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“The Presidio of San Francisco! The name itself bespeaks unusual scenery and atmosphere. 
And it has all of that…On the very tip of the peninsula there sits the ‘god of war’ with 
his mailed feet astride the Golden Gate. He is not an angry god, however, because he has 
his being in one of the most wonderful settings of a benignant nature that can be found 
anywhere. An emerald clothed land and sapphire sea warm and sparkling in a golden sun 
conspire to make the frowning ‘Lord of Battles’ lay aside his grim weapons and joyfully revel 
in all the beauty about him.”  
 —San Francisco Chronicle January 16, 1927
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Appendix C: List of Contributing Documents & Contributors

Background documents and contributions to this interpretive plan 
include: 

• 1994 NPS General Management Plan Amendment for the Presidio

• 1996 Presidio Trust Act 

• 2002 Presidio Trust Management Plan  

• Post and Park, A Brief Illustrated History of the Presidio of San 
Francisco written by Stephen A. Haller(GGNRA Historian) and 
published by The Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy (1997)

• 2010 Golden Gate National Recreation Area Long Range 
Interpretive Plan Executive Summary 

• 2013 Draft  Golden Gate National Recreation Area Long Range 
Interpretive Plan update

• Previous Presidio Interpretive Plans drafted by both The Presidio 
Trust and NPS from 2000-2002 

• Input from hundreds of contributors, including participants of the 
Presidio Trust/NPS Interpretation workshop (1991 and 2000)

• Presidio Stories Symposium (April 2000)

• Annual Visitor Survey (1999- 2011)

• Series of six Presidio Visitor Experience Workshops (2011), which 
convened representatives from education, the arts, tourism, 
history, natural science as well as the general public to exchange 
ideas about what themes and experiences, are most pertinent to 
the Presidio.
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THE PRESIDIO contains a multi-layered story of people, culture, and landscape. Situated 
in a dynamic and diverse region, it reflects millennia of human activity from pre-European 
peoples to the present occupants. It is a window into a military history that shaped the 
West and served the world under the flags of three nations for over two centuries. It 
contains an extraordinary tapestry of natural ecosystems, plants and wildlife of exceptional 
variety and number. And now—today—the Presidio represents a hugely successful model 
of the transformation of a military post to a national park. 

While containing exceptional resources, the Presidio can be a daunting place for 
visitors looking to experience all it has to offer. The Presidio Interpretive Plan provides 
a framework for a visitor’s exploration and experience of the Presidio. It describes the 
themes in which the Presidio’s stories can be understood, and where these themes are 
expressed. It addresses strategies to help visitors from around the globe feel welcome and 
empowered to learn about the dynamic cultural and natural resources of the Presidio. It 
suggests how we will make the park’s stories more accessible and relevant to the diverse 
communities that reside in the Bay Area. It describes a mix of programs to help both 
casual visitors and those with specific interests achieve their goals in a Presidio visit. It 
describes programs to engage students in fun and relevant learning. It suggests ways in 
which all who come to the Presidio can actively participate in stewarding the resources for 
the future, while learning about important elements of the Presidio’s history and natural 
heritage. 

As partners in management of the Presidio, the National Park Service and Presidio Trust 
worked together during the development of this section of the park’s Long Range 
Interpretive Plan. It was shaped by the knowledge gained from years of management of 
the Presidio, by the generous and meaningful input of hundreds of creative individuals 
and organizations, and by the steady support and guidance of the third partner in the 
management of the Presidio—the Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy.

 We offer this plan in the hope that it will serve as a blueprint for our agencies and our 
partners in our collective efforts to provide visitors with opportunities for transformative 
experiences at the Presidio. 

Frank Dean      Craig Middleton 
General Superintendent    Executive Director 
Golden Gate National Parks    Presidio Trust
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Introduction

The Presidio Interpretive Plan developed in 2013 is an element of the Golden 
Gate National Recreation Area’s (GGNRA) Comprehensive Interpretive Plan (CIP). 
As defined by the National Park Service’s Director’s Order #6, a CIP is the basic 
planning document for interpretation in a national park. CIPs are composed of 
specific elements such as the Long Range Interpretive Plan (LRIP) and Annual 
Implementation Plan. Although GGNRA has a LRIP that contains an overall 
vision for interpretation and education, visitor experience goals, themes, and 
recommendations and strategies for implementation, there is a need for some 
site specific plans. The Presidio Interpretive Plan is one such site specific plan that 
addresses the Presidio’s unique circumstances such as the different management 
structure, partnerships, community needs, and varied resources. 

Presidio Administrative Background
The Presidio of San Francisco, is a 
unique 1491-acre portion of the 
Golden Gate National Recreation 
Area. It is the keystone in the arc 
of coastal lands now protected 
within the GGNRA and encom-
passes a complex range of natu-
ral and cultural resources. It has 
colonial history and a long mili-
tary history under three powers. 
Many wonder what happened 
here—as the Presidio is not rec-
ognized for any battles or great 
political events. What happened 
here is often not so obvious but 
it is nonetheless significant. In 
1962, the Presidio was protected 
as a National Historic Landmark 
District under the National His-
toric Preservation Act. 

In 1972, the GGNRA was autho-
rized by Congress (P.L. 92-589). 
The establishment of the 
GGNRA was in part the result 
of an innovative trend to make 
national park resources more 
accessible to urban populations 
and bring “parks to the people.”  
The national recreation area was 
to “preserve for public use and 
enjoyment of certain areas…
possessing outstanding natural, 
historic, scenic, and recreational 
values, and…to provide for the 

maintenance of needed recre-
ational open space…”. The leg-
islation included a unique provi-
sion for the Presidio stating that 
the post was to be transferred 
to the national recreation area 
when the Army determined it to 
be excess to its needs. In 1972, 
the Presidio was an active Army 
post but by 1989, as a result of 
the Base Realignment and Clo-
sure Act, the Army announced 
that the post would be closed by 
1995. 

On September 30, 1994, the 
U.S. Army ended its mission at 
the Presidio and transferred the 
post to the National Park Service. 
The NPS adopted the General 
Management Plan Amendment 
for the entire Presidio which set 
forth concepts for managing the 
Presidio’s resources. The GMPA 
recognized the need for a new 
management structure to over-
see building leasing, operation, 
and maintenance and to work 
cooperatively with the NPS. 

In 1996, in recognition of the 
Presidio’s uniqueness and of 
the challenges and expense for 
its preservation, Congress cre-
ated the Presidio Trust (Trust), a 

wholly-owned federal corpora-
tion, to manage the Presidio’s 
interior lands (Area B) while the 
NPS retained jurisdiction over the 
remaining lands (Area A) which 
encompass the coastal areas 
and a few other sites. Congress 
reasoned that “an innovative 
public/private partnership that 
minimizes costs to the US Trea-
sury” was necessary to oversee 
the majority of the Presidio and 
required that the Presidio Trust 
be financially self-sufficient by 
2013. The Trust was authorized by 
Congress to generate and retain 
revenue and borrow money, up 
to a limited amount, to finance 
the Presidio’s capital and opera-
tional needs and thereby limiting 
the exposure of the American 
taxpayers. The Presidio Trust Act 
(P.L.90-544) directs the Presidio 
Trust to manage the property 
under its jurisdiction in accor-
dance with (1) the purposes of the 
Act establishing the GGNRA, and 
(2) the “general objectives” of the 
GMPA. 
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Whether you have an hour, a day, or a year, the Presidio 

offers endless attractions. With this map to guide you, 
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system. Enjoy the Presidio!

Help Protect the Park's Resources

The Presidio is a national park because of its rich cultural and 
natural heritage. Please protect sensitive plant communities, 
waterbird protection areas, and fragile historic structures. 
Stay on established trails and out of fenced areas. Dog 
walkers must obey regulations and pick up after their pets.

Accessibility

The Main Post and the Golden Gate Promenade are 
wheelchair accessible, as are buildings open to the public.

Emergency

Call 911 or cell 561-5656 (U. S. Park Police)

Visitor Information

Presidio Visitor Center (415) 561-4323, call for open days

or visit: www.nps.gov/prsf  
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Emergency

Call 911 or cell 561-5656 (U. S. Park Police)

Visitor Information
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1

Essential Question & Statement: What is a national park and what lessons can we learn  
from the Presidio’s transformation from post to park?   

The Presidio’s transformation from military post to a viable, vibrant national park site will yield new models and 
innovative practices which can provide lessons for other communities.
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Appendix A: Presidio Site Interpretation Themes Matrix

TANGIBLES:  TOPICS, STORIES, & PEOPLE

TANGIBLES:  SITE RELATED TO THEME

IDEAS & CONCEPTS INCLUDED IN THE THEME

This matrix represents the park’s current interpretation of the Presidio, but as with time and history, 
the ideas, concepts, and stories associated with each theme are in constant evolution.  New stories 

are discovered, significant sites revealed, and people’s perspectives change and it is with this in mind 
that this matrix will be revisited and updated on a regular basis.

SUSTAINABILITY
As the transformation of the Presidio 
continues, it serves as a model of 
environmental, cultural and financial 
sustainability. 

• How does the Presidio serve as a 
model for sustainability?

THE NEW PRESIDIO COMMUNITY
Presidio tenants, residents, and 
employees create a new Presidio 
community.  

• Who are the Presidio community?

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN 
PLANNING & STEWARDSHIP  
Presidio tenants, residents, 
neighbors, and the wider community 
actively participate in planning, 
maintaining and enjoying the 
Presidio.

• How does the Presidio community 
steward the park?

SUSTAINABILITY
Historic preservation endeavors, 
cultural programs and environmental 
sustainability projects, such as 
recycling and green building 
construction contribute to a 
sustainable future at the Presidio.

• Sustainability—LEED standards 
for Crissy Field Center and all new 
rehabilitation projects on historic 
buildings, wind turbines pilot, 
solar panels at Crissy Field, car 
charging stations, CNG shuttle 
fleet and Presidio’s Native Plant 
Nursery / Seedlab

BUILDINGS LEASED  
FOR BUSINESSES & HOMES
Leasing of buildings provides 
financial sustainability that maintains 
and improves the park without 
expense to the American taxpayers.

PRESIDIO COMMUNITY
Tenants that lease buildings for 
their office, business or home form 
a community that offers diverse 
opportunities, programs and 
activities for Presidio visitors.

MAIN POST
Center of sustainable rehabilitation 
of historic buildings and grounds 
used by commercial tenants. Place 
where visitor and community services 
occur and much public programming.

PRESIDIO TENANTS,  
NEIGHBORHOODS, & WORK
Where people live and work in 
rehabilitated homes, and offices. 

• Disney Museum, Thoreau Center, 
George Lucas and Letterman 
Digital Arts Center, YMCA, Bay 
School, Arion Press, Presidio 
Heritage Program, Various 
recreational facilities, etc  

• How is the Presidio’s governance 
structure and approach to 
preservation is being looked at 
across the country for innovative 
public/private partnerships, 
conservation, transformation of 
public lands?

• How is the closure of military 
bases across the country a 
reflection of changes inationally 
recently?

FROM POST TO PARK
The ongoing physical transformation 
of the Presidio is also transforming 
the ways people use and enjoy this 
new national parkland.

• How has the physical 
transformation of the Presidio 
transformed the way people use 
and enjoy the park?

RECREATION / HEALTH & WELLNESS
The Presidio is used by several million 
people each year to rejuvenate body, 
mind and spirit.  

• How does access to open space 
and parks serve to improve health 
and wellness and offer restoration 
for the soul?

COMMUNITY STEWARDSHIP 
Habitat restoration and site 
stewardship programs could 
not happen without an army of 
dedicated volunteers and docents.  
NPS, Presidio Trust and Parks 
Conservancy are continuing to open 
new opportunities for people to 
contribute to park stewardship.

• Youth stewards and leaders in 
the park AmeriCorps, I-YEL LINC, 
Wide spectrum of volunteers

FROM POST TO PARK
With the rehabilitation and reuse of 
buildings, environmental remediation 
cleanup, restoration of native plant 
communities and expansion of visitor 
amenities, the Presidio is being 
enhanced and improved for public 
enjoyment.

RECREATION
People come from near and far to 
savor views of the Golden Gate, 
walk forest trails, stroll, jog or bicycle 
along the Crissy Field promenade, or 
windsurf the bay from Crissy Field. The 
landscape reflects the powerful allure 
of open spaces for urban dwellers.

HEALTH & WELLNESS  
A place to rejuvenate, restore and 
recover from trauma.

• Swords to Plowshares

PRESIDIO NATIVE PLANT NURSERY
Center for stewardship of natural 
resources.

CRISSY FIELD
Place for all types of recreational 
activities

CRISSY FIELD CENTER
Environmental education and 
sustainability demonstration site.

TENNESSEE HOLLOW WATERSHED,  
EL POLIN
Site of remediation activities and 
watershed restoration

DRAGONFLY CREEK
Creek restoration site.

• Historic Forest’s transformation

PRESIDIO LANDSMARK  
(Old Public Health Service Hospital) 
Building reuse site

LETTERMAN DIGITAL ARTS CENTER
New construction for financial 
sustainability
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THEME:  FROM POST TO PARK



The Trust assumed administra-
tive jurisdiction over Area B in 
July 1998. Pursuant to the Trust 
Act, the NPS manages Area A 
and, in cooperation with the 
Trust, provides visitor services 
and interpretive and educational 
programs throughout the Pre-
sidio. The Trust and NPS also 
work cooperatively in areas of 
joint concern and interest for the 
overall management of the Pre-
sidio, including planning efforts 
that overlap between Areas A 
and B.

The Presidio Trust Act describes 
the collaborative relationship 
between the Trust and NPS. It 
assumes a sharing of responsibili-
ties with understood goals and 
provides direction with regard to 
interpretation as follows:

Presidio Trust Act SEC.102 (b)

•  “The Secretary shall be 
responsible, in cooperation 
with the Presidio Trust, for 
providing public interpretive 
services, visitor orientation 
and educational programs on 
all lands within the Presidio.”

Presidio Trust Act SEC. 103- (b)

•  “The Secretary shall retain 
jurisdiction over those por-
tions of the building identi-
fied as number 102 as the Sec-
retary deems essential for use 
as a visitor center. The Build-
ing shall be named the “Wil-
liam Penn Mott Visitor Center.”  
(After passage of the Trust 
Act, Building 102 was deemed 
insufficient, and Building 210 
has been chosen to replace it.)

The 1994 GMPA remains unal-
tered as the plan for the NPS’s 
management for Area A of the 

Presidio and will continue to 
guide the NPS interpretive ser-
vices, visitor orientation and 
educational programs through-
out the Presidio. Although the 
Presidio Trust Act gives the 
Secretary the responsibility for 
development and implementa-
tion of interpretation, education 
and visitor orientation in the 
Presidio, the NPS and the Trust 
embrace the idea that strong 
partnership and true collabora-
tion will be the only effective 
means of providing high quality 
visitor experiences. The 2002 Pre-
sidio Trust Management Plan ( a 
land use plan for Area B of the 
Presidio) states a commitment 

“to collaborating effectively with 
the National Park Service, and to 
seeking other partners that can 
bring the capacity and expertise 
needed to provide a consistently 
high standard of programming 
suitable to a national park in an 
urban area.” 

