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San Francisco Earthquakes 

The April 18, 1906 San Francisco earthquake is thought to be 
one of the most significant earthquakes ever. At 5:12 a.m. local time, 
a foreshock of the quake occurred that was mighty enough to be 
felt throughout the San Francisco Bay area. Some 20 to 25 seconds 
later, this catastrophic San Francisco earthquake broke loose, 
estimated at close to 8.0 on the Richter scale. Particularly violent 
shocks punctuated the severe shaking which lasted from 45 to 60 
seconds. This earthquake was felt through the southern part of 
Oregon, all the way to the south of Los Angeles, California, and as 
far east as central Nevada. It ruptured 296 of the approximately 
800-mile San Andreas Fault. Without question, never was a quake 
of such magnitude felt in the U.S prior to this one.  

The earthquake was characterized by the igniting of several 
fires throughout the area that burned brightly for three days and 
destroyed nearly 500 city blocks. Since there were broken water 
mains, firefighters were prevented from stopping the fires. An 
estimated 3,000 people (grandmothers, fathers, and other loved 
ones, etc.) were killed as buildings toppled, and half of the 400,000 
residents of the city were left without homes. Brick buildings and 
wooden Victorian structures in that zone were particularly 
devasted. Money and other forms of help came from everywhere, 
but frightened survivors faced weeks of hardship: sleeping in tents 
in San Francisco parks, standing in food lines, and cooking in the 
streets to lessen the threat of more of the characteristic fires. 

Unquestionably, the rapid response from the large number of 
San Francisco's military brought needed help to the devastated 
city. A dusk to dawn curfew was put in place and the military was 
authorized to shoot to kill everyone that was looting. Due to other 
significant smaller earthquakes that followed, firefighters and U.S. 



troops fought to smother the ongoing fires. Whole city blocks were 
brought down with dynamite to create firewalls.  

By April 23, most of the fires were out. Therefore, rebuilding 
began on the nearly 30,000 buildings that were destroyed, 
including nearly all of the central work area.  

Structural design improved safety codes for all buildings 
created since the 1906 earthquake. Then, on October 17, 1989 
another earthquake hit San Francisco, this one registering 7.1 on the 
Richter Scale. Whereas 3000 people were killed in 1906, the death 
toll of only 67 people in the 1989 earthquake was particularly small. 
Still that quake imparted $5 billion in damages.  

Despite the fact that this catastrophe was likewise one of the 
mightiest and most destructive quakes ever to hit a populated area 
of the United States, one week post-quake, most San Franciscans 
returned to normal daily routines. The only sphere of the city still 
needing work was the traffic sector due to the collapse of three 
road parts which needed to be removed and replaced, rather than 
repaired. Nearly 1000 buildings required major repair, as well. 
 
 

,san ,francisco ,e>?quakes 

 

  ,! ,april #ah1 #aijf ,san ,francisco 

e>?quake is ?"\ to 2 "o ( ! mo/ significant 

e>?quakes "e4 ,at #e3#ab a4m4 local "t1 a 

=e%ock ( ! quake o3urr$ t 0 mi<ty 5 to 2 felt 

"?\t ! ,san ,francisco ,bay >ea4 ,"s #bj to 

#be seconds lat]1 ? cata/rophic ,san 

,francisco e>?quake broke loose1 e/imat$ at 

close to #h4j on ! ,ri*t] scale4 ,"picul>ly 

viol5t %ocks punctuat$ ! sev]e %ak+ : la/$ f 

#de to #fj seconds4 ,? e>?quake 0 felt "? ! 

s\!rn "p ( ,oregon1 all ! way to ! s\? ( ,los 

,angeles1 ,cali=nia1 & z f> ea/ z c5tral 

,nevada4 ,x ruptur$ #bif ( ! approximately 

#hjj-mile ,san ,&r1s ,fault4 ,)\t "q1 n"e 0 a 



quake ( s* magnitude felt 9 ! ,u4,s prior to ? 

"o4   

  ,! e>?quake 0 "*iz$ by ! ignit+ ( s"eal 

fires "?\t ! >ea t burn$ b"rly = ?ree "ds & 

de/roy$ ne>ly #ejj c;y blocks4 ,s9ce "! 7 

brok5 wat] ma9s1 firefi<t]s 7 prev5t$ f /opp+ 

! fires4 ,an e/imat$ #c1jjj p "<gr&"ms1 "fs1 & 

o!r lov$ "os1 etc4"> 7 kill$ z build+s toppl$1 

& half ( ! #djj1jjj resid5ts ( ! c;y 7 left 

)\t homes4 ,brick build+s & wood5 ,victorian 

/ructures 9 t z"o 7 "picul>ly deva/$4 ,m"oy & 

o!r =ms ( help came f "ey":1 b f"r5$ survivors 

fac$ weeks ( h>d%ip3 sleep+ 9 t5ts 9 ,san 

,francisco p>ks1 /&+ 9 food l9es1 & cook+ 9 ! 

/reets to less5 ! ?r1t ( m ( ! "*i/ic fires4    

  ,un"qably1 ! rapid response f ! l>ge numb] ( 

,san ,francisco's milit>y br"\ ne$$ help to ! 

deva/at$ c;y4 ,a dusk to dawn curfew 0 put 9 

place & ! milit>y 0 au?oriz$ to %oot to kill 

"ey"o t 0 loot+4 ,due to o!r significant 

small] e>?quakes t foll[$1 firefi<t]s & ,u4,s4 

troops f"\ to s"m ! ongo+ fires4 ,:ole c;y 

blocks 7 br"\ d[n ) dynamite to cr1te 

firewalls4   

  ,by ,april #bc1 mo/ ( ! fires 7 \4 ,"!=e1 

rebuild+ 2gan on ! ne>ly #cj1jjj build+s t 7 

de/roy$1 9clud+ ne>ly all ( ! c5tral "w >ea4     

  ,/ructural design improv$ safety codes = all 

build+s cr1t$ s9ce ! #aijf e>?quake4 ,!n1 on 

,octob] #ag1 #aihi ano!r e>?quake hit ,san 

,francisco1 ? "o regi/]+ #g4a on ! ,ri*t] 

,scale4 ,":as #cjjj p 7 kill$ 9 #aijf1 ! d1? 

toll ( only #fg p 9 ! #aihi e>?quake 0 

"picul>ly small4 ,/ t quake im"p$ @s#e billion 

9 damages4   



 ,despite ! fact t ? cata/rophe 0 likewise "o

( ! mi<tie/ & mo/ de/ructive quakes "e to hit

a populat$ >ea ( ! ,unit$ ,/ates1 "o week po/-

quake1 mo/ ,san ,franciscans return$ to normal 

daily r\t9es4 ,! only sp"h ( ! c;y / ne$+ "w 0 

! tra6ic sector due to ! collapse ( ?ree road

"ps : ne$$ to 2 remov$ & replac$1 r ?an 

repair$4 ,ne>ly #ajjj build+s requir$ major 

repair1 z well4 

© 2021 Hadley 060221


