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Matthew Davenport's first book, First Over There, a finalist for the 2015
Guggenheim-Lehrman Prize in Military History, was acclaimed as “a
brilliant work for every library” in a starred review from Library Journal and
was heralded by Pulitzer Prize-winning historian James McPherson as
“military history at its best.” His 2023 book, The Longest Minute: The Great
San Francisco Earthquake and Fire of 1906, was hailed as a “remarkably
granular account of the city’s most devastating tremor and its aftermath” by
the New York Times, “an essential piece of San Francisco history” by the San
Francisco Chronicle, and a “vivid and meticulous recounting of one of
America’s largest natural disasters” in a starred review by Publishers Weekly.
He has been a contributing writer for the Wall Street Journal Book Review
and salon.com and is a member of the Authors Guild. A native of Missouri
and a former prosecutor, he practices law in North Carolina.

Matthew Davenport



Today's
Document

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906, 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“Wednesday, April 18th. will go down in history as
the date of the most terrible calamity the United

States, and particularly California, has ever known.”



Map of San Francisco as it appeared in 1906

Daniel Huffman,
Map of San

Francisco, 1906, 
(Daniel Huffman)



Down Market St. from corner of Kearney
1905

Down Market St. from
corner of Kearney, 1905 
(UC Berkeley, Bancroft
Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“Now, do not worry as we are no more apt to get
killed by earthquake than you are by lightning. Mt.

Vesuvius is now repeating the scenes of Pompeii and
Herculaneum and in 2000 years San Francisco may be

again destroyed. But I expect to move before then.”



Collapsed building on
Golden Gate Avenue,
near Hyde Street
1906

Collapsed building on
Golden Gate Avenue, near

Hyde Street, 1906
(San Francisco History
Center, San Francisco

Public Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906. 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“We were awakened at 5:15 A.M. by the shock of the earthquake. There
have been several since I have been in California but only two before this

were sufficiently pronounced so that I remember them. They did no
damage. This one was much more violent even here and was

accompanied by a dreadful rumbling noise and roaring, not particularly
loud but coming as it were from mighty forces at war in the distance. The

house swayed back and forth, it seemed quite a while but I think not
more than [inserted: 2] 5 seconds, then with a sudden wrench stopped.”



Sunken Valencia St. Hotel
1906

Sunken Valencia St.
Hotel after earthquake.

Valencia St. between
Eighteenth and

Nineteenth Sts., 1906
(San Francisco History
Center, San Francisco

Public Library)



Upheaval at Sixth &
Howard Sts
1906

San Francisco Earthquake
and Fire, 1906. Upheaval at

Sixth & Howard Sts, 1906
(San Francisco History
Center, San Francisco

Public Library)



Looking Down Sacramento St., 1906
April 18, 1906

Arnold Genthe,  
Looking Down

Sacramento St., April
18, 1906. (San Francisco

History Center, San
Francisco Public

Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“I have talked with several Pacific Grove people
who were there and they say that the sight was
terrible though the direct effect of the shock

was not so noticeable. It was the fire.”



San Francisco
during the fire
1906

San Francisco during the
fire, 1906  (San Francisco

History Center, San
Francisco Public Library)



Kohler and Chase
Piano Building
1906

Doc Rogers, Kohler and
Chase Piano Building in

San Francisco, 1906.
(San Francisco History
Center, San Francisco

Public Library)



Bert Tuttle to Mary Butler
April 18, 1906

Bert Tuttle to Mary Butler,
April 19, 1906 (Courtesy of the

San Francisco History Center,
San Francisco Public Library)



Market Street
Burning
April 18, 1906

(Courtesy of the
Edward J. Torney, Sr.

Family Collection)



The Call Building
Burning
April 18, 1906

William J. Street, The Call
Building, Hearst Building

Lotte’s Fountain at 3rd and
Market Street View from

Kearny Street, April 18, 1906
(San Francisco History Center,

San Francisco Public Library)



The Last
Fires Burning
April 20, 1906

(Courtesy of the
San Francisco

History Center,
San Francisco

Public Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“Well, I must close. It will be strange if this letter is
very well written as I do not feel at all like writing. 
The air is very hot and at night we can see the glare

of the fire reflected in the northern sky.”



Refugees on
Market Street
April 20, 1906

W. J. Street, Refugees
on Market Street, San
Francisco Earthquake

and Fire, 1906.
(Courtesy of the San

Francisco History
Center, San Francisco

Public Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W.
Mack, April 20, 1906 

(Gilder Lehrman
Institute, GLC08697)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“None of us, for a moment, realized what was going on elsewhere. But
as the day wore on we found that we were isolated from the rest of the

world. Then parties got through from Salinas and reported over a
$1,000,000.00 damage there but all communication from the rest of  

world still cut off. The enterprise of the great San Francisco
newspapers is such that we knew in the afternoon, as the hours sped by

and no boats put into port for news, that San Francisco must be
having troubles of her own.”



1906 Voter Registration and 1900
Census for Silas Mack

1900 Census, 1900 (Ancestry.com)
Pacific Grove Precinct No. 2 Voter

Registration Page, 1906 (Ancestry.com)



Main tower on
south side of
Hotel del Monte
1906

.

G. S. Crosby, Main
tower on south side of

Hotel del Monte, 1906
earthquake, 1906

(Monterey Historical
Society)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906, 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“At the Hotel Del Monte it was different. This establishment had some 40
chimneys, very large and since the introduction of steam for heating, useless but

still retained, though there had been talk of removing them...Unfortunately there
was one chimney towering far above the rest from teh tower over the main

entrance. This struck the roof and went through into one of the chambers where a
bridal couple were sleeping carrying them bedstead and all into the chamber below.

He was instantly  killed and she has since died. No one else was hurt here.”



Pacific Grove
Daily Review
April 20, 1906

Pacific Grove Daily
Review, April 20,

1906
(Newspapers.com)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“We have not yet scarcely begun to realize the extent of the disaster.
Thousands upon thousands of destitute people are headed this way and
we must help take care of them. Congress has voted $1,000,000.00 for
relief of S.F. but what is that among so many? San Jose, Palo Alto, and

other wealthy cities in the line of march, are themselves damaged to a great
extent. It is said that Stanford University buildings are nearly all wrecked

and $5,000,000.00 will not replace them.”



Damage to Memorial Church 
on Stanford University campus
1906

Damage to Memorial
Church, 1906

(Courtesy of the
Stanford Archives)



View southeast from
Clay St. above Polk
toward Nob Hill
1906

Padilla Photo, San
Francisco fire. [View

southeast from Clay St.
above Polk toward Nob

Hill.], 1906 (UC Berkeley,
Bancroft Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“350,000 people homeless and the number of killed will never be known
as they were mostly cremated, or will be when the fire is finally

extinguished. The earthquake shattered the watermains and although
building after building was blown up by dynamite nothing could stop the
progress of the flames. I have talked with several Pacific Grove people who
were there and they say that the sight was terrible though the direct effect
of the shock was not so noticeable. It was the fire. The great skyscrapers

stood the earthquake quite well but fires at once broke out in twenty
places, mostly caused by electric wires”



Refugee camp one week after disaster
1906

Refugee camp one
week after disaster,
1906 (Courtesy of

the Bancroft Library)



Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack
April 20, 1906

Silas W. Mack to Clara W. Mack, April 20, 1906 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08697)

“What the effect will be on Monterey and Pacific Grove it is very difficult
to say. It may be even beneficial or it may be very injurious. These two
towns stand on a peninsula of granite formation and no earthquake is
likely to damage them to any great extent..S.F. was build up on sand

dunes, or eroded land, which is worse. There is no doubt, however, that
San Francisco will be rebuilt and in a far grander style than before.

Building materials of all kinds will go away up in price and labor as well. ”



San Francisco, one year later

Market St. One Year “After,”
April 18, 1907 (Courtesy of the

San Francisco History Center,
San Francisco Public Library)

April 18, 1907



Upcoming Programs

Inside the Vault:

February 1, 2024: Abraham Lincoln’s refusal to pardon slave trader Nathaniel Gordon
with Dr. Jonathan White (Christopher Newport University)
March 7, 2024: The Overland Trail with Dr. Sarah Keyes (University of Nevada, Reno)  
April 4, 2024: Japanese Servicemen in World War II with author Bruce Henderson
(winner of the 2022 Gilder Lehrman Military History Prize)

January 7 at 2 p.m. ET (11 a.m. PT)

Elizabeth Varon will discuss her book Longstreet: The Confederate General
Who Defied the South.

Book breaks:


