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  Commemorating War Veterans on the Home Front
By Phyllis Gale
As veterans have returned home to Berkeley from 
various wars, combat actions, and other military 
operations, their “home front” has honored them 
in many ways. One of the largest civic memorials 
is the Veterans Memorial Building, completed in 
1928, and sited prominently on one side of what 
was then only a proposed civic center park site. 
The building housed offices and meeting spaces 
for Berkeley’s numerous veterans groups.  Over 
time, these included Union Army (Grand Army of 
the Republic) Civil War veterans, Spanish-Amer-
ican War veterans, World War I veterans, the Vet-
erans of Foreign Wars, the Korean War, Vietnam 
War, the Gulf War, Iraq, and Afghanistan.   There 
were also many local affiliate or “auxiliary” 
groups, including women’s organizations rep-
resenting spouses, mothers, and/or daughters of 
servicemen. Some worked hard to remember and 
honor veterans. With the building now primarily 
used by nonprofits, including the Berkeley His-
torical Society, its function and those of other me-
morials are no longer a primary part of the current 
fabric of our common memories.

As part of Constitution Square, where the Down-
town BART Station and Plaza are being revital-
ized, there was a single flagpole with three plaques 
(pictured here) commemorating the Veterans of 
World War I, World War II and the Korean War.  
The City saved the plaques and they are now safe-
ly housed in the Berkeley Historical Society’s Ar-
chives. If you have a picture of a Berkeley veter-
ans memorial, please send the Berkeley location, 
your description of it, a picture and your contact 
information to info@berkeleyhistoricalsociety.
org so BHS can capture a comprehensive list with 
photos. And perhaps this will help these memo-
rials to continue to be part of Berkeley’s history.

The flagpole on Constitution Square, Shattuck Avenue at Center 
Street (BART plaza). Photo by Steven Finacom.

The Berkeley Home Front exhibit continues 
through April 8. After some spring cleaning, 
the History Center will re-open on Sunday, 
April 23, with August Vollmer: The Father of 
American Policing and our annual meeting.
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Welcome Members to 2017!

The year 2016 ended with the openings of  two successful and successive 
exhibits curated by Steve Finacom and Phyllis Gale: The Berkeley-
Oakland Firestorm and Berkeley Home Front.

The Berkeley-Oakland Firestorm, a month-long exhibit, marked the 25th 
anniversary of the 1991 Oakland Hills Firestorm. The exhibit, which 
opened on October 2nd, featured not only the horrific fire, which destroyed 
about 3,000 houses and killed 23 people, but also other major local fires, 
such as the 1923 Berkeley Fire and the “forgotten” 1937 North Oakland 
grass and brush fire. At the opening, retired Berkeley Fire Chief Debra 
Pryor (captain of the Berkeley Fire Department in 1991) shared stories of 
the fire’s crises, including the Oakland and Berkeley Fire Departments’ 
coordination problems. Among the improvements instituted since the fire, 
Pryor mentioned hands-on training for the firemen, improved gear and 
clothing, ham radio operators and new roof codes. The exhibit featured 
the stark black-and-white photographs by Harold Adler, who was on the 
scene hours after the fire, and who shared his dramatic account with the 
audience.   

On Veterans Day, the Firestorm exhibit made way for Home Front, which 
focused on Berkeley’s experience during World Wars I and II. Out in the 
hallway is a WWII-era kitchen recreated by archivists Shelley Rideout and 
Judy Wilkes. Inside the Center, the exhibit spotlights key areas in which 
WWI and WWII affected Berkeley. Students were trained on campus by 
ROTC programs; many left the University to join the war effort, thus 
significantly altering the campus gender balance. The departure of men 
for WWII also led to a new role for the home front women, some of 
whom worked in the new naval shipyards in Richmond. The shipyards 
also attracted workers from the distant South, thus bringing more ethnic 
diversity to the Bay Area. Tragically, Berkeley simultaneously expelled 
its Japanese residents, interning them for the duration of the war. 

