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Tom Gunn’S Career TAKES OFF
From the Alameda Marsh
by Valerie
Turpen

trial flights. There the plane proved
to be too heavy for the engine to
achieve lift-off. Unfortunately, the two
never succeeded in launching a plane.
That year another Alameda resident
did achieve his goal. Captain Ivy
Baldwin, famed exhibition balloonist,
proclaimed, “Ballooning is a thing of
the past.” Baldwin built his own airplane and tested it on the south shore
beach at low tide. This was the start
of his transition to powered flight and
he soon joined a group of aviation
enthusiasts building and launching
planes from the Alameda marsh.

Aviators and onlookers with a biplane on the West End marsh. Tall ships can be seen in
the distance. The marsh covered 1,000 acres and proved to be an ideal location for early
experiments in flight. Image: Alameda Museum.

T

he first major airshow in the United
States took place at Dominguez
Field, near Los Angeles, January 10 – 20,
1910. Attending this event was Alameda
businessman Adrian J. Merle. He was
so enamored of his experience after
taking a ride in a Curtiss biplane he
decided to build his own plane.

prototype in the shop behind his
home at 2254 Santa Clara Avenue.
(The home and shop still stand today.)
Nielson became interested in aviation
after watching a biplane flight at the
Tanforan racetrack. With the backing
of Merle he proceeded to build the
first plane made in Alameda.

After returning to Alameda Merle
recruited machinist and mechanic
Hans Pieter Nielson to work on the

Upon completion Nielson and
Merle transported their handcrafted
prototype to the Central Valley for

The West End marsh grew larger
as it spread west from Grand Street
north of Eagle Avenue, Atlantic
Avenue, and present-day Appezzato
Parkway. Today the area includes
developments like Marina Village,
Sweeney Park, Alameda Landing,
Bayport, and the College of Alameda.
In the Fall of 1910 aviators began
making camps near an early oval
trotting and pacing track at the end
of St. Charles Street. It was formerly
used by the Alameda Driving Association to show off the skills of horse
and driver. Here a new generation
of daredevils tested their skills in
the sky.
Continued on page 2 . . .
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In December 1911, Frank Bryant a
pilot from Fresno arrived in Alameda
to test a new instrument to maintain
level flight—the “automatic balancer”—
designed by Oakland resident N.B.
Converse. He was joined by San
Francisco aviator Roy N. Francis.
Both men where well-known in the
exhibition circuit. The two established a permanent hangar where
they started building aircraft. Bryant
and Francis were joined by many
others and a variety of planes could
be seen on the field.
On July 31, 1912, the Alameda
Daily Argus proclaimed, “Alameda
has become the leading experimental
aviation center in California. A school
for the instruction of those who would
fly is maintained on the marsh at
the north end of Bay Street, east of
the trotting track. It is known as the
Sunset School of Aviation.”
Among the school’s instructors
was a 21-year-old Chinese-American
aviator. He designed and built a
modified Curtiss biplane at Sunset
Field which he used for exhibition
flights and to train students.
Born in San Francisco, October 13,
1890, the child was listed as Tuck
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Gun Tom the son of Chinese immigrant Gar Den Tom and Hoo Shea
on the 1900 census. The family with
three sons and three daughters lived
at 19 Prospect Place, an alleyway
near California and Powell streets.
The devastating 1906 San Francisco
earthquake altered the family’s
course. Chinatown was completely
destroyed by fire after the shaking
stopped and many residents moved
across the bay. By 1910 the Toms
were living at the edge of Oakland’s
Chinatown at 356 Fifth Street.
That same year, going by the
anglicized name of Tom Gunn,
their air-minded son attended the
Dominguez Hills Airshow where he
was photographed with aircraft
designer Warren Eaton. Gunn’s interest
in flight obviously impressed other
aviation enthusiasts at the shows.
Aviators Eaton, Lincoln Beachey,
Horace Kearney, and Glen Martin
are credited with being his early
mentors.
Gunn ended up in San Diego,
where Glenn Curtiss was starting
a flight school to compete with the
Wright Brothers’ schools. Curtiss
found the weather and the location
on North Island ideal for his plan

