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Jean Spencer Sweeney, community activist,  
will have a future park named in her honor.   
Photo taken in 2010 by Joseph Woodward.

by Robbie Dileo

A s 2011 ends and 2012 starts, one 
 is reminded of memories past 

and what the future may hold. 
The museum’s purpose is to “preserve the 
past for the future”. While we collect 
and conserve the tangible items  
that represent our shared City of  
Alameda history, it is up to each 
and every one of us to shape  
history by the actions we take 
daily. Little steps can add 
toward a large impact, even 
becoming a legacy. Not every 
person is a born leader, drawn 
to a public life, or destined  
to greatness, but sometimes  
it just happens. 

Two very remarkable 
women, Dr. Alice Challen 
and Jean Spencer Sweeney, 
were recently honored by 
the City of Alameda for their 
dedication to service in Alameda 
just before each passed away. 
Both loved family, their adopted 
city, were museum members, and 
made a significant impact on  

Continued on page 2 . . .

       Alameda’s history. The Alameda Museum Quarterly, 
Winter 2011 issue featured Dr. Challen as the “cover 

girl”. She was approaching 100 and her many 
accomplishments were highlighted in a  

story I wrote. (To read that issue, visit 
www.alamedamuseum.org where all past 

issues are found under the Museum/
Publications tab.) 

Jean Sweeney, age 72, a  
long time community activist,  
succumbed to pancreatic cancer  
on November 25th, just two 
months after diagnosis. The 
opening of the park to be 
named in her honor would 
have been the best time to  
do a feature story. Hopefully  
her family, friends, and history  
enthusiasts will appreciate 
that Alameda Museum valued 
her impact on history, so we 
have Jean as our cover girl. 

The picture at left, taken by 
Joseph Woodard Multimedia, 

captures Jean’s youthful zeal. He 
also prepared the most beautiful 

slide show at her memorial service 
http://woodward.freemanbusiness.com.  

Her devotion to positive activism 
and extraordinary research skills will  

forever change Alameda. 

Making history & lasting legacies 
one day at a tiMe
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In 1924, the city sold a small rail line to two big railroad companies 
to create the Alameda Belt Line with the proviso that the city could 
buy back the railroad properties at any time for the original $30,000 
sale price. 

Foremost—a loving wife and mother, Jean was a 
teacher, a member of Rotary, the Humane Society, and well 
respected for her integrity, tenacity, and achieving results 
through her own action, research skills and ability to 
motivate others.  Jean’s greatest accomplishment and her 
lasting legacy will be in having helped the city acquire 
the Alameda Belt Line railroad property for just under a 
million dollars. Had the City not benefited from Jean’s 
review of the original contract, that property, at today’s 
market rate would have cost close to $30 million, a figure 
we could never afford. The future park will be called the 
“Jean Sweeney Open Space Preserve”. Citizens for genera-
tions will benefit from her love of open space. 

Jean was also a key player in getting the Alameda  
Veterans Building on the National Register of Historic 
Places, a building designed by Henry H. Meyers. She  
was very involved in numerous committees including  
reuse at our former Navy base and development along the  
Northern Waterfront, plus a run for City Council in 2010.  
On December 11th, family and friends held a memorial 
service at the Elks Lodge that was the most moving and 
loving tribute to a person I have ever witnessed. There 
was laughter, joy, songs, reminisces, a glorious slide show, 
and yes, some tears in the packed auditorium. A life well 
lived but cut way too short. We all felt lucky to honor her 
and I wished that I had known her better. Readers might 
want to know more about Jean and the preserve at  
www.alamedaopenspace.com. Our condolences on the 
loss of such an outstanding citizen. Let’s keep her legacy 
alive. Indeed, Alameda was fortunate to have Jean.

While Sweeney and Challen lead exemplary lives,  
each of us can have an impact on keeping our town a 
great place to live. Consider this, it was a handful of  
descendants from pioneer families that decided to form  
a historical society club in 1948 that in 1951 became a 

museum because they had some “old family stuff” and 
asked City Council if that could be possible.  Now the 
museum is just over 60 years old… the days became years,  
it just happened because the members cared, contributing 
time and money and most important, had the City’s  
support. There wasn’t a plan to become 60, but now 
maybe we should plan to become 72, like Jean Sweeney 
or 100, like Dr. Challen. 

For the past 21 years we have had storefront footage 
with 9,000 square feet allocated to fixed historical displays, 
a rotating Art Gallery showcasing other groups, and 
significant space for storage and research. We house City 
documents, over 6,000 photographs, original newspapers 
back to the 1870’s, old business signs, maps, framed art 
and furnishings, all from Alameda families. Joining the 
museum and participating in our events and programs 
is fantastic support. Our docents are volunteers, giving 
freely of their time and we welcome new people to the 
team. We have a Legacy Society, where you can name 
us as a beneficiary in your will for $1,000 or more, but 
notify us today so that your name can go onto our plaque, 
indicating your support, while you are still alive.  

We accept donations of household items for sale in our  
thrift-style Gift Shop. It takes real money to have space to 
store the collection, whether we are open or not. We want  
to continue serving Alamedans by having lectures, providing  
school and senior group tours, and having a place to 
showcase art groups.  Consider making a monetary  
donation to the museum in the name of Jean Sweeney 
or Alice Challen.  That would be a fitting tribute to their 
legacy and our mission to preserve the past for the future.  
If you have questions about donations or want to receive the 
full Legacy Society brochure, give us a call, 510-521-1233.  
It’s our history, so help it last for the generations to come.

Doctor Alice
Small in stature
Large in heart

A giver and doer always
Doctor Alice,

You made your 100 years count
Aloha

– by  Lou  Baca   

Thank  you  Doug & Gai l  deHaan for  your  
$100 donat ion  to  the  museum in  the  name  

o f  Dr.  A l ice  Chal len.
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From the Curator’s Desk
by George C. Gunn
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Legacy Society 
the compLete fLyer iS avaiLabLe at the muSeum. 
Gifts from your estate must be $1,000 or more to be a part of the 
program. Lesser amounts may be donations to a specific project  
or archival fund.  Perhaps a $500 Lifetime Membership would 
be appropriate? for questions about donations, please call 
robbie at 510-865-1767.

Alameda Museum Quarterly is  
published in the spring, summer, 
fall, and winter of each year and is 
available in electronic form on the 
museum website. 

Alameda museum 
2324 Alameda Avenue 
Alameda, CA 94501 
www.alamedamuseum.org 
510-521-1233
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tHANKS tO OUr COrPOrAtE SPONSOrS

BE A 
MUSEUM DOCENT

Make some new friends. 
Please contact Ellen Chesnut

510-865-1204 for details.  thought I would start out this year of 2012 by acknowledging Robbie   
 Dileo, Chuck Millar, Diane Coler-Dark, Ellen Chesnut, Joe Young, and   
 Virginia Rivera. 

Robbie, for acting on the service and rebate program from Alameda Municipal Power to 
improve the lighting throughout the museum.  Now, not only is the lighting more energy 
efficient, but it gives off a better quality of light. She also painted, single-handed, the rotating 
art gallery, which enhances its appeal for incoming exhibits.