The role of WWII’s shipyards also featured in the book talk given by 
local author Tina Jones Williams, who led a dramatic reading of her book 
Sara’s Song at the Center on December 4th. Sara’s Song, and its sequel in 
the series about Berkeley’s Julia Street, Get Out or Dance, are available 
for purchase at the Center.

That’s all for now folks!

Wishing you a Happy New Year,

Jeanine Castello-Lin and Tonya Staros, Co-Presidents, 
Berkeley Historical Society
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In the 1920s and ‘30s, hundreds of locals would regularly 
participate in what was called the “Service on the Waters.” 
A chartered ferryboat took them out on the Bay, where they 
dropped wreaths and flowers in a ceremony designed to 
remember airmen and seamen killed in service.  
(BHS Photo) 

These three veterans plaques, formerly located at the base of the 
flagpole in Constitution Suare, were recently given by the City to the 
Berkeley Historical Society Archives. Photos by Bill Roberts.

      SATURDAY DOCENT         One Saturday Afternoon 
              NEEDED                    Monthly      1 - 4 PM
      The Historical Society is in urgent need of a docent for the History Center one Saturday afternoon

per month. Training provided. Enjoy sharing your love of history with others and helping the Soci-
ety. If interested, leave a message on the History Center phone, 510-848-0181, or send an e-mail 
message to info@berkeleyhistoricalsociety.org.



(continued on page 5)
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Vollmer’s S&W Revolver
Photo Courtesy of Sgt. Michael J. Holland (Ret.), Berkeley Police Department Historical Unit, and

Retired Acting Police Chief Tom Johnson; Photo by Berkeley Police Department Lt. Kevin M. Schofield.

A Short History of  Vollmer’s Revolver
By Will Oliver

In conducting the research for August Vollmer: The Father of American Policing (forthcoming from Carolina Aca-
demic Press), one of the questions that surfaced was what ever happened to August Vollmer’s revolver?  That particu-
lar handgun had both an honorable and a tragic side to it, and I thought it would be on display somewhere, or at least 
preserved as a historical artifact in some place of honor.  Its location was not where I thought it would be, but it may 
soon have both a place of honor and be on display.

After August Vollmer was elected town marshal of Berkeley in 1905, he set about reforming the office by removing 
the previous chief deputy and two deputy marshals.  He then filled those positions with his own men and quickly 
asked the Town Trustees to expand the number of deputies to eight, giving him an office with 10 personnel.  In addi-
tion, Vollmer requested the officers be furnished with a uniform: black coat, tie, and fedora, as well as a seven-point-
ed star badge that read “Deputy Marshal.”  When the Great San Francisco Earthquake struck, Vollmer was quick to 
organize his deputies and the temporarily deputized Spanish-American War Veterans to police the town of Berkeley 
and the relief effort.  The town extolled Vollmer’s virtue for his response to the earthquake and his men were given 
something the marshal’s office never had before: legitimacy and respect in the eyes of Berkeley’s citizens.  

In order to show their respect for their new marshal, the deputies purchased a Smith and Wesson .38 Special with Vol-
lmer’s name engraved on the back strap (see photo above).  The deputies then threw a Christmas party on December 
22nd and, as the Oakland Tribune reported, “The high esteem in which Chief of Police August Vollmer is held by the 
members of his force was shown tonight when the officers presented him with a handsome revolver of the first make.  
It was encased in a handsome holster and belt.”  According to the newspaper, “the presentation came as a complete 
surprise to Chief Vollmer who said that he had tried to treat his officers with fairness and impartiality.”  He carried 
that handgun throughout his career as the Berkeley Town Marshal (1905-1909) and Police Chief (1909-1932).  

