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MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE 
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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
The Mechanics’ Institute is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit membership organization governed by a 16-member Board 
of Directors. The Mechanics’ Institute is the oldest surviving library in California designed to serve the general 
population, and the oldest chess club in the nation. It was conceived on December 11, 1854, by a group of 
mechanics (artisans, craftsmen and laborers) who were dissatisfied with San Francisco’s lack of libraries and 
dearth of educational opportunities for adults. On March 6, 1855, the Institute was formally arranged as a 
membership organization with a constitution, slate of elected officers and bylaws. The plan was to host a 
library, to offer classes and lectures that would teach new skills, to welcome everyone regardless of race or 
gender and to cost the user as little as possible. 
 
By June 1855, the Institute was renting a room in the Express Building, and for the next 10 years it operated 
at several addresses before purchasing its current location on Post Street in 1866. The institute built a three 
story building on there that functioned as the Institute’s offices, lecture hall, library and chess room for the 
next 40 years. That building was destroyed on April 18, 1906. On May 2, 1906, ground was broken at Larkin 
and Grove, on land the Institute owned, to build a temporary space to house donations of books made by 
concerned citizens to replace the Institute’s library. By September 1906, the Institute’s library and chess 
tables were back in business. By October, it had resumed offering lectures. In 1908, the Institute hired 
architect Albert Pissis to design the Institute’s current home at 57 Post Street – a nine story building that was 
finished in July 1910. The building was declared a local landmark in 1981. 
 
The business is located on the south side of Post Street between Kearny and Montgomery streets in the 
Financial District neighborhood.  
 
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years? 
 
Yes, Mechanics’ Institute has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years: 
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Corner of Montgomery Street and California Street from 1855 to 1856 (1 year) 
110 California Street from 1856 to 1858 (2 years) 
82 Montgomery Street from 1858 to 1863 (5 years) 
529 California Street from 1863 to 1866 (3 years) 
31 Post Street from 1866 to 1906 (40 years) 
99 Grove Street from 1906 to 1910 (4 years) 
57 Post Street from 1910 to Present (109 years) 
 
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community? 
 
Yes, Mechanics’ Institute has contributed to the history and identity of San Francisco. 
 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways 
the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or 
community: 
 
• The business is associated with the library and chess traditions. 
 
• The property is SF Landmark No. 124 and is a Category I property within Article 11 of the Planning Code. 

It has a Planning Department Historic Resource status codes of “A” (Historic Resource Present) because 
of its local designations. Mechanics’ Institute is one of the state's earliest educational institutions, and the 
building is an excellent example of a mixed use building whose internal functions are expressed in 
external design. The building was designed by master architect Albert Pissis (1852-1914). 
 

• Mechanics’ Institute has been mentioned in many newspaper articles, historical documents, dissertations 
and other treatments of local history over the last 160 years. Most recently, Porter Shreve described the 
Institute has “a vibrant cultural oasis in a landscape of glass and steel skyscrapers,” and Adam Johnson 
was quoted in the San Francisco Chronicle stating that “The Mechanics’ Institute is the first chamber in 
the beating heart of San Francisco’s literary scene,” adding that the library is “filled with books, history, 
rich programming, and writers and readers of all walks.” 

 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
Yes, Mechanics’ Institute is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the 
organization. 
 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Mechanics’ Institute qualifies for the Legacy 
Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the 
below listed physical features and traditions. 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Library, Events, and Chess departments. 
• The landmark building and its character-defining features. 
• Traditions of independent learning, grassroots community building, social responsibility and cultural 

exploration. 
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CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS 
Following is the core physical feature or tradition that defines the business that would be required for 
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.  
• Library and cultural center. 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Mechanics’ Institute currently 
located at 57 Post Street, Suite 504 in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under 
Administrative Code Section 2A.242. 
 
 
Richard Kurylo, Program Manager 
Legacy Business Program 
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Small Business Commission 
Draft Resolution 

 
HEARING DATE SEPTEMBER 23, 2019 

 
MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE 

 
LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 

 
 

Application No.:  LBR-2018-19-052 
Business Name:  Mechanics’ Institute 
Business Address:  57 Post Street, Suite 504 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   Taryn Edwards, Strategic Partnerships Manager 
Nomination Date:  April 15, 2019 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
 
ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR 
MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 57 POST STREET, SUITE 504. 
 
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains 
a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, community-
serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and 
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years; or 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30 
years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to 
the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a 
significant risk of displacement; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define 
the business; and 
 
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on September 23, 2019, the San Francisco Small Business 
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry application; therefore 
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Mechanics’ Institute in the Legacy 
Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below 
listed physical features and traditions at Mechanics’ Institute: 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Library, Events, and Chess departments. 
• The landmark building and its character-defining features. 
• Traditions of independent learning, grassroots community building, social responsibility and cultural 

exploration. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed 
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Mechanics’ Institute on the Legacy Business Registry: 
• Library and cultural center. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on 
September 23, 2019. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
Regina Dick-Endrizzi 
Director 

 
 
 
RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 
 
Ayes –  
Nays –  
Abstained –  
Absent –  
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Application No.:  LBR-2018-19-052 
Business Name:   Mechanics’ Institute 
Business Address:   57 Post Street, Suite 504 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:    Taryn Edwards, Strategic Partnerships Manager 
Nomination Date:   April 15, 2019 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
 
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no 
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years?  X Yes   No 
 
Corner of Montgomery Street and California Street from 1855 to 1856 (1 year) 
110 California Street from 1856 to 1858 (2 years) 
82 Montgomery Street from 1858 to 1863 (5 years) 
529 California Street from 1863 to 1866 (3 years) 
31 Post Street from 1866 to 1906 (40 years) 
99 Grove Street from 1906 to 1910 (4 years) 
57 Post Street from 1910 to Present (109 years) 
 
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community?  X Yes   No 
 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that 
define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?  X Yes   No 
 
NOTES: N/A 
 
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: August 19, 2019 
 
 
Richard Kurylo 
Program Manager, Legacy Business Program 
 

Legacy  
Business  
Registry 

Application Review 
Sheet 





Legacy Business Registry Application

V.5- 6/17/2016

Section One:
Business / Applicant Information. Provide the following information:

The name, mailing address, and other contact information of the business;

The name of the person who owns the business. For businesses with multiple owners, identify the person(s)
with the highest ownership stake in the business;

The name, title, and contact information of the applicant;

The business’s San Francisco Business Account Number and entity number with the Secretary of State, if
applicable.