The Alameda Air Meet took place in 1910 on the beach on at south shore near Washington Park.
This tradition continued into the 1920s and 30s with wingwalkers and daredevils performing
for the crowds at Neptune Beach. Note the flagman on the shore. Image: Alameda Museum.
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to cater to Army and Navy attaches
stationed nearby. Tom Gunn was in
the second graduating class, receiving
his pilot’s license in 1912.
As more people took to the sky
airshows popped up across America,
featuring aviators from various countries, men and women alike. In the
Bay Area the racetrack at Tanforan
and the New California Jockey Club
(formerly Oakland Trotting Park)
in Emeryville became the proving
grounds for the evolving technology
of flight. In February, 1912, the
second San Francisco International
Air Meet was held in Emeryville.
Races and stunts wowed the crowds
for an entire week.
The possibility of a crash caused
tension and indeed several occurred
on opening day. Gunn himself had a
successful run against the bay winds
on that first day. His luck changed on
February 22.
The San Francisco Call reported,
“Powerless in the whirl of a brisk
bay breeze with a failing motor at
his back Tom Gunn a young Chinese
aviator plunged from a height of
100 feet in his unruly biplane today
near the Oakland aviation field and
crashed into a building at the Paraffin
Paint Works.”
Gunn had taken off at 3:00 pm flying
the flag of the new Chinese Republic,
supported by a crowd of cheering
Chinese attendees. As he headed
west into the headwind his engine
stalled and he circled back narrowly
missing employees standing atop the
Union Oil Works tank on the beach.
After crashing through a fence and
into a building at the paint factory
Gunn was pinned under the wreckage
of his plane. He suffered a dislocated
jaw, injuries to his face, and numerous
abrasions over the rest of his body. It
was a miracle he was not killed.
Soon after Gunn was on the marsh
in Alameda instructing at the Sunset
School of Aviation. The location
Continued on page 3. . .
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Tom Gunn. . .Continued from page 2

TOM GUNN BUILDING NEW
AEROPLANE ON THE ALAMEDA MARSH

Aviator Tom Gunn posing for a picture with one of the Eaton brothers at the Dominguez Hills
Air Meet, 1910. Warren formed the Eaton Bros. Aircraft Company near Los Angeles with his
brother Frank. His bio credits him with teaching 26 pilots to fly, one being the first Chinese to
accomplish the feat. This was likely Tom Gunn. Image: Public domain. University of Southern
California Libraries and California Historical Society.

became a hub of activity with pilots
taking flight, airplanes being built,
as well as repaired in the hangars.
It was a continual airshow where
onlookers arrived daily to see what
was going on. The popularity soon
became a hindrance and a safety
concern. “No Trespassing“ signs
were posted to deter the crowds.
However, one onlooker who
came to view the airmen had a
special interest. On August 4, 1912,
The San Francisco Call reported that
Tom Gunn had taken General Lan
Tien Wei of the Army of the Chinese
Republic into the air. The pilot and
his passenger circled the field diving
from 800 feet to 40 feet. The paper
noted Gunn and his passenger were
cheered by hundreds of Chinese who
came to witness the event.
This 10-minute flight may have
had many unpredictable outcomes,
but the general was delighted and
congratulated Gunn on his abilities
in the air. The Call proclaimed, “It
is probable that General Wei will
recommend that the Army of the
Chinese Republic be equipped with
aeroplanes and Tom Gunn may go to