On November 4, 1955, the honorable handgun turned tragic, when Vollmer told his housekeeper to call the police 
because he was going to kill himself.  In the previous ten years, Vollmer suffered numerous heart attacks and underwent 
many operations, including two for throat cancer, one of which caused some spinal damage leading to severe back 
pain.  His vision had also been diminishing during that time period and he had developed the shakes, all of which 
was ultimately diagnosed as Parkinson’s Disease.  Vollmer had decided if he could not do the things he enjoyed and 
if ever he became a burden on other people, he would end his own life.  True to his word, Vollmer took his revolver 
and, going to the side of his beloved house at 923 Euclid Avenue, killed himself.



(Revolver - continued from page 4)

Berkeley Historical Society Winter 2017  5

Police Chief John D. Holstrom responded to the scene and Vollmer’s housekeeper, Mrs. Lyda Miller, asked him to take 
the handgun.  After clearing it with the attorney for Vollmer’s estate, Arthur Bellman, he took personal possession of 
it and added a memorandum for record to the personnel file of August Vollmer documenting that it was his intent to 
give it to the future Berkeley Police Chief.  After Holstrom died, in December of 1981, his widow Marian Holstrom 
brought up the issue of the handgun with then Acting Police Chief Tom W. Johnson.  In accordance with Mrs. 
Holstrom’s wishes, he took possession of the Smith and Wesson revolver, and also included a memo in Vollmer’s 
personnel file.  Johnson, like Holstrom, recognized the historical significance of the handgun, but was unsure what to 
do with it and so, he held on to it.

In 1997, Sgt. Michael J. Holland, recognizing the importance of preserving the Berkeley Police Department’s history, 
formed the department’s Historical Unit and soon became the go-to person for all things historical.  When I asked him 
what ever happened to the handgun, he explained he had spoken with retired Captain Michael J. Healy who believed 
he knew where it was located.  Holland pursued it and discovered that retired Acting Police Chief Tom Johnson 
was still in possession of Vollmer’s handgun.  Holland paid him a visit and borrowed the handgun so that Lt. Kevin 
Schofield could take a photograph of the long “lost” handgun – the picture featured above.  

Today, there are plans to transfer this historical handgun to the Berkeley Police Department and, once the proper 
display case can be purchased, it will be placed on display for all to see this artifact which is related to both the honor 
and tragedy of August Vollmer’s life.

Willard M. Oliver is the author of the forthcoming book August Vollmer: The Father of American Policing (Carolina 
Academic Press, 2017) and the BHS museum exhibit by the same name (opening April 23, 2017). 

BHS in the OAC
We have started contributing some of our collection records to the Online Archive of California, a database main-
tained by the University of California that lists collections at more than 200 institutions throughout the state. We have 
contributed about 60 records so far, but we will continue entering records as we create appropriate descriptions from 
our in-house information. Take a look at this amazing resource at www.oac.cdlib.org/.

Through our website, we recently received an inquiry about 
the Electrical Porcelain Works of Berkeley. City directories re-
veal a business by that name at 2416 Sixth Street from 1923 
to at least 1933, generally listed under Potteries. At first it 
was run by Otto and Paul Kowal, “tool and die makers,” who 
lived next door at 2412 Sixth, and Levi Baker. (There is still 
a house at 2412 Sixth and an industrial shop at 2416—Walter 
Mork metal works.) By 1938, Electrical Porcelain Works had 
moved to 1289 Cedar, and the proprietors were Levi Baker and 
Charles Ball. Our correspondent sent photos of the vase that 
had prompted his inquiry, which we sent on to Gus Bostrom 
of California Historical Design, who wrote, “I have seen a few 
pieces done by this company. We had a similar looking bowl 
but could not find out much about it.” 

If any of our readers have more information, please send it to 
info@berkeleyhistoricalsociety.org.

