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What Do We Remember of World War II? 

By Renate Coombs 
 
The Guidepost wants to express its sincere gratitude to Mary Johnson whose 
brainchild this project is and would like to thank her for her forbearance with our 
editing.  
 
During the Guild’s November 2007 visit to Rosie the Riveter and Port Chicago, two 
National Historic Park sites honoring the World War II Home Front, some of us reflected 
upon our war memories.  Such reflections are specifically encouraged by the Park Rangers 
at Rosie the Riveter who are charged with the arduous task of preserving as much of the 
oral history as they possibly can. 

 
The actual interviews of Bay Area residents about their wartime experiences during WWII 
are conducted by the Regional Oral History Office (ROHO).  This research program of the 
University of California, Berkeley, working within The Bancroft Library, is trying to reach 
as many of the surviving witnesses as possible.  Simple math shows that time is running out 
– to have been 20 years of age in 1942 would mean you are 86 now, alive and well enough 
to tap into your memories from 60 years ago Thus far, the stories of some 70 plus 
participating narrators have been recorded and are available on-line.   
 
Needless to say, nobody in our group fits into this age category; but some of us are old 
enough to have lived through WWII and hold distinct recollections, even though we were 
children at the time.  When, after the tour, Mary received a couple of e-mails sharing the 
writers’ wartime experiences, she had the idea of inviting all of us to do the same.  The 
result is a small but diverse array of letters, told from the perspective of growing up in very 
different settings. 
 
Only one letter tells the story of somebody who actually spent his childhood in the Bay 
Area during WWII. Romano Marchetti recalls his parents’ concern about the effect the 
war in Europe might have on their lives in the U.S. as Italian immigrants.  After all, Italy 
was one of the enemies, at least as long as Mussolini was in power.  Even though Italy 
switched alliance to the Allied Forces after Mussolini was deposed in 1943, the U.S. did not 
release Italian soldiers taken prisoner before then until the end of the war. 
 
Of the Italian POWs detained in the U.S., several hundred were sent to Angel Island.  
Romano remembers going with his family from Antioch to Fisherman’s Wharf (then a 
three-hour drive) and taking the ferry to Angel Island to visit a number of these prisoners.  
These men were very grateful for visits from Americans, especially from those who could 
speak Italian like Romano’s parents.  In general, the prisoners were treated very well, wore 
plain American uniforms, had regular meals and earned a few cents performing simple jobs 
around camp. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD 

 
Board members and other volunteers have begun working on a number of 
projects that we hope will benefit the organization this year and beyond.   
Madelon van Lier and John Kalivas are putting together a terrific slate of 
training tours for this year. 
 
Something that we hope will add a lot of value is strategic planning.  Many 
questions and ideas have surfaced in recent years as members think about 
what they want the organization to be, with topics such as continuing 
education requirements and membership categories.  We hope to use 
vehicles such as focus groups and surveys so that every member can 
express their opinion and help chart our future. We want to make sure to 
include constituencies whose opinions may have been less well represented 
in the past, e.g. driver-guides and over-the-road guides. Eventually, the 
process may result in proposed changes to the by-laws, and these will be 
given to all members to review and discuss well in advance of a vote.  
When we call on you to complete a survey or join a focus group, please 
take the time!  We need everyone’s involvement, and these are forums that 
will not require much of a commitment. 
 
Some of you have already been asked to volunteer on the committee that is 
preparing a new draft of the 2008 Rate Sheet in preparation for the DMC 
meeting.  Once a draft is ready, we will make sure that all members have 
plenty of opportunity to review it and express their opinions.  If you would 
like to work on this committee, please contact Marilee Traynor at 
mdltraynor@sbcglobal.net or 415-776-0490. 
 
Regarding 2008 membership renewals, congratulations to the Certified 
guides, who have achieved a 90% renewal rate as of mid-February!  
Associate renewals are lagging, at only 60%.  We always expect there to be 
more turnover in the Associate category, since many people join the 
organization as part of “testing the waters” when they’re new to tour 
guiding, but we definitely want much more than 60% renewals! So, 
Associates, please send in those checks.  As an added incentive, remember 
that the renewal rate increases from $55 to $60 after February 29!  Please 
contact Michele McCurry at mush72576@aol.com or 925-228-7261 if you 
have any questions. 
 
If you think you might be ready to take the certification exam within the 
next two years, please contact the certification committee. This way we can 
keep track of your progress and offer assistance. 
 