Chuck, for his efforts to improve some of the museum exhibits by illustrating them with 
reproduced photographs from the photo archives.

Diane, for her enthusiasm and ideas in obtaining homes for our 2012 home tour and the 
myriad of things she accomplishes in the background to support the museum.

Ellen, for her efforts to secure docents to represent the museum.  She also is thanked, 
along with Robbie, for the recent docent party and training session they coordinated.

Last, but not least, I want to thank Joe and Virginia for their continued devotion and 
support on Saturdays.  Joe has been a major factor in the professionalism, increased sales, 
and displays in the gift shop.  I would be remiss in not expounding on the patience and 
abilities of Virginia, my longtime and faithful secretary.

 Diane and I are now working on raffle prizes and silent auction items needed for our 
annual docent and membership luncheon in March.  We find we are in need of additional 
items and would appreciate donations for this cause.  Please call Diane 510-523-5907 to 
discuss items you feel would be appropriate for the event.

 Curator, Alameda Museum 
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Whitcomb Judson 

What in the World is  
a Buttonhook?
by Ron Ucovich 

standing in front of the Victorian  
parlor of our museum is a showcase of ladies’ 
shoes and accessories. Featured prominently among the 
high-top shoes is an elegant box with a green velvet lining, 
and inside, displayed like a surgical instrument, lies a silver 
buttonhook from Durein’s Shoe Store in Alameda. Kids, 
who grew up in a world of zippers and Velcro, can’t even 
imagine using buttons on their shoes, much less needing 
tools to fasten them.

As it turns out, the buttons are there for a couple of 
reasons. The practical reason is that they closed the shoe, 
but more importantly, they indicated a degree of status. 
As a woman progressed up the social ladder, her financial 
success could be reflected by her buttons. The common 
women wore buttons made of bone or wood, middle class 
wore glass or ivory, and women of distinction might wear 
buttons leafed with gold or studded with jewels. A well-
outfitted Victorian lady might wear a matching ensemble 
with the jewels on her shoes matching the ones on her 
necklace, bracelet, and earrings. 

Fashion dictated that status was reflected by the 
excessive use of buttons. Shoes were made with tops that 
extended to the knee only for the purpose of displaying 
more buttons. Dresses were purposely slit from neck to 
ankle simply so that a parade of buttons could be used 
to close them. Slits were cut in very impractical places, 
like along sleeves and down legs, just so the wearer could 
flaunt more buttons. 

Buttons were contagious; as many as 200 might be 
used to close a woman’s dress. Women who could afford  
this extravagance of buttons, of course, did not have to 
dress themselves. A female dressing assistant would 
face milady and fasten the buttons using her right hand. 

From milady’s perspective, it appears as 
though her buttons are left-handed, but 
from the servant’s perspective, they are 
right-handed. Although dressing servants 
are rarely used any more, the custom 
of making women’s clothing with left-
handed buttons and men’s clothing 

with right-handed buttons has never 
been questioned.

In 1893 a mechanical engineer 
named Whitcomb Judson was 

awarded a patent for a new 
kind of fastener, 

which he called a “clasp-locker.” It was a crude type of 
zipper which was designed as a rapid way to fasten high-
top boots. As a promotional device, Mr. Judson put his 
invention on display in the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago. 
About 21 million tourists visited the fair that year, but 
they flocked to see the world’s first electric Ferris wheel 
and the daring “hoochie coochie” sideshow featuring the 
belly dancer, Little Egypt. The world’s first zipper was all 
but ignored.

Mr. Judson’s clasp-locker 
was a dangerous looking device 
consisting of a linear sequence 
of hooks and loops. It resembled 
a medieval torture device, and 
certainly was not something you 
would want attached to your 
clothing. The Judson Fastener 
Company finally received an 
order. It was from the U.S. 
Postal Service for 20 zipper mail 
bags, but the zippers jammed so 
frequently that the bags were 
discarded, and Mr. Judson’s 
commercial enterprise went  
out of business. 

In 1913, an inventor named Gideon Sundback improved  
upon Mr. Judson’s fastener by replacing the lethal-looking 
hooks with rounded studs. The modern zipper was born, 
but the appearance was far too industrial looking to be 
used on clothing. The first orders came from the U.S. 
Army to be used on combat apparel during World War I.  
At home, zippers began to appear on boots, purses, money  
belts, and tobacco pouches, but clothing continued to be 
fastened with buttons. 

In 1923, the B.F. Goodrich Company introduced rubber  
galoshes sporting state-of-the-art “hookless fasteners.”  
Mr. Goodrich himself coined the word zipper, basing it 
upon the “z-z-z-zip” sound it made when you closed it. He 

Continued on page 5 . . .
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Buttonhook . . . Continued from page 4

A L L  A b oA r d !
SATurDAy MAy 19TH!
Don’t be left standing  

at the station!

When you finish reading  
this newsletter,  

DoN’T THRoW IT AWAY. 

Pass it on to a neighbor  
who may not be aware of  

all the interesting activities  
going on in our museum.

Curious about the romance and lore of trains and trolleys?  Join us on 
the first annual Alameda Train Station Trolley Tour Saturday, May 19th!  

Celebrate Historic Preservation Season and benefit the Museum. 

Trains on an island? Yes, Alameda once boasted two rail lines that ran 
on tracks down the middle of our widest streets, stopping at stations 

along the way.  Some of the stations were fetching Victorians, others were 
incorporated into storefronts, and a couple were mere kiosks where you 
could purchase tickets.  Station sites are commemorated by signs in the 

median strips along Encinal, Central and Lincoln, originally called Railroad 
Avenue because it was the route of A. A. Cohen’s San Francisco and  

Alameda line, which he established in 1864.

On the trolley tour, Grant Ute, author of Alameda By Rail, and Museum 
board member Judith Lynch will narrate, showing  images of Alameda’s train 
stations of yesteryear, and pointing out vintage architecture along the way. 

your $30 ticket includes a two hour journey aboard a motorized cable 
car and  a meal in the “dining car” garden of “Station” 1400 Bar & Grill in 
historic Croll’s, on the corner of Webster Street and Central Avenue.  Thirty 

passengers will depart at 10:00 a.m., returning for lunch at high noon.  
The second flight of passengers will lunch at noon and board at 1:00 p.m. 

to take the same journey.  To reserve your seat, call 510-521-1177  
or e-mail judithal@comcast.net.

named his galoshes “Zipper Boots.”   
It was Mr. Goodrich who also had  
the idea of making zippers out of 
brass, so they wouldn’t rust when 
they got wet. He also discovered  
that zippers could be concealed  
from view under a flap.