A Recent Inquiry
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Blanco family, ca. 1904 (courtesy of their great-great niece Staci Kendrick-Jones)

A Brief  History of  the 500 Block of  Neilson Street
By Fred Etzel

For a short stretch, the main stem of Cerrito Creek, the boundary between Alameda and Contra Costa Counties, runs 
unculverted behind the houses located at the north end of the 500 block of Neilson Street, enroute to discharging 
into the Bay just to the north of Albany Hill. For thousands of years, members of the Huchiun Tribelet of the Ohlone 
probably visited Cerrito Creek near this location. On March 27, 1772, soldiers from the Portola Expedition up from 
the San Carlos Mission in Monterey camped along the banks of Strawberry or Cerrito Creek. Beginning in 1820, 
cattle from the Rancho San Antonio likely grazed nearby and watered at Cerrito Creek. In the late 1870s Nevada 
Senator John P. Jones acquired a large tract of land extending from present-day San Pablo Avenue to the crest of 
the Berkeley hills and from the proximity of Codornices to Cerrito Creeks. In 1878 Jones leased the land formerly 
occupied by Rancho San Antonio to Union Civil War veteran Captain Benjamin Boswell and his wife Emma to 
operate a ranch. The entrance to the Boswell Ranch was located in what is now Solano-Peralta Park. In the early 
20th century, John Hopkins Spring and others anticipated post-earthquake San Franciscans fleeing their destroyed 
city would seek new homes in the East Bay. No doubt this was a major factor in his decision on December 7, 1906 to 
purchase 285.27 acres located in north Berkeley, which were once owned by John P. Jones, from their present owners, 
Carrie and George Sterling. Spring subdivided these acres into building lots by recording the Solano Avenue Terrace 
Subdivision Map on July 7, 1910. The Solano Avenue Terrace Tract extends from Solano Avenue north to Cerrito 
Creek and encompasses 534 lots, mostly 25 x 100 feet.

In 1926 and 1927, two brothers named Ramon and Frank Blanco, speculative homebuilders from Vallejo, acquired 
22 of these lots on both sides of Neilson Street between Visalia Avenue and Thousand Oaks Boulevard. The Blanco 
brothers were Army veterans who had served in France during World War I.  

(continued on page 7)
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In the circa 1904 Blanco family portrait, 
Frank is the tall man in the back row standing 
behind his brother Ramon. The Blanco 
brothers increased the lot frontages from 25 
to 37½ feet in order to provide detached car 
garages in the rear of the lots on the west 
side of Neilson Street and attached garages 
in houses on the east side of the street. The 
Blancos built a tract subdivision of mostly 
single-story, five room houses of 1,100 
square feet in the period revival Provincial 
style. In building this tract, Ramon and Frank 
Blanco likely used Walter Wilbur Dixon’s 
“Superb Collection of 100 Model Homes,” 
shown here in an advertisement from a circa 
1926 issue of Home Designer and Garden 
Beautiful magazine, published by Dixon and 
R.C. Hillen (courtesy of his daughter Barbara 
Dixon Burgess.)*

The streetscape of the 500 Block is 
characterized by trees on either side, 
sidewalks with planting strips, the simple 
but pleasing architecture of the small houses 
lining each side of the street and the absence 
of large garage doors typical of the suburbs. 
The closeness of the houses to each other 
creates a small, intimate human scale for the 
neighborhood. Neighbors can easily walk to 
the small nearby commercial area at Colusa 
Circle and the larger commercial area along Solano Avenue. From 1988 to 2008, several of the owners of these 
houses added second stories to create the additional living space that allowed them to remain on the 500 block. These 
second-story additions respect and maintain the visual and architectural character of the block. Neighbors maintain 
and distribute a 500 Block Directory with telephone numbers and emails, and they are electronically connected by the 
500 Neilson e-list. Every 4th of July since 1981, neighbors obtain barricades from the City of Berkeley to close the 
500 block for an all-day potluck party. March 2, 2026 will mark 100 years from the date the City of Berkeley issued 
the building permit for the first house built on the 500 block at #570. 

Fred Etzel is a retired attorney and former professor of urban and regional planning. He has taught in the graduate 
program of the Department of City and Regional Planning, UC Berkeley, and the Urban Studies Department at San 
Francisco State. As part of his research on his north Berkeley neighborhood, he would appreciate hearing from 
anyone with information about the history behind Solano-Peralta Park. Completed in 1983, Solano-Peralta Park 
was created in part by the efforts of Barbara Luce-Richey, who once lived nearby. Barbara did historic research on 
the park’s site, which was part of the Boswell Ranch. If you have contact information for Barbara Luce-Richey, any 
relative of hers, or others involved in the park’s creation, please contact fetzel582@gmail.com.