NAME OF BUSINESS:

BUSINESS OWNER(S) (identify the person(s) with the highest ownership stake in the business)

CURRENT BUSINESS ADDRESS: TELEPHONE:

( )

EMAIL:

WEBSITE: FACEBOOK PAGE: YELP PAGE

APPLICANT’S NAME

Same as Business

APPLICANT’S TITLE

APPLICANT’S ADDRESS: TELEPHONE:

( )

EMAIL:

SAN FRANCISCO BUSINESS ACCOUNT NUMBER: SECRETARY OF STATE ENTITY NUMBER (if applicable):

OFFICIAL USE: Completed by OSB Staff
NAME OF NOMINATOR: DATE OF NOMINATION:

ÓÛÝØßÒ×ÝÍù ×ÒÍÌ×ÌËÌÛ

ÖÛÒÒ×ÚÛÎ ÜÛÍ×ÜÛÎ×ô ßÝÝÑËÒÌ×ÒÙ ÓßÒßÙÛÎ

ÓÛÝØßÒ×ÝÍù ×ÒÍÌ×ÌËÌÛ
ëé ÐÑÍÌ ÍÌÎÛÛÌô ÍË×ÌÛ ëðì
ÍßÒ ÚÎßÒÝ×ÍÝÑô Ýß çìïðì

øìïë÷ íçíóðïðè

ÖÜÛÍ×ÜÛÎ×àÓ×Ô×ÞÎßÎÇòÑÎÙ

Ó×Ô×ÞÎßÎÇòÑÎÙ Ó×Ô×ÞÎßÎÇ

ÌßÎÇÒ ÛÜÉßÎÜÍ

ÍÌÎßÌÛÙ×Ý ÐßÎÌÒÛÎÍØ×ÐÍ ÓßÒßÙÛÎ

øìïë÷ íçíóðïðíÓÛÝØßÒ×ÝÍù ×ÒÍÌ×ÌËÌÛ
ëé ÐÑÍÌ ÍÌÎÛÛÌô ÍË×ÌÛ ëðì
ÍßÒ ÚÎßÒÝ×ÍÝÑô Ýß çìïðì ÌÛÜÉßÎÜÍàÓ×Ô×ÞÎßÎÇòÑÎÙ

ìíïëì çìóïîëìêìì

ì



Legacy Business Registry Application

V.5- 6/17/2016

Section Two:
Business Location(s).
List the business address of the original San Francisco location, the start date of business, and the dates of operation at
the original location. Check the box indicating whether the original location of the business in San Francisco is the
founding location of the business. If the business moved from its original location and has had additional addresses in
San Francisco, identify all other addresses and the dates of operation at each address. For businesses with more than
one location, list the additional locations in section three of the narrative.

ORIGINAL SAN FRANCISCO ADDRESS: ZIP CODE: START DATE OF BUSINESS

IS THIS LOCATION THE FOUNDING LOCATION OF THE BUSINESS? DATES OF OPERATION AT THIS LOCATON

No Yes

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION

Start:

End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION

Start:

End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION

Start:

End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION

Start:

End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION

Start:

End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION

Start:

End:





MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE 
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative 

CRITERION 1 

a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco 
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations, 
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the 
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all 
other locations. 

The Mechanics’ Institute (“Mechanics” or “the Institute”) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit membership 
organization governed by a 16-member Board of Directors. It was conceived on December 11, 
1854, by a group of mechanics (artisans, craftsmen and laborers) who were dissatisfied with 
San Francisco’s lack of libraries and dearth of educational opportunities for adults. On March 6, 
1855, the fledgling Institute was formally arranged as a membership organization with a 
constitution, slate of elected officers and bylaws. The plan was to host a library, to offer classes 
and lectures that would teach new skills, to welcome everyone regardless of race or gender and 
to cost the user as little as possible. 

By June 1855, the Institute rented a room on the 4th floor of the Express Building on 
Montgomery Street at California Street. For the next 10 years, it operated at several addresses 
before purchasing its current location on Post Street in 1866. There it built a three-story 
building that functioned as the Institute’s offices, lecture hall, library and chess room for the 
next 40 years. That building was destroyed on April 18, 1906. On May 2, 1906, ground was 
broken at Larkin and Grove, on land the Institute owned, to build a temporary space to house 
donations of books made by concerned citizens to replace the Institute’s library. By September 
1906, the Institute’s library and chess tables were back in business. By October, it had resumed 
offering lectures. 

In 1908, the Institute hired architect Albert Pissis to design the Institute’s current home at 57 
Post Street – a nine story building that was finished in July 1910. The building was declared a 
local landmark in 1981. It is also a Category I Building according to the San Francisco Planning 
Department’s “Downtown Plan” — the highest status possible — and has been evaluated as 
eligible for the National Register. 

b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco 
for more than six months? 

The organization had a brief interruption of service after the earthquake of April 18, 1906, that 
destroyed its building. By October 1906, it had resumed full operation. It has since functioned 
without any interruptions in service. 



c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the 
business. 

The business is a nonprofit organization and not a family-owned business. 

d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a 
family-owned business. 

Not applicable. 

e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the 
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please 
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the 
existence of the business prior to current ownership. 

Documentation of the existence of the business verifying it has been in operation for 30+ years 
is provided in this Legacy Business Registry application. 

f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated 
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry. 

The historic resource status of the building at 57 Post Street is classified by the Planning 
Department as Category A, Historic Resource Present, with regard to the California 
Environmental Quality Act. According to the Planning Department, the building is a major 
landmark designed by Albert Pissis (1852-1914). It’s an excellent example of a mixed use 
building whose internal functions are expressed in the external design. The ground floor with its 
commercial space and monumental entranceway is surmounted by two floors of well-lit library 
floors, with offices above that. The marble lobby is decorated with an Arthur Mathews mural1 
and is the endpoint of a very beautiful circular iron and marble stairway. The façade includes an 
arched, rusticated entry; a frieze; a metope (square space between triglyphs in a Doric frieze); 
arched windows with key consoles alternating with engaged ionic pilasters; a denticulated band 
course articulating the division between the second and third stories; a second band course; 

                                                           
1 The Mathews mural in the lobby is a single panel. It was commissioned and custom sketched for MI in 1906 to 
commemorate MI’s merger with the Mercantile Association. Then the earthquake of 1906 happened and the 
project was put on hold. Arthur Mathews was then called around 1912 to head the art department of the Panama 
Pacific International Exposition (PPIE) so the project was further pushed back. It’s believed Mathews didn’t 
commence work on it until 1916 once his expo commitment was fulfilled. The piece was installed on the southeast 
wall of MI’s lobby in the summer of 1917 per MI’s board minutes. Some people think the mural was exhibited at 
the PPIE but that is not likely given its size. 
 



keystones; and a shallow modillioned cornice. The lobby houses a bas relief bronze plaque on 
its northwest wall executed by F. Marion Wells.2 

Albert Pissis is one of the most important early architects of San Francisco. Born in Guaymas, 
Mexico, of French parents, he came to California as a boy in 1858 and graduated from local 
schools. He studied at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris and traveled extensively in Europe. He 
returned to San Francisco to become a leader in the western neoclassic revival on the Pacific 
frontier. He was one of five architects to serve on the advisory committee of the 1915 Pan 
American Pacific Exposition. He contributed significantly to San Francisco's architectural 
character. His designs are distinguished by their refinement and sophisticated restraint. 