Finally, Public Relations Chair Joe Ries and Jason Cohen attended the 2008 
Northern California Visitor Industry Outlook Conference sponsored by the 
SF Convention and Visitors Bureau.  We will report back to the 
membership with insights from the conference. 
 

The next Board meetings are Tuesday, March 4 and Tuesday, April 1,  
from 6-8 pm at St. Mary’s Cathedral.   

As is true every month, all members are welcome to attend. 
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However, a real treat for them was leaving the camp for 
a few hours as guests of American citizens who vouched 
for their return.  Romano remembers a few occasions 
when his parents sponsored some of the men and took 
them for visits around San Francisco and to local 
restaurants.  His parents stayed in touch with several of 
them for many years after they had returned to Italy. 
 
Foreign enemy ancestry – German, Italian or Japanese – 
carried ominous implications after FDR signed 
Executive Order 9066, particularly for anybody residing 
near the West Coast.  While the Marchettis may not have 
been specifically aware of the possibility of becoming 
“excluded” from their Antioch home once a sixty-mile-
wide coastal strip had been designated a “military area,” 
elsewhere 3,200 resident aliens of Italian background 
were arrested and more than 300 of them were interned. 
Similarly, 11,000 German residents were arrested and 
more than 5,000 were interned. 
 
However, nobody suffered the effects of war hysteria 
more than Japanese Americans, citizens and resident 
aliens alike.  Some 120,000 ethnic Japanese people were 
held in internment camps for most of the war.  Although 
not born until long after WWII, Jane Utsumi is keenly 
aware of the hardship each of her parents endured as a 
result of the infamous exclusion order.  Her father, then 
still a bachelor, owned a confectionary business in 
Stockton when all persons of Japanese ancestry were 
ordered to evacuate the West Coast by April 1, 1942.  He 
had one month to sell his business before being interned 
with his parents and three sisters in the Rohwer 
Relocation Center in eastern Arkansas’ Mississippi River 
Delta country.  They could take only what they could 
carry.  Jane’s mother, together with her parents and 
siblings, were first sent to Santa Anita Racetrack 
Assembly Center and then to the Topaz internment camp 
where they spent three years in the extreme climate of 
central Utah.  In 1950, both parents returned to 
California where they met and married five years later. 
 
Even in the middle of Nebraska, ancestry in an enemy 
nation was a serious concern.  Fredricka Fleming grew 
up in Lincoln, raised by her mother and her mother’s 
unmarried sister.  Although both women held advanced 
degrees and taught German at the university, they did not 
teach Freddie for fear it would draw unwanted attention.  
As there was a large Army Air Force base in town, both 
women were pressed into service teaching German to 
ROTC officers and other military personnel.  Often there 
were study groups at the house; their political 
conversations became quite familiar to the child. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Open political discussions were certainly not advisable 
during much of Eleonore Gerstenkorn’s childhood.  
Born in that part of Germany that later reverted to  
Poland, she lost her mother to diphtheria at a very young 
age while her father was fighting in Russia.  After 
recovering from his war injuries, he set out to find his 
family.  The children were by then living with relatives 
in war-torn Berlin.  After her father remarried, Eleonore 
came to live with him, while a childless aunt adopted her 
younger brother.  It wasn’t until he reached the age of 14 
when he accidentally learned that he had been adopted  
and that Eleonore was his sister. 
 
Eleonore’s father had been very active in the 
unsuccessful June 17, 1953 uprising against the East 
German communist regime, forcing the family to flee to 
the West and seek political asylum at the American 
compound. After spending time in refugee camps and in 
the home of a relative, the family finally managed to 
immigrate to the U.S. in September 1956.  President 
Eisenhower had just signed a special order allowing 
45,000 political refugees to enter the States. 
 
Also living in Europe during WWII, Terry Hope (born 
Turid Elster-Jordan) reports a less traumatic childhood 
spent in the company of an older sister in Oslo.  Even 
after the Germans invaded Norway on April 9, 1940, the 
family stayed together because, due to his age, her father 
was not drafted.  In anticipation of the attack, he had sent 
his wife and two little girls to the mountains.  Living for 
three months at a friend’s ski cabin, they never even saw 
the damage to their house caused by the Germans during 
their only bombing of Oslo.  
 
Terry mainly remembers the German occupation that 
lasted five long years for the things that weren’t 
available, but many of these deprivations were taken in 
stride by a ten-year old.  More annoying to her was the 
constant move from school to school, as the German 
soldiers took over one building after the other.  On the 
other hand, hot soup was served in school three days a 
week, a generous gift from a country that had remained 
neutral, neighboring Sweden. Not so pleasant were the 
constant air raids in the middle of the night.  Having to 
get out of a warm bed and go into a cold basement 
wasn’t made any easier by wrapping yourself into your 
blanket. 
 