*W. W. Dixon (1883-1953) was a prolific Oakland-based home designer, perhaps best known for the storybook-style 
“modest mansions” on Picardy Drive in Oakland. He also designed houses for developer Charles MacGregor in 
Albany in the 1930s, as well as custom homes in Berkeley. Copies of Dixon’s A Book of Plans (as advertised above) 
are in the Bancroft and Environmental Design libraries at UC Berkeley, and Home Designer and Garden Beautiful 
magazine is in the Oakland Public Library history room.
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Oral History:
World War II and the Abraham Family

Hank Abraham: A Family Oral History, From Early Days in Berkeley to the High Sierra, 1896–2016, has come to 
fruition and is ready for perusal or purchase at the Center. Its completion is timely, as Hank’s family history intersects 
that of our current “Home Front” exhibit. Hank’s father was a veteran of World War I, and Hank and his two brothers 
served in World War II. Below we have excerpted Hank’s family’s tragic story during the second world war. Hank 
had recently graduated from UC Berkeley when he began his service in WWII:

In April, 1943 I had to go to Columbia University to study to become a midshipman, to become an officer. A nine-
ty-day wonder! The Midshipmen School was a very interesting thing for me. You know, you get into the swing of 
things. I did well in the studies, but you were not even a human, you were nothing for 30 days. And then you took 90 
more days at the Midshipmen, and that’s when you became a gentleman. At the end of the 90 days, if you satisfied 
the Navy, you became an officer, which I did. So, that’s what happens at Midshipmen School.

When the end of that came, I had my choice of duty; I was sent to Norfolk, Virginia, where I was in what was called 
the Destroyer School, where I was about a month and a half. I was number one in that class of a couple of dozen and 
did very well. I asked if I could be a navigator. They put me into a navigation school nearby in Virginia. And I was 
first in the class in that as well, and therefore I got my wish, which was to be on a destroyer on the Pacific. Why I 
wanted to be on a destroyer? All I can say is that you have a certain amount of bravado during a war. That’s part of 
the indoctrination. And fatalism. You just figure you’re going to be there until the war’s over. And since I did well 
in navigation, I wanted to do that. They had put me teaching gunnery when I was in Midshipmen School.  I had the 
background in artillery in Berkeley in ROTC, so that was all well and good. But I wanted to be on a destroyer because 
it’s a flashing good-looking boat, and I wanted to be in the Pacific—that was closer to home and everything. And I 
got it. The decision was mine and that’s what I did. 
[But before joining the crew of the destroyer, Hank found out that his two brothers who served in the war were killed.]
Brothers, Ed and Fred, killed in the war, July and December, 1944
When my brother Fred served in the war, he was elevated to a Corporal because of his education, but had to go to 
boot camp before he could go to Europe. This he did. And we were getting messages from him on an almost daily 
basis in the mail: from Oregon, then Missouri, then New Jersey. The last letter came from Marseille, France. He had 
already been killed at the time we got his letter. He was a Corporal managing the machine gun crew, and the Germans 
got them in their sights and killed them all. They were at the southern end of the line, which was in Eastern France, 
towards Switzerland, in the Strasbourg area. He is buried there. He lost his life in the same year that Ed lost his life 
earlier at Guam. And Ed—they only found his parts.  He is shown as killed in action and his monument is in Hawaii, 
on the rocks, for that particular battle.

I was home with my folks when I heard about my second brother being killed, having already lost their other son 
earlier, in July. Fred was killed in December of 1944. My folks were of course devastated. They had lost two boys 
already and it was very difficult for me to be away from them. They immediately wrote to the Secretary of Navy; it 
was the law that if all but one of the sons had been taken in battle, the last one remaining can come back. But I didn’t 
know they had done that and I continued my studies until it was approved later on. I was out in the Pacific on the 
destroyer when I found out that the request had been approved.