It was not until the 1930s that  
zippers hit the fashion world. Brass 
zippers became as fashionable as 
brass buttons. But, you can always 
rely upon the fashion world to carry 
an idea to the extreme. In 1935 the 
New Yorker magazine introduced 
a spring line of clothing that they 
described as “dripping with zippers.” 
They had brass zippers, silver  
zippers, colored zippers, tiny zippers, 
and giant zippers. They had zippers 
on pockets, sleeves. pant legs, cuffs, 
collars, armpits, down your chest  
and across your back. They had  
zippers that went nowhere. They 
even had zippers which didn’t  
close. They were designed to expose  
a little skin.

After a slow birth and years of  
rejection, the zipper found its way 
into everything from plastic cosmetic 
bags to astronaut space suits.  
Unfortunately, Whitcomb Judson, 
who had originally invented the  
zipper, died in 1909 believing that  
his invention would never find a 
practical application, and the world 
would be forever condemned to  
using the buttonhook.
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P eople in Alameda like to dress up and role-play characters 
from yesteryear. For example at Museum lectures, we have 

welcomed Governor George Pardee, jailbird Ricardo Reprobate, 
Louis Comfort Tiffany, King Edward VII and his Queen Alexandria, 
architects A. W. Smith and Julia Morgan, home builder Joseph 
Leonard and his wife Annie, Prince Albert, and of course Queen 
Victoria.  Up there in the ethereal zone, she must have heard that 
at the Alameda Museum we hang artwork based on the history of 
her times.  This year we host the 15th annual “Kids & Queen 
Victoria” exhibition, the only such show throughout the land. 

You too are invited to meet the Queen, graciously played by  
Edison School teacher Connie Turner.  Each year she visits the  
ACT costume shop in San Francisco where she rents an authentic 
gown.  Her crown, a masterpiece in foamcore, fake gems and faux 
ermine, is a creation of the late artist Richard Knight.  Admire the 
art and the Queen at the Museum saturday, april 14, 2012, 
from 11:00 am until noon.  

John Russo, City Manager, will preside over the event, welcome 
families, and introduce the Queen. When you meet her, please  
observe the normal courtesies by saying “Good morning, Your  
Majesty,” then gentlemen bow or nod the head and ladies curtsy.

Queen Victoria making the royal  
progress through the museum to  
meet the artists and view their work.  
Photo: Richard Knight.

It Must be soMethIng  
In the AIr!

Last Minute News 
as we go to Press

 
ExEcutivE OfficErs  

fOr 2012: 
Elected by unanimous  

acclamation by the directors on 
January, 25th were:  

Robbie Dileo – President 
Judith Lynch – Vice President 

Bob Risley – Treasurer 
Freesia Blizard – Secretary 

_____ 

GuEst HOst APriL 14tH 
City Manager, John Russo, will 

introduce the Queen at the  
11 a.m. reception in the  

Art Gallery for the Kids & Queen 
Victoria Exhibit. 

_____  

trOLLEy tOur  
tickEts uPdAtE 

MORNING tickets are sold out.  
Mail  funds quickly for the  

AFTERNOON tickets.  
_____  

tHEME sELEctEd
Annual Membership Luncheon, 

March 17th will feature the  
13 train stops to be highlighted 

during the Trolley Tour.  Festivities 
start at 12:00 p.m. above Alameda 

Museum on the 4th floor. 

Extra! Extra!
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 Tuesday, March 6, 7:00 pm
Alameda City Council and Mayor 
Marie Gilmore proclaim Historic 
Preservation Season 2012 open!  

 Council Chambers, 3rd floor, City Hall, 
2263 Santa Clara Avenue. Free.

 Saturday, March 25, 1:00 – 4:00 pm
Meyers House & Gardens  

 Docent-led tour of this official Alameda 
Monument includes Henry Meyers’s 
architectural studio and displays of 
vintage clothing and building details. 
2021 Alameda Avenue.  

 Free for Meyers Guild members; $5 
for others. Information: 510-865-1767. 

 Thursday, March 29, 7:00 pm 
Underneath It All:  
Alameda Infrastructure

 Alameda Sun publishers and 
authors Dennis Evanosky and  
Eric Kos. Underwritten by Erik and 
Ginger Schuler, Realtors, Harbor Bay.  
Alameda Museum, 2324 Alameda Ave. 

 Free for Museum members, $10 for 
others. Information: 510-748-0796.

 Saturday April 14, 11:00 am  
Kids & Queen Victoria 15th  
Annual Exhibit

 Please practice your bow or curtsy  
for when you meet the Queen.  
Alameda Museum, 2324 Alameda Ave.  

 Free. Information: 510-748-0796.
 

 Thursday, April 26, 7:00 pm
Monuments of Alameda

 With Judith Lynch. Underwritten by 
Judith, member, Alameda  
Historical Advisory Board and  
Alameda Museum Board. 

 Free for Museum members, $10 for 
others. Information: 510-748-0796.

  Saturday, April 28, 1:00 – 4:00 pm 
Meyers House & Gardens  

 Docent-led tour of this official Alameda 
Monument includes Henry Meyers’s 
architectural studio and displays of 
vintage clothing and building details. 
2021 Alameda Ave.  

 Free for Meyers Guild members; $5 
for others. Information: 510-865-1767. 

 Thursday, May 3 – Sunday, May 6
California Preservation Founda-
tion (CPF) Annual Conference

 Based in Oakland and offering tours 
of the Alameda Theatre, Alameda 
Point (former Naval Air Station) and 
the Meyers House & Gardens.  

 For information go to 
www.californiapreservation.org

 Thursday, May 17, 7:00 pm 
Preservation Awards Gala

 The 15th annual celebration of historic 
preservation projects on the Island, 
sponsored by AAPS.  Also introducing 
the winners of the first annual AAPS 
Kids Preservation Contest.   

 Free, Auctions by the Bay Theater, 
2700 Saratoga Avenue, Alameda.  
Information: 510-479-6489. 

 Saturday, May 19
All Aboard!

 First annual train station loop tour 
to benefit the Alameda Museum.   
$30 ticket includes a light repast at  
the 1400 Bar & Grill in historic Croll’s.  

 $30 reserved ticket. Information: 
510-521-1177.

 Saturday, May 26, 1:00 – 4:00 pm 
Meyers House & Gardens 

 Docent-led tour of this official Alameda 
Monument includes Henry Meyers’s 
architectural studio and displays of 
vintage clothing and building details. 
2021 Alameda Ave.  

 Free for Meyers Guild members; $5 
for others. Information: 510-865-1767. 

 Thursday, May 31, 7:00 pm
Early East Bay Women Architects 
– Mildred S. Meyers and her 
Contemporaries

 A talk by Inge Schaefer Horton, author 
of Early Women Architects of the San 
Francisco Bay Area: The Lives and 
Work of Fifty Professionals, 1890-1951.
Underwritten by Janelle Spatz, Realtor, 
Bayside Real Estate. Alameda Museum, 
2324 Alameda Ave. 

 Free for Museum members, $10 for 
others. Information: 510-748-0796.

city of alameda historic Preservation season 2012

September 23rd  
Alameda Legacy Home Tour 
Watch for details at the website: 
www.alameda-home-tour.org

 March 17th  
Annual Membership Lunch  
& Silent Auction 
$25 per person, free for volunteer staff.  
Look for a special mailing soon. We need 
auction and raffle items. Call Diane at 
510-523-5907 to arrange donation pick-up.