The Presidio Trust Legislation is based upon the enabling legislation for the GGNRA. Its purpose is 
stated in Section 101 of P.L.104-333:

The Congress finds that—

•  (1) the Presidio, located amidst the incomparable scenic splendor of the Golden Gate, is one of Amer-
ica’s great natural and historic sites;

•  (2) the Presidio was the oldest continuously operating military post in the Nation dating from 1776, 
and was designated a National Historic Landmark in 1962;

•  (3) preservation of the cultural and historic integrity of the Presidio for public use recognizes its sig-
nificant role in the history of the United States;

•  (4) the Presidio, in its entirety, is a part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, in accordance 
with Public Law 92-589; 

•  (5) as part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, the Presidio’s significant natural, historic, 
scenic, cultural, and recreational resources must be managed in a manner which is consistent with 
sound principles of land use planning and management, and which protects the Presidio from devel-
opment and uses which would destroy the scenic beauty and historic and natural character of the 
area and cultural and recreational resources;

•  (6) removal and/or replacement of some structures within the Presidio must be considered as a man-
agement option in the administration of the Presidio; and

•  (7) the Presidio will be managed through an innovative public/private partnership that minimizes 
cost to the United States Treasury and makes efficient use of private sector resources.

9

Essential Question & Statement: What is a national park and what lessons can we learn  
from the Presidio’s transformation from post to park?   

The Presidio’s transformation from military post to a viable, vibrant national park site will yield new models and 
innovative practices which can provide lessons for other communities.
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Appendix A: Presidio Site Interpretation Themes Matrix

TANGIBLES:  TOPICS, STORIES, & PEOPLE

TANGIBLES:  SITE RELATED TO THEME

IDEAS & CONCEPTS INCLUDED IN THE THEME

This matrix represents the park’s current interpretation of the Presidio, but as with time and history, 
the ideas, concepts, and stories associated with each theme are in constant evolution.  New stories 

are discovered, significant sites revealed, and people’s perspectives change and it is with this in mind 
that this matrix will be revisited and updated on a regular basis.

SUSTAINABILITY
As the transformation of the Presidio 
continues, it serves as a model of 
environmental, cultural and financial 
sustainability. 

• How does the Presidio serve as a 
model for sustainability?

THE NEW PRESIDIO COMMUNITY
Presidio tenants, residents, and 
employees create a new Presidio 
community.  

• Who are the Presidio community?

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN 
PLANNING & STEWARDSHIP  
Presidio tenants, residents, 
neighbors, and the wider community 
actively participate in planning, 
maintaining and enjoying the 
Presidio.

• How does the Presidio community 
steward the park?

SUSTAINABILITY
Historic preservation endeavors, 
cultural programs and environmental 
sustainability projects, such as 
recycling and green building 
construction contribute to a 
sustainable future at the Presidio.

• Sustainability—LEED standards 
for Crissy Field Center and all new 
rehabilitation projects on historic 
buildings, wind turbines pilot, 
solar panels at Crissy Field, car 
charging stations, CNG shuttle 
fleet and Presidio’s Native Plant 
Nursery / Seedlab

BUILDINGS LEASED  
FOR BUSINESSES & HOMES
Leasing of buildings provides 
financial sustainability that maintains 
and improves the park without 
expense to the American taxpayers.

PRESIDIO COMMUNITY
Tenants that lease buildings for 
their office, business or home form 
a community that offers diverse 
opportunities, programs and 
activities for Presidio visitors.

MAIN POST
Center of sustainable rehabilitation 
of historic buildings and grounds 
used by commercial tenants. Place 
where visitor and community services 
occur and much public programming.

PRESIDIO TENANTS,  
NEIGHBORHOODS, & WORK
Where people live and work in 
rehabilitated homes, and offices. 

• Disney Museum, Thoreau Center, 
George Lucas and Letterman 
Digital Arts Center, YMCA, Bay 
School, Arion Press, Presidio 
Heritage Program, Various 
recreational facilities, etc  

• How is the Presidio’s governance 
structure and approach to 
preservation is being looked at 
across the country for innovative 
public/private partnerships, 
conservation, transformation of 
public lands?

• How is the closure of military 
bases across the country a 
reflection of changes inationally 
recently?

FROM POST TO PARK
The ongoing physical transformation 
of the Presidio is also transforming 
the ways people use and enjoy this 
new national parkland.

• How has the physical 
transformation of the Presidio 
transformed the way people use 
and enjoy the park?

RECREATION / HEALTH & WELLNESS
The Presidio is used by several million 
people each year to rejuvenate body, 
mind and spirit.  

• How does access to open space 
and parks serve to improve health 
and wellness and offer restoration 
for the soul?

COMMUNITY STEWARDSHIP 
Habitat restoration and site 
stewardship programs could 
not happen without an army of 
dedicated volunteers and docents.  
NPS, Presidio Trust and Parks 
Conservancy are continuing to open 
new opportunities for people to 
contribute to park stewardship.

• Youth stewards and leaders in 
the park AmeriCorps, I-YEL LINC, 
Wide spectrum of volunteers

FROM POST TO PARK
With the rehabilitation and reuse of 
buildings, environmental remediation 
cleanup, restoration of native plant 
communities and expansion of visitor 
amenities, the Presidio is being 
enhanced and improved for public 
enjoyment.

RECREATION
People come from near and far to 
savor views of the Golden Gate, 
walk forest trails, stroll, jog or bicycle 
along the Crissy Field promenade, or 
windsurf the bay from Crissy Field. The 
landscape reflects the powerful allure 
of open spaces for urban dwellers.

HEALTH & WELLNESS  
A place to rejuvenate, restore and 
recover from trauma.

• Swords to Plowshares

PRESIDIO NATIVE PLANT NURSERY
Center for stewardship of natural 
resources.

CRISSY FIELD
Place for all types of recreational 
activities

CRISSY FIELD CENTER
Environmental education and 
sustainability demonstration site.

TENNESSEE HOLLOW WATERSHED,  
EL POLIN
Site of remediation activities and 
watershed restoration

DRAGONFLY CREEK
Creek restoration site.

• Historic Forest’s transformation

PRESIDIO LANDSMARK  
(Old Public Health Service Hospital) 
Building reuse site

LETTERMAN DIGITAL ARTS CENTER
New construction for financial 
sustainability
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Site Significance

The Presidio today is a reflection of the interaction of people and their 
environment, as technology has advanced and social values have evolved. This 
landmark site is a window through which we can view events that have shaped 
the nation and the world. The passages below are a reflection of the 1994 General 
Management Plan Amendment and 2002 Presidio Trust Management Plan and 
provide a foundation for Presidio interpretation and education.

Cultural Resources
Native Americans of the Ohlone 
tribe lived for at least 10,000 
years on the lands of the Presidio 
before Europeans came to the 
Golden Gate and began to for-
tify it. Nowhere in the national 
park system is there represented 
a span and variety of history 
comparable to the 220 year 
continuum of the Presidio’s use 
as a military garrison by Spain, 
Mexico, and the United States. 
During its history the Presidio 
has protected commerce, trade, 
and migration, and has played a 
logistical role in every major U.S. 
military engagement since the 
Mexican-American War. With 
its context of the Golden Gate, 
it is a powerfully relevant loca-
tion at which to tell sweeping 
stories such as the colonization 
of California, the settlement and 
exploitation of the American 
Frontier, the Gold Rush, the 
Asian immigration, and the evo-
lution of the U.S. involvement in 
the Pacific.

Designated a national historic 
landmark in 1962, the Presidio 
contains one of our country’s 
finest collections of buildings, 
places, structures, and objects 
related to military history. While 
its architecture represents every 
major construction period of U.S. 
military history since 1848, the 
site planning and design at this 
spectacular site were significant 
departures from traditional Army 

design standards and make the 
Presidio unique among Army 
posts. The historic Presidio for-
est, a dominant feature, was 
planted over 100  years ago as an 
Army beautification project and 
now covers over 300 acres of the 
post, primarily on ridges, along 
boundaries, and at entrances. 
In 1884 San Francisco National 
Cemetery was established as a 
resting place for U.S. soldiers. 
In military medical history, the 
Presidio has been a trendsetter 
since 1898 when the Army’s first 
general hospital (Letterman) was 
established here. The Presidio’s 
coastal/harbor defense structures 
display the evolution of harbor 
and coastal defense technology 
from the Civil War to World War 
II. In the 1920s Crissy Field was 
built along San Francisco Bay, the 
first Army coastal defense air-
field on the Pacific Coast. 

In addition to its Spanish and 
Mexican heritage, the Presidio’s 
development was influenced 
by many other cultures that 
played a role in the evolution of 
California and the West. Asso-
ciations with individuals and 
groups of people add to the 
Presidio’s historic significance. 
These Important relationships 
include the City of San Francisco 
with Native American, African-
American, and Asian-American 
communities. Long before Euro-
peans arrived, the Ohlone people 
(Yelamu) hunted for shellfish 
along the shores and constructed 

seasonal camps on the territory 
now known as the Presidio. The 
Presidio possesses archeological 
resources with the potential to 
reveal information about past 
conditions, uses, and lifeways of 
its inhabitants, and provide links 
between indigenous people and 
contemporary tribal groups.

As far back as 1902, African-
American units of the United 
States Army, referred to as Buf-
falo Soldiers, were stationed 
at the Presidio. These troops 
were responsible for patrol-
ling California’s national parks 
before the establishment of the 
National Park Service. Associa-
tions with the Chinese-American 
community mainly stem from 
the Presidio’s role as a refugee 
center after the 1906 earthquake. 
In 1915, it served as part of the 
site for the city’s Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition–– an 
event that symbolized the city’s 
rebirth after the 1906 disas-
ter. Powerful connections exist 
between the Presidio and the 
Japanese-American community. 
Even before America’s entry into 
World War II, the Army trained 
Nisei soldiers as interpreters at 
the Military Intelligence Service 
Language School at Crissy Field. 
When Executive Order 9066 
ordered the Army to remove Jap-
anese and Japanese-Americans 
from the West Coast defensive 
area, the assignment fell to the 
Western Defense Command—
headquartered at the Presidio.

Essential Question & Statement: How does the Presidio’s changing landscape offer insights  
into the complex interaction of people and place?   

The Presidio’s cultural landscape represents an evolution of physical development influenced by the site’s geography, 
local and national historical events, changing social values, and technological advances. 
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Appendix A: Presidio Site Interpretation Themes Matrix

TANGIBLES:  TOPICS, STORIES, & PEOPLE

TANGIBLES:  SITE RELATED TO THEME

This matrix represents the park’s current interpretation of the Presidio, but as with time and history, 
the ideas, concepts, and stories associated with each theme are in constant evolution.  New stories 

are discovered, significant sites revealed, and people’s perspectives change and it is with this in mind 
that this matrix will be revisited and updated on a regular basis.

HUMAN HABITATION  
The natural landscape and resources 
at the Presidio have supported 
human habitation here for millennia. 
Each of the cultures that have lived 
here has transformed this landscape 
in ways to meet their own societal 
needs and values. 

• How have natural systems 
influenced cultural development 
and visa versa?

CHANGING TECHNOLOGIES
The Presidio’s built environment 
gives material expression to evolving 
national policy and military mission.

• How does the Presidio’s built 
environment give material 
expression to evolving national 
policy and military mission?

HUMAN HABITATION 
The Presidio’s landscape reflects 
evolving land management practices 
from the Ohlone burning for a 
subsistence lifestyle to European 
livestock grazing, to the U.S. Army 
creating windbreaks, controlling sand 
dunes, and filling marshes, to today’s 
habitat restoration in natural areas.

• Planting of Presidio forest, Filling 
of wetlands, Introduction non- 
native plants and invasive species, 
Burnham Plan, William Jones

CHANGING TECHNOLOGIES
The Presidio’s landscape reflects 
evolving site plans, weaponry, 
architectural styles and building 
materials brought about by 
technological advances and national 
policy decisions.

• Industrial & Technological 
revolution, Coastal Defense 
technology

CRISSY FIELD & MARSH
Restored marsh reflect the changing 
attitudes towards wetlands and 
time as well as the many layers of 
land uses at the Presidio including 
Native American, World War I and II 
barracks and 1915 PPIE.

MAIN POST
Spans the growth of the Presidio   
from small Spanish post to minor Civil 
War expansion, to explosive Spanish 
American War growth. 

PLANTED FORESTS
Reflects interface of military needs 
and 1880s urban parks movement.

COASTAL BATTERIES

Records changing military technology 
from the post–Civil War, Endicott and 
Taft eras of Coast defenses.

EAST CANTONMENT
Many army units passed through 
here over the years including the 
Buffalo Soldiers.

THE GOLDEN GATE
Geography determined both the 
Presidio’s site and its historic roles 
as garrison and guardian of San 
Francisco Bay.

• How did the geography of the 
Presidio determine the role of the 
Presidio?

TEMPORARY TALES
Temporary buildings were often 
needed to mobilize troops, provide 
emergency refuge or house special 
events. 

• Why were so many temporary 
structures built on the Presidio? 

THE GOLDEN GATE  
The Presidio was developed because 
of the strategic defense benefits of 
its location at the Golden Gate, and 
the need to protect San Francisco 
Harbor and the natural and industrial 
resources that flowed through the 
harbor.

• Gold Rush, World War II, Cold War

TEMPORARY TALES
Tangible evidence of transitory 
buildings on the Presidio include 
Philippine American War, World 
War I and II wooden barracks, 1906 
earthquake shacks, and buildings 
used for the 1915 Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition.

• 1906 Earthquake, PPIE, 
Quartermaster’s buildings

EARTHQUAKE SHACKS & CAMP 
SITES SEACOAST FORTIFICATIONS
Technological changes over time and 
their evolving location in relation to 
the Golden Gate

Architectural styles around Presidio, 
the building materials used to reflect 
these changes (Main Post, Fort Scott)

FORT POINT’S LOCATION 
Why this site selected, design intent, 
change is location and materials 
for subsequent generations of 
fortifications. 

OFFICER’S CLUB
Materials used and architectural 
styles applied over time
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Natural Resources
Geological formations, favorable 
climate, water resources, and 
open space have contributed to 
the site’s rich biological diversity. 
The Presidio hosts an unusual 
blend of geologic formations 
(ranging from sand dunes to ser-
pentine soils, derived from the 
California state rock) and water 
resources (ranging from wetlands 
to creeks to Mountain Lake, the 
only lake in the GGNRA). Over 
a millennia this diverse environ-
ment has resulted in more than 
a dozen distinctive ecological 
habitats. Remnants of the Pre-
sidio’s native plant communi-
ties exist throughout the park, 
amidst the designed landscapes 
and historic forest. As the adja-
cent city lands were developed, 
the Presidio provided critical 
refuge for plants and wildlife. 
There are 13 different ecological 
habitats in the Presidio support-
ing 300 native plant species from 
the California poppy, the state 
flower, to the tiniest wildflowers 
like the red maids, whose fully 
bloomed flowers are no bigger 
than a fingernail. Sixteen of the 
Presidio’s native plant species are 
rare plants, including five endan-
gered species. Two of these 
endangered species, the Presidio 
clarkia (named for the Presidio 
and William Clark, of Lewis and 
Clark fame) and the San Fran-
cisco Lessingia, are found in only 
two spots in the world, with the 
Presidio being the type locality, 
or the first place a species was 
identified by the scientific world. 
A third plant wonder of the Pre-
sidio, the Franciscan Manzanita, 
thought to be extinct in the wild, 
was only recently discovered to 
exist in 2009.

Native plants are also an impor-
tant part of the cultural history 
of San Francisco. The city was 
originally named Yerba Buena 

after a native mint that still 
grows in the Presidio. Members 
of the Ohlone and Miwok tribes, 
who were among the first to 
populate the pre-urban Bay Area, 
would have eaten native plants 
every day and regularly utilized 
their medicinal properties. When 
the Gold Rush came to San Fran-
cisco, many pioneers turned to 
miner’s lettuce for sustenance. 
Today, native plant communities 
tucked amongst the cityscape 
offer visitors a sense of place, a 
connection to the past, and a 
glimpse into what their backyard 
may have originally looked like. 