China to instruct his compatriots in
handling the machines.”
Among the witnesses of the flight
were the three children of Dr. Sun
Yat Sen, the first president of the
Chinese Republic. They had recently
arrived from China with General
Wei to be educated in California. All
had been born in Honolulu, Hawaii,
and were entitled to enter the U.S.
The son Sun Fo, age 21, was enrolled
at U.C. Berkeley. The daughters
Sun Yuen, age 17, and Sun On, age
15, also planned to be educated in
California. Shortly before the trip
Sun Fo married his childhood sweetheart, Chun Kwai Chen. Also, born
in Hawaii, she too was seeking an
American education.
The Call’s prophecy turned out to
be true. Later that year, Tom Gunn
was invited to visit China to form an
aviation corps for the army under
president Sun Yat Sen. As he was
preparing to leave San Francisco,
political power in China shifted and
former general Yuan Shikai became
president. Due to his prior association with Dr. Sun Yat Sen, Gunn was
Continued on page 4. . .
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Tom Gunn, the local Chinese aviator,
who has his hangar on the Alameda
marsh, is busy constructing an
aeroplane in his workshop for the
purpose of taking it to China and
starting a school of aviation in his
own country.
Gunn has attained a degree of
hardihood in the operation of his
aeroplanes. At the Oakland meet
some months ago, he was somewhat nervous and flew his machine
into a fence, demolishing the
machine. Since that time, however,
Gunn, has acquired great proficiency
and has given exhibition flights in
several California meets.
The first demonstration of the new
machine will be made before Lan
Tien Wei, a Chinese general, who
recently arrived in San Francisco,
and who is taking a great Interest
in the progress his countryman
is making. Wei is in charge of the
children of Dr. Sun Yat Sen.
Gunn has a workshop on the marsh,
and made two flights yesterday and
today of 20 minutes’ duration each,
attaining an attitude of from 400 to
500 feet and a speed exceeding 60
miles an hour. His new machine is
being made by Chinese mechanics
and is a combination of the HarmonCurtiss type and his own ideas. He
is working also on a hydroplane
which he expects to try out on
Alameda harbor.
Gunn will make flights for the benefit
of the new Chinese loan. His
demonstrations before General Lan
Tien Wei will be to secure his
recommendation for the Chinese
government, and will be private.
The Alameda marsh has become
quite an aviation field, several aviators
having their headquarters and workshops, and a couple of aviation
schools being established there.
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Tom Gunn. . .Continued from page 3

Stopping in the Philippines as
well, Gunn gave a number of
exhibition flights and promoted mail
delivery by air with a postcard bearing
an image of his Honolulu flight.
Gunn eventually assumed his
intended role in the Chinese Army
as General Director of the Aeronautic
Department of Hong Kong. Before
starting his commission the aviator
sent for his childhood friend and
classmate Lily Tong.
The pair had corresponded while
Gunn was abroad and hoped to marry
when he gained financial success as
an aviator. The story made headlines
as an extraordinary romance ”which
withstood the strain of political
intrigue, death plots, and a turn of
fortune.“ The marriage ceremony
was performed May 16, 1916, by
the U.S. Vice-Consul at St. Paul’s
Church, Hong Kong.
Gunn worked the rest of his life
building a modern Air Force for
China. The pilot traveled many years
between Asia and the U.S. touring
the states to arrange contracts for
airplanes and engaging American
pilots as instructors. Gunn declared
that the cooperation of the United
States in the education of young
Chinese in American business methods
was one of the things required to
assure the future commercial intercourse between the countries.

•

J U N E

2 0 2 2

ALAMEDA AIRFIELDS

suspected of being a revolutionist
and a price was placed on his head
by the new government.
Ignoring the death threats, the
pilot left for China, with a layover in
Hawaii. On July 5, 1913, he performed
at the Schoefield Barracks where his
presentation included a show of speed
and a death defying downward plunge.
Gunn was also promoting the use of
airplanes to transport passengers and
mail between the islands. Mrs. Mabel
Newman became the first commercial
air passenger in Hawaii when she paid
$25 for a flight around the harbor.

2

Sunset Field #1
1910 - 1914
Located East of Webster Street
on the marsh.
Sunset Field #2
1915 - 1922
Located West of Webster Street
on the marsh.

Tom Gunn was issued a passport at the
American Consulate in Hong Kong on
October 7, 1919, for travel to Japan.
Image: Ancestry.com.