Mark  
your  
calendars:
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From the
President’s Desk
by Robbie Dileo

      elcome new directors, Dennis Evanosky,  
  Charlie Howell, and Julie Kennedy.  This is the  
  first year in many that we will have 11 directors.  
While it takes a few weeks to get up to speed and choose a project 
best suited to their talents, I know that we can expect great things 
in 2012 from our board.  

 I want to thank Chuck Millar for his 10 years of service as 
a director, many as Vice President.  His true love is working on 
exhibits with George, so he has decided to step down as a director.  
He’s already added content to some existing displays and let’s 
not forget that the Neptune Beach Exhibit was due to his creative 
efforts.  He will retain his spot as home tour chairperson, so we will 
still see him a lot and enjoy his efforts to make the museum better.  
In the last issue, I said goodbye and thanks to Jane Burgelin for all 
she did at the Meyers House as docent chair, for special exhibits, 
and for George’s 40th Anniversary Party.  She, like Chuck, will help, 
time permitting, but we do miss seeing her on a regular basis.

On December 22nd, docents were treated to refreshments,  
a review of procedures, new badges, and some small gifts of  
appreciation.  We were fortunate to get several new people this 
year and felt it was important to build team spirit.  Ellen Chesnut 

went all out on individually wrapped gifts.  New badges came via  
efforts from Board Member Freesia Blizard who brought a fantastic 
pear torte and year-old son Odin who enjoyed the run of the place, 
with my son Andrew helping as supervisor.  It reminded me of when  
I started with the museum 21 years ago and he was a baby.  Time 
flies — oh my, but it was history repeating itself and made me smile.   
My thanks also to Ron Ucovich who prepared his outstanding tortilla 
rollups, a jello dessert and brought both red and white wine with 
glasses for the 30+ of us.  A happy group, they benefited from 
George, Diane and me answering questions and simplifying some  
procedures.  Although the museum was CLOSED, we got several  
visitors, so thanks to husband Ross, he wrote up the sales and  
supervised the Gift Shop.  A real family affair, in more ways than  
one.  Want to be a part?  Call Ellen, 510-865-1204 to see if there’s  
a docent spot. 

 All areas inside the museum were re-lamped through a  
commercial lighting rebate program via Alameda Municipal Power 
(AMP) where approved contractors retrofit T12 fluorescent fixtures.  
We had 59 fixtures, most being the 4-tube type.  Now they are two 
tubes and with thinner bulbs that should last up to three years and 
are very energy efficient.  The CFL versions of the flood lamps are 
amazingly bright.  Exit lights were upgraded as were lights in the 
warehouse area, office, and restrooms.  No more flickers from old 
bulbs or tired ballasts.  We are thrilled with the upgrade and the 
small cost to us as the rebate picked up about 90%.  Our landlord, 
the Masonic Hall, also benefits from our tenant improvements.   
A win for everybody. 

Docents enjoy food and  
socializing at the museum 
on December 22.
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President, Alameda Museum

I am most proud of two unique 2011 events.  
In April, we got Paul’s Newsstand repainted, rededicated with  
a new sign to tell the story, a reception, and showed what is  
possible with a can-do attitude.  The City, via Sue Russell, 
streamlined permissions but it was Jack Lubbeck and his family 
who brought us the story of newsboy Joe Roschitsch.  From an 
eyesore to a contributing building in the Park Street Historical 
District, we are justly proud to have done this as part of 2011 
Preservation Season with AAPS’s help.  July was George’s 40th 
party.  So much fun AND a fundraiser for archival materials.  
He’s lucky we didn’t schedule his dinner to be part of Preserva-
tion Season, but it was tempting!

We are always looking for new events to amuse and educate 
Alamedans and those from surrounding cities who appreciate 
our historical buildings, art venues, and budding tourism.   
It never hurts that we can usually make it a fundraiser.   

We anticipate using the Meyers House Garden 
grounds more too, as it is a perfect setting for 

small weddings, adult birthday or anniversary 
parties, and art shows.  Got ideas?  Give me 

a call, 510-865-1767 or better yet e-mail 
damsel_d@pacbell.net.

n 
FeBruary 4 – March 2
reflections of a shared Vision  
n. teddy goldsworthy-hanner & Mi’chelle Fredrick. 
reception, saturday, February 11, 1:00 – 3:00 pm.

Selections from Goldsworthy-hanner include works  
in encaustic, mixed-media acrylic paintings and  
sculpture. Fredrick’s work includes graphite drawings 
and mixed-media watercolor paintings. 

Though their backgrounds differ dramatically and their 
paths did not cross until recently, Teddy and Mi’Chelle 
share strong philosophical connections that are often 
reflected in the subjects they choose. These artists  
work in different mediums involving very different 
styles and techniques; yet, their work often speaks  
with a surprisingly similar artistic voice.

n 
March 3 – March 31
san lorenzo adult school, studio 820 
reception saturday, March 10, 12:00 – 3:00 pm. 

Studio 820 is a company of artists led by well-known 
artist and teacher, Monica Satterthwaite.  Art work  
from 21 artists: Watercolors, Acrylics, Pastels, Color  
Pencil, Graphite and Pen and Ink. Sale items will  
include framed and matted originals, greeting cards  
and bookmarks. Door prizes will be given away at  
the reception.

upcoming exhibits at  
the Museum art gallery

DoceNt NeWS
Welcome new docents cathy conley and Jeannie mccaffery!   

retiring is Doris bay, creating a 4th Saturday morning opening. 

Docents have scheduled duties but some we call “floaters” are available 
as substitutes, willing to do an extra day with a bit of notice.  Norma 
Serles, almost 90, is retiring from her 1st Saturday a.m. shift but will 
join Dorothy Coats, Diane Coler-Dark, Robbie and Ross Dileo, Joan 
Dykema, and Julie Kennedy as floaters.  One day switching with another 
is best handled by the docent, but do call Ellen Chesnut (510-865-1204) 
if having problems or for making permanent changes.  Main museum 
docents wishing to work at the Meyers House on 4th Saturdays should 
contact George or leave a message at museum 510-521-1233.  Without 
docents we could not be open.  thank you for your service!
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Golden Bridge Beverages touted the drink to 
be “Good for all, large or small!”

a trip to the 
soda Fountain
by Ron Ucovich

during the Victorian 
era, mineral water was 
touted as having special health-
giving properties. People would flock 
to resorts like Warm Springs, Calistoga, 
Boyes Hot Springs, and Alum Rock 
Park for a revitalizing dip in the  
mineral spas. These resorts also had 
artesian springs where you could 
drink carbonated mineral water 
straight from the rocks. This mineral 
water was refreshing to drink, but it 
was also reputed to contain almost 
magical rejuvenating qualities. You 
always had to remember to carry along 
an empty jug, so you could bring home 
some fizz water to enjoy later.