On the Destroyer, January 1945
January 1945, I was finished with that training and heading out to Treasure Island to go to take my duty post for 
Destroyer School. They put the crew together on Treasure Island. My duty at Treasure Island ended in January, and 
we moved to Bremerton in Washington State and boarded our ship, which had been under construction in a large 
battleship-size dock, like a canal dock. Four of the destroyers were all built in the same place and they were floated 
to the surface when we were there. 

(continued on page 9)
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Special Thanks
Jay Mumford Donation
The BHS Walking Tours have been using various types of sound amplification systems for over 15 years.  The first 
one was a heavy, microphone-on-a-wire system so common from the 1960’s (do we remember law enforcement 
barking commands to disperse? -- well, that’s another exhibit).  The last two systems with wireless microphones and 
lavaliers were very good but weighed six to eight pounds for the sound man.  And, for the past two years, the latest 
system suffered from an occasional electrical malfunction.  BHS member Jay Mumford saw the need and the oppor-
tunity to generously support BHS.  Earlier this month, Jay donated an ultra modern, Bluetooth-enabled, light-weight 
sound system which we will begin using this spring.  We’re looking forward to your enjoyment of Jay’s generosity.  
Thank you Jay.

Memorial Donation
Steven and Linda Rosen made a $250 donation to BHS recently, in memory of Carl Wilson and Kenneth Cardwell, 
early leaders of the Berkeley Historical Society.

 Yes, I was out in the Pacific. We had shook down the ship—that means getting it ready to go out. And we went up and 
down the coast of the Pacific—Alaska, down to San Diego, almost down to Mexico. Then we were in gunnery prac-
tice in the islands off of Santa Barbara and Long Beach. Then finally we came back into San Diego with the approval 
to go on into the Pacific. So, we went back to Puget Sound, Bremerton, and got everything together and that is when, 
heading out to sea, I was assigned to work in the navigation on that ship. That is what I had wanted to do all the time.

We were near Hawaii, weeks later, and I got word that my folks were successful in getting me sent home. I didn’t 
know that they were even doing it, but the orders were orders, and I was sent to teach navigation in New York, at Fort 
Schuyler, between the Bronx and the Sound. And from then on I taught navigation. I trained Midshipmen in that area, 
going up and down the Sound, and also at Villanova College and also in Washington, D.C. as well, until the end of 
the War, which for me was a year after the war ended. It was June 6, 1946. I had to stay on that duty because of the 
semesters. And Midshipmen School was at Villanova, which is near Philadelphia. Their term would end at the end of 
May, so on June 6, I was on my way West again, and I had a job to go to. 

On the Homefront in Tilden Park
By Richard Lang

Between 1941 and 1973, the United States Army leased three separate sites in Tilden Park for military purposes; one 
was well-publicized while two others were kept secret until after the leases were abandoned.

One of the secret sites was a four-story radar control station, with three stories underground, moved from downtown 
Oakland on July 1, 1944. The elaborate regional facility with four-foot-thick concrete bomb- and gas-proof walls was 
known as the “Salt Mine.” It was built to protect the west coast from enemy attack by air or sea.

The Berkeley station was the nerve center for 15 radar centers in Northern California, and was responsible for guard-
ing United States territory from the Oregon border in the north to San Luis Obispo in the south and including the 
entire state of Nevada. The facility was manned by 60 men each eight-hour shift 24 hours a day to intercept enemy 
planes and to direct anti-aircraft fire and operations of fighter planes.

(This is an excerpt from Chapter 11, “History of Military in Tilden Park,” in Richard Lang’s new book, Tilden Re-
gional Park: Queen of the East Bay Regional Parks. You can buy it for $24.95 plus tax at the Environmental Educa-
tion Center, merry-go-round or steam train, or by contacting Langs directly at richardlangs.tildenpark@gmail.com.)