As one of the pioneers of aviation
ironically Tom Gunn’s life did not
end in an air crash like so many of his
contemporaries. Published accounts
state he died as the result of a rickshaw
accident with speculation he was
assassinated. However, his death
certificate filed with the American
Consular Service in Shanghai shows he
died of an abdominal aortic aneurysm
on January 13, 1925 at 11:30 pm.
This condition is caused by a weakened
main artery that supplies blood to the
lower body, possibly the result of previous aerial accidents; a rupture would
cause life-threatening internal bleeding.
Tom Gunn was buried in Shanghai
in the Bubbling Well Cemetery. The
land was reclaimed for development
in the 1950s and today Jing’an Park
stands on the site.
CREDITS: This article is based in part on
historical information from Woody Minor’s
series of articles on local aviation history,
“Air Alameda” which ran in the Alameda
Journal from October 1994 to May 1995.
Used with permission of the author.
Information on Tom Gunn was sourced at
Ancestry.com; California Digital Newspaper
Collection; YouTube: Tom Gunn Chinese
American Aviator by Pacific Aviation.
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Alameda Flying Field
1926 - 1927
The first airfield located on
Bay Farm Island.
Alameda Airport
1929 - 1935
Located alongside the Alameda Mole
at the mouth of the estuary.
San Francisco Bay Airdrome
1930 - 1941
On the former marsh West of
Webster Street; closed by the Navy.
Benton Field
1930 - 1936
West of Main Street; precursor NAS
Alameda; never used.
Pan American Clipper Base
1935 - 1939
Formerly Alameda Airport; closed by
the Navy.
NAS Alameda
1940 - 1997
Decommissioned by President Clinton.

Pan American Airways China Clipper left
Alameda, November 22, 1935. It was the
inaugural flight of ocean airmail service.
Learn more about this historic flight
at the Alameda Naval Air Museum
2151 Ferry Point, Alameda
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How the Alameda Aero Club Landed
at Oakland Airport
by Myrna van Lunteren

Oakland Airport abuts Alameda’s Harbor
Bay Parkway, which runs along Alameda’s
former Municipal Golf Course, which is part of
Alameda’s Bay Farm Island. Oakland Airport
has two areas, the ‘South Field’, which is the
commercial Oakland International Airport,
known by most people in the area, and the
‘North Field’, which is the General Aviation
area. This is where the Blue Angels park when
they come to visit during Fleet Week, this is where
business jets land to allow Very Important
People to go to Very Important Meetings. And
this is where small aircraft take off for short trips.
Fans of General Aviation, private pilots,
know about the Alameda Aero Club. It is
located on Oakland Airport’s North Field, with
the office / club house (more accurately a
club room) in one of the metal hangars to the
north end of runway 15 (near Doolittle Drive),
with the planes tied down nearby.
Why isn’t this club called the Oakland Aero
Club, then?
Above the office, accessible by a pull-down
ladder are old member records, meeting records
and the original record book of check rides
and major events, tucked into a drawer of a
dusty filing cabinet. These files tell the story.
Around 1973, an Aero Club was formed
at NAS (Naval Air Station), Alameda, called,
NAS Alameda Aero Club. By 1974 the club
was listed in the NAS Alameda introductory
brochure:

AERO CLUB, Building 317,
Extension 2636
Flight instruction and recreation flying
in eight club-owned aircraft. Active duty
military personnel and dependents,
full-time civilian employees of Department
of Defense, and reserve military personnel
are eligible for membership.

From the first pages of the first record
book, started in 1973, it appears the club had
over 500 members at that time. The planes in
those early years included a few Cessna 150s,
a Cessna 172 (Skyhawk), a Cessna 177 (Cardinal), a Piper Cherokee (P-28-180), a Mooney
M21, a Piper Cherokee PA 32, and a Citabria.
Leading figures in this organization were
Vernon Wesley Vonheeder, A.W. Burri, and
Andrew Q. McDonough, and Roger Brower.
Vonheeder around this time was General
Foreman at the Naval Aviation Depot, Alameda.
Young Andrew Q. McDonough was hired as
Manager and later Chief Flight Instructor at
the Aero Club and would later move on to fly
for commercial airlines. Al Burri was a WWII
veteran and one of the club’s CFII’s (Certified
Flight Instructor – Instrument).
But, everything has ups and downs. No
more entries are found by McDonough after
1978 – apparently, he had gotten a job with
an airline. One also sees that by 1983,
Vonheeder becomes much less prominent;
this corresponds with the death of his wife.
After this, Vonheeder left the area.
Another change, in 1983, was the appointment of a new Commander, Commodore D.B.
Cargill, who was given the command of the
Pacific Navy bases, including Naval Air Station,
Alameda. Commodore Cargill felt the military
station was not a suitable place for the small
private aircraft, nor did he care to deal with
the civilians. After about a year on the job,
he ousted the Flying Club from NAS.
Hurriedly, Doug Johnson, with Roger M.
Brower, Wallace (Wally) A. Johnson, Robert
(Bob) C. Stover, Terry W. Moore, and Eugene
(Gene) Simonalle formed a new, civilian,
Board, and dropped ‘NAS’ from the club
name. They also found the location on the
North Field and the Alameda Aero Club was
incorporated September 13, 1985.
The new organization was on shaky ground
for a while, as the board was trying to convince
former NAS Aero Club members to join the
new club. Not all planes, officially owned by
the Navy, made it, but by March, 1985, the new
board managed to get their hands on a couple
of Cessnas, and were working on getting the
Seneca II, and another C-172.
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Home of the Alameda Aero Club at the
Oakland Airport’s North Field.