The naturally-occurring soda 
found in mineral water gave the  
water an effervescent quality. This 
sparkly characteristic could be  
duplicated by charging the water 
with carbon dioxide, and although 
this new beverage contains no soda, 
even today we continue to call it 
“soda water.”

By the 1830s, drinking carbonated  
mineral water was a common practice. 
It was sold in pharmacies at a special  
counter called a soda fountain.  
Medicinal herbs and fruit extracts 
were soon added to enhance the 
health benefits and the flavor.  Birch 
bark, dandelion, sarsaparilla, licorice, 
ginger, sassafras, and celery root  
became popular flavors. Soda water  

was usually bought at the soda  
fountain, because if you stored 
bottled water at home, gas pressure 
could build up and blow the cork  
off and create quite a mess. This 
problem was solved in 1892 when  
a machine shop operator from  
Maryland invented the crimped 
bottle cap. Later, during the 1920s, 
came the 6-pack carrying cartons, 
and also came the first coin-operated 
vending machines. 

Soda fountains became so popular 
that the pharmacist could not serve 
all his customers. He needed to hire 
a young lad to run the counter. The 
boy was called a soda jerk. This title 
was not a reflection of his personality,  
but rather an imitation of the motion 
he made when pulling the tap. The 
drinks bought on tap were called 
soda water. The beverage you drank 
at home was called soda pop, because 
of the sound made when you  
uncorked the bottle.

A Pennsylvania man named 
Robert Green was operating a soda 
fountain at a street fair one day when 
he ran out of ice, so he bought some 
vanilla ice cream from a neighboring 
vendor to make his sodas cold. This 
mixture became a sensation, and 
soon all soda fountains began to sell 
drinks which they called ice cream 
sodas. To entice more customers, 
they offered a variety of toppings:  
syrups, nuts, dried fruit, chocolate, 
and whipped cream.

Some soda waters contained small 
amounts of alcohol, and as such, it 
was considered inappropriate or even 
illegal to serve on Sundays.  Soda 
fountains, not wanting to lose their 
customers on Sundays, started to 
sell their fancy flavored ice cream 
without the soda, and they called it 
an ice cream Sunday. When religious 
conservatives objected to “Sunday” 
being used for commercial promo-

tions, the soda fountain people 
changed the spelling to “sundae” 
to avoid the controversy.

Root beer was originally an 
alcoholic beverage made from herbs 
and roots. It became a soft drink in 
1876 when a Philadelphia pharma-
cist named Charles Hires created a 
medicinal tea. He used a mixture of 
25 herbs, barks, roots, and berries to 
create his flavored soda water. His 
concoction became so popular that in 
1893 he began to bottle and distribute 
it under the name Hires Root Beer.

There is no particular recipe for 
root beer, so many soda pop companies 
sprang up across the country, each 
one touting his own brand as superior.  
Roy Allen, a Lodi vendor, came up 
with the idea in 1919 to set up a 
roadside stand to sell a beverage of 
root beer and ice cream to overheated 
travelers driving to Sacramento. This 

Continued on page 11 . . .
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The Adelphian Club, originally home to a 
women’s organization, is an official monument 
at 2167 Central Avenue. Photo: Judith Lynch.

Soda Fountain . . . Continued from page 10

was the first enterprise designed to 
cater to vehicular traffic.  It was so 
successful that in 1922 he partnered 
with Frank Wright to set up a distri-
bution franchise. They called their 
company A & W Root Beer, and their 
product was called a root beer float.

In 1946, George Foster of  
Inglewood took the idea of the 
roadside restaurant which sold soda 
fountain products, and opened one  
in Southern California. He created 
his own recipe for soft-serve ice 
cream, and he called his restaurant 
Foster’s Old-Fashion Freeze. His  
mascot was an ice cream cone wearing 
a chef’s hat. The character’s name 
was Frosty, a trademark name which 
other stores are not allowed to use.

 In the 1950s, this chain had 
reached the Bay Area, and Fosters 
Freeze restaurants opened in  
Sunnyvale, Mountain View, Palo 
Alto, and Alameda. The Alameda 
restaurant, at the corner of Central 
and McKay, still stands in its original 
location. Some of us can remember 
standing in one line to buy a  
hamburger, then moving to the next 
line to buy a milkshake. This is 
because ice cream is a taxable luxury 
and food is not, and before they had 
electronic cash registers, this was 
the only way they could keep their 
records straight.

Alameda has a colorful historic 
landmark which dates back to the 
1940s. It appears on the outside wall 
of Santos Liquor Store on the corner 
of Webster and Taylor Avenue.  It is an 
advertisement for the Golden Bridge 
Soda Water Company in Oakland, 
and it shows a smiling pig-tailed girl 
showing off a giant bottle of Golden 
Bridge root beer. The company  
prospered from 1923 to 1966 when 
they sold out to Dr. Pepper. The 
painting is a great portrayal of the 
love we had for root beer 70 years ago.

aaPs announces  
kids Preservation contest
by Erich Stiger

the alameda architectural preserVation society 
(aaps) wants kids to study our rich architectural 
heritage and understand the importance of historic preservation.  
Therefore, they are launching the AAPS Kid’s Preservation Contest, which 
will focus on the 29 officially designated Monuments in the City of Alameda.  
Examples include City Hall, Alameda High School, Lincoln Park, several  
Victorian houses, the Del Monte warehouse, and 1,297 historic streetlights.  
Part of the contest will award prizes to classroom projects organized by 
teachers in grades 1 – 3. The other part is for families, teams or individuals 
and is targeted at students in grades 4 and up. Both contests are open to all 
Alameda students in public and private schools.

A distinguished panel of judges has agreed to help select winners: architect 
Dennis Owens who chairs the Historic Advisory Board, Alameda Sun publishers 
and authors Dennis Evanosky and Eric Kos, Museum President Robbie 
Dileo, AAPS Board Advisor Nancy Hird, and AAPS President Erich Stiger.

 Winners in the classroom project category will receive group prizes, such 
as a pizza or ice cream party. Winners of the individual team art and essay 
contests will receive prizes such as gift certificates or collectible tee shirts.  
Winning art will be displayed in various places, and essays will be posted on 
the AAPS website and sent to local papers. Winners will be introduced at the 
AAPS 15th annual Preservation Awards Gala the evening of Thursday, May 17,  
location to be determined. 

Sponsors are lining up to support the contest and provide either funding 
or prizes for winning contestants and classes. AAPS Education Committee 
member Johanna Hall is seeking more donations; if you or your business 
would like to take part please call her 510-701-9392. Families, teachers and 
students: If you want to learn more, visit alameda-preservation.org/aaps-kids.  
You can also e-mail questions to aapskids@alameda-preservation.org. 
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amazed or 
amused? 
by Ron Ucovich

next time you pass the 
corner of santa clara 
and chestnut, stop for a 
minute to check out the labyrinth 
painted on the car park of the  
Immanuel Lutheran Church located 
around the corner. It’s a replica of 
the 13th Century labyrinth of the 
Chartres Cathedral in France. Both 
measure 42 feet in diameter, but  
the labyrinth in Chartres lies within 
the nave of the cathedral, and the 
one in Alameda lies in Immanuel’s 
parking lot.

The word labyrinth comes from 
the name of a double bladed battle 
axe. It was a religious symbol which 
dates back to Greek mythology. One 
would enter the labyrinth on one side 
of the blade and exit on the other.  
The Chartres labyrinth is a bit more 
complicated. It is a spiral path which 
leads you to the center of a circle. It 
takes a very sinuous and circuitous 
route to get there and another path  
to exit. The paths never cross, and  
you never make any choices.

Labyrinths are found all over  
the world, and they date back nearly 
3,000 years. Many ancient civiliza-
tions shared some common beliefs:  
they believed in some type of spirit 
world, they made some attempt to 

connect with the other world, and 
they practiced rituals which prepared 
them to make this connection. A 
popular method of preparing yourself 
was with drugs or alcohol. Morning 
glory seeds were consumed by the  
indigenous inhabitants of Mexico to 
produce visual and tactile hallucina-
tions. Red cap mushrooms were a 
popular hallucinogen in Siberia.  
Jimson weed was smoked ritually  
by Hindus for a trance-induced  
euphoria. Salvia leaves were chewed 
by the Indians of Central America  
for their psychedelic effects. The 
Indians of North America made a 
tea from peyote buttons which gave 
them a sense of deep metaphysical 
introspection. Beer, wine, marijuana, 
opium, coca leaves, and hashish have 
all been used sacramentally to help 
religious followers to communicate 
with the spirit world.

Modern religions have moved 
away from drug-induced hypnosis  
to one induced by concentration. 
Meditation is a mental discipline 
where one can alter his state of  
consciousness by concentration  
and introspection. Many Eastern  
religions use a mantra, a word or 
phrase repeated incessantly, to 
achieve this state of mind. This ritual 
was practiced to seek guidance from 
the spirit world, to solve a personal 
problem, to feel compassion, to find 
inner peace, or to seek harmony in 
nature. Many cultures use religious 
icons to achieve this condition: prayer 
wheels, candles, incense, cascading 
water, prayer bells, prayer beads, or 
any other focal point which serves 
to block out distractions. This is the 
principal behind the labyrinth. As 
you traveled the circuitous path, you 
blocked out all distractions, and your 
attention was focused upon achieving 
mental tranquility.

A maze, in contrast to a labyrinth, 
is a complex series of pathways with 
branches and dead ends. Mazes are 
not designed to focus your attention, 
but rather to confuse and frustrate  

the participant. Like labyrinths,  
mazes have their roots in religious  
ceremonies.  Most religions believe  
in a spirit world which is composed 
of a duality of both benevolent and 
malevolent spirits.  If a person was 
being pursued by evil spirits, he could 
purge himself of these demons by 
passing through a familiar maze and 
leaving the evil spirits helplessly lost 
in a quagmire of confusing corridors.

It was commonly believed that 
everything bad that happened was  
the work of evil spirits. If, for example, 
an American Indian became ill, a 
medicine man would be summoned  
to expel the evil spirit. He would put 
on a hideous mask and scream and 
make threatening gestures to scare  
the spirit away. 

Buildings are often constructed 
with elements designed to repel  
evil spirits. Asian architecture has 
rooflines with upturned, pointed  
ridges. Parapets are designed with 
spirals and swirls to confuse the  
intruders. It was thought that evil 
spirits could only travel in straight 
lines, so footbridges crossing a brook 
would have a zigzag in the center so 
the spirit would fall into the water. 
Paths leading to a front door of a 
home would be zigzagged so spirits 
could not follow you into the house. 
When you entered the home, you 
would never see stairs leading to  
the second floor. The stairway was 
hidden from sight so the spirits 
wouldn’t find it. 

Continued on page 13 . . .
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Mosswood Cottage is now contained in Mosswood Park, an 11-acre public park in Oakland 
located on W. MacArthur Boulevard between Webster Street and Broadway. It is managed 
by the city’s Department of Parks and Recreation. Photo: Binksternet on Wikipedia.

 A pair of shishi lions (sometimes 
called foo dogs) often guards both 
sides of a doorway. They are part dog 
and part lion; the dog is to welcome 
visitors, and the lion is to scare the 
demons. In Egypt a sphinx (part 
man and part lion) would be used to 
guard religious structures. In Europe, 
grotesque gargoyles would be placed 
on the eaves of religious buildings to 
ward off evil spirits. In America, a 
horseshoe was nailed over the main 
entrance to your house to keep out 
evil spirits. Even today, we still see 
these elements in our architecture, 
even though it is generally accepted 
that they serve no practical purpose, 
just as we still see scarecrows in 
cornfields, even though it is known 
that they do not repel crows.

Mazes and labyrinths still exist, 
even though their religious signifi-
cance is lost to the ages. They exist 
today as curiosities. Sarah Winchester 
built her 160-room mansion with 
secret passages, doors and windows 
which went nowhere, confusing  
tunnels and stairways, all designed  
to discourage and confuse evil spirits, 
and today her house is a leading 
tourist attraction in San Jose.  Mazes 
may not be effective in expelling evil 
spirits, but they are effective in altering 
your mood. Before entering the Fun 
House at Playland at the Beach, you 
needed to pass through the Maze  
of Mirrors, and your mood was  
definitely altered. You came out 
ready to have a good time. 

Amazed or Amused . . . Continued from page 12

oakland’s cinderella
by Ron Ucovich

young Julia wood had Just completed her training in 
finishing school. She applied for employment as a domestic servant for a 
wealthy entrepreneur in San Francisco. Her boss, Joseph Moss, was a  
prominent businessman with many achievements to his credit.  He worked 
in banking, fur trading, building canals and railroads, telegraph communica-
tions and public utilities. He served as president of a gas company which 
would later become PG&E, and for twelve years he served on the Board of 
Regents at UC Berkeley. 

For years, Julia faithfully performed her duties as housekeeper and  
attendant to Mr. Moss, but she did not like living in San Francisco. Her fantasy 
was to live in a Gothic mansion in the country surrounded by trees and flowers. 
At 58 years of age, Mr. Moss started to show signs of aging. He realized that 
he had no wife or children to inherit his accumulated wealth, and his only 
social contact was Julia, so he asked her to marry him. Julia agreed to marry 
Joseph, and she told him of her lifelong fantasy.

 In 1863 Julia’s dream came true. The happy couple bought 30 acres of 
wooded property near Oakland. Julia oversaw the planning of her 5,500 
square foot Gothic mansion, and she planned the furnishing and landscaping 

with meticulous detail. The couple combined their last names to christen 
their home “Mosswood Cottage,” and the road leading to their estate was 
called Moss Avenue (now, West MacArthur Blvd). Joseph died in 1880, 
leaving Julia to enjoy her inheritance. Julia died 24 years later while vaca-
tioning in Europe. Her land was sold to land developers who built houses 

on it, except for eleven acres containing the mansion. This was bought by 
the City of Oakland where you can visit it today as Mosswood Park.
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What’s New at the  
Meyers House & Gardens 
Some people have wondered why we do not decorate and open the 
house at the holidays.  The short answer is we cannot get docents.  
The same issue is true for the main museum.  Docents are traveling 
or shopping or getting ready for company.  Best to not fight the issue.  
But, there is more to it than finding other or extra staff for being open 
when the regular staff is busy… it takes a long time to decorate and 
more time to un-decorate.  There is a competing house tour for another 
non-profit in Alameda as well.  About 12 years ago, we did have the 
Meyers House open for the holidays.  The first year netted us a little 
over $1,000; the next two years were half of the previous year.  A lot 
of work for a small return on volunteer hours.  Will we try it again one 
year?  The house IS gorgeous when decorated.  Guess that will depend 
on getting a larger group of volunteers committed to a holiday opening.  
Some of us are not “big” on holiday celebrations and doing the extra 
publicity.  So now you know why.

 We have gotten the Studio restroom functional so you don’t have to 
use the ADA outdoor porta-potty.  While it is clean and easy to use, 
people want a “real” restroom.  Next project is to see if some plumbing 
work can be done for the basement’s toilet that is currently broken.  
There is an adjoining storage room that was once a dark room for Mr. 
Meyers, so it was plumbed for cold water and a sink.  Together, and 
for not a lot of money, we plan to make it functional soon.  Being in 
the same area as the new Fashion and Accessory exhibit would allow 
use of the basement as a wonderful dressing room for small weddings.  
Adding restroom improvements truly enhances the ability to pursue 
additional revenue generating entertainment functions in the gardens.  
Our goal for 2012 is to begin having small weddings, anniversary 
parties, birthday parties, and art shows in the grounds.  Teacher or 
business retreats could be possible.  Our agreement with the City of 
Alameda will need modifications, but our goal is to raise revenue  

for this under-utilized park and then use the funds for building  
maintenance.  Currently, only the grounds and basic utilities are 
covered by proceeds from the Meyers Trust.  The City is trimming back 
expenses everywhere, so building maintenance has been deferred. 

With some luck and fundraising, we hope to get the main house 
painted this spring.  Anybody that can recommend a painting  
contractor should call President Robbie Dileo 510-865-1767.  We did get 
bids last year, but those will need to be reviewed/revised.  Scaffolding 
is a major added expense, but it ensures safety and a better paint job. 
Getting donations toward this project would be a tremendous help.  
Perhaps a local contractor would be interested in making this historic 
property part of their future advertising?  Maybe painters could donate 
part of the  preparation work, which is key to the job or some of the 
materials.  What a glorious project to have for your future promotion.  
If you can help with contractor suggestions or have funds to donate, 
please send them to the main museum.  Checks should be made pay-
able to Meyers House.  We do keep separate accounting for the house.  
It is also why we have the Meyers House Guild. All Guild funds go to-
ward maintenance and exhibits at the house.  Feel free to use the form 
on page 15 to give an extra contribution.  The main museum’s tax ID will 
be provided on all donations above the annual membership amount.

The Alameda Museum/Meyers House is funding a porch roof repair 
and improvements/cleaning to gutters, in anticipation of the painting.  
It would be wonderful to have it done in time for the visit Thursday, 
May 3 from members attending the California Preservation Foundation  
Conference May 3 - 6, at the Marriott Hotel in Oakland.  See the 
website www.californiapreservation.org/main_1.html. The bus tour will 
include the Camron-Stanford House and Cohen-Bray homes.  Pardee 
House is close by, so people can just walk over to it.  Many of the  
attendees are architects, historians, and people who work with  
historic preservation.  This is a great opportunity to showcase the  
Meyers estate and maybe learn more about grant opportunities for 
historic properties.

 
ALAMEDA MUSEUM

We are looking for two docents 

to work the 4th Saturday morning shift  

from 11:00 am to 1:30 pm. 

 

Please call Ellen Chesnut at 

510-865-1204 to discuss.



Volunteers: AlAmedA museum  
& meyers House & GArdens

lou baca
barbara balderston
Chad barr
Jim & Jane burgelin
Janine Carr 
Katherine Cavanaugh
Ellen Chesnut
barbara Coapman
dorothy Coats
diane Coler-dark
Cathleen Conley
Gail deHaan
ross & robbie dileo
marilyn dodge
linda domholt
Joanne dykema
Caroline Erickson
Pamela Fererro
Jeanne Gallagher
bonne Germain
barbara Gibson
George Gunn
leslie Hawksbee
debra Hilding
lois J. Hoffman
Charlie & Gail Howell
Virginia Jones
mary lee Keiffer
Julie Kennedy

Carole King
mary lou Kurtz
Flora larson
Gayle macaitis
Jeannie mcCaffery
Jim & Carla mcGrogan
Joanne mcKay
Chuck millar
Stephanie Paula
Ginny raber
Earl rivard
Virginia rivera
betty Saunders
Holly Schmalenberger-

Haugen
Norma Serles
margy & Virgil Silver
lois  Singley
marcy Skala
lavonne & Fred Stittle
Eugenie & John thomson
Ellen tilden
ron Ucovich
Henry Villareal
Gerry Warner
robert Welch
mark White
Joe young
All directors

Volunteer docents are the folks who keep our  
doors open. An enthusiastic group, they help run  

the gift shop, and on occasion, do tasks like help with 
mailings. Training is available. Do you have 3 hours to 

make new friends? Come and spend it with us!

Docent coordinator for main museum  
Ellen chesnut, 510-865-1204

Docent coordinator for Meyers House 
George Gunn, 510-521-1233

815

make check payable to meyers House Guild.
mail to: Alameda Museum 
2324 Alameda Avenue, Alameda cA 94501 

 Annual Guild membership $25

dues Amount  $__________

Additional Contribution  $__________

total Enclosed  $__________

Name_________________________________________

Address______________________________________ 

City____________________State_______Zip________

E-mail_________________________________________ 

Phone_________________________________________

I would like to:

 be a docent 

 Garden 

 Clean & maintain Artifacts 

 Help with Special Events  

 Other__________________________________

Meyers House Guild
is a separate membership and donation category from 
Alameda museum. Funds are used for the sole purpose 
of maintaining this gorgeous property. Guild members 
get invitations to mHG special events. 

for more information call Robbie 510-865-1767.

renewals after September continue your  
membership through the entire following year. 

thank you for your support!  
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Rides such as the 
bumper cars and  
a miniature train 
were some of the 
many amusements  
available here at 
Neptune Beach.

a closer look at 
amusement Parks
by Ron Ucovich

we often hear that neptune Beach was 
the “coney island of the west.” We know 
that Coney Island was an amusement park in New York, 
but it may surprise you to learn that amusement parks 
have nothing to do with conies. During the 18th Century, 
the king of Spain had declared that the whole West Coast 
of North America belonged to him. It took many years to 
populate that much territory, and the early explorers and 
settlers needed a ready food supply. The island which we 
now call Yerba Buena was originally named Goat Island 
because they could raise goats there without building 
fences. Angel Island was originally called Sheep Island for 
the same reason.  Similarly, on the East Coast, the British 
used an island to raise conies as a food supply. A coney is 
a small, short-eared rabbit found all across North America. 
We rarely hear that word on the West Coast, except in its 
derivative form: bunny. Conies are very common in the 
Sierras and the Rockies, but there they are called pikas. 

Coney Island claims the title of the world’s first 
amusement park, but this would depend upon how we 
define “amusement park.” During the 1700s, England 
developed amusement centers called “pleasure gardens.” 
They presented entertainers such as dancers, jugglers, 
magicians, puppeteers, and sword swallowers. There was 
food, music and games for everyone. England also created 
the tradition of the traveling circus. Circuses were originally 
just animal acts, but during the 1800s, they developed the 
idea of the three-ring circus, the large ring in the center  
was for major performances, like lions, elephants, or 

trained horses. To fill the gap between major performances, 
there were two smaller rings featuring acrobats, jugglers, 
contortionists and clowns.

In America, the county fair became popular during the 
1800s. The emphasis of the county fair was to compete 
with your neighbors. They had all types of contests, like 
breeding animals, growing 
vegetables, eating pies,  
making marmalade, and 
sewing quilts. These 
activities all centered upon 
an agrarian lifestyle. The 
county fair was only open 
for a week or two each year, 
and the purpose was to 
mark the end of the harvest 
season. From the county fair we also inherit a fascination 
for freak shows. Carnival sideshows might feature bizarre 
oddities such as a shrunken head, a midget family, a two-
headed chicken, a tattooed man, or an albino skunk.

From the county fair evolved the state fair, and finally 
the world fair. The focus of the world’s fair was to exhibit 
modern developments in industrial technology, and to 
compare domestic technologies with those of other countries.  
The first world’s fair that had mechanical rides was in 
1893 in Chicago, Illinois. On the West Coast, San Francisco  
hosted the World Expo of 1893 in Golden Gate Park.  
A few relics still exist from this exposition:  the Music  
Concourse, the Japanese Tea Garden, the site of the  
M.H. de Young Museum, and the Conservatory of Flowers. 

The Midway of the World Expo focused upon thrills and 
amusements. The Firth wheel, inspired by Chicago’s Ferris 
wheel, offered great vistas of the fair and of Golden Gate 
Park. Thompson’s Scenic Railway soared above the Midway, 
and was the precursor to the roller coaster. The Haunted 
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Swing was a room where you stood in a furnished living 
room, and the room swung back and forth around you, and 
finally rotated upside down, giving the tourists the illusion 
that they were standing on the ceiling. So you see, Coney 
Island was not the original amusement park. The first  
parks that offered thrill rides were the 1893 World’s Fair 
 in Chicago and the World Expo in San Francisco.

During the 1800s, thrill rides were somewhat limited 
because they were powered by steam engines. By the 20th 
Century, electric motors became popular, and thrill rides 
became much more exciting. In 1915, the World’s Fair came 
again to San Francisco. Its Midway, called “The Zone,”  
contained many types of mechanical rides. Instead of a 
Ferris wheel, they had a gondola mounted on a swing arm 
which would rock back and forth until it reached a maximum 
height of 285 feet. Another attraction was a 30-minute tram 
ride which would travel around a model of the Panama  
Canal while they explained its complicated construction.

The Zone contained a ride that was essential to great 
amusement parks: a carousel.  Carousels were originally  
designed by the Arabs as a training device for their cavalry. 
In the 1700s, Italians turned this training exercise into  
a spectator sport.  People would pay to watch practicing 
warriors throw a spear through a ring mounted on a 
stationary post. They called this sport garosello, which 
in Italian means “little war”.  By the middle1800s, carousels 
changed from being a spectator sport into an audience 
participation sport, and instead of throwing a spear 
through a hoop, the objective was to grab a brass ring  
as you passed the stationary post. If you caught the ring, 
this entitled you to a second ride for free.

Coney Island got its first carousel in 1876. It consisted of 
a parade of horses mounted on a rotating platform powered 
by a small steam engine. The horses were lined up two by 
two, all hand-carved out of solid wood, and all painted with 
meticulous detail. A wooden drummer and flute player 
led the parade. A canvas tent provided protection from the 
weather. This carousel was as much a work of art as it was  
a carnival ride. 

The steam calliope was invented in 1859. The first one 
was a set of train whistles of different sizes which were 
activated by a keyboard. These played music on steamboats 
because of their ready source of steam, and later, because 
carousels were run by steam power, they began to play 
calliope music on carousels. By the turn of the century, 
music rolls, similar to piano rolls, replaced the live musician. 
When gas engines replaced steam engines, music was played 
by compressed air, and ever since that time, carousels were 
always manufactured with a huge pipe organ in the center. 

The carousel at the 1915 World’s Fair was made by the 
Dentzel Company, reputed to make the finest carousels in 
the world because of their detailed craftsmanship and their 

use of lights, mirrors, artwork, and band music. They were 
the first company to use the galloping crankshaft to make 
the animals move up and down They were the first to use 
menagerie animals such as cats, dogs, rabbits, giraffes, lions, 
tigers, deer, goats, pigs, donkeys, kangaroos, buffaloes, and 
ostriches. They were also the first company to include  
fictitious figures like mermaids, gnomes, and unicorns.

When the World’s Fair closed in 1916, Robert Strehlow 
bought the beautiful Dentzel carousel and other carnival 
rides, brought them to Alameda, and created Neptune 
Beach.  Neptune Beach and Coney Island set the standard 
for amusement parks across the Nation.  Amusement parks 
flourished during the 1920s, but the Great Depression and 
World War II put an end to most of them. 

When WWII ended, America saw a new trend in enter-
tainment: the theme park. The first theme park opened in 
Oakland in 1948. The owner of a chain of nurseries, Arthur 
Navlet, designed a park exclusively for children. It would 
be a miniature farm with tame animals which the children 
could pet and feed. He took his idea to the Lake Merritt 
Breakfast Club to see if they could help him with plans and 
fundraising. They liked the idea and suggested adding tiny 
buildings and settings taken from storybooks. They created 
Fairyland, complete with tiny buildings, kiddy rides, and 
costumed actors who would tell stories to the children. 

Hollywood cartoonist, Walt Disney, visited Fairyland in 
the early 1950s. He was fascinated by the idea of a theme 
park, and he planned one of his own for people of all ages. 
His park would include exhibits, educational activities, 
historic portrayals, costumed characters, and rides. He 
designed Disneyland with four themes, (Frontierland, 
Adventureland, Tomorrowland, and Fantasyland), each one 
with distinctive architecture, landscaping, and time setting.  
Now that we have seen Neptune Beach, Coney Island, 
Playland, Santa’s Village, Dinosaur World, Pioneer Village, 
Ocean World, and Busch Gardens fade into the sunset, it’s 
fun to know that Fairyland and Disneyland are still here 
for our grandchildren to visit and enjoy.
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