CRITERION 2 

a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood, 
community or San Francisco. 

The Mechanics’ Institute is the oldest surviving library in California designed to serve the 
general population, and the oldest chess club in the nation. In 1855, the Institute began to host 
free lectures on science, technology and popular culture making it one of the state’s earliest 
educational providers. 

Mechanics’ Institute has served as a place to explore what it means to be a “citizen” of San 
Francisco since its earliest days, hosting forums on topics that rocked the day such as whether 
California should adopt paper currency, the 8-hour labor law and Chinese immigration. Today it 
continues to host several monthly public discussions on topics relevant to “life” in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. It further contributes to Bay Area culture through its myriad services such 
as writers critique groups, book discussion groups, lectures and providing a venue – via rental at 
a reasonable cost – of its meeting room spaces to various cultural groups that need space to 
hold their own programs. The Institute’s 9-story building is also home to scores of nonprofits. 

b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the 
city, or the business industry? 

In 1868, the Institute's president was tapped by the Governor to serve in an ex-officio capacity 
on the University of California’s Board of Regents. The Institute heavily participated in the UC’s 
first years, hosting classes for the School of Mechanic Arts at its Post Street location, helping 
develop the curriculum and sitting on the Board of Regents until 1974. Mechanics’ Institute 
would continue to host classes taught by UC Berkeley faculty through the 1920s. At their peak, 
these classes saw 1,000 students per year – up to a third of which were women. The success of 

                                                           
2 According to MI’s records, it commissioned this bust in late January 1896. The bust was cast using the same 
model that Wells had submitted to the contest in June of 1890 for the Pioneer monument outside City Hall 
(Sacramento Daily Union, 16 June 1890, p1). The bust was hung on MI’s wall of its old building February 24, 1896. 
For more citations see: https://tarynedwards.com/2014/02/24/james-lick-bust-at-the-mechanics-institute/. 

https://tarynedwards.com/2014/02/24/james-lick-bust-at-the-mechanics-institute/


these classes held at the Mechanics’ Institute ultimately led to the UC establishing its formal 
Extension program in 1891. 

Between the years of 1857-1899, the Mechanics’ Institute also hosted 31 Industrial Exhibitions 
that promoted the products of local business and inventors. These fairs bolstered California’s 
infant economy, encouraged the demand for local goods and whetted the public’s appetite for 
elaborate, multi-attraction fairs. Ultimately they lay the seeds for larger international fairs such 
as the California Midwinter of 1894, the Panama Pacific Exposition of 1915 and the Golden Gate 
Exposition of 1939.  

c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade 
publication, media, or historical documents? 

Mechanics’ Institute and its myriad endeavors have been mentioned in innumerable newspaper 
articles, historical documents, dissertations and other treatments of local history over the last 
160 years. Most recently, Porter Shreve described the Institute has “a vibrant cultural oasis in a 
landscape of glass and steel skyscrapers,” and Adam Johnson was quoted in the San Francisco 
Chronicle stating that “The Mechanics’ Institute is the first chamber in the beating heart of San 
Francisco’s literary scene,” adding that the library is “filled with books, history, rich 
programming, and writers and readers of all walks.” Other recent articles about the Institute 
can be found on the organization’s website: https://www.milibrary.org/about/press. 

d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person? 

Thousands of Mechanics’ founders and members are of historical and contemporary 
significance including philanthropist James Lick, father of the cable car Andrew Hallidie; the 
eccentric Emperor (Joseph) Norton; writers Jack London, Oakley Hall, Gertrude Stein and 
Gertrude Atherton; mayors Adolph Sutro and James Phelan; artists Arthur and Lucia Matthews; 
bankers Amadeo Giannini and William Ralston; architects Julia Morgan, Albert Pissis, Willis Polk 
and Bernard Maybeck; and photographers Eadward Muybridge, Carleton Watkins and Pirkle 
Jones. 

e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community? 

Mechanics’ Institute has a strong ethic of volunteerism and civic duty serving in advisory and 
planning roles for large civic events such as the yearly SF History Days at the Old Mint, the 
annual San Francisco Scholastic Chess Championship in Golden Gate Park, the 100th 
anniversary of the Panama Pacific International Exposition (2015) and offering free chess 
classes every weekend at the Institute and in 18 public schools in San Francisco. 

f. Provide a description of the community the business serves. 

Mechanics’ Institute has a membership of near 5,000 people and a wider community of over 
7,000, most of who live or work along the BART line. It is a favorite of readers, scholars, writers, 

https://www.milibrary.org/about/press


downtown employees and nomadic workers. Among the fastest growing segments of 
membership are persons under 40 years old. When surveyed, these younger members 
expressed interest in being part of an institution that has a sense of “authenticity” as 
represented in the history and beauty of the Mechanics’ Institute’s building and library. 

g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant 
building/structure/site/object/interior? 

The Mechanics’ Institute building, designed by prolific local architect Albert Pissis, is San 
Francisco Landmark #134, designated in 1981. The building houses a unique cast iron spiral 
staircase, a Tennessee pink marble clad lobby and a one-of-a-kind mural by Arthur and Lucia 
Mathews on the southeast wall. In addition, the Library’s collection contains thousands of other 
items of cultural significance including a gold-framed portrait of Andrew Smith Hallidie, a 
bronze bust of James Lick, an extremely rare wall-sized map of the city circa 1854 and hundreds 
of photographs, books, objects and archival records related to its own and San Francisco 
history. It also has a world renowned collection of books and ephemera related to chess and 
fairs and expositions. 

h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut 
down, etc.? 