Although the added number of planes was
minimal, the number of flights over residential
areas of Bay Farm Island and Alameda’s East
End did increase. Complaints were logged
with the City of Alameda. The City negotiated
with the airport (Port of Oakland) officials to
establish procedures for noise abatement on
take-off… However, these procedures were
not shared with the Federal Aviation Authority,
and so not known to unfamiliar aircraft.
As a result, combined with off-line radar for
the field on March 31, 1987, airport controllers
did not sufficiently distance two aircraft. The
pilots did not or could not see each other, and
CFI Anastasia “Stacy” Snyder (25) of Fremont,
and her student, 19-year old Scott Lindsey of
Alameda, going up for his second lesson, were
involved in a mid-air collision with a cargo
plane flown by David Bolesky (25) of Redding.
The death of these three young people forced
the formulating of more strict separation rules
around the airport.
With increased business at the Oakland
Airport, today the Aero Club planes are only
a small portion of aircraft on the field. At the
same time, Bay Farm Island especially has
been completely developed. Although regulations aim to prevent planes flying over housing
for noise abatement, when the wind does
not come from the prevailing direction, or
when distance needs to be created between
airplanes for safety, sometimes planes are
told to fly over houses, giving the pilots and
passengers a rare birds-eye view over Alameda’s
tree-lined streets.
Nonetheless, regardless of up and downs
in membership and number of planes, partially
associated with economic ups and downs of
the Bay Area, the Alameda Aero Club continues
to prosper at the Oakland Airport.

IMAGES:
ALAMEDA MUSEUM

The San Francisco Bay
Airdrome was located
immediately west of
Webster Street, adjoining
the Posey Tube Portal.
It was only six minutes
from San Francisco by
air ferry. The opening
of NAS Alameda forced
the closure of the field
in 1941.

June 6, 1932 Colonel Hubert Julian signed this photo for R.P. Bowman
“Happy landings always” at his exhibition from the San Francisco Bay
Airdrome. Hubert Julian, nicknamed the “Black Eagle” was born in Trinidad
in 1897. He was sent to school in England, but upon onset of WWI he
moved to Canada where he became interested in parachuting and flying.

Map of Alameda’s airfields from the Airway Bulletin, Department of Commerce, Aeronautics
Branch, 1931. The location of Sunset Field #1 has been added for reference.

Later settling in New York, Hubert joined an aerial circus performing
several daring parachute stunts over Harlem. In 1924 he intended to fly
to Africa and become the first person to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean.
Unfortunately, his plane crashed and he did not succeed in this endeavor
until 1929, two years after Lindbergh.
At the Airdrome, Pat Kendall was an aide to Douglas
Warren, head of the division of air traffic law
enforcement. After Warren’s death in a plane crash she
became the Alameda Police Department’s Air Traffic
Control Officer in 1932. Her journey into aviation
began as a clerk for the U.S. Forest Patrol. From the
office in Alameda, she directed pilots to fires around
California. Pat often flew with one of her pet dogs.

R.P. Bowman, ? Lenkman, Smaranda
Braescu, Pat Kendall, and Denny Wright
who ran a flying service from the Airdrome.
Smaranda Braescu born in 1897 was a
pioneering aviator from Romania who held
multiple world records in parachuting.

Alameda Airport was located on a strip of land, known as the Alameda Mole, at the
mouth of the estuary. The area began to be filled for NAS Alameda in 1930s. Leased
to Pan American Airways in 1935 the airport was closed by the Navy in 1939. The
site now forms part of the former air station.
A Japanese
pilot at
Alameda
Airport
circa 1930.
This image
and other
West End
aviation
photos
were taken
by resident
George
Paras.

