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Estate Sale of Property in the City of San Francisco
Memories of The Home by Michael Ferrante

This magnificent home was built in 1915, just nine
years after the great San Francisco earthquake
and fire. It was built for the Schmidt family; a
father, a mother and their only daughter. Mr.

Schmidt purchased a double lot on the south side
of Green Street and had the house placed about
half way up the hill on one of the lots, leaving the
other for a garden. The two lots together measure
about a quarter of an acre.

The house sits on solid rock and has a
massive brick foundation. It is built in a
construction style called “balloon construction”,
a kind of wood frame construction where the

exterior walls run from the sill-plates on the
foundations all the way to the roof with each floor
hung off those walls. Today, construction is one
floor at a time, one upon the other, up to the roof.
In balloon construction one large box is built and
all the smaller boxes, (the rooms), are built inside.
It seems to make for a very resilient structure. It
works well as there are no cracks in the walls
and all the floors are level.

The house has a brick veneer all the way
around except for one corner, which is covered
in sheet metal in order to accommodate the six
large curved double-hung windows at that part.
The big bay windows on the East Side are also
framed in sheet metal. The small bay window
overlooking the garden on the West Side is framed
in decorative copper. The original entrance from
the street was by eight-foot wide brick stairs
starting at the street and running up about 16 feet,
then left and east over the garage. After crossing
the top of the garage they go up again, then right,
(south), and continue up the East Side of the house
to the first floor and the main entrance. As I
remember, there are sixty-seven stairs just to get
you up to the front door - An all-around excellent
way to practice for a “stress-test.”. At the top is
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had an elevator constructed on the West Side of
the house. The shaft is of reinforced concrete and
runs from the roof down the side of the house
into the hill to street-level. He had a tunnel of
reinforced concrete built from the street, 63 feet
into the hill to meet the elevator. Part of the
elevator shaft and all of the tunnel encroach onto
the second lot. We call the tunnel the “Grotto”.

The elevator stops at each of the three
floors; the ballroom and basement, first floor and
second floor. At the first floor “The Otis” lets it’s
passengers off at the main hallway, (approximately
13 x 15-ft.), opposite the front door. Off the great
hall, (it’s two stories high with an oval skylight in
its ceiling), to the north is the downstairs, or formal
living room, (approximately 16 x 25 ft). To the
hall’s south is the formal dining room, (13 x 19-
ft. approximately). Past the dining room is the

the oak front door that is protected from the
elements by a large glass and sheet-metal
decorative awning.

In 1929 or 30 Mr. Schmidt had a stroke,
I’m told, and was no longer able to navigate the
stairs. He didn’t want to be “house-bound” so he
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dinette with its two large curved windows and
curved French doors that open into the back
garden. Next to it is the pantry and the kitchen.
Next to the dining room is a hallway that used to
run past the cook’s room, now a small den or TV
room. It has it’s own bay window and small closet
and bathroom.

Opposite the front door and next to the
elevator entrance are the main stairs that lead up
and to the left to the second floor. Over the
“bridge” are the upstairs living room, or family
room, (about 16 x 25-ft.), which is directly over
the downstairs living room. To the right off the
stairs are the sleeping areas: two bedrooms, two
bathrooms, a nursery and an enclosed porch with
closets. The upstairs living room and the main
bedroom both have fireplaces on their west sides.
The radiators for the hot water heat are all on the
East Side. On one corner of the main bedroom

are three large curved
windows that look
down on the back
garden.

Mr. Schmidt
died in 1935 or 36 and
the house remained
empty until the fall of
1938 when a young
doctor, our father,
bought the place. He
spent about six or eight
months making minor
modifications and in the summer of 1939 moved
in with his growing family.

After the war, (WW-2), our father had the
kitchen modernized to the way you see it today.
All the cabinetry was custom built by Nutting &
LePage. Also, at this time, he had the ballroom
converted to a studio apartment with its own
entrance off the front stairs. The fireplace in the
ballroom was walled off and a small kitchen was
built in front of it. In
the rear of the
ballroom, where
there had been a
stage, a bathroom
and closets were
built. The floor was
raised about 18
inches to
accommodate the
plumbing and
electrical services.
This studio
apartment is
approximately 800
square feet. The
original ballroom was perhaps one or two hundred
square feet larger as the elevator, the wine cellar
and the stairs to the first floor have been walled
off.
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The whole
house is
approximately 5000
square feet, but that
number is difficult to
translate into the
number of rooms as
the rooms are
generally huge by
today’s standards. The
ceilings are all ten feet
high with decorative
beams and fancy
moldings. The great
hall, main dining room
and the dinette are all

paneled in quarter-sawn oak with all the
“appropriate” carvings and details. The main stairs
to the second floor and the “bridge” are also oak.
There are four working fireplaces, (there were
five but our father had the one in the dining room
removed in 1939 as he thought it took up too much
space in the main dining room).

The house has
remained unchanged since
then except for some minor
repairs. We think of the
house, as an 86 year-old
maiden lady with no tummy
tucks or face-lifts. She is
today, mostly, as she was in
1915 and everything still
works! (like the pocket
doors, for example). In the
late 40’s our father had
grown tired of filling the
stoker with coal once a
week so he had all the “coal
works” removed and
converted to gas.

Also after the war,
(WW 2), when we no

longer needed a
vegetable garden or
the chicken coop,
our mother turned
“the yard” into a
garden. She creating
a garden the way she
dreamed; with
flowerbeds, stone
walks, loose rock
bulkheads and a
gardening shed. She
was active in the San
Francisco Garden
Club and her garden
was her own
p e r s o n a l
“warehouse” of unusual flowers, plants, bushes
and trees. She even had a patch of real four-leaf
clovers.

Growing up, it seemed as if there was
always a covey of ladies from the club building
flower arrangements or wandering around in the

garden planting and picking
and cutting. For me, the best
part of the garden was
sitting on the bench at the
top of the back yard and
feeling more as if I was in a
forest instead of a city. You
can watch the sailboat races
on the bay from that bench.
About 9 or 10 years ago we
installed a drip irrigation
system throughout the
garden as it had finally
gotten too much for our
mother to maintain.

The house and
grounds are the last of their
kind in San Francisco. Try
as we might, we haven’t
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found any “comparables”,
almost a quarter acre of land
with the house itself taking
up about a quarter of that.
The views are panoramic
letting you see from the
Presidio in the west all the
way past Alcatraz Island in
the northeast. (The rotating
light on Alcatraz Island used
to put me to sleep every
night). Even the studio
apartment has a view of the
bay. The grounds to the west
of the house leave room to

Art Of The Grotto

expand with extra garages
and/or two or three levels of
living quarters and still keep
the views from the back yard.
Our father had thought of this
a few times. Additions of this
kind can easily be tied into
the original house via the
elevator and tunnel, ensuring
security, privacy as well as
seclusion from the city about
you. When you think about
it, this old house allows you
can “get-away-from-it-all”
simply by going home!
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The Gardens

Of The Estate




