iron Works in shaping the land use of the whole 

district. 

Another unifying aspect of the historical development of Potrero Point is its ecological 

history, in particular the soil pollution resulting from the concentration of heavy, polluting 

industries. The seepage of ground pollution certainly has not been confined to any one parcel of 

land, and ironically--by retarding development-toxic wastes have helped to preserve the 

peninsula's industrial heritage. 

• The interlocking histories of labor and neighborhoods. 

Although industrialists fought to eliminate conflicting residential land-uses, before 1945 

blue-collar workers sought to live within close walking distance of multiple places of 

employment. Potrero Point's labor history is thus closely related to the residential 

neighborhoods of Irish Hill (while it lasted), Dogpatch, and Potrero Hill. 

Quite literally, the human lives of workers knit together the Potrero Point district even 

more than the interlocking directorates of its factory owners. The members of one family would 

have people working at multiple sites on Potrero Point: older men working skilled jobs at the 

shipyard; younger men and new immigrant boarders working as unskilled day laborers wherever 

they could, most often at the warehouses and at the dirtiest and toughest jobs throughout the 

peninsula; women and children at the cannery, and cooking and serving at the many cheap 

eateries and saloons. So too, the single residents of the area's numerous commercial rooming 

houses and cheap lodging houses (most with saloons and lunch counters on their ground floor) 
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needed many different workplaces nearby; when work in one place was scarce, workers moved 

on to the next employer on Potrero Point. 

Question 7: What is the national significance of the Potrero Point industrial district? 

Response?: First, it is important to stress that Potrero Point's present-day set of 

machine shops, foundries, shipyards, gas and power plants, cannery, and sugar warehouses

mostly built before 1930--are nationally significant simply because they survive (especially those 

structures that predate the 1906 earthquake), and survive in an accessible location. Thirty years 

ago these sites were not particularly rare; today, they are. They stand in a place where people 

can easily visit them; they only lack stabilization and interpretation. Had I been hired to evaluate 

Station A, I would have rated it as clearly significant. Even with the rear half (not visible from 

the street) removed, a six-story-tall brick building over 400 feet long--especially a pre-1906 

structure in San Francisco--is a significant landscape feature. 

The Potrero Point district is one of the best places in California to tell the essential early 

chapters of the story of Western urban industry as part of mining history and as part of American 

industrial history in general. The Union Iron Works produced 90 per cent of the machinery used 

in the Comstock lode, and through the early 1900s continued to produce machinery essential for 

mining throughout the West. The sugar plant and PG&E remnants contribute to the history of 

California's industry. The cannery is an important historical site for San Francisco's women's 

labor history. Western industrial history is very little studied, and woefully under-represented in 

American history. The West is more than ranching, mining, and oil drilling. California is much 

more than gold, oranges, the Beach Boys, and movie-making. We need to preserve and interpret 

industrial historical sites to make this clear. 

Potrero Point's historical sites share nationally significant links to production support for 

the Spanish American War, World War I, and World War II. With up to 5,000 people employed 

in the war production surges, the Union Iron Works was, by far, San Francisco's largest 

industrial employer. But war themes apply not only to the Union Iron Works but also to the 

industrialists behind PG&E and Western Sugar, who actively promoted war involvement to 

boost local demand and prices during military build-ups. The wave of electrical appliance 

promotion for American homes in the early 1920s was due to the overproduction of wartime 

electrical capacity. 

The sugar warehouses and the Union Iron Works also stand as nationally significant 

reminders of San Francisco's central role in American commercial and military domination of 
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the Pacific rim since the 1880s. Those humble sugar warehouses are modest but tangible 

reminders of the long-distance Pacific rim economy of the 1880s, where laborers as well as raw 

materials were brought from Hawaii and the Philippines. Coal for the gas works came from 

Australia and Wales as well as Washington state and British Columbia. Gray Brechin, 

especially, has helped us understand how these sites symbolize California's private-industry 

reliance on U.S. military contracts and on Pacific Rim imperialism. 

Most importantly, the surviving sites on Potrero Point are nationally significant especially 

as a remarkably preserved ensemble of early heavy industrial plants in a single-use industrial 

district, one of the few such well preserved districts on the West Coast. The cannery, historic 

PG&E structures, sugar warehouses, the rail corridors, and even the remaining bit of Irish Hill all 

provide important context-integrity of setting and feeling--for the Union Iron Works. The 

juxtaposition of Dogpatch and Potrero Hill are also important contributors. The American West 

has other early individual industrial sites and other blue-collar residential districts. However, 

Potrero Point's juxtaposition of a large, integrated set of industrial workplaces-established 20 

years before zoning makes such combinations a required pattern-next to intact nineteenth

century housing districts is highly signficant, not just for San Francisco history but for the history 

of all California. 

Admittedly, we may not like telling stories of backroom business collusion, low wages, 

poverty, pollution, war mongering, and imperialism. Nonetheless, Americans need to know and 

understand these stories as well as the more positive stories of the innovation and leadership of 

the important industrial leaders who shaped industry and urban development in Northern 

California and the Western United States. The ensemble of sites on Potrero Point, and the 

interlocking great fortunes and labor histories behind them, present one of the best and most 

significant remaining places in California to tell such stories. 

Question 9: Does this complete your testimony? 

Response 9: Yes it does. Thank you. 