The community would be irrevocably changed if the Mechanics’ Institute was sold, relocated or 
shut down. The Mechanics’ Institute’s presence on Post Street over the last 153 years has 
served as a driver of Bay Area culture and a touchstone of San Francisco’s history and essence 
as a city. 

CRITERION 3 

a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character. 

The Mechanics’ Institute is made up of three departments: the Library, Events and Chess of 
which the Library is the largest. It maintains a general interest collection of some 150,000 
volumes in print that is particularly rich in the areas of literature, California and western United 
States history. It also maintains digital collections of e-books, e-audiobooks, e-magazines and 
databases and a rich calendar of writers and technology classes, book group and craft activity 
meetings. The Library’s services are characterized by a highly curated collection, activities 
relevant to its clientele’s interests, and personalized service.  

The Events department hosts approximately 100 programs a year including history lectures, 
panel discussions, new book launches, food and wine tastings, play readings, open mic poetry, 
and costumed activities. The Mechanics’ Institute’s events are designed to be thoughtful and 
distinctive, covering a wide range of topics germane to the culture, civic, and living experience 
of the San Francisco Bay Area. 



The Chess department offers 46 chess tables for casual play, regularly hosts tournaments, 
lectures and marathons including the Bay Area-famous Tuesday Night Marathon, offers free 
classes that are open to the public on Saturdays and Sundays and offers chess instruction to San 
Francisco public school children at 18 sites for free, plus nine sites in the wider Bay Area for a 
small fee. The Chess department’s activities are colored by its overriding love of the game and 
the urge to teach those who play it how to think two steps ahead. 

b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions 
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to 
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft, 
culinary, or art forms) 

The Mechanics’ Institute’s mission since 1854 has been to contribute to the intellectual growth 
and creative achievements of its members and the wider community through its library 
collection and myriad services.  

c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical 
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical 
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural 
details, neon signs, etc.). 

The Mechanics’ Institute actively maintains its landmark building and the individual spaces that 
house the Library, Chess Club and events and activities. In 2018, it was awarded a $500,000 
grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities to help support efforts to raise funds to 
repair and restore the brick façades and steel framing of its Post Street building. 

d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the 
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business, 
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or 
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current 
ownership. 

Though the notion of a mechanics’ institute in the 21st century may seem quaint, the 
Mechanics’ Institute of San Francisco is anything but - carrying on the traditions for which it was 
founded: independent learning, grassroots community building, social responsibility and 
cultural exploration. The Mechanic’ Institute looks forward to serving the City for the next 165 
years. 
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PHOTO 1 
Mechanics’ Institute  

31 Post Street 

PHOTO 2 & 3 
Mechanics’ Institute when its 

current building was being con-
structed. The address changed to 

57 Post. (circa 1909)  



PHOTO 4 - Mechanics’ Institute in 2017 after a façade refresh 



PHOTO 5 - Façade detail, circa 1955. 
PHOTO 6—1854 U.S. Coast Survey Map of SF circa 1854. 



 

PHOTO 7 - Circular Staircase 
by Pirkle Jones, circa 1955 

 

PHOTO 8 - Circular Staircase 
circa 2018 

 

PHOTO 9 - James Lick 
installed in 1896, circa 2014 

 

 

PHOTO 10 - Andrew Hallidie (1898). 
upon its restoration in  2016. 

 



 

PHOTOS 11 
Mural by Arthur & Lucia Mathews, sketched in 1906, installed in 1917. 

 



 

PHOTOS 12 & 13 - 2nd Floor Library Views circa 1910 and 2018 
 



 

PHOTOS 14 & 15 - 3rd Floor Library Views circa 1955 and 2017 
 



 

PHOTOS 16 & 17 - 3rd Floor Classrooms, circa 2013 
 

 



 

PHOTOS 18 & 19 
Meeting and Event Space views, circa 2017 

 



 

PHOTOS 21 & 22 
Chess Room (circa 1910 and 2018) 



PHOTO 23 
A day of lectures and dancing 
to celebrate the 80th anniver-
sary of the Golden Gate Inter-
national Exposition of 1939, 
circa 2019. 

PHOTO 24 
(Above) Discussion, tasting, and book 
launch for Iconic San Francisco Dishes, 

Drinks and Desserts by Laura Borrman fea-
turing food and cocktails from Sam’s Grill, 

Sam Wo’s, 15 Romolo and It’s It,  circa 
2018. 

 

PHOTO 25 
(Below) a packed house to fete author Dave 

Eggers and A Monk of Mokha,  



PHOTO 26  
How to Apply for Creative Writing Grants,  taught by Lyzette Wanzer, 2018. 

 
PHOTO 27 

(Below) Book Launch with J.J. Mulligan for No Human is Illegal, 2019 



PHOTO 28 
One of many chess camps held per summer, circa 2017. 

 
PHOTO 29 

(Below) 2019 SF Scholastic Chess Championship, Golden Gate Park  
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Newspapers—historic 
Thousands of newspaper articles covered the actions and news of the Mechanics’ Institute 
since its founding in December 1854 to the present with the bulk of them occurring from 1855-
1950. 
  
The California Digital Newspaper Collection , a free database with some of the state’s principal 
papers, contains over 16,000 articles on the “Mechanics’ Institute”. 
  
The San Francisco Chronicle’s historic newspaper database (1865-2015) contains nearly 12,000 
articles on the “Mechanics’ Institute”. 
  
Newspapers—contemporary 
SF Chronicle 
The Mechanics’ Institute’s events are mentioned innumerable times in the Datebook. From 
February 2014 to December 2017 the Institute was also in a partnership with the Chronicle, 
offering a popular historical tour of the building and its services to Chronicle readers (6 tours) 
and its meeting room space to host John McMurtrie’s Book Club.  
 
November 20, 2018—Ralph Lewin, who helped make Mechanics’ Institute a literary hub, 
stepping down, by John McMurtrie. 
  
March 4, 2018, Chess is the challenge for young people at Golden Gate Park tournament by 
Karen de Sá  
  
November 15, 2015—Moving through the years with Mechanics Institute chess tradition, by Lea 
Suzuki as part of the Regulars: a photo and video column. 
  
October 6, 2015—S.F.’s venerable Mechanics’ Institute becoming literary hub by Porter Shreve. 
  