These remnant native plant 
communities preserve rare and 
endangered plant species and 
provide valuable wildlife habitat. 
There are more than 600 hun-
dred species of wildlife, includ-
ing 200 species of birds that find 
refuge in the park’s open space. 
More than 85% of the animals 
regularly seen in the Presidio are 
birds. Because it is one of largest 
naturalized open spaces in San 
Francisco, with plentiful sources 
of food and water, the Presidio 
is a haven for many species of 
birds seeking either a perma-
nent home and nesting site, or 
a safe resting place on a migra-
tory journey. This group includes 
more than 65 species that live 
and nest in the park. “Neotropi-
cal migrants” are migratory birds, 
residents of different regions 
across North and South America, 
stop off at the Presidio during 
their annual trips from their nest-
ing grounds to the tropics where 
they spend the winter, and 
northward again in the spring.

The Presidio was the site of the 
Xerces blue butterfly extinction 
in the 1940s but today butterfly 
and other insect diversity has 
been sustained by the park’s 
and Trust’s habitat restoration 
efforts. The Presidio has become 

a hot spot for scientific research, 
in partnership with institutions, 
universities, and environmen-
tal organizations, to increase 
understanding of the Presidio’s 
urban ecological systems and 
how best to care for them. They 
include the serpentine grasslands, 
where wildflower and native 
grass species flourish, the largest 
remnants of dune communities 
that once covered almost half of 
what is now San Francisco; and 
riparian and wetland communi-
ties including Lobos Creek, the 
last year-round free-flowing 
creek in San Francisco and early 
source for the nascent city of 
San Francisco (Lobos Creek still 
provides most of the Presidio’s 
water supply). Other important 
natural resources include Moun-
tain Lake, Tennessee Hollow, and 
Crissy Field. These sites offer an 
extraordinary watershed experi-
ence in the city: one can follow 
springs to creeks to marshes 
to the San Francisco Bay to the 
Pacific Ocean.

Essential Question & Statement: How does the Presidio’s changing landscape offer insights  
into the complex interaction of people and place?   

The Presidio’s cultural landscape represents an evolution of physical development influenced by the site’s geography, 
local and national historical events, changing social values, and technological advances. 
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Appendix A: Presidio Site Interpretation Themes Matrix

TANGIBLES:  TOPICS, STORIES, & PEOPLE

TANGIBLES:  SITE RELATED TO THEME

This matrix represents the park’s current interpretation of the Presidio, but as with time and history, 
the ideas, concepts, and stories associated with each theme are in constant evolution.  New stories 

are discovered, significant sites revealed, and people’s perspectives change and it is with this in mind 
that this matrix will be revisited and updated on a regular basis.

HUMAN HABITATION  
The natural landscape and resources 
at the Presidio have supported 
human habitation here for millennia. 
Each of the cultures that have lived 
here has transformed this landscape 
in ways to meet their own societal 
needs and values. 

• How have natural systems 
influenced cultural development 
and visa versa?

CHANGING TECHNOLOGIES
The Presidio’s built environment 
gives material expression to evolving 
national policy and military mission.

• How does the Presidio’s built 
environment give material 
expression to evolving national 
policy and military mission?

HUMAN HABITATION 
The Presidio’s landscape reflects 
evolving land management practices 
from the Ohlone burning for a 
subsistence lifestyle to European 
livestock grazing, to the U.S. Army 
creating windbreaks, controlling sand 
dunes, and filling marshes, to today’s 
habitat restoration in natural areas.

• Planting of Presidio forest, Filling 
of wetlands, Introduction non- 
native plants and invasive species, 
Burnham Plan, William Jones

CHANGING TECHNOLOGIES
The Presidio’s landscape reflects 
evolving site plans, weaponry, 
architectural styles and building 
materials brought about by 
technological advances and national 
policy decisions.

• Industrial & Technological 
revolution, Coastal Defense 
technology

CRISSY FIELD & MARSH
Restored marsh reflect the changing 
attitudes towards wetlands and 
time as well as the many layers of 
land uses at the Presidio including 
Native American, World War I and II 
barracks and 1915 PPIE.

MAIN POST
Spans the growth of the Presidio   
from small Spanish post to minor Civil 
War expansion, to explosive Spanish 
American War growth. 

PLANTED FORESTS
Reflects interface of military needs 
and 1880s urban parks movement.

COASTAL BATTERIES

Records changing military technology 
from the post–Civil War, Endicott and 
Taft eras of Coast defenses.

EAST CANTONMENT
Many army units passed through 
here over the years including the 
Buffalo Soldiers.

THE GOLDEN GATE
Geography determined both the 
Presidio’s site and its historic roles 
as garrison and guardian of San 
Francisco Bay.

• How did the geography of the 
Presidio determine the role of the 
Presidio?

TEMPORARY TALES
Temporary buildings were often 
needed to mobilize troops, provide 
emergency refuge or house special 
events. 

• Why were so many temporary 
structures built on the Presidio? 

THE GOLDEN GATE  
The Presidio was developed because 
of the strategic defense benefits of 
its location at the Golden Gate, and 
the need to protect San Francisco 
Harbor and the natural and industrial 
resources that flowed through the 
harbor.

• Gold Rush, World War II, Cold War

TEMPORARY TALES
Tangible evidence of transitory 
buildings on the Presidio include 
Philippine American War, World 
War I and II wooden barracks, 1906 
earthquake shacks, and buildings 
used for the 1915 Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition.