After a flight to Ethiopia in 1930, Emperor Haile Selassie granted him
Ethiopian citizenship and made him a Colonel. One year later he became
the first black man to fly coast to coast over the American continent and
also broke the world record for endurance flying with a non-stop nonrefueling flight of 84 hours and 33 minutes.

Taking off from the Alameda Airport in 1932
Braescu established the world record for the
highest parachute jump over Sacramento
from 24,000 feet. Alameda pilot, Harry
Bosshardt flying the plane from which she
leapt failed to see her parachute open and
thought Braescu had been killed. He landed
at Mather Field to refuel and request a
search party. She was found unharmed in a
field near Marysville by a passing motorist.

This photo is described as the first airplane to fly from the
Alameda Flying Field on Bay Farm Island, circa 1926. Pilot
Lehi Torrey is shown with a local girl interested in flying.
This runway was where the present-day golf course is.

The first squadron of the Filipino Aviation Club at the Airdrome, 1939. The eight men in uniform stand
in front of a single propeller airplane. Left to right: J. Tabarangao, E. Redoble, C. Udasco, F. Esteban,
instructor; P. Esteban; A. Loyola; Oliver Valerio, and M. Miguel. Valerio received his pilot’s license from
Esteban Flying School in Oakland. He led one of the first Philippine Battalions while serving in the
Pacific during WWII and he was employed for many years as an Aircraft Mechanic General at NAS
Alameda.
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1435 Webster Street at Taylor Avenue
This grassy park with shady oaks was
the precursor of the open space at this
corner today—a gathering place. A canvas
tent filled with chairs has been erected
perhaps for a revival meeting or a lecture.
In the distance a streetcar can be seen
approaching on a roadway devoid of cars.
It is astonishing that the lot was not
developed until 1963 when the Douglas
Oil Company built a gas station on the
site. The station was demolished about
1990 and the property leveled for a
parking lot.

After sheltering-in-place for over a
year Alamedans began venturing
outside again in 2020. This parking
lot soon became a gathering place
for outdoor diners, artists, and
musicians. It continues to be a
sanctuary for social interaction
both day and night with tables, a
stage and a community art garden.
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From Our Docent Coordinator
by Jean Graubart

Jean Graubart
510-217-8193
volunteer@AlamedaMuseum.org

The Alameda Museum Quarterly is
published four times a year and is
available in electronic form on the
museum website.
Alameda Museum
2324 Alameda Avenue
Alameda, CA 94501
alamedamuseum.org
510-521-1233
Designer: Valerie Turpen
Web: Adam Gillitt
Museum Directors
Valerie Turpen, President
Robert Matz, Vice-President
Ron Mooney, Treasurer
Melissa Warren-Hagaman, Secretary
Zhidong Hao
Melissa Marchi
Rasheed Shabazz

Jean Graubart
Docent Coordinator
Alameda Museum

ur community could not exist without its volunteers. I truly believe 		
that they are its lifeblood. The Alameda Museum, part of the heart
and soul of the island is run solely by volunteers, people of all ages, education
and ethnic backgrounds. What they have in common is a big heart.
A few years ago, I realized I had a little extra time (that’s all it takes) and was
looking for a place to give some of that time. Visiting the museum was always a
favorite go to place since moving here, nine years ago. It’s also the place I took
visitors from all over the country. Everyone always loves it. The exhibits hold the
history of the island and enchant with their charm. The vintage shop up front
attracts everyone with the interesting items and the memories they invoke. And
you never know what you’ll find. Docents sell these donated items bringing in a
large part of the money needed to sustain our wonderful museum.
A friend of mine says about volunteering, “Start where you are, use what you
have and do what you can.” Living in Alameda is the first step, looking at your
life and finding a couple of hours to share, is step two, and offering your self to
the museum is step three.
The benefits are numerous. The environment is always filled with something
new to discover, the atmosphere is inviting and interesting and the people you
will meet are happy to talk about where they are from and what they love about
their visit. One of the prizes is to work with another terrific docent. It is truly a
pleasure being at the museum and I get excited for each shift I work.
Mathatma Gandhi once said, “The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in
the service of others.” Our door is open, we welcome you with open arms, warm
smiles, and an opportunity to add a new dimension to your life.
Join us. We will work with your schedule and are open Saturdays
with two shifts, 11:00 am - 1:30 pm and 1:30 pm - 4:00 pm;
Sundays, 1:30 pm - 4:00 pm. It is an opportunity to expand your
horizons, be in the center of Alameda where the action is, enjoy the
feeling of satisfaction and receive the joy of being an integral part of
the community.
I look forward to talking and sharing the pleasure of being a docent
at the Alameda Museum.
Call me at 510-217-8193
or email me at: jeangraubart@gmail.com