(Abraham - continued from page 8)



Was Your Mother a Rosie the Riveter?
By Phyllis Gale

The Berkeley Home Front exhibit includes the women who worked in the World War I and World War II defense 
industry. “Rosie the Riveter” is a term that was coined in World War II, usually used to describe women who were 
employed in the shipbuilding industry and other defense industries. As the “greatest generation” fades, their children 
learn from their left mementos of their parents’ role in World War II. 

I found my mother’s machinist union card and glass blower’s card in a small suitcase with other pictures and gene-
alogical items. Although my mother lived in Oakland, her story is that of many women up and down the East Bay 
during World War II. She married at 18 years old, and the next week her husband joined the Navy and was off to 
boot camp. Through research I learned that she went to work in the Singer Sewing Machine factory, which had been 
converted to defense work to produce small munitions. She also worked at Hazel Atlas Glass Company (now part 
of Brockway Glass) in Oakland producing home canning jars. All I ever knew was that she worked for the Singer 
Sewing Machine company and she bought her eight-year-old sister-in-law a pound of See’s Candy when she got her 
pay check. 

Did your female relatives live in Berkeley during World War II?  Luckily, there are local resources to help you in your 
research. Foremost, the Rosie the Riveter World War II Home Front National Historical Park is located in Richmond 
(https://www.nps.gov/rori/index.htm) and it has a number of sites including the  Red Oak Victory, one of the last ships 
built in the WWII Richmond shipyards (the Red Oak Victory is owned by the Richmond Museum of History).  And 
almost every Friday, you can meet women who are “real” Rosies from World War II at 1 pm. Call ahead to check. The 
National Park Service maintains an archive in Richmond which is rich with Rosie the Riveter history. You can also 
do research there by contacting the National Historical Park. They cannot be more helpful.

The University’s Bancroft Library has been collaborating with the National Park Service in an oral history project in 
cooperation with the Rosie the Riveter World War II Home Front. More than 200 interviews have been conducted.

We would love to hear from you if you want to share a “Home Front” story. Just email us at info@berkeleyhistori-
calsociety.org.
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My Memories of  the Home Front
By John Ginno Aronovici

My childhood from about the age nine to twelve brings back memories of strong patriotism and sacrifice by the ma-
jority of people in Berkeley between 1941 and 1945.

We worried bout being bombed, so we had blackout curtains on all the windows. My father was an air raid warden. 
When the sirens sounded for air raid practice we darkened the rooms and stayed inside. We learned new, not so nice 
words, such as “Japs” and “Jerries.”

Quite a few things were rationed, either because they were not obtainable, or most of the supply was needed for our 
troops. Butter (oleo was soon invented, white with a colored dye to mix), sugar, meat particularly. Rubber (till nylon 
was invented). We had ration books and meat tokens, which were little round disks.

I went to summer camp at the Berkeley YMCA Camp Gualala. It cost about $10 per week, BUT you had to bring your 
ration books for sugar, meat and other rationed foods so the cooks could legally buy food.

Gasoline was strictly rationed. In those days, gas stations pumped your gas, as well as checking the oil and water, and 
washed the windshield.  Every car had a sticker on the windshield as well as a ration book. The stickers were “A, B, 
or C,” depending on your allotment. The more important you were to the war effort, the higher your quota. Though 
gasoline then was relatively cheap, you had to save up your allotment to take an out-of-town trip. You didn’t buy a 
new car, as the auto plants were busy making jeeps and tanks.

(continued on page 11)



                    In Memoriam: Patrick Keilch
Sadly we announce that Patrick Keilch passed away in September after a struggle 
with dementia. Patrick is remembered as the loving husband of former BHS president 
Linda Keilch. They met as students at UC Berkeley, where he majored in history. After 
graduation he began working for the City of Berkeley. He advanced through various 
positions to Deputy Director of Public Works, ending his 33-year career with the city 
upon retiring in 2004.
Linda and Steve Rosen wrote, “Patrick has been our friend since the late 60s and Linda 
since the 70s. He loved history and music, too, and would have enjoyed the concerts 
and exhibit that the BHS is organizing. He wanted to write a book on the history of 
folk/rock music in Berkeley.”