Fortunately, the British and American bombers were 
very careful to avoid residential areas, aiming only at 
military targets like the harbor, the railroads and 
ammunition depots. 
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Just when it appeared that none of us had known a real-
life “Rosie,” Jay Archibald shared his mother’s story 
with us.  Born and raised in 
northern Minnesota, Gertrude 
grew up with the meager 
amenities of 19th century 
country life.  Her father was an 
immigrant from Norway who, 
after his wife’s death, had to 
rely on his oldest daughter to 
bring up the other five 
children.  At age 30, Gertrude finally escaped to a job at 
Yellowstone Lodge where she met her future husband.  
Dreams of mining gold soon gave way to the need for 
supporting a growing family.  The couple went to Detroit 
where jobs were rumored to exist.  Just then WWII broke 
out.  Jay’s father was eager to enlist, but was rejected due 
to his age.  Finally in 1944, the Navy was willing to take 
him and sent him off to the South Pacific. 

 
Once more, a young family became dependent on 
Gertrude.  Putting her two kids into a nursery, she took a 
job as a riveter in an aircraft assembly plant for B-24s.  
All her coworkers were like her, women totally 
inexperienced in factory life.  The job was very hard, 
placing fifty or so rivets into a wing before moving on to 
the next one.  The work was very noisy and bone 
wracking and had to be performed standing up.  Gertrude 
never complained, but years later confided that standing 
in one spot all day made her legs ache for the rest of her 
life and gave her varicose veins.  Until her death at age 
93, she remained proud of her service although she rarely 
mentioned it. 

 
Another story that has remained almost untold in our 
correspondence is the role of African Americans at the 
home front.  Only Fredricka Fleming mentions 
becoming aware of the full racial implications of the Port 
Chicago disaster and its aftermath through her marriage 
to a Black American man in 1956. 
 
Recently, I heard Betty Reid Soskin, now at age 86 in her 
second year as a Park Ranger at Rosie the Riveter, talk 
about her work.  Herself a woman of color, she explained 
how the true nature of the subtle segregation during 
peacetime was suddenly exposed by the hard-core 
segregation in the military.  When on leave, African 
American servicemen preferred to visit the private homes 
of other African Americans rather than  
go to the segregated USO centers.  Wearing a uniform 
also did not open any doors in civilian life. 
 
A favorite thesis is that the home front effort laid the 
foundation for the emancipation of women in this 
country, particularly where the workplace and ideas 
about sexuality are concerned.  That these changes did  

 
 
not occur overnight is nicely demonstrated by the only 
anonymous submission we received: “My Mom wanted to 
join the Corps of women ferrying aircraft within the United 
States – positioning flights.  Dad said one pilot in the 
family was sufficient.  She persisted.  He handled the 
situation by getting her pregnant and thus grounded her war 
effort.” 
 
************************************************ 
 
 
Cable Cars, San Francisco’s Own 
National Historic Landmark 
By Ulla Kaprielian 
 
The next time you pay $5 to ride a cable 
car, you might ask yourself: just how 
much does it cost to build a new cable car?  
The answer is approximately $1 million.  It takes two years 
or more of construction.  Each car has to be built from the 
ground up.  The men at Muni’s Woods Division carpentry 
shop, located at 1040 Minnesota, have built eleven new 
cable cars since 1986. There is no place for computers in 
this shop; it is all handwork, adhering to the designs of 
more than one hundred years ago.  

 
Andrew Hallidie tested the first cable car at 4 o’clock in the 
morning on August 2, 1873 on Clay Street. The Clay Street 
Hill Railroad was in business and the sole cable car line for 
the next four years.  By 1889 though, there were seven 
different railroad companies and 53 miles of track 
stretching from the Ferry Building to the Presidio, to 
Golden Gate Park and to the Castro and the Mission.   

 
By the time of the 1906 earthquake and fire, electric 
streetcars had become more economical, requiring half the 
investment to build and maintain.  They were also faster 
and could reach more areas.  However, cable cars could still 
better master the really steep hills, so some lines were 
rebuilt.   
 
In 1947 Mayor Lapham declared that buses were 
considerably less costly to the city and thus “the city should 
get rid of all cable car lines as soon as possible.”   
 
An outraged Friedel 
Klussmann founded the 
Citizens’ Committee to 
Save the Cable Cars.   
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