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How the center of S.F.'s skyline will shift 
 

By John King 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Call it either wishful thinking or a sure sign of things to come, but a fresh indication of tech's importance 
to downtown San Francisco is the fence enclosing the site of what will be the city's tallest office tower. 
 
It displays glamour views of the planned skyscraper, of course, and the building's vital statistics. The new 
twist is the set of quotations between them, including Bill Gates' glib advice, "Be nice to nerds. Chances 
are you'll end up working for one." 
 
That's why a visit to the corner of Mission and First streets is a crash course in what it means when a 
city's center of cultural and economic activity shifts. Four office towers are in various stages of 
construction here, all conceived to appeal to traditional corporations while also hoping to catch the eye 
of companies whose workers aren't likely to wear a tie unless they're being ironic. 
 
This isn't obvious yet in a landscape now defined by cranes and raw concrete and steel. The churning 
transformation is the main show, especially the most disruptive game-changer of all: the Transbay 
Transit Center, at present a 1,500-foot-long hole so deep and wide that 50,400 Mini Coopers could be 
stacked inside. 
 
But early shoots are present, such as the narrow alley that fills with food trucks at lunch. Or the restored 
brick building at 545 Mission, where a tiny storefront in back serves drip coffee prepared by the cup. 
 
Skyline's focal future 
Those popular outposts are ad hoc counterparts to the polished quartet of towers now rising. This will 
be the new epicenter of the skyline, topped by the 1,070-foot Transbay Tower, which will exceed the 



    
 

Transamerica Pyramid by more than 200 feet to become the city's tallest structure. Another tower will 
thrust a spire 800 feet in the air. 
 
Glass will be the new norm, rather than the variations of masonry that form the canyons of the familiar 
Financial District. This already is apparent at 535 Mission St., the most advanced member of the quartet, 
where panels of silvery glass are being applied to a tapered steel frame completed last month. 
 
The look is contemporary as can be, styled for the global urban moment, the skin so taut it has a Saran 
wrap-like sheen. Glass will be used in an entirely different way at the most architecturally interesting 
tower now taking shape: 350 Mission at the northeast corner of Fremont Street. The panes will be 
arranged so that one row leans out and the next tilts back, layer after layer, a textured ripple of shadows 
and gloss shifting throughout the day. 
 
That's the idea, anyway. What's visible at present is a thick concrete core perhaps five stories high, plus 
concrete columns being formed along the site's edge. 
 
Construction at the other two sites is just getting under way. 
 
At 181 Fremont St., crews are starting to burrow into the ground to prepare the foundation for what will 
be a 57-story stack of condominiums atop offices, angled braces on show, topped by a spire that will jab 
an additional 100 feet upward. 
 
Bridging 2 worlds 
The tower that will look down on them all, known as the Transbay Tower but now dubbed 415 Mission, 
is the one that most obviously wants to straddle both worlds: Montgomery Street banking and Silicon 
Valley startups. 
 
While the design will be refined, the marketing signs show the desire to convey a sense of cool to the 
fast-growing companies that would rather be in a brick warehouse or a suburban-scaled industrial park 
(the website goes so far as to call the 60-story tower a "vertical campus"). Besides the quote from Gates, 
there's also the Steve Jobs incantation: "If you haven't found it yet, keep looking. Don't settle." 
 
Another panel, sounding as if it were ripped from a TED Talk, promises, "High performance workspace as 
a catalyst for growth, innovation, and inspired thinking." 
 
Over at 350 Mission, the promotional materials on the construction fence take a different approach. 
They depict another twist: a 50-foot-high ground floor doubling as a public plaza, complete with walls 
that fold open and seemingly dissolve. 
 
Transit center 
Until the building is opened and occupied, we won't know if the porous corner genuinely will function as 
a part of the public realm, as opposed to an airy lobby for the workers upstairs. Still, the ambitions of 



    
 

the space testify to the conscious effort on the part of some architects and developers to make their 
towers engaging, especially at sidewalk level. 
 
Promises of this sort have been made before. They often fall short. Yet one aspect of this scene is 
irreversible and unique: the Transbay Transit Center. 
 
Construction began in 2011 and is still in the subterranean stage, stretching from Beale Street almost to 
Second Street east to west. The chasm is hollow and deep, a cavity held open by a thicket of hollow steel 
pipes; by 2017, there will be a 70-foot-high undulating cloud of perforated steel spanning the streets, 
topped by a public park. 
 
The cloud over this particular project is that there's funding for the aboveground bus connections but 
not the underground terminus of California's high-speed rail line and the Caltrans commuter line from 
San Jose. 
 
That loose end is a reminder that disrupted landscapes rarely evolve as planned, either in the form that 
they take or the pace at which they occur. 
 
At some point, though, the starter's gun goes off. Down here, the future is coming fast - whatever that 
future might be. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



    
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

181 Fremont, a 54-story tower with offices on the bottom and condominiums on top. 
It includes a spire that will reach the 800 foot mark, making the high-rise the second 

tallest building in San Francisco. The developer is Jay Paul Co., and Heller Manus is the 
architect. This perspective is from the west, above the park planned for the roof of the 

new Transbay Terminal. 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
181 Fremont, a 54-story tower with offices on the bottom and condominiums on top. 
It includes a spire that will reach the 800 foot mark, making the high-rise the second 

tallest building in San Francisco. The developer is Jay Paul Co., and Heller Manus is the 
architect. This perspective, from the north, has the edge of Millennium Tower on the left 

and the as-yet-unbuilt Transbay Tower on the right. 


