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Unitarianism came to San Francisco along 
with the Gold Rush, trying to meet the spiritual 
needs of the rapidly growing community 
along the West Bay. Organized in 1850, 
the congregation had its first service on 
October 20 in a rented hall. Other meeting 
places included the U.S. District Courtroom. 
Despite fires besetting the city, the early 
departure of its first minister and the sudden 
death of a second, the congregation built 

its first building, in a neo-classical style, at 
805 Stockton near Sacramento, in 1853.  
California Unitarianism began to flourish with 
the arrival the Rev. Thomas Starr King in April 
1860. An eloquent preacher and lecturer, 

King worked tirelessly to keep California in the 
Union when the Civil War broke out. He raised 
millions for humanitarian relief. The rapid 
growth of the congregation led to a new 
building, neo-Gothic and seating over 1500, 
at 133 Geary at Stockton (where Nieman 
Marcus stands today), across from Union 
Square. Dedicated in January 1864, that 
building heard King preach only nine times. 
He contracted diphtheria and pneumonia, 
and died on March 4, at the age of only 39.

Over 2000 people appeared for the installation 
of King’s successor, Rev. Horatio Stebbins, who 
served 36 years, retiring in 1900. A trustee of 
both the University of California and Stanford 
University, Stebbins helped to support the 
spread of liberal religion up and down the 
West Coast. The church trustees sold the Union 
Square site in 1888 for $120,000, and built on 
the Franklin street  site, nearer the residential 
areas of the city, for $91,000, utilizing materials 
from the previous building, including the pulpit 
and chancel furnishings. A second Unitarian 
church began in the Mission District, lasted 
two decades but suffered in financial crises 
and remerged with the original congregation. 

After the Earthquake and Fire of 1906, First 
Unitarian, one of the few houses of worship 
to survive, served as temporary hospital. The 
original bell tower was damaged, however, 
and was taken down out of prudence. The 
Rev. Bradford Leavitt led interfaith efforts at 
humanitarian relief. He also helped to uncover 
corruption at City Hall that led to the trial 
and removal of the mayor and resignation 
of the entire Board of Supervisors. Afflicted 
with failing eyesight, Leavitt resigned in 1913. 

Born in England, the Rev. Caleb S.S. Dutton 
came to the San Francisco church from 
Second Unitarian Church of Brooklyn, where 
he had helped to found the NAACP. He 
served through the difficult years of World 
War I, the Great Depression, and World 
War II. During the latter, in protest against 
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