Sacramento Bee 
November 27, 2015, Discoveries: Mechanics’ Institute an egalitarian oasis in fast-changing S.F. 
by Sam McManis 
  
Hoodline 
January 2, 2017, DaDa Debuts At The Mechanics' Institute With Art, Cocktails, & More, by Lisa 
Amand  
  
March 25, 2017, 7 Places To Go Without Leaving The Inner Sunset This Weekend, by Walter 

https://cdnc.ucr.edu/
https://datebook.sfchronicle.com/books/ralph-lewin-who-helped-make-mechanics-institute-a-literary-hub-stepping-down
https://datebook.sfchronicle.com/books/ralph-lewin-who-helped-make-mechanics-institute-a-literary-hub-stepping-down
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Chess-is-the-challenge-for-young-people-at-Golden-12779103.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Moving-through-the-years-with-Mechanics-Institute-6634446.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/books/article/San-Francisco-s-venerable-Mechanics-6551561.php
https://www.sacbee.com/entertainment/living/travel/sam-mcmanis/article46555445.html
https://hoodline.com/2017/01/dada-debuts-at-the-mechanics-institute-with-art-cocktails-more
https://hoodline.com/2017/03/7-places-to-go-without-leaving-the-inner-sunset-this-weekend


Thompson 
  
March 18, 2016, Secretly Awesome: Inside The Mechanics' Institute, A FiDi 'Cultural Hub' by Geri 
Koeppel  
  
Books 
The Institute is mentioned in several contemporary non-fiction and fiction books. The following 

is a selection.  
  
1) The Institute’s official history that is available at most libraries and on Amazon.com. 
 Four books, 300 dollars and a dream : an illustrated history of the first 150 years of the 

Mechanics' Institute of San Francisco : how a pioneer reading room for the education of 
craftsmen became a major library, research facility and social center in the heart of a busy 
city by Richard Reinhardt, Mechanics’ Institute, 2005. 

  
2) Making San Francisco American : cultural frontiers in the urban West, 1846-1906 by  
 Barbara Berglund, University Press of Kansas, 2007. 
  
3) Consuming Identities: Visual Culture in Nineteenth-Century San Francisco, by Dr. Amy  
 Lippert DeFalco, Oxford University Press, 2018.  
  
4) Discovering Vintage San Francisco by Laura Smith Borrman, Globe Pequot Press, 2015. 
  
5) 111 Places in San Francisco That You Must Not Miss, by Floriana Peterson, Emons Publishers 

2018. 
  
6) Making Culture Visible: The Public Display of Photography at Fairs and Exhibitions 1847-1900; 

by Julie K. Brown, Routledge,  2018. 
  
7) Manufacturing the Modern Patron in Victorian California: Cultural Philanthropy, Industrial 

Capital, and Social Authority by John Ott, Routledge, 2016. 
  
Articles 
Because of the Institute’s significant contributions to Bay Area culture, it is the focus of scores 
of articles published in magazines and journals. The following is a selection. 
  
1) “Before the Midwinter Fair: the Mechanics’ Institute’s “Pacific Rim” Industrial Exhibitions of 

1869 and 1871”, by Taryn Edwards, forthcoming in The Argonaut, Summer 2019. 
  
2) “Theory made practice: the story of the undertaking and development of the Mechanics’  
 Institute of San Francisco” by Joseph Cumming, Sunset Magazine 19:1 (May 1907) 43–50.  
  
3) The Mechanics’ Institute Library Commission and Construction: 1906-1912  by Christopher 

VerPlank, in honor of the Mechanics’ Institute’s Building Centennial Anniversary 

https://hoodline.com/2016/03/secretly-awesome-inside-the-mechanics-institute-a-cultural-hub-in-the-fidi
https://www.amazon.com/Four-Books-300-Dollars-Dream/dp/0977643506/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=richard+reinhardt+mechanics%27+institute&qid=1559082100&s=gateway&sr=8-1
http://www.verplanckconsulting.com/MechanicsInstutePaper.pdf


Celebration, 2010. 
  
4)  A cultural history of the Mechanics' Institute of San Francisco, 1855–1920 by Hildie V. Kraus, 

published online July 18, 2013. 
  
5) “The Mechanics’ Institute Fairs, 1857 to 1899” by Nora Leishman, The Argonaut, Fall 1999. 
  
Presentations 
The Institute is a popular venue for talks on its own history and how it has influenced San 
Francisco’s history and culture at large. The Institute’s Chess Club also live streams many of its 
activities. The following is a selection of presentations given at the Institute and for other 
organizations and historical groups including the Bancroft Library at University of California, 
Berkeley, Wells Fargo, the San Francisco Writers Conference, and the Society of California 
Pioneers. Some of these talks are available via the Mechanics’ Institute’s YouTube channel or 
on video in its Library collection. 
   
1) July 9, 2019—Before the Midwinter Fair: the Mechanics’ Institute’s “Pacific Rim” Industrial 

Exhibitions of 1869 and 1871, by Taryn Edwards, to be delivered before the San Francisco 
Historical Society. Also presented to the Mechanics’ Institute, and the Treasure Island 
Museum. An earlier version of this talk, Before the P.P.I.E. is available via You Tube. 

  
2) March 27, 2019 – Wise Counselor: Andrew Smith Hallidie and the foundation of the University 

of California by Taryn Edwards. A discussion of MI President Andrew Hallidie and its role in 
the foundation of the University. For the San Francisco City Guides. Also presented to the 
San Francisco Corral of Westerners, the Institute for Historical Study and the Bancroft 
Library. Filmed as the Unveiling of Mr. Hallidie in January 2016. Available via YouTube. 

3) February 17, 2019 – Historical Research: How to Make the Past Come Alive Accurately – a 
discussion with Brigid O’Farrell, San Francisco Writers Conference 2019, San Francisco Hyatt 
Regency, by Taryn Edwards. 

4) December 15, 2018 – The Writing Community of the San Francisco Mechanics’ Institute and 
How a Librarian Can Be A Writer’s Best Friend, by Taryn Edwards for the Tri Valley Writers 
Club, Pleasanton. 

5) December 13, 2018 – The Emperor’s Ride: Notes on a Famous Photograph, by Taryn Edwards 
with John Lumea. A discussion of the life of Emperor Norton and the role of the Mechanics’ 
Institute in San Francisco cycling culture. For the Battery, San Francisco. Also presented to 
the Mechanics’ Institute. 

6) September 28, 2017 – Andrew Smith Hallidie: the man, the building and the restoration, by 
Taryn Edwards with Rick Evans and Bruce Albert, for the AIA’s 14th Annual Architecture and 
the City Festival. A discussion of MI President Andrew Hallidie’s life to commemorate the 
restoration of the Hallidie Building.  For the Mechanics’ Institute, San Francisco, CA. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1179/174581607x205644
https://www.twitch.tv/videos/419560069
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sjllQhwRsMs&list=PLq49cQ7ZrMFBtahOyrAFBFAMzmIdVTrY6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LlbRLcLnuAg


7) September 5, 2017 – The Mechanics’ Institute of San Francisco, by Taryn Edwards. A general 
discussion of the Institute and its foundation for Wells Fargo, San Francisco, CA. The same 
talk can be viewed on YouTube before the Mechanics’ Institute and before the BayNet 
Libraries Annual meeting of 2016. 