I declare under penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct. 

Executed on July_, 2002 
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Appendix A: Key Sources Relating to Paul Groth's Prepared Testimony 

Adams, George R. [Director, Historic Landmarks Project, American Association for State and 
Local History, Nashville, Tennessee] "National Register of Historic Places Inventory 
for the San Francisco Yard, Bethlehem Steel, Shipbuilding Division," [my copy is 
dated June 1978, and shows no action taken by the California SHPO; see also 
Malone 1988]. 

Adler, Jacob. Claus Spreckels: The Sugar King in Hawaii (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1966). 

Brechin, Gray. Imperial San Francisco: Urban Power, Earthly Ruin (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999). 

Brechin devotes an entire chapter (pp. 121-170) to the Scott brothers and 
Union Iron Works. See also pp. 249-264. 

Coleman, Charles M. PG&E of California: The Centennial Story of Pacific Gas and Electric 
1852-1952 (New York: McGraw Hill, 1952). 

Corona, Al. "City Treasure Grew Up in a Village called the Potrero," San Francisco Examiner 
(September 8, 2000). 

Eichner, Alfred S. The Emergence of Oligopoly: Sugar Refining as a Case Study (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1969). 

Fitzhamon, E. G., "The Potrero," San Francisco Chronicle (September 14, 1928). 

Groth, Paul. "Making the System First: Engineering Cultural Change in Twentieth-Century 
Factory Complexes," paper for the American Studies Association Meetings, New 
York City, November 1987. 

Groth, Paul. "Factory and Home: Engineering a New Architectural Order," National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC, February 1988. 

Groth, Paul. Living Downtown: The History of Residential Hotels in the United States 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994; paperback edition, 1998; electronic 
edition, netLibrary, 2001 ). 

Groth, Paul. "San Francisco's Third and Howard Streets: Skid Row and the Limits of 
Architecture," in Diane Favro, Zeynip Celik, and Richard Ingersoll, eds., Streets of 
the World: Critical Perspectives on Public Space (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1994), pp. 23-34. 

Groth, Paul. "Generic Buildings and Cultural Landscapes as Sources of Urban History," The 
Journal of Architectural Education 41 :3 (1988), Special Issue on Urban History in 
the 1980s, Diane Favro and Zeynep Celik, eds., pp. 41-44. 

Groth, Paul. "Values and Challenges of Ordinary Cultural Landscapes," Keynote presentation for 
National Park Service, Landscape Preservation Workshop, Point Reyes National 
Seashore. July 1993. 
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Groth, Paul. "Social Connections as Clues to Cultural Landscape Health," keynote lecture, 
American Landscape Lecture Series, Graduate School of Design, Harvard 
University, February 1997. 

Groth, Paul. "Workers Houses in West Oakland" (co-authored with Marta Gutman), in Suzanne 
Stewart and Mary Praetzellis, eds., Sights and Sounds: Essays in Celebration of West 
Oakland (report for the Cypress I-880 Replacement Project, California Department 
of Transportation, CAL TRANS, with the Anthropological Studies Center, Sonoma 
State University, 1997), pp. 31-84, with 32 photos and 21 measured drawings. 

Groth, Paul. "Rooming and Boarding in West Oakland," in Suzanne Stewart and Mary 
Praetzellis, eds., Sights and Sounds: Essays in Celebration of West Oakland (report 
for the Cypress I-880 Replacement Project, California Department of Transportation, 
CALTRANS, with the Anthropological Studies Center, Sonoma State University, 
1997), pp. 85-112. 

Groth, Paul. "A Profile of West Oakland Work in 1952," in Suzanne Stewart and Mary 
Praetzellis, eds., Sights and Sounds: Essays in Celebration of West Oakland (report 
for the Cypress I-880 Replacement Project, California Department of Transportation, 
CALTRANS, with the Anthropological Studies Center, Sonoma State University, 
1997), pp. 211-222. 

Groth, Paul. "Factories In the Survey of Everyday Architecture," invited paper for methods 
session, Vernacular Architecture Forum annual meeting, Columbus, Georgia, May 
1999. 

Groth Paul. "Connecting Ordinary Homes, Workplaces, and Public Realms: A 'Profession of 
Faith' about the Practice of Urban Architectural History," for closed symposium, 
"Paris and Chicago: Parallels Morphological and Conceptual," Northwestern 
University, Evanston, Illinois, September 2000. 

Groth, Paul. "Morphology as Cultural Distinction: Workers' Cottage and Minimal Bungalow 
Districts in Northern California, 1870-1945," paper for session, "American 
Morphology," at 2001 Biennial Conference of the International Seminar on Urban 
Form, Cincinnati, Ohio, September 2001. 

Groth, Paul. "From Workers' Cottages to Blue Collar Bungalows: Cultural Connections inside 
California Factories and Homes," Colloquium Series, Department of Geography, 
University of California, Los Angeles, May, 2001. 

Groth, Paul. "Morphology as Cultural Distinction: Workers' Cottages and Minimal Bungalow 
Districts in Oakland, California," MS under consideration (requested by editors) for 
Urban Morphology, the journal of the International Seminar on Urban Form. 

Hill, Ward, and Laurence H. Shoup. "Historic Architecture Report: Station A, Potrero Power 
Plant, in the City and County of San Francisco." (San Francisco: Dames and Moore 
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