• 1906 Earthquake, PPIE, 
Quartermaster’s buildings

EARTHQUAKE SHACKS & CAMP 
SITES SEACOAST FORTIFICATIONS
Technological changes over time and 
their evolving location in relation to 
the Golden Gate

Architectural styles around Presidio, 
the building materials used to reflect 
these changes (Main Post, Fort Scott)

FORT POINT’S LOCATION 
Why this site selected, design intent, 
change is location and materials 
for subsequent generations of 
fortifications. 

OFFICER’S CLUB
Materials used and architectural 
styles applied over time
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PRESERVING BIODIVERSITY
Varied topography and a 
Mediterranean climate have 
produced a mosaic of landscapes 
with extraordinary biodiversity on 
the Presidio.  

• Is maintaining biodiversity 
more important than urban 
development?

WATER AS LIFE  
Without the presence of fresh water, 
settlement at this strategic site could 
not have occurred. 

INFLUENCE OF GEOLOGY & CLIMATE
Active tectonics and changing 
climates of the glacial period have 
shaped the land and the ways people 
have used it. 

• How do geology, geography 
and climate interact to control 
biodiversity?

RESTORATION &  
ECOLOGICAL VALUES
Thousands of volunteers, both youth 
and adults, from local communities 
and from afar, have helped restore 
and continue to sustain native 
habitat at the Presidio.

• What role does stewardship play 
in restoring and maintaining 
diverse ecosystems?

• How do wild areas influence the 
human psyche? 

• Can natural systems be restored in 
the modern urban context?

VALUES OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH  
& DISCOVERY

Scientific exploration and plant 
collection in the Presidio, both past 
an present.

• How has the ecosystem evolved 
compared to when it was 
systematically identified in the 
1800s?

• How has the ecological diversity 
of the coastal grassland changed 
in the past 200 years?

• How many of these species still 
exist today or have become 
endangered/threatened?

• How does this compare to the rest 
of the world?

Essential Question & Statement: How are the scientific values of the Presidio’s natural systems  
inherently valuable and how do they impact surrounding communities?   

In a world of diminishing biological diversity, the Presidio represents an island of refuge in an urban environment and 
provides an opportunity to foster awareness of the importance of species diversity and the value of open space.
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Appendix A: Presidio Site Interpretation Themes Matrix

TANGIBLES:  TOPICS, STORIES, & PEOPLE

TANGIBLES:  SITE RELATED TO THEME

This matrix represents the park’s current interpretation of the Presidio, but as with time and history, 
the ideas, concepts, and stories associated with each theme are in constant evolution.  New stories 

are discovered, significant sites revealed, and people’s perspectives change and it is with this in mind 
that this matrix will be revisited and updated on a regular basis.

PRESERVING BIODIVERSITY
The Presidio harbors over 250 species 
of native plants, fourteen of which 
are rare or endangered, and over 200 
recorded species of birds.  A host of 
mammals, reptiles and amphibians 
also make their home in the Presidio. 

• Rare & Endangered Species, 
Flyways, Migration, Ecosystems, 
Plant Communities

WATER AS LIFE
Water systems in the Presidio have 
supported a succession of human 
settlements.

• Hydrology, Groundwater aquifers, 
Watersheds, Riparian Systems, 
Water rights

GEOLOGY & CLIMATE
The Presidio bluffs display 
the region’s best exposure of 
serpentinite, the California state 
rock.  Remnants of sand dunes that 
once covered most of what is now 
San Francisco are also prominent.  

• Natural landscape, Serpentine 
soils

INSPIRATION POINT
Serpentine grassland habitat home to 
Presidio clarkia and other endangered 
serpentine specific plant species.

TENNESSEE HOLLOW
Self contained watershed in the 
Presidio with spring-fed water supply 
at El Polin. Sustains diverse plant and 
bird species. 

COASTAL BLUFFS
Windblown bluffs containing diverse 
species and serpentinite and sand 
dune substrates with rare plant 
communities.

LOBOS CREEK VALLEY
Has last free flowing creek in San 
Francisco and contains sand dunes 
with endangered plants.

Serpentine soils and dune habitats 
provide difficult growing conditions 
that have led to an unusually large 
number of rare plants.

• Adaptation, Nutrient supplies, 
Toxic metals, Struggle for life, 
Adelbert Von Chamisso, Johann 
Escholtz

RESTORATION &  
ECOLOGICAL  VALUES
Ongoing stewardship of more than 
150 acres at habitat restoration sites.

• Discovery of lost species  
Finding of Manzanita, 
Stewardship community, Youth 

stewards and leaders in the park 
AmeriCorps, I-YEL, and LINC

VALUES OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH  
& DISCOVERY

Scientific exploration and plant 
collection in the Presidio, both past 
an present.

• Adelbert Chamisso and Johann 
Friedrich Eschscholtz, Hans 
Herman Behr, the California 
Botanical Club and Katherine 
Brandegee, Alice Eastwood, and 
Peter Raven

CRISSY MARSH
Restored wetlands habitat with 
abundant bird and plant life. Reflects 
the many layers of land uses at the 
Presidio.

PRESIDIO NATIVE PLANT NURSERY
Center for restoration and 
stewardship activities at the Presidio.

MOUNTAIN LAKE 
Only lake in the GGNRA and one of 
few remaining lakes in San Francisco.

52
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THEME:  ISLAND OF REFUGE
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