8) May 30, 2017—James Lick and the Mechanics’ Institute: an Uncertain Friendship. A 
discussion of philanthropist James Lick and his role in the foundation of the Mechanics’ 
Institute. For the Society of California Pioneers, Annual Board Luncheon, and for the 
opening of the museum exhibit on James Lick. San Francisco, CA. 

8) January 24, 2017 – Wine at the Fairs: the Wines, Brandies and Vinous Products at the 
Mechanics’ Institute’s Industrial Expositions, 1857-1899 by Taryn Edwards. For the San 
Francisco Corral of Westerners, Sonoma County Library, and San Francisco Historical 
Society. 

9) November, 2016 – Librarian Taryn Edwards appeared as a “historical expert” in the 
documentary the San Francisco Cable Cars relating the life of Andrew Smith Hallidie and the 
role of the Mechanics’ Institute in the formation and debut of the cable cars. Film by 
Strephon Taylor (released March, 2017). 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QhPfcbW9kk&t=202s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QhPfcbW9kk&t=202s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QhPfcbW9kk&t=202s
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt6528286/
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Mechanics' Institute History

a short history of the Mechanics' Institute of San Francisco
by Taryn Edwards

What is a Mechanics' Institute?

Mechanics' Institutes in general were the offspring of the industrial revolution. They were created in Scotland in
the 1820's with the objective of providing technical education to those for whom a traditional university
experience was unattainable.

The concept spread like wildfire throughout the English speaking world and at its pinnacle there were some
seven hundred Mechanics' Institutes in England alone .

Typically, Mechanics' Institutes offered their communities vocational and technical "hands on" classes, lectures
on science, technology and the humanities, a library that supported the Institute's educational aims, and
recreational opportunities that encouraged camaraderie. Such a facility was greatly needed in Gold Rush era
San Francisco.

Why was the Institute founded?

In 1848 San Francisco had roughly 800 people. By 1852 the population had mushroomed to 34,000 with over
100,000 a year still coming. Most of them left the city to try their hand at mining but the gold had gotten harder
to find. The city began to experience an influx of former miners returning to the city — exhausted, depressed,
and often without enough money to support themselves.

The miners, the City, and the residents were in trouble.

[1]
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The symbols are very common to mechanics' institutes

in general, especially the arm and hammer — a

universal symbol of labor. The beehive connotes

industry and the plumb line and leveler, compass, square

and rule are all symbols of the craftsman. The

cornucopias represented California's agricultural

potential and the anchor its role as a port. The scales

remind us to lead a balanced life and the motto "Be just

and fear not" admonishes one to act according to their

principles.

By 1852 however, there were by now a significant group of residents who were hoping to "make their pile" by
starting businesses and making San Francisco their permanent home but they were stymied by the city's lack of
infrastructure and organization. The City was definitely feeling growing pains. Its problems included:

• It had an extremely diverse, unskilled, and unreliable population — that would leave whenever news of a
gold strike was heard.

• Its economy was completely reliant on the manufacture and export of gold — a source of capital that
fluctuated wildly.

• And it desperately needed supplies. If one needed a new pair of pants, building materials to make a house,
or sugar for one's coffee, it had to be imported from the Eastern states, South America or Hawaii. Most
goods were imported and there was a real feeling starting to grow that California should take advantage of
its natural resources.

• There was no organized workforce to help get industry off the ground but there were rumblings of discontent
among this group because of license taxes that were imposed upon people who produced or manufactured
things. This coupled with the general sentiment that mechanics and laborers weren't paid a living wage
meant that something had to change.

Meanwhile, the newspapers of the day abounded with stories of Mechanics' Institutes around the world and how
they helped their communities prevail.

The mechanics of this city began to see the need for such an organization — one that catered to their socio-
political needs, their reading interests, and their professional growth.

On the evening of December 11, 1854, John Sime, Roderick
Matheson (http://www.ourhealdsburg.com/history/matheson.htm),
Benjamin Heywood, George Gluyas and a score of others
assembled in the tax collector's office, at City Hall with the
object of forming a Mechanics' Institute. They all shared similar
dreams: boundless faith in the future of San Francisco as a port
and industrial center, concern about the moral atmosphere of
San Francisco, and most importantly they had an intense
aversion of imported goods, which they believed kept prices high
and deprived local people of jobs.

From the beginning the directors knew what sort of Institution
they wanted:

• A library with open stacks so all the books were accessible
to the members.

• A game room where members could spread out their chess
and checker boards.

• Classes that would stretch the mind and teach new skills
• To be an organization that welcomed everyone regardless of

race or gender
• and to cost as little as possible.

The Constitution and By Laws were shortly written and a logo was
designed by architect Thomas Boyd

Funding

Prior to the Rogers Act of 1878 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rogers_Free_Library_Act), there was no mechanism
in place to fund libraries in California, thus all had the challenge of finding a reliable funding source. The
Mechanics' Institute was designed, like most other "public" libraries of the day, to be a stock company with two
types of membership: stockholders who purchased shares worth $25 each with 10% due at signing and $1.50
payable quarterly in advance; and subscribers who paid an initiation fee of $5 and $1.50 quarterly. Subscribers
had all the privileges of stockholders except for the right to vote and hold office. This plan, if effective, would
have resulted in $75,000 in capital with which the Institute could purchase a lot, construct a building, and fit out
its library.
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The stockholder system was never successful. The Mechanics' Institute had difficulty getting its stockholders to
pay for the stocks they had promised to buy (only 10% was due at the time of purchase). The system would
undergo several changes in the coming years and ultimately was abolished in 1869. Today the Institute is
funded by membership dues which covers 7–9% of our income. The rest of our funding comes from donations,
income generated by the Institute's rental property, and interest on its endowment.

Starting Out (1855–1866)

By June 1855 the Institute rented two rooms on the 4th floor of
the Express Building which was on Montgomery Street at
California. A visitor described our lodgings as being very
comfortable with some 400 books and a growing collection of
scientific curiosities including samples of California's minerals,
petrified Oregon pine, and an eagle's leg and claw of monstrous
size .

A course of lectures was also planned and on November 2,
1855, Col. Edward Dickenson Baker delivered the first, on the
Dignity of Labor at Musical Hall — the largest venue in the City.
The newspapers the next morning described it as "one of the
largest gatherings ever assembled in California". The future of
the Mechanics' indeed looked bright but within the year it
became evident that membership dues were not enough to keep
the lights on and pay the staff. The Institute's finances were so dire that its librarian, Peter Bartelle Dexter
(https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fde56), offered to work for free.

First Fair

The directors had to come up with a plan so they decided to host an Exposition — like other Mechanics'
Institutes did in the eastern United States and Great Britain — to raise money to support the classes offered by
the Institute, provide money for the purchase of Library materials, and to promote local industry and agriculture.

Advertisements for the upcoming fair were distributed at post offices, labor exchanges and in newspapers up
and down the State advertising the upcoming Exposition and inviting manufacturers, inventors, farmers, miners,
and artists to take part. There was no cost for Exhibitors and prizes were to be awarded

By the summer of 1857 the Institute erected a Fair Building on a sandy hill on the outskirts of town — on
Montgomery Street between Post and Sutter (where the Crocker Galleria shopping center is now). The wood
frame building had a canvas roof and was approximately 18,000 square feet — then the largest building in
California. The interior was cross-shaped, with four rooms that opened onto a central lobby. Beneath the dome
was a bubbling fountain festooned with flowers and above, hanging from the rafters was a huge eagle with
wings outstretched — a symbol of the State's potential.

[2]
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On display one found an astounding array of the State's natural
resources, invention and ingenuity. There were four examples of
billiard tables, cabinets filled with curiosities, samples of the
state's minerals, a bountiful display of the State's finest flowers,
fruits and vegetables; a fire engine, fancy articles such as
needlework, fabrics and laces, and art — from the Nahl brothers,
William Jewitt, and many others.

The first fair lasted for nearly four weeks and had about 10,000
visitors (roughly 25% of the adult San Francisco population at
the time). There were 650 different exhibitors with approximately
25% of them being women. Ultimately there would be 31 fairs
between 1857–1899 which would contribute greatly to the
economy and industrial pursuits of the San Francisco Bay Area.
These fairs, and the rental of the fair buildings, were income
generators for the Institute and supported its library and other
services.

The Institute at 31 Post Street (1866–1906)

After a rocky first ten years, the Institute finally was financially stable enough to purchase the site of its present
home on Post Street, between Montgomery and Kearny in 1866 and erect a three-story building that was
designed by William Patton. The new building featured retail spaces on the ground floor, a spacious, well lighted
and well ventilated library with open stacks; a lecture hall for about six hundred people, a commodious chess
room, a handsomely furnished ladies sitting room, and many other rooms slated for rental by committees,
lodges, and related scientific organizations .

The Institute quickly became a cultural center of the City hosting free lectures on science and technology,
technical classes in mechanical drawing, applied mathematics, wood carving, iron work and other technical
subjects. Its rentable meeting rooms were available for tenants to host soirees, literary readings, and socio-
political discussions. These auxiliary activities show a fascinating side of the Mechanics' Institute and were a
reflection of the popular issues of the day.

Relationship with UC Berkeley

[3]
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The Institute's important in California technical education reached its pinnacle in 1868 when the California
Legislature granted a charter for the establishment of the University of California. The Institute's President was
tapped by the Governor to serve in an ex-officio capacity on the Board of Regents. The Institute heavily
participated in the fledgling University's first years, hosting technical classes and lectures in its rooms on 31
Post Street (http://bit.ly/1Ie01H1), helping develop the curriculum and sitting on the Board of Regents until 1974.

Click here (http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/CalHistory/brief-history.1.html) for more information.

Earthquake

At the beginning of 1906, the Institute had 4,150 members and 135,000 volumes. In January that year, it
absorbed the collections of art, literature and rare editions held by the Mercantile Association, another
independent library that was founded in 1852. This union formed a magnificent collection amounting to some
200,000 books. When San Francisco was leveled by the earthquake and fire of April 1906, the collections and
building were completely destroyed. The loss included the Institute's priceless files of California newspapers, its
complete set of British patent reports dating back to James I of England (1603–1625), its collections of
technical, scientific and artistic works, plus its Post Street building and pavilion. The contents of two safes were
uninjured. The records saved consisted of about twenty five years' minutes, the members' ledger, some leases
and contracts and a few other records, among them the original copy of the Institute's Constitution with
signatures of the members. The only thing unharmed in the building was the bronze cast of James Lick

The Institute at 57 Post Street (1906–present)

Memories were all that remained as the result of the earthquake and fire. Its devastation spread to much of the
central part of the city. The Mechanics' Institute erected a temporary building at Grove and Polk Streets, where it
had bought a block of land in 1881 on which now stands the Civic Auditorium. The Institute's Office opened on
May 23, 1906, construction was begun on June 4th, and after many trials of delayed materials and a scarcity of
construction workers, the new building opened its doors in August, about four months after the fire.
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The first day of the fire, the Head Librarian sent telegrams to libraries and book dealers in the Eastern states,
requesting books for the collection. Books on architecture and engineering were particularly desired. The highest
priority for the Library was to obtain everything that could be gotten on architecture, building construction, and
engineering, in fact everything that would be necessary or useful to aid in rebuilding the City. The trustees
authorized that $5,000 be spent at once on the purchase of books. The opening collection of some 5,000 books
quickly grew to over 17,000 volumes. There was fear that the Institute would soon be confronted with the ever-
present problem at the former 31 Post Street location... how to find more room. By August, the Institute had lost
nearly 1,000 members. Some had left the city, while others found the new location inconvenient. In fact, there
was some doubt whether the former Post Street location would be the best spot to rebuild the Institute building.
Some felt that the Institute should move a little further west, since the shopping district had moved a few blocks
west of its old location.

Hired Albert Pissis

By July 1910, the new nine-story building at 57 Post Street was completed and on July 15, the Institute moved
into it. By 1912, collections totaled some 40,000 books. That same year, San Francisco decided by popular vote
to establish a Civic Center. The City bought the Institute pavilion block for $700,000. At the Institute's 1914
annual meeting, the constitution was amended whereby the Post Street property, city bonds and other assets
together be established as a perpetual endowment. Since that time, the subject coverage of the collections has
broadened to meet the interests of an increasingly diverse membership. The resources continued to grow along
with the rapid industrial growth of California..
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The Mechanics' Institute continues to be a leading cultural center that includes a
vibrant library of some 160,000 volumes, a world-renowned chess program and a full
calendar of engaging cultural events. The Institute today is a favorite of avid
readers, writers, downtown employees, chess players, and the 21st century nomadic
worker.

Each month, the Library adds some 300 new items to its collection of some 165,000
items.

[1] For more information on mechanics' institutes, a seminal work is George Birkbeck: Pioneer of Adult
Education by Thomas Kelly, Liverpool at the University Press, 1957.

[2] "Mechanics' Institute of San Francisco", California Farmer and Journal of Useful Sciences, 14 December
1855

[3] Inagurations of the Mechanics' Institute", San Francisco Bulletin, 27 March 1867.

[4] "Dramatic Affairs", The Californian, April 6, 1867, volume 6, no 20, page 5.

[5] "Amusements", Daily Alta California, 11 November 1870.
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Filing Date: August 19, 2019 
Case No.: 2019-015658LBR 
Business Name: Mechanics’ Institute 
Business Address: 57 Post Street, Suite 504  
Zoning: C-3-O (Downtown - Office) Zoning District 
 250-S Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0311/013 
Applicant:  Taryn Edwards, Strategic Partnerships Manager 

57 Post Street, Suite 504  
San Francisco, CA 94104 

Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Located In: District 3 
Staff Contact: Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625 

shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org 
 

BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 

The Mechanics’ Institute is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit membership organization governed by a 16-member Board 
of Directors. The Mechanics’ Institute is the oldest surviving library in California designed to serve the 
general population, and the oldest chess club in the nation. It was conceived on December 11, 1854, by a 
group of mechanics (artisans, craftsmen and laborers) who were dissatisfied with San Francisco’s lack of 
libraries and dearth of educational opportunities for adults. On March 6, 1855, the Institute was formally 
arranged as a membership organization with a constitution, slate of elected officers and bylaws. The plan 
was to host a library, to offer classes and lectures that would teach new skills, to welcome everyone 
regardless of race or gender and to cost the user as little as possible. 

By June 1855, the Institute was renting a room in the Express Building, and for the next 10 years it operated 
at several addresses before purchasing its current location on Post Street in 1866. The institute built a three-
story building on there that functioned as the Institute’s offices, lecture hall, library and chess room for the 
next 40 years. That building was destroyed on April 18, 1906. On May 2, 1906, ground was broken at Larkin 
and Grove, on land the Institute owned, to build a temporary space to house donations of books made by 
concerned citizens to replace the Institute’s library. By September 1906, the Institute’s library and chess 
tables were back in business. By October, it had resumed offering lectures. In 1908, the Institute hired 
architect Albert Pissis to design the Institute’s current home at 57 Post Street – a nine story building that 
was finished in July 1910. The building was declared a local landmark in 1981. 

The business is located on the south side of Post Street between Kearny and Montgomery streets in the 
Financial District neighborhood. It is within a C-3-O (Downtown - Office) Zoning District and a 250-S 
Height and Bulk District.  

 
STAFF ANALYSIS 
Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

The business was founded in 1855.  

mailto:shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
mailto:shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
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2. Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how? 

Yes. The Mechanics’ Institute qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets 
all of the eligibility Criteria: 

i. The Mechanics’ Institute has operated continuously in San Francisco for 164 years. 

ii. The Mechanics’ Institute has contributed to the history and identity of San Francisco.  

iii. The Mechanics’ Institute is committed to maintaining the physical features and 
traditions that define the organization. 

3. Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition?  

Yes. The business is associated with the library and chess traditions. 

4. Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture? 

Yes. The organization is one of the state's earliest educational institutions and the building is an 
excellent example of a mixed use building whose internal functions are expressed in external 
design. The building was designed by master architect Albert Pissis (1852-1914). 

5. Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?   

Yes. The property is SF Landmark No. 124 and is a Category I property within Article 11 of the 
Planning Code. It has a Planning Department Historic Resource status codes of “A” (Historic 
Resource Present) because of its local designations. 

6. Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?   

No.  

7. Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.? 

Yes. Mechanics’ Institute has been mentioned in many newspaper articles, historical documents, 
dissertations and other treatments of local history over the last 160 years. Most recently, Porter 
Shreve described the Institute has “a vibrant cultural oasis in a landscape of glass and steel 
skyscrapers,” and Adam Johnson was quoted in the San Francisco Chronicle stating that “The 
Mechanics’ Institute is the first chamber in the beating heart of San Francisco’s literary scene,” 
adding that the library is “filled with books, history, rich programming, and writers and readers 
of all walks.” 

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 
• 57 Post Street 

Recommended by Applicant 
• Library, Events, and Chess departments 
• The landmark building and its character-defining features 
• Traditions of independent learning, grassroots community building, social responsibility 
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and cultural exploration 

Additional Recommended by Staff 
• None 

 
  



 

www.sfplanning.org 

 

 

 
 

Historic Preservation Commission 
Draft Resolution No. ### 

HEARING DATE:  SEPTEMBER 18, 2019 
 
Filing Date: August 19, 2019 
Case No.: 2019-015658LBR 
Business Name: Mechanics’ Institute 
Business Address: 57 Post Street, Suite 504  
Zoning: C-3-O (Downtown - Office) Zoning District 
 250-S Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0311/013 
Applicant:  Taryn Edwards, Strategic Partnerships Manager 

57 Post Street, Suite 504  
San Francisco, CA 94104 

Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Located In: District 3 
Staff Contact: Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625 

shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org 
 

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION 
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR MECHANICS’ 
INSTITUTE CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 57 POST STREET, SUITE 504, BLOCK/LOT 0311/013.   
 
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business 
maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, 
community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing 
educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and 
success; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the City’s history and identity; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the traditions that define the business; and 
 
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on September 18, 2019, the Historic Preservation 
Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry nomination. 

mailto:shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
mailto:shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
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CASE NO. 2019-015658LBR 
57 Post Street, Suite 504 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that 
the Mechanics’ Institute qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 
2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the community. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends 
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for the Mechanics’ Institute. 
 
Location(s): 

• 57 Post Street 
 

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Library, Events, and Chess departments 
• The landmark building and its character-defining features 
• Traditions of independent learning, grassroots community building, social responsibility and cultural 

exploration 
 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and 
recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the 
Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject 
property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 
15064.5(a). 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its Commission 
Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2019-015658LBR to the 
Office of Small Business September 18, 2019. 

Jonas P. Ionin 

Commission Secretary 

 
AYES:    
 
NOES:   
 
ABSENT:  
 
ADOPTED:  