9
X

A l a m e d a

Museu m

Q ua r t e r l y

•

I ssue

N U MB E R

2

•

J U N E

2 0 2 2

From the Collection

The Personal is Political:
Symbolism in Crazy Quilts by Nancy Martin
During the summer of 2021,
I had the opportunity to photograph
the four Victorian crazy quilts held in
the Museum. These quilts, produced
between 1880 and 1890 in Alameda,
consist of random patchwork patterns.
They follow the tradition of using jewel
tones and opulent materials of velvet
and satin. As I was photographing the
quilts, I noticed that both the embroidered motifs and some of the strips
used to piece the quilts had very iconic
visual symbolism. FIGURE 1-2 shows
two different ribbons placed diagonally
across the squares
In the same quilt, shown in
FIGURE 3, several arrows are visible
in the stitching patterns and the motif
of an anchor. Recognizing anchor as
the logo of the City of Alameda, I
began to speculate that the crazy quilt
may have been the Victorian version
of a scrapbook. Perhaps these special
symbols were sewn into the quilt as
memories in the way postcards remind
us of the special places we have been.
Was there a meaning behind the
aesthetic iconography used to compose
the Victorian crazy quilts? Could
they be a memento of an occasion, a
visit to a faraway place, or a personal
emblem? What did the maker signify
by choosing certain symbols, and
how were those symbols received by
the viewer(s)?
The quilt, is attributed to the Young
family, who resided at 2137 San Jose
Avenue, Alameda. The household
was composed of Emma and James
Taylor Young and their two children.
Emigrating from England to join her
family in America, Emma landed in
Alameda in 1915. Upon her Aunt
Jennie Groliere’s death, she inherited
the home on San Jose Avenue.
Women of elite status during the
Victorian era sewed crazy quilts as a
leisure activity between the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. They did not

serve as functional bed coverings. The
quilts were assembled of small squares
about twelve inches each, decorated all
over with ribbon fragments applied in
a “crazy” pattern. After composing the
ribbon design, the twelve-inch squares
were then stitched together in the
usual way to make up the full coverlet.
However, the construction of each
square was markedly different from
other quilt-making processes.
Other quilts are sewn together with
a margin around the fabric perimeter
that gets hidden when the seams are
sewn. The quilts figured here were
pieced with ribbon-a narrow fabric
with parallel selvage edges—and
applied, side-by-side, without seam
allowances onto a fabric base without
directional rule. After placement, the
edges of the abutted ribbons were then
embroidered to the base fabric using
any number of fancy stitch patterns.
The embroidery that secured the pieces
ranged from small stitch patterns to
larger recognizable symbols, like a
martini glass, an orange, or the Eiffel
Tower. Thus, the symbolism found in
the quilts takes two forms: the collected
ribbon pieces and the embroidered
motifs.
The personalization of a quilter’s
work was achieved both in the placement of specially saved and prominently placed fabric memorabilia,
surrounded by embroidered imagery.
Note the two identifiable ribbon details
above. The maker positioned the two
ribbons in a central and dominant
position. Presumably, the diagonal
direction would allow the entire ribbon
to be visible. They share a similar color
palette of red, off-white, and blue.
The ribbon featuring Cleveland &
Hendricks, refers to the 1884 Democratic presidential ticket for Grover
Cleveland and Thomas Hendricks,
candidates who waged a contentious
but victorious race over Republican
James G. Blaine. The second ribbon,
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FIGURE 4
shown to the left, is printed with:
La France, L’Amerique La Liberte
Eclairant Le Monde, and is a souvenir
from the third Paris World’s Fair of 1878.
This fair was significant because it
was the first display of the head of the
Statue of Liberty, a gift from France
to the United States. Gustave Eiffel
constructed the metal framework.
Ultimately, America showcased the
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completed Statue of Liberty during a
ticker-tape parade at the inaugural of
Grover Cleveland.
Though there is no way to ascertain
who made the quilt, the campaign
ribbons suggest that the seamstress
sewed the quilt in America after 1884
and that she supported the Cleveland
ticket. She, or someone she knew, had
attended the Paris World Fair in 1878.
The maker was a woman with the
means to travel, collect or procure
ribbon fragments, with the leisure
time to piece, assemble, and embroider
the quilt.
The genealogy of Emma Young
suggested some direction of its provenance. Upon her arrival to Alameda
in 1915, Emma moved in with her
Aunt Jennie Groliere, who herself, had
emigrated from Britain and married
John Baptiste Groliere, a Frenchman.
Groliere obtained his U.S. citizenship
in 1881 in Illinois. It is possible that
Groliere attended and collected the
World’s Fair ribbon before emigrating
to the U.S.
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Though the campaign ribbon
indicates a close connection between
the quilt maker and what it symbolizes, how much association is there
with embroidered images? There
is likely a scale of how closely an
individual connects with their icons.
Aside from the anchor, the motifs
hand-worked on the Young quilt
include fresh fruit—a branch of
cherries, an apricot, a lemon,
strawberries—suggesting youth and
vibrance. It is both colorful and
skillfully produced. Less-elaborate
images such as the penny-farthing
bicycle, a fan, and a young girl
looking into a mirror (FIGURE 4)
indicate young female activities.
Further research is needed to ascertain the provenance of the quilt,
but the symbolism suggests that it
was produced by a young woman,
perhaps an immigrant, eager to
participate in the social and political
fabric of American life.
To see the quilt in color visit
AlamedaMuseum.org/quilt

Students from the Key Club at Encinal High
School recently visited the Alameda Museum
and created an inventory list of objects on
display. This will greatly help with the plan
to better organize the collection and update
information in the exhibits.
The Key Club is a community service and
fundraising based club focused on building
up the community. We were glad to help out
at the Alameda Museum to organize many of
the historical artifacts of Alameda. The Encinal
Key Club plans to continue volunteering at
local organizations.

Key Club participants (above)
included Thomas McMuldren,
Jian Pei Liang, and Miko Wagner
shown in the barbershop display.

Please contact us at 510-570-5698 if you
need help.
			
			

Sean Phu (left) with objects in
the maritime exhibit.

Sean Phu, President
Encinal Key Club

Images: Sean Phu.
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Alameda Museum

Virtual Speaker Series
Due to the continued limits on indoor gatherings,

2324 Alameda Avenue
Alameda CA 94501

the Museum is hosting its lecture series online.
Join us on your laptop or smartphone to learn

IN THIS ISSUE

more about Alameda’s diverse history.

➤ Tom Gunn’s Career Takes Off
From the Alameda Marsh

Check for updates at
AlamedaMuseum.org

➤ How the Alameda Aero Club
Landed at Oakland Airport
➤ Aviation in Alameda
➤ Then and Now: 1435 Webster St.
➤ From Our Docent Coordinator
➤ From the Collection
The Personal is Political:
Symbolism in Crazy Quilts

Alameda Museum
OPEN WEEKENDS
Saturday
11:00 am - 4:00 pm
Sunday
1:30 - 4:00 pm
Interested in research?
Call 510-521-1233 or email
info@AlamedaMuseum.org

Notification will be sent
to members from
Lectures@AlamedaMuseum.org
and posted on Facebook and
Instagram.

RETIRING VOLUNTEERS
Joanne Dykema
Gerry Warner
Holly Schmalenberger-Haugen
____
Joanne has spent many Sundays greeting visitors
at the Alameda Museum.
Gerry and Holly were a weekday team at
the museum front desk and also have provided
constant support at the Meyers House estate
over the years.

MEYERS HOUSE

$5

2021 Alameda Avenue
OPEN
4th Saturday
1:00 - 4:00 pm
3:00 pm last tour

Thank you for the time you have devoted to the
Alameda Museum and sharing the history
of our city with others.
____
The Alameda Museum Board