Burl Willes added, “Patrick deserves to be given much praise for the founding of our History Center. Mayor Loni 
Hancock invited me to her office after years of my lobbying for our space. All the top staff were there. She turned to 
Patrick and said, ‘I want you to find city of Berkeley space for the Historical Society.’ Not only did he arrange the 
Veterans space, but worked cleaning, moving and gardening out front on SUNDAYS! A true mensch, and so modest. 
We will miss him.”

The Keilches were very active with BHS. Linda was on the board for several years and served as president from 2001 
to 2003. Patrick led several BHS walking tours. In addition, they were actively involved in the McGee-Spaulding 
Neighborhood group.

The management of food through War Gardens (WWI), Victory 
Gardens (WWII), Food Conservation (WWI) and Food Rationing 
(WWII) was extremely important to not only assure that food was 
not wasted and that our civilians and soldiers were fed; the US 
was also feeding refugees and Allied military personnel in other 
countries. When the Berkeley Home Front exhibit opened, there 
was quite a buzz around the “sugar” poster from the WWI U.S. 
Food Administration office headed by Herbert Hoover. Many visi-
tors to the first day of the exhibit pointed out that the “sugar” poster 
is as relevant now for health reasons.  We are passing it along for 
your consideration.
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(Memories - continued from page 10) 

Even buying shoes was limited because “our boys” needed boots. There were no silk stockings for the ladies, as silk 
was needed for parachutes. Finally nylon was invented.

I remember pulling a red wagon around collecting fat and grease in tin cans and turning it in as it was needed for 
munitions. The same was true of scrap metal.

And where was my mother? At Richmond Kaiser Shipyard #4, in her hard hat, with the title of “Field Engineer” – 
Yes, she was a Rosie. I remember watching the ship launchings. And my father was at Mare Island climbing the ship 
masts to install radar equipment.

SO – most people sacrificed for the war effort without too much complaint, though the rationing sometimes was as 
much to build patriotism as due to a real shortage.



Time to Renew?
Please check your mailing label, and if your membership has expired, we hope to hear from you soon! Only 
paid-up members can vote at the annual meeting in April.

            I am interested in volunteering at the Berkeley Historical Society.  Please have someone contact me.     

BHS membership dues and financial donations are tax deductible as charitable contributions to the extent allowed by law.

 Payment information:   Total amount $________          Cash                     Check (payable to BHS)                       Credit card 

I agree to the one time only charge of  $ ________  to my credit card payable to the Berkeley Historical Society for membership dues and/or 
other donations. A receipt will be emailed. Credit card information will be destroyed once payment is validated. More information on the BHS 
credit card authorization policy and privacy policy is at www.berkeleyhistoricalsociety.org. 

Signature ________________________________________  Date ________________

 Expiration      Security       Cardholder
     date             code            zipcode

    Mastercard
      Visa
      Discover
      Amex

Name(s) _____________________________________  Mailing address ____________________________________
City _______________  State ___ Zip _______ Phone ________________ Email _____________________________

(We use your email to notify you of special events, confirm event reservations, or send receipt for credit card charge)

 Individual  $25      Family  $30      Contributor  $50        Sponsor  $100
 Life Member  $500     Student/Low Income  $15    Business   $100

You can also give a gift of a BHS membership or donate to our general or endowment fund(s):
Donate to General Operating Fund  $_____         Donate to Louis Stein Endowment Fund  $______ 

           Gift membershlp (enclose name, address, etc. on separate paper)

                                                        NEW         RENEWAL

                 Name on card                                                           Card number                                        
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Berkeley Historical Society Membership
Membership in the Berkeley Historical Society (BHS) helps maintain the quality of all our activities, including 

archives, exhibits, programs, events, walks, newsletter and